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   A COLD MIST SETTLED OVER the city as I walked. The lights on the buildings made them glow red along either side of the canal, which was perfect for my vampire vision. Not that any of the tourists that strolled along seemed to have any problem getting around or minded the chill in the air.
 
   Bobby trailed a few feet behind me, with the bag of my gear slung over his shoulder, should I need it. Not that I would think I would tonight. It was just a house call to one of our regulars, so to speak. But with vampire hunting, you could never be too sure. 
 
   His black bangs fell haphazardly across his forehead, hiding a scar above his eyebrow from one of our more recent scuffles with a rogue vampire. When I had first met him, he’d been a scrawny twenty-year-old struggling art student dating my kid brother. Since then, he had added a few scars, several new tattoos, and about twenty pounds of muscle – and in the process, he had become one of my closest friends.
 
   I’d told him if he wanted to help me out on my missions, he needed to be able to handle himself better, and he had emphatically complied. Eventually, he’d dropped out of school to train and work with me full time.
 
   While both my brother Milo and I had both been initially skeptical that a human like Bobby would be helpful, he’d saved my life a few times. Whether it be watching my back, tossing me a titanium stake, or bringing the getaway vehicle just in time, Bobby had become indispensable to my work as a vampire hunter. 
 
   It was hard to believe it had been just over five years since we’d left Minnesota behind for good. The first couple years we spent bouncing around Europe, trying to find some place that felt like home for all four of us. Finally, we happily settled on Amsterdam. 
 
   Since then, many of my nights had been spent patrolling the Singelgebied district with its garish red lights and scantily clad women dancing in storefronts. It was an area renowned for selling sex, but that wasn’t the kind of prostitution that kept Bobby and I occupied late at night.
 
   “This shouldn’t take too long, right?” Bobby asked, not for the first time since we’d left the apartment. 
 
   “I told you that you could’ve stayed back tonight,” I reminded him. “It’s just a noise complaint. It should just be a quick in and out job.”
 
   “No, no,” he insisted. “If something were to happen to you before this weekend, your brother would never forgive me.”
 
   I shot him a look. “Yeah, and if something happens to you before this weekend, Milo would never forgive either of us.”
 
   “Right. So let’s neither of us get hurt tonight.”
 
   “It’s a deal,” I agreed as we approached our destination. 
 
   At the end of the canal was a building that looked much like the neighboring buildings surrounding it. A historic but squat brick rectangle smashed between two others. Though it would be indistinguishable to the human eye, I could tell the red light out front was several shades darker than the rest on the street. 
 
   A wrought iron sign above the door declared the name - Darah Merah. I knocked on the heavy front door, and a hulking mass of a human bodyguard opened it. 
 
   Since this was about the hundredth time I’d been called to Darah Merah, I had met this particular bodyguard many times before, but he always stared at me from under his protruding forehead like he’d just woken up from a caveman slumber and couldn’t remember what other people looked like.
 
   “Ottaline sent for me,” I began, but the words had barely escaped my mouth when Ottaline appeared, pushing her guard out of the way.
 
   “What took you so long?” she demanded in her distinctive voice. It was raspy with a thick Russian accent, so she ended up sound like the Moscow version of Kathleen Turner. 
 
   Ottaline Rebane was a vampire Madame, a job she’d held for over half of the 285 years she’d been alive. Standing several inches taller than me, she had a regal elegance to her. Her blonde hair was short and loose, and she always wore flowy garments, like a satin robe draped over a long negligee.
 
   “We came as soon as we got the call,” I said as she ushered Bobby and me into the lush parlor room. 
 
   “What seems to be the problem tonight?” Bobby asked.
 
   Ottaline’s frantic blue eyes darted toward the stairwell. The place was filled with vampires feeding on humans, so it was hard to distinguish heartbeats from another, and there was the faint scent of blood permeating the building. 
 
   “It’s a new client,” Ottaline explained, with her eyes still locked on the stairwell. “She took one of my best beethoers upstairs, and there was screaming, and now she won’t let me in.” 
 
   Beethoer was the Dutch expression for “blood whore.” Ottaline ran a solid operation, as far as brothels for vampires go. Her young ladies were well taken care of, and she tried to protect them from more violent clientele. Which is why she’d called up the services of Bobby and me. 
 
   Ottaline wasn’t much of a fighter herself, and the bodyguard at the door was just to keep out human riffraff. So when things got out of hand, we came down to put the vampires in their place, preferably before humans were injured. Most of the time, we could do it without killing anyone, but not always.
 
   “Which room are they in?” I asked, heading toward the stairs. 
 
   “It’s just right –” Ottaline began, but the sound of wood exploding interrupted her.
 
   The vampire had broken through the bedroom door, sending wooden shrapnel flying everywhere, and with blood dripping down her face and a crazed look in her eyes, she charged right toward me.
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   WHEN THE VAMPIRE RAN AT me, I leapt toward her, and before she even realized what was happening, I had my hand around her throat and pinned her to the wall.
 
   Months of training with Olivia back in Minnesota taught me to harness my power as a dhampyr-turned-vampire, and now I moved faster and fought harder than most other vampires. I had become the top of the food chain.
 
   The vampire I was fighting appeared young in human years – maybe her early twenties – and the wild hunger in her dark brown eyes led me to believe she hadn’t been a vampire for that long, either.  
 
   I held her high on the wall, so her feet dangled uselessly above the stairs. Her eyes were wide with surprise, and blood trickled down from her full lips. Futilely, she clawed at my hands. Her hard nails dug into my flesh, tearing it way, but I would not budge or loosen my grip. 
 
   Bobby reached over and handed me a titanium stake, and with my free hand, I pressed it into her chest, just hard enough to pierce the skin. Her eyes flashed with rage, but she finally slacked against the wall.
 
   Ottaline raced up the stairs passed me, going to check on the beethoers and help them if they needed it. 
 
   “Who are you?” the vampire asked, her voice thick with a Spanish accent. 
 
   “I’m here to keep order,” I replied in a firm growl. “And I’ll be your worst nightmare if you cross me.”
 
   “She’s okay!” Ottaline called from upstairs, where she was tending to the vampire’s victim. “She lost some blood, but I can patch her up.” 
 
   At the top of the stairs, a few beethoers had gathered together, some of them holding hands. They were all beautiful young women, with fading bite marks on their necks and arms. I knew there were a few guys here as well, but women were far and away the most popular to work as living blood bags. 
 
   “You’re lucky she survived, or it would be worse for you,” I warned the vampire I had pinned to the wall. 
 
   “I knew I didn’t kill her,” the vampire insisted. “Will you let me down now?”
 
   “As long as you promise to behave,” I said. 
 
   She grunted a reply, so I let go, and she fell to the stairs. The sound of her thumping against the wood caused the beethoers to scatter, running down the hall to the safety of their rooms. 
 
   “Who are you?” I asked.
 
   As she stood up, she rubbed her throat, which would’ve turned into a dark bruise if she were human, but her vampire blood would have it healed before it even had the chance to leave a mark. 
 
   “Iris Emmanuel,” she said, glancing uneasily between Bobby and me. “Who are you people?”
 
   “Alice.” I pointed the titanium stake at myself, then to Bobby. “Bobby. We come around when things get out of control to make sure humans don’t get hurt. What happened?”
 
   “I was hungry,” Iris said. “What does it matter to you if these humans are hurt? They’re only putas and a waste.”
 
   I stepped closer to her, and she shrank back from me. “All lives have value, and since humans are fragile, they deserve our protection most of all.”
 
   “So you work for the humans?” Iris sneered at me. “It figures.”
 
   “I don’t work for the humans,” I corrected her. “But if I were you, I would steer clear of Darah Merah and its employees until you get a better handle of yourself and learn some respect.” 
 
   She rolled her eyes, so I grabbed her shoulder and slammed her back into the wall, forcing her to look up at me. 
 
   “Do you understand?” I demanded.
 
   Iris nodded. “Can I go now?”
 
   “Clean yourself up,” I commanded but let go of her.
 
   She wiped the blood off her mouth with the back of her arm, then cast one last angry glare at me before departing out the front door. 
 
   I went upstairs to check on her victim. The door to the bedroom had been totally destroyed, with splinters of wood everywhere, and Ottaline had moved the girl down to the recovery room at the end of the hall. 
 
   It was styled like the other bedrooms in the brothel, all Victorian and elegant, except this room was outfitted with a hospital bed, a fridge, and a cabinet filled with supplies. The girl was lying on the bed, looking pale with a terrible gnawing bite mark on her neck, and an IV running blood into her arm.
 
   “She’ll be okay,” Ottaline repeated, running a damp washcloth over the girl’s face. “I take care of my girls here.”
 
   “I know,” I said, but looking at the girl in the bed like that, it still made me queasy.
 
   My mind couldn’t help but flash back to my best friend Jane, and how she’d become addicted to vampire bites before eventually being murdered by one. Jane had died over five and a half years ago, and her death still haunted me. 
 
   Much like regular old legalized prostitution that surrounded us, Darah Merah was a mixed bag of empowerment, degradation, and more than a few casualties. At least the young ladies here knew what they were doing, and Ottaline did her best to set perimeters and keep them healthy and safe.
 
   Still, it was something that I could never completely stomach.
 
   Ottaline stopped fretting over the girl to look back at me. “Thank you again, Alice. You know we’d be lost here without your aide.”
 
   “It’s no problem.” I tried to brush it off. “Just let me know if you have any more trouble.”
 
   “Of course.” Ottaline smiled and turned her attention back to the girl.
 
   Bobby was waiting for me at the bottom of the stairs, attempting to make small talk with the guard, but it wasn’t going well.
 
   “So you never watch any football?” Bobby was asking him. He leaned back on the banister and arched an eyebrow at the guard, who stood stoic with his hands folded in front of him. He’d barely even reacted when I’d been fighting with Iris.
 
   “Nein,” the guard grunted in response. 
 
   “But everybody watches football!” Bobby insisted. “That’s insanity.” 
 
   “I don’t think he wants to chat,” I told Bobby as I reached them, and I fixed my guys on the German Neanderthal. “We’re done here. Can you make sure that Iris Emmanuel doesn’t come back here?”
 
   “My job is simple – don’t let humans in, and take orders from Ottaline,” he replied in his thick accent without looking at me. “I will wait to hear what Ottaline says on this matter, and then I will do as she says.”
 
   “Alright.” I patted him on the shoulder as I walked past, because I knew he wanted stop me and it would drive him nuts. “Good talk.”
 
   We stepped out into the cool June night, and Bobby zipped up his Member’s Only jacket to keep the chill out. 
 
   “See?” I told him as we walked quickly down the road, back toward the office near the center of the city. “I told you it wouldn’t be that long.”
 
   “I knew you were right,” he agreed. “But Milo is still going to be freaking out.”
 
   “Considering what you guys have going on this weekend, Milo’s going to be nonstop freaking out the entire time no matter what,” I replied.  
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   ON THE THIRD FLOOR OF a glass and concrete building that blended in with every other one in downtown Amsterdam, the Agency took up a small suite of offices. The plaque outside the front door read “The Stoker & Hawthorn Agency,” and it acted under the guise of being an ad agency (one that was always too busy to ever take on new clients, of course).
 
   But most of us just referred to it as the Agency. It was easier that way.
 
   The lobby was cool and modern, looking like something out of a high-end Ikea floorshow. It could’ve easily passed for any other company in the city, except for the odd hours it kept. Someone was always working, fielding calls or directing orders or keeping records here at the Agency. Vampire hunting was a twenty-four-hour operation. 
 
   Usually when I came in, the place was empty, except for the assistant behind the front desk, and today was no different. Sabine dutifully typed away at the computer when we arrived, and she smiled at me and Bobby. She was a human girl in her early twenties who always wore a pair of oversized square prescription glasses, which she tended to readjust more when she was nervous. 
 
   “Good evening, Ms. Bonham,” she said. “Mr. Swanson. Did everything go alright on your errand tonight?”
 
   I smiled at her. “As well as it could go.”
 
   “Ms. Lefèvre is out for the evening, but Mr. Driscoll is back in his office, if you’d like see to him,” Sabine explained. 
 
   She always spoke very proper, reminding me of a secretary from the 1960s, and I wondered if she had been deliberately trained that way. I had no idea who her immediate supervisor was, since I didn’t deal much with the day-to-day stuff, but I knew most of the employees were vampires, so it would make sense if her boss had a particular fondness for a bygone era.
 
   “Mr. Driscoll will be great,” I replied, matching her formality. “Can I just go right back?”
 
   “Of course. I believe he’s expecting you.”
 
   Ettie Lefèvre was the head of this region’s Agency, and I met with her most of the time. But when she was out, Abner Driscoll usually stood in her place. He was the highest-ranking field agent, and he’d been the one to poach me for the Agency.
 
   Initially, when I first began my path of vampire hunting, I hadn’t wanted to work for any official group or corporation. I had a terrible run-in with three “vampire hunters” who only cared about money, not helping anyone but themselves. They’d nearly killed my brother and my boyfriend and assaulted my whole family, before Peter and I had gotten the best of them and killed them.
 
   I had started training with Olivia because I wanted to be able to protect myself and my family, but after the vampire hunters attacked us, I realized there were so many other vampires and humans that needed protection. So, I wanted to do my part to help.
 
   I’d started out as a free agent, but eventually Abner had approached me about joining their operation. I’d been cautious at first, but he was kind and had this goodness about him. He promised me that I’d never have to take any jobs I wasn’t comfortable with, and that they could provide backup and safety for my loved ones.
 
   So, I couldn’t turn it down. I had started working for the Agency a little over three years ago, and I hadn’t regretted it once. 
 
   Abner’s office was at the end of the hall. It was the smallest office in the suite, and he kept it sparsely furnished in an odd blend of antique and ramshackle. The shades were half-closed, and only his small desk lamp lit up the room, giving his office a very noir feel to it.
 
   But really, that fit Abner perfectly. He’d turned into a vampire at the beginning of the twentieth century, and he had this air about him that always reminded me of Humphrey Bogart. Though, he had a more youthful appearance and more handsome face than Bogart, with large gray eyes, a strong roman nose, and perfectly coiffed ashy blond hair. 
 
   He smiled when I knocked on his open door, and he rose to his feet as Bobby and I came into his office. 
 
   “That was a quick one,” he said, gesturing to the chairs in front of his desk. “Ottaline already called with the report.”
 
   I hesitated before taking a seat. “Was it a good report?”
 
   “Naturally. Ottaline’s always happy with the work you do.”
 
   “I told Alice when the call came in tonight that Ottaline just wanted to see me again.” Bobby was joking, but he wasn’t entirely off base. Ottaline had expressed a fondness for him in the past, saying he reminded her of her long deceased son. 
 
   “Did you find out anything about the culprit?” Abner had come around his desk and leaned back against it, half-sitting on it. “Ottaline said it wasn’t anyone she was familiar with.”
 
   “She said her name was Iris Emmanuel. She didn’t look very old, so I suspect that she just didn’t know how to control her bloodlust yet,” I said. 
 
   “She did seem to have a particular disdain for humans,” Bobby added. “She seemed really disgusted when she thought you were working for us.” 
 
   Abner frowned. “There has been a recent uptick in anti-humanism. I don’t know why exactly, but I definitely think it’s something we should keep an eye on.” 
 
   “I’ll be sure to a make a note of it I hear anything,” I promised. 
 
   “It’s always better to be safe than sorry,” he said, then turned his attention to Bobby. “At least you had a relatively easy job right before your break.”  
 
   “If it had been anything more serious than a house call to Ottaline’s place, I would’ve stayed home,” Bobby said, but I wasn’t sure that was true. 
 
   He never wanted to stay behind, and though he usually ended up being helpful, there were some places I refused to take him because he was mortal. I couldn’t have his blood on my hands. 
 
   “I’m glad you made it out in one piece,” Abner said with a small smile. “I should probably let you get out of here so you can get ready for the big weekend.” 
 
   “Thanks,” Bobby said as he got to his feet.
 
   “I’ll make a note about Iris Emmanuel and her comments, then I’ll wire your payment to you tonight,” Abner said, shaking our hands, like he was some kind of insurance salesman and not a seriously skilled hunter of immortals. 
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   IT STARTED THE WAY IT always did, with blue flowers everywhere. They perfumed the air, sweetly but overpowering, and when I opened my eyes, I was lying in the field of tiny flowers, just as I knew I would be. 
 
   Sunlight warmed my skin, but instead of draining my energy the way it usually did, it made me feel light and airy. Almost as if I could float away if I wanted.
 
   But I didn’t. Instead, I sat up, waiting for her to arrive, but it didn’t take long. She walked toward me, her feet barely grazing the flowers as she moved. Her long gown flowed behind her, and her crimson hair was ruffled by a breeze only she could feel. A light seemed to come from inside her, making her pale skin glow, and she moved in an eerie, slow motion way.
 
   “Alice,” she said, her voice lilting with an accent. It was clear and beautiful but with a subtle echo, making it sound faraway even when she was right in front of me. 
 
   “What do you want this time?” I asked her, as had become our ritual every time she visited me this way. 
 
   “You know what I want,” she replied simply. “You must find peace for the ones you love.”
 
   “Everyone I love seems peaceful to me. And even if they weren’t, doesn’t happiness come from within? It’s something they need to figure out for themselves.”
 
   Her full lips pressed into a thin line, and she didn’t seem amused by my logic. “Alice. You know what you must do.”
 
   I shook my head. “No, I really don’t.”
 
   “Then you must figure it out. And quickly. Time is running out,” she warned me ominously.
 
   “Time for what? What does that even mean?” I tried to stand up, but I was weighted to the ground. The flowers were extending, growing over my feet and hands to hold me in place.
 
   “Hurry, Alice,” she commanded. 
 
   I fought against the plants, but they held fast. “Why are you doing this?” I asked, but she was already retreating backward, from wherever it was she came. “Who are you?”
 
   But she never answered. Not once in the dozen or so times I’d dreamt of her during the past few months. She’d never told me who she was or what exactly I was supposed to do. 
 
   I was still half-asleep when I began fighting against the blankets that wrapped around me. Then I felt Jack’s hand, soft and reassuring on my arm, and I finally relaxed back onto the bed. 
 
   “Was it that dream again?” Jack asked groggily as he sat up. 
 
   Matilda – his massive fluffy white Great Pyrenees – began whining in concern, so he leaned over to pet her. She lay on the bed beside him, curled up in a mass of blankets and pillows. An old injury to her leg and her advancing age meant we had to have a small stepstool next to the bed for her to climb up, but she slept with us every night. 
 
   “Yeah,” I groaned.  
 
   He looked back at me. “That’s the second time this week, isn’t it?” 
 
   “I don’t know,” I lied. 
 
   I tried to pretend like having reoccurring dreams about some weird woman with blue flowers making cryptic warnings wasn’t getting to me. I’d only told Jack about it because I kept waking up attacking the covers, but I downplayed it as much as I could so he wouldn’t worry. There was no sense worrying about bad dreams, right?
 
   I looked over at him, sitting shirtless in our bed, with unable to hide the concern in his eyes. With perpetually tan skin, an easy smile, and wild sandy hair, he looked more like a beach bum than a vampire. While his body hadn’t aged past twenty-four, and he still had plenty of boyish charm, he’d begun to mature in recent years. 
 
   Although Jack was still as handsome as he’d ever been – with a perfectly chiseled torso that still managed to take my breath away when he took off his shirt – there were subtle changes to him. His soft blue eyes weren’t quite as light anymore, darkened by time and responsibility and all that we’d gone through in the past. 
 
   He was still quick to laugh, and his arms were a constant bastion for safety and comfort for me. But the reality was that he was older now. We both were. We’d been together for nearly six years, building a life with our own expectations and roles. He loved me and trusted me completely, but sometimes, those emotions would clash.
 
   And I could see that conflict in his eyes now, with his mouth pressed into a thin line, so his whole expression was one of grim resignation. He knew there was something more going on with the dreams than I was telling him, but he also knew that I wanted to take care of it myself, so he wanted to try to let it be. 
 
   “What time is it?” I asked, changing the subject.
 
   He paused scratching Matilda to glance over at his phone sitting on the bedside table. “It’s just after two in the afternoon.”
 
   “I should get up,” I lamented. “People will be here soon.”
 
   “We do have a very long weekend ahead of us.”
 
   No sooner had I stood up then Milo threw open our bedroom door. His dark eyes were intense, and his normally smooth brown hair was standing up all over, like he was a mad scientist. 
 
   “Good, you’re awake,” Milo said so rushed it all came out as one word. “There’s so many crises going on right now.” 
 
   “Define ‘crises,’” I said calmly, since I had spent the last three months putting out my brother’s alleged fires, which had once amounted to his bow tie not having the exact satin sheen he’d hoped for. 
 
   “Mom said her and Leif’s plane is delayed,” he said. “The florist sent me a picture of the flower arrangements, and they are a much grayer shade of blue than we’d talked about.”
 
   “Grayer shade of blue?” Jack asked with a raised eyebrow, and I held up my hand to silence him before he made Milo’s meltdown any worse. 
 
   “It was supposed to be Blue Frost, but these are definitely Snowcloud,” Milo insisted with a frantic tremble.
 
   “Okay, okay,” I said as soothingly as I could. “I just woke up, so I’m gonna go to the bathroom, and you go out there and take a few deep breaths, and I’ll be right out there to help you deal with everything, okay?”
 
   He nodded reluctantly. “Okay.” 
 
   Once Milo had left, closing the door behind him, I rubbed my temple and muttered, “This is why I don’t ever want to have a wedding.”
 
   “We could always go to the justice of the peace,” Jack suggested, but I had already disappeared into the on-suite bathroom.
 
   A few years ago, we’d talked about getting married, but for me, there really didn’t seem to be any point. Since we weren’t mortal, we forged all our paperwork, so the wedding certificate would just be a fraud.
 
   Jack had given me immortality, and we were bound together by our blood. No ceremony or piece of paper would ever supersede that. 
 
   In that bathroom, I had just finished brushing my teeth when Jack came up behind me. He wrapped his arms around my waist and kissed my neck, so I leaned into him, relishing the way his heart thudded slowly in his chest. 
 
   “I love you,” he said softly.
 
   I turned around to face him, and he kept his arms around my waist, holding me to him. “I love you, too.”
 
   “This is going to be a really long weekend. But we’ll get through this the same way we get through everything.”
 
   “And how’s that?” I asked.
 
   “Poorly timed jokes, clandestine make-out sessions, and drinking so much blood that we’re totally intoxicated,” he replied with a smile. 
 
   I leaned in to kiss him, but Milo shouted for me from the other room, so I settled for a quick peck on the lips.
 
   “Duty calls,” I said as I slipped out of my boyfriend’s arms. “But I’m holding you to the make-out session later.”
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   OUR APARTMENT WAS RIGHT IN the center of Amsterdam, across from the famed Bloemenmarkt, which sold flowers year around so our place always smelled wonderfully of tulips and narcissuses and whatever else they were selling. 
 
   It was a minimalist modern place, with two bedrooms, three bathrooms, and a very small kitchen, which worked out well since only one of us actually ate food. Two, counting the dog, but she mostly just ate kibble. 
 
   Floor to ceiling windows lined the exterior walls, with an angled rooftop veranda that jutted out toward the canal below. The patio had a wonderful garden with plenty of flowers and a few patches of grass, perfect for emergency bathroom breaks for the dog. 
 
   We things cool yet casual, with simple furnishings in the grand living room. Our style tended to be clean lines, which went with the marble fire place and dark wood floor. A few brightly colored oil pastel drawings added a pop of color to the stark walls. 
 
   That was, until Milo and Bobby started planning their wedding six months ago. Now it looked like a bridal shop had exploded, with decorations and linens and stationary covering every square inch. 
 
   It was the day before their nuptials, and somehow Milo still hadn’t decided what shoes he was planning to wear. He’d narrowed it down to two choices (supposedly), but for some reason, there were at least a dozen shoes strewn about on the dining room table. 
 
   Milo stood on one side of the table, frantically lifting up one shoe after another, while Bobby and I stood on the other side, doing our best to calm him down.
 
   “I like the one that you’re holding.” I pointed to a faux-leather shoe in his left hand, which only made Milo wrinkle his nose in disgust. “Or not.” 
 
   “Just wear whatever is most comfortable,” Bobby suggested, and I could tell by the tightness in his voice that it was taking all his energy to not sound completely exasperated. 
 
   Milo glared at him, his brown eyes growing stormy. “I’m going be looking at these pictures forever, so I want them to be perfect.”
 
   “And they will be perfect.” Bobby softened, and he walked around the table to Milo. “What makes them perfect is how much you and I love each other, and that’s going to come through in the pictures, and really, that’s the only that matters anyway.”
 
   Milo had his arms folded across his chest, but he took a deep breath and let his arms fall to his sides. “You’re right.” 
 
   “I am right more often than you give me credit for.” Bobby reached up and cradled Milo’s face in his hands, and he leaned forward so they rested their foreheads against each other. “I love you, and it’s going to be a beautiful day.”
 
   Bobby and Milo weren’t exactly meant for each other – not the way vampires were, where their blood bonded them inextricably together – but it was impossible to deny how much they cared about each other. In the nearly six years they’d been dating, they’d only grown closer and stronger in love, and honestly, I couldn’t imagine the two of them not being together.
 
   Still, despite their connection, I had had some initial reservations about their wedding. Namely Bobby’s refusal to turn. Despite being in an intimate relationship with a vampire, Bobby had no intention of becoming one himself. 
 
   While Milo looked exactly like the stunning teenager he’d been when they met, Bobby had clearly aged into a handsome twenty-five-year-old young man. I could only imagine the problems this would cause in the future, not to mention the fact that Bobby’s life was so much shorter and more fragile than ours. 
 
   Six months ago, the night Bobby had proposed to Milo, I had taken him aside afterward. It had been cold, but we’d been standing out on the balcony as the snow came down.  
 
   “So….” I leaned against the railing, watching the snow fall into the canal below us. “I’m happy for you…”
 
   “But?” Bobby was beside me, but he stared back into the house, where Jack and Milo were celebrating with champagne flutes filled with bright red blood from the fridge. 
 
   “I know that you love Milo, and it makes sense to me that you want to be with him.” I took a deep breath, choosing my words carefully. “I guess it just seems odd to me that you want to commit to marrying him, but you don’t want to commit to being a vampire with him.”
 
   Bobby laughed then. “Not wanting to be a vampire has nothing to do with commitment. It’s just not something that I want for myself. It’s great for you guys, I get that, but the idea of living forever and drinking blood all the time… It just never really appealed to me.” 
 
   “How can immortality not appeal to you?” I asked. “Nobody wants to die.”
 
   “Some people want to die,” he corrected me. “And not just suicidal people, either. I only have one life, and I want to make the most of it, but I also don’t want more than I have. Doing this one round right is enough for me. I don’t need forever.” 
 
   Jack’s eldest brother Ezra had once told me that it was death that gave life its meaning. Knowing these moments couldn’t last forever is why they were so special. And there were some sacrifices to being a vampire. Like never being able to have children or a family, not in the traditional sense. Watching everyone you around you grow old and die. Human food tasted disgusting, and sunlight was grueling bordering on painful.  
 
   But in the end, it all seemed worth it to me, because of the things I gained. Immorality. Superior strength. Heightened senses. And most importantly, being with the man I loved forever. 
 
   “What about Milo?” I asked softly. 
 
   Bobby exhaled. “Milo is my one and only. But I know that I’m not his. Someday, his blood will react to whoever he was meant for. And that’s okay. Because I only want my one lifetime with him. It’s more than most people have, honestly, and it’s enough for me. So, it has to be enough for him, too.”  
 
   Now, the day before their wedding, I knew that Bobby was right. One lifetime with a love as great as theirs was more than most people ever had. 
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   A KNOCK AT THE FRONT door drew me away from helping Milo finally decide on a pair of shoes, and honestly, I was grateful for the reprieve. 
 
   Matilda bounded to the door, barking in excitement, and as soon as I opened it, she leapt at the visitors. I barely had a chance to register that it was Ezra and Mae before the dog was covering them in kisses.
 
   “Oh, I know,” Mae purred, crouching down to properly pet Matilda. “I miss seeing you every day, too, my love.” 
 
   While Mae entertained the dog, Ezra turned his attention to me. His dark mahogany eyes were as warm as ever, and something about his presence always seemed to calm me. He smiled broadly, and before I could say anything, he pulled me into a hug.
 
   “How are you, Alice?” he asked, his deep voice made even richer by his British accent. 
 
   “Good. Very good,” I replied quickly, and he released me. “How are you?”
 
   “We’re doing quite well,” Ezra said, but tousled his dark blond hair and wouldn’t meet my eyes when he said it. 
 
   “Things are good,” Mae chimed in, straightening up, and Matilda loped on out of the front entrance to find someone else to pay attention to her. 
 
   “You look good,” I said, which was only half a lie. 
 
   Mae, like most vampires, would always look beautiful. She had a wonderful softness to her features, like a delicate petal of a flower that blooms only with the exact right amount of sun. But her eyes – a lush golden color, similar to honey – had a sadness about them that never completely disappeared. Not anymore. But it seemed to have lessened some since I last saw her. 
 
   “Your hair looks nice,” I said, motioning to it. 
 
   She normally wore her light brown hair in waves that cascaded past her shoulders, but now it was cut into a stylish pixie. It was lovely, but it made her look smaller and more vulnerable, but also lighter, almost airier than before. As if a weight had been lifted off her.  
 
   “You like it?” she asked hopefully. “I needed a change.”  
 
   Every time I spoke to Mae since we’d left Minnesota, that what she’s said. She needs a change or she’s making a change or it’s time for a change. She’s clinging to the hope that if she alters the exact right combination of things, she’ll be happy again.
 
   But the shroud of depression that had descended upon her wasn’t something that she could easily shake. The loss of her children – the ones she had that she never got to raise, the ones she could never have since becoming a vampire, and the tragic, complicated death of her great-granddaughter – had left her with a hole in her heart that nothing could seem to fill.
 
   “Milo and Bobby are in the living room,” I said, gesturing toward the rest of the apartment behind me. With Milo’s level of anxiety, he could definitely use Mae’s mothering, and it would give her some place to get all those urges out. 
 
   Mae smiled at me, looking grateful. “I’ll see if they need my help.”
 
   “Where’s Jack?” Ezra asked.
 
   “He’s down at the comic book shop, but he’ll be home in time for the rehearsal tonight.” 
 
   Jack still worked part time with Ezra, managing stocks and doing behind the scenes work in some international corporations. That was how we could afford a large apartment in the heart of Amsterdam. But most of the things Jack worked on could be done online, so he no longer had to travel all the time.
 
   That left him with a huge opening in his schedule. He saw me and Bobby going after our ambitions, and Milo had followed his dream of becoming an award-winning chef. So, Jack decided to pursue something he loved, and he opened a comic book shop. 
 
   “I’m glad that’s working out for him.” Ezra nodded, looking impressed. “I’ll have to check that out while we’re in town.” 
 
   “Yeah, I know he would love to show you around,” I said. “Are you and Mae staying at a hotel nearby?
 
   Ezra nodded. “It’s a nice place. I’m sure we’ll enjoy it for the next few days.”
 
   “Is it just the two of you?” I asked as casually as I could.
 
   “For now. Peter should be getting in late tonight or early tomorrow. He’s assured me that he won’t miss the wedding, but you know how Peter can be.”
 
   The last time I had seen Peter had been a year and a half ago at the house that he shared with Ezra and Mae in London. We’d been celebrating Christmas all together, and it had been a rather nice holiday with nothing dramatic or unhappy transpiring. But a few weeks later, he’d taken off, deciding that he needed to travel the world again and see what’s changed.
 
   As far as I know, he hadn’t been back to London, and none of us had seen him since then. Ezra still talked to him on the phone from time-to-time, and Jack messaged him quite a bit. But otherwise Peter was off the grid, running around on his own adventures. 
 
   Before Peter had gone off on his solo escapades, he and Jack had actually begun working on repairing their relationship. They’d gone away together on a ski weekend in the Alps, and Peter had helped Jack pick out and renovate the storefront that became the comic book shop.
 
   That was one of the reasons that made Peter’s most recent disappearing act harder than the last few ones. At first, Jack took it personally, but eventually, through multiple texts and a few Skype sessions, they managed to get back on the semi-solid ground that they’d rebuilt. 
 
   “Are you keeping yourself occupied back in England?” I asked Ezra, deftly changing the subject away from the somewhat-uncomfortable topic of Peter.
 
   “The renovations at Brunhamme Manor are keeping both Mae and I fairly busy.” As Ezra spoke, going into detail about each project he’d successfully tackled, his smile deepened with pride. 
 
   Last fall, when Mae once again decided that she needed another change, they’d bought a dilapidated old manor alongside the River Thames. It had suffered some damage during WWII, then was left to rot in disrepair. In the past century, the acreage had changed hands several times, with each owner set on fixing problems that eventually became insurmountable.
 
   So now Ezra and Mae were trying their hand at it. The updates we got made it sound like everything was going well, and honestly, Mae looked better than I had seen her in quite some time. Restoring a piece of history seemed to be good for both of them. 
 
   I remembered once when I was talking to Ezra about how one goes about filling the time when you have all of eternity. He’d told me to learn to cherish the moments I was in, but most importantly, that I must find something to live for. That I had to discover my own purpose.
 
   A wonderful sense of contentment settle over me when I realized that we all had found a purpose. Something that we loved that we could put our heart into. Ezra and Mae with the manor, Jack with his store, Milo with his restaurant, and Bobby and I with our hunting.
 
   But then my heart twisted when I realized that wasn’t exactly true. I mean, all of us had found something to live for. All of us, except for Peter. 
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   THE BOTANICAL GARDEN WAS IN full bloom, with bright blossoms of white and blue scenting the air. Milo and Bobby had chosen the far rose garden, in late afternoon just before the sun set to get married. Before the ceremony were pictures, and just as they had commenced, a light rain began to fall.
 
   I’d expected Milo to freak out about it, but the rain added a beautiful, magical touch to the day (not to mention that the overcast skies kept the vampire induced sun-exhaustion at bay). He’d actually become surprisingly calm once he’d gotten dressed, and when we gathered under an awning of roses, he smiled serenely at Bobby.
 
   They wore matching muted gray suits, though Bobby wore the jacket with his while Milo just wore the white shirt and vest. Milo had a bow-tie in light blue – Blue Frost, apparently – and Bobby had a long skinny tie. They complimented each other perfectly, in every way, and I don’t think I’d ever seen either of them look happier. 
 
   “I just can’t get over how handsome you look today,” our mother, Anna, gushed from where she stood off to the side, waiting for the family portraits to start, and our father, Leif, stood beside her, holding a large umbrella. 
 
   After the two of them had finally reunited, Mom and Leif had eloped, and then she’d chosen to become a vampire herself. The transformation sat amazingly well with her. Her dark hair was still as wild as ever, but her skin had softened, the bags under her large eyes had disappeared, but most importantly, there was a tranquil happiness that settled over her.
 
   For years, Mom had coped with Leif abandoning us by drinking and gambling too much and working overtime to pay the bills and avoid the pain of a home without him. But since Leif had returned, she smiled more easily, laughed more freely, and just generally seemed more at ease.
 
   Leif had only returned to my life almost six years ago, so I don’t know much of what he was like before reuniting with my mom. I knew he had lived a wild life, as in he lived in the woods with a pack of rabid vampires for years. But now he had cleaned up, brushed his hair, put on shoes, and looked like a regular member of society. 
 
   Since he’d been a vampire long before I was born, he still looked like he was only in his twenties, which sometimes made things feel awkward. Not to mention the fact that he’d been absent for all of my formative years. Milo had taken to calling him, “Dad,” but I don’t think I would ever really feel comfortable with it. 
 
   When the photographer finally called for family to join the picture, Mom rushed over to Milo, her flowy blue pantsuit swirling around her. 
 
   “Oh, this is so wonderful,” she enthused, wrapping her arm around Milo. “You’re so handsome and so grown up. I’m so happy for you both.” 
 
   She couldn’t seem to help herself, so she leaned up and kissed Milo on the cheek with a loud smack, leaving dark pink lipstick on his skin. 
 
   “Oh, honey, I’m sorry.” She laughed as she wiped it away with a handkerchief. 
 
   “It’s okay, Mom,” he said with a laugh.    
 
   “What about you, Bobby?” Mom asked, glancing around when she noticed that it was only me, her, and Leif joining Milo and Bobby under the awning. “Where’s your family?”
 
   “My brother couldn’t make it today,” Bobby replied shortly and tried to hide the hurt in his eyes. 
 
   Years ago, his father had left, and his mother had died, so the only family he had left was an older brother. He’d spent months trying to convince him to come to the wedding, but unfortunately, it had been to no avail. 
 
   “Well, we are your family now, so you’ve got plenty here,” Mom assured Bobby just before the photographer snapped the picture. 
 
   After a few different shots of varying poses with the five us, Milo motioned to where Ezra, Mae, and Jack were standing off to the side, watching the festivities unfold.
 
   “Come on,” Milo said, with one arm around Bobby and the other around our mom. “One with the whole family.” 
 
   Jack ran over, looping his arms around my waist, but Mae hesitated, glancing up at Ezra. I wasn’t sure if her ambivalence was because she didn’t want to impose or if it was because Peter hadn’t yet arrived, so it wouldn’t really be all of us in the picture.
 
   “Oy!” Mom shouted, waving them over. “We’re all one big happy family now, and we ought to take a picture to commemorate it. Now get on over here.”
 
   “If that’s as you wish.” Mae sounded uncertain, but she smiled as she joined us under the awning. 
 
   “There’s a lot of you, so you’re all gonna have to squeeze in,” the photographer told us.
 
   It’s a funny thing, when I thought about it. Before meeting Jack, it had felt like just me and Milo against the world. But now I had so much family, we could barely all fit in one picture. Mae had warned me that turning into a vampire meant I would give up many things, leaving my family behind and being unable to have children. 
 
   But the truth was that since I’d become a vampire, all the love in my life just kept multiplying.
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   I STOOD WITH JACK, HIDING around the corner, fidgeting with the hem of my Blue Frost summer dress. He wore a dark gray suit, since he was Milo’s Best Man while I was Bobby’s Best Woman. 
 
   The rain had let up, but the sky was still overcast. With the setting sun and lights strung everywhere, it gave the garden an enchanted glow that only added to the magic and romance of the day. 
 
   Right at the end of the aisle, next to a rosebush, was a large sign proclaiming the day’s union.
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   “If I haven’t told you yet today, you look beautiful,” Jack said, his voice low so all the guests waiting in the seats around the corner wouldn’t hear us.
 
   I smiled up at him. “And you look pretty foxy yourself.”
 
   His soft blue eyes sparkled as he smiled. His sandy blond hair seemed to be in a continuous state of disheveledness, but somehow, it always worked for him. And when he put on a suit, like the one he wore today, he could pass for a GQ model. 
 
   “Don’t I always?” Jack asked with a light laugh that sent delicious tingles surging through me. 
 
   A pianist played something by Debussy before deftly switching to a tasteful cover of Sigur Rós’s “Hoppípolla,” but I was too enamored by Jack’s smile to notice it right away.
 
   “That’s your cue,” Milo whispered behind me. I mouthed sorry to him, but he just waved me off with a reassuring smile. 
 
   Jack held out his arm for me. “Shall we?”
 
   I took his arm, unable to hold back my wide smile, as I rounded the corner with the love of my life. Bobby was waiting there, his lips twisting into an excited grin, so Milo could meet him, and they would walk down the aisle together.
 
   Rose petals were sprinkled down the aisle runner, and as Jack and I walked together, I was acutely aware of everyone’s eyes on us. Bobby and Milo hadn’t invited that many guests, but almost everybody that really mattered to us was here. 
 
   Coworkers, both vampiric ones on Bobby’s side and unsuspecting humans on Milo’s. Even Olivia had flown in from Minnesota, and she sat in the third row – wearing all black, of course. 
 
   But as we reached the alter, I couldn’t help but notice the empty seat next to Ezra and Mae. Peter still hadn’t shown up, and I felt a pang in my stomach. A seed of worry had been planted when he hadn’t arrived yesterday with Ezra and Mae, and it only continued to grow the longer he went without making an appearance. 
 
   Even after all this time, and everything we’d been through, I couldn’t help but worry about Peter. I never regretted choosing Jack, and I’d been unimaginably happy with him over the years. But all I really wanted was for Peter to have the same thing – to be as happy as we were.
 
   The music swelled, and the guests rose to their feet as Milo and Bobby took each other’s hands at the end of the aisle. I pushed any thoughts of Peter out of my head. Now wasn’t a time to worry – I should be happy, celebrating the union of my brother and my best friend. 
 
   And I was. As soon as I saw the glow on Milo and Bobby’s faces, I couldn’t feel anything but happiness and love.
 
   The ceremony began smoothly, with the officiant thanking everyone for coming. When it was time for their vows, Bobby had written his own, and with trembling hands, he pulled note cards out of his pocket.
 
   “You know I’m not super good with words or anything,” Bobby said with a nervous laugh. “So I thought I’d write it all down, and hope it came out better this way.” 
 
   As he began reading, I felt a warmth glowing inside me – like a brilliant ball of bright white light and love and joy filling me up. It burrowed deep inside me, flowing through my veins and mixing with the marrow in my bones until I felt nothing but wonderful.
 
   I looked over at Jack standing on the other side of Bobby, and I realized it was coming from him. Ever since I’d met him, we’d always had this strange connection where he could push his emotions onto me, and I could feel whatever he felt.
 
   Since I’d become a vampire, that had lessened some, but there were still times – like right now – when he felt so amazing he simply couldn’t contain it. As Bobby finished reading his vows, I was surprised to find happy tears welling in my eyes. 
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   THE CLOUDS HAD FINALLY CLEARED, leaving a starry night sky twinkling above the dancefloor. While a band played covers of pop songs from the last several decades, Jack and Bobby had commanded most of the attention as they danced off to “Truly Madly Deeply.”
 
   Milo sat at a nearby table with a bemused smile on his face, with our mother and Mae. I watched Jack and Bobby for a few minutes, laughing and applauding, but then I spied Olivia on the far side of the dancefloor, standing by the hors d’oeuvres, with a flute of merlot-colored blood.  
 
   She was eyeing up one of Milo’s coworkers with a hungry look in her eyes, and I decided to intercede before she got any ideas.
 
   “Of course, you would wear black to a wedding,” I commented with a smirk, and she laughed before taking a long sip of her drink. 
 
   Her long black hair was up in a loose bun, and a few tendrils had come free, perfectly framing her face. While Olivia never spoke much of her human life, based on her appearance, I guessed she had to have been in her forties when she turned, though the transformation kept her looking like a very stunning woman for her age – or really any age.
 
   She had sharp, refined features, with porcelain skin, and her wide blue eyes usually had a hazy quality to them, since she often drank so much blood it left her in a constant state of near-intoxication. 
 
   “It’s a lovely dress, though, isn’t it?” Olivia gestured to the flowing chiffon and lace, and I realized that this might be the first time I saw her forgoing leather. 
 
   “It really is,” I agreed. “When Milo invited you, I wasn’t sure if you were going to come all the way out here.” 
 
   She looked at me from under her long lashes, and the subtle smile on her lips had a wistful quality to it. “I haven’t seen you all in ages. Of course I had to come and find out how you were.”
 
   “I’m doing well. Everything’s going amazing here.” I gestured to where Jack and Bobby appeared to be having the time of their lives doing a horrible rendition of breakdancing. “How is it back in the States?”
 
   “Violet’s gotten everything under control at V,” Olivia explained with a shrug. “I have to thank you for introducing me to her. After this, I’m going on an extended trip, travelling to all my old haunts in Europe. It’s been far too long since I’ve had a proper vacation.”
 
   “I’m happy to hear that Violet is working out so well for you.”
 
   “Me too. How is your job?” She appraised me more seriously, narrowing her eyes. “You’re still alive, so I’m assuming it’s not too bad.”
 
   Olivia had been the one that trained me to be a vampire hunter. She’d been one herself, until she retired half a century ago, and ended up opening a vampire club in Minneapolis, which is how I’d met her. 
 
   “I’m enjoying it, as much as you can enjoy that sorta thing,” I said.
 
   “I thought I saw Ettie Lefèvre around here.” She turned her attention out to the crowd, scanning it until she spotted Ettie on the other side of the dance floor, dancing with Abner Driscoll, both of them channeling 1950s Hollywood glam to the nth degree. 
 
   Ettie was tall and slender, with an understated elegance about her, that belied what a tremendous bad ass vampire hunter she was. Her black hair was cropped just above her scalp, and the gold of her dress popped wonderfully against the satiny dark brown of her skin. 
 
   “Yeah, she’s my boss,” I said. 
 
   Olivia nodded in approval. “I worked with her years ago. She’s wonderful. You’re in good hands. Of course, it’s not as nice as it would be if you were in mine, but….”
 
   I laughed off Olivia’s vague flirtation, the way I always did. “I’ll make a note of that.”
 
   “How are things with your fella?” She leaned in closer to me, lowering her voice to a more conspiratorial tone. “You know, I thought I would be invited to your wedding before your brother’s.”
 
   “Things are great with Jack,” I replied honestly. “But Milo’s always been more of the marrying kind.”
 
   “I’ve been married a few times, but I think I was always more in love with the idea of love than I was with the reality of spending eternity with another being,” Olivia confessed, sounding bored with the whole thing. “And vampire divorces are very messy things, so I think I’m over marriage, really.”  
 
   “Of course, Olivia the constant romantic, would bring up divorce at a wedding,” a voice said from behind me, and I recognized the velvet depth of it instantly.
 
   I turned around to see Peter standing behind me, looking as striking as ever. His dark hair was shorter than he normally wore it, with glimmers of his natural highlights coursing through it. His tailored suit fit him snugly, hugging the muscular contours of his body, and an uncertain smile played on his lips. 
 
   His eyes still got to me, in a way that I could never entirely explain. They were such a shocking emerald green that sparkled even in darkness. While Peter himself didn’t look a day over nineteen, his eyes gave away his age more than his flesh did, flashing hints of all that he must’ve seen in the past two centuries. 
 
   “Peter.” I smiled up at him. “You’re late.”
 
   “I know.” His lips turned down with regret. “I already apologized to Milo. With travelling so much, I lost track of time.”
 
   “Where have you been?” Olivia asked him. 
 
   He gestured vaguely around. “All over. Just seeing places I haven’t gone in a long time, and a few that I’ve never been. I was just in Sri Lanka.”
 
   Olivia’s eyes widened with surprise. “You enjoyed it there?”
 
   His smile returned, wide and bright. “Yeah, it’s amazing. I would highly recommend it if you’ve never made the trip before.”
 
   “The problem is finding someone to travel with.” Olivia shook her head. “I hate travelling on my own, but I also can’t stand most people for any length of time.”
 
   “I know what you mean. But I’ve gotten used to being on my own,” Peter replied, and I could also almost feel him avoiding my gaze. 
 
   Olivia downed the rest of her glass, then held it up and shook it, causing the droplets at the bottom to swirl around it. “My glass appears to be unreasonably low, so I better remedy that before I sober up.”
 
   She stalked off to the bar, where vampire bartenders worked diligently to ensure that they served only the blood to the immortal guests and wine to the human ones. 
 
   Jack and Bobby had given up on their dance off and went over to talk to with Milo. Jack looked back over at where I stood with Peter, and his eyes lacked the jealousy they would’ve had a few years ago. He’d learned to trust me – and Peter – so he just smiled at us, then sat down with Milo. 
 
   “So you’re doing well then?” I asked, looking up at Peter. 
 
   “Yes.” He glanced over at me, then sighed heavily. “Alice, will you stop.”
 
   “What?
 
   “You have that look in your eyes. Like I’m an injured puppy or something.” He finally met my gaze, grimacing as he did. “I’m a grown man, and I’ve been on my own for quite a while now. It’s really not that horrible for me.”
 
   “Okay, okay.” I stared out at the dancefloor and rubbed my arms, bare from the sleeveless dress. “I just worry about you.”
 
   “You don’t need to,” he replied. 
 
   “I can’t help it when you gallivant all around the world with hardly a word to anybody back home, and you show up late to important events, or miss holidays entirely,” I countered, letting the irritation seep into my words.
 
   “Just because I’m not talking to you all the time doesn’t mean I’m avoiding everyone. I talk to my brothers, you know,” he corrected me, then asked, “Do you want to see what I’ve been doing?”
 
   I looked up at him in surprise. Peter had always been a man of secrets, and I was stunned that he might want to share any part of his journey with me. “Yes, of course.”
 
   He took his cell phone and opened his pictures before handing it to me. “Here.” 
 
   The first picture showed him standing in front of a temple, with several smiling humans beside him. The next few pictures showed happy children with a new school, and then it showed Peter – along with many humans – working on the school.
 
   As I scrolled through the pictures, I found more and more of similar ones. Different places, different children and humans, but all of them looking like they were in dire need of help. And in each place, there were photos of Peter, handing out food and medicine, setting up machines to get clean water, building schools and housing, giving away books.
 
   “You’ve been helping people?” I asked, feeling both amazed and humbled. 
 
   Peter nodded and took the phone back from me. “I spent a huge portion of my life fighting –  fighting myself, fighting my past, and literally fighting in wars alongside the humans. But that’s not what I want anymore. That’s not who I want to be. It doesn’t do me any good to be angry or bitter about the love that I’ve lost.”
 
   He continued, “So I’ve been learning to be grateful for the time that I had, for the love that I felt, and to give back.” He looked down at me solemnly. “I don’t want to define myself by my sadness anymore, and it’s hard for me to be around you all because you still only see me as this miserable, lonely guy.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said simply, because I didn’t know what else to say. 
 
   “Don’t be sorry. Just… trust me when I say that I’m happy.”
 
   “Okay.” I smiled. “I’m happy that you’re happy.”
 
   He smiled back at me, a warm genuine one that lit up his eyes. “And I’m happy that you’re happy.”
 
   “Hey, man,” Jack grinned as he approached us. “Nice of you to show up – fashionably late, as always.” 
 
   “I’m nothing if not fashionable,” Peter replied as Jack hugged him. “How have you been?” 
 
   “Great. And I’d ask you how you’re doing, but the travelling seems to be sitting well with you,” Jack said.
 
   Peter patted his stomach. “It helps when you can’t get catch malaria or get sick from drinking the water.”
 
   They began exchanging an inside joke that I didn’t understand, so I left them alone to catch up and laugh while I went to spend time with the grooms. 
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   AS I SAT TALKING WITH Bobby, the band began playing a slow cover of the Beatles’ “All My Loving.” Then Jack suddenly appeared at my side. I don’t know where he came from or where he’d been, but he took my hand, and without saying a word, he pulled me out to the dance floor.
 
   “What’s this about?” I asked with a delighted laugh as he pulled me into his arms. 
 
   “Can’t a guy dance with his girlfriend?” he asked, flashing me his most swoon-worthy smile.
 
    “You can dance with me anytime you want. You know that.” 
 
   My body pressed against his as we swayed, and the sound of his heart pounding slowly in his chest kept time with the music. His hand was on the small of my back, and his usual temperate skin slowly began warming up, feeling wonderfully hot through the thin fabric of my dress. 
 
   “Do you remember when we first met?” Jack asked.
 
   I laughed again. “Of course. How could I forget? You rescued me from a band of hooligans on a chilly Minnesota night.” 
 
   “I’d been getting into my car, and I heard your heart, pounding fast and strong.” His expression softened, and his blue eyes lightened as he lost himself in the memory. “Like a butterfly, beating its wings in a jar, desperate to escape, to live. And you looked like you were frozen in the darkness, ready to give up and die, but your heart told me otherwise.”
 
   “Well, I’m glad you listened to my heart,” I said. 
 
   “It was the most beautiful sound I’d ever heard. How could I ignore it?” Jack mused. “I just wanted to get a good look at you and find out what was so special about you and your powerful heart, but then before I knew it, I was in love with you.”
 
   I laughed. “You make it sound like you tripped, and then just fell into it.” 
 
   Jack twirled me around the dancing floor as the music rose to a subtle crescendo. My skirt swirled around me, and thanks to my training, I nimbly kept up with his quick steps. We moved so quickly that a flower that had been pinned in my hair came loose, floating away behind us.
 
   “Isn’t that how it was?” he asked as we slowed back down, his arm strong and sure around my waist. “I wasn’t in love with you, and then we started hanging out, and suddenly, you were all I could think about it.”
 
   “For me, it was much slower,” I admitted. “It was this gradual thing that grew inside me, like a sunburn. I didn’t feel it as it was happening, exactly, but the heat only intensified until I was burnt. And I was in love.” 
 
   “A sun burn?” He arched his eyebrow. “How romantic, Alice.”
 
   I smirked. “Next time I’ll be sure to write you a sonnet.”
 
   The song ended, switching to something far more up-tempo, so Jack took my hand and we walked off the dancefloor. I expected us to go back over to join the other guests at the wedding, but instead, he led me down the darkened paths into the rose garden. 
 
   His skin had cooled considerably, and he chewed his lip as we walked. Behind us, the sounds of the music and people talking grew more faint.
 
   “What are you thinking?” I asked finally.
 
   He stopped and took a deep breath. “I wanna marry you.”
 
   “Jack. We’ve talked about this. A piece of paper is totally meaningless. Who you are on paper doesn’t even really exist – you’re not twenty-four, and your name isn’t even really Townsend.” 
 
   “Just because I was born Jack Hobbs is no reason for us not to get married. But I’m not talking about the paper anyway.” He waved his hands dramatically. “I’m talking about me and you, and getting up in front of all our friends and family and pledging to spend all of eternity together.”
 
   “But don’t we do that every day?” I asked. “We fought so hard to be together, and we had to prove to everyone how much we loved each other. And now us just being together, being good together. Isn’t that enough?”
 
   “Yes, I get what you’re saying, and in a lot of ways, you’re right, which is why I’ve agreed with you for so long but…” He trailed off. “Maybe I’m just old school, Alice. I’ve been on this earth for almost forty-four years. And as cheesy as it sounds, I always wanted to fall in love and get married. I did the first part, and now I’m asking you to do the second half with me.”
 
   “It really means that much to you?” I asked, but the longing in his eyes already told me the answer. 
 
   “Yes. You mean everything to me, and I want to marry you.”
 
   “Okay.” I smiled. “For you, I’ll do anything.”
 
   “Really?” Jack asked, his eyes, lighting up and a deep smile spreading across his face. I nodded. “I want to hear you say it.”
 
   “Yes, Jack, I will marry you.”
 
   And then I felt happiness like I’d never felt before. His mixing with mine, like an explosion. A thousand points of white light dazzled through me, sending tingles and ecstasy all over my body.  
 
    He wrapped his arms around me, lifting me off the ground, and twirled me around as I laughed.  Still holding me in his arms, I leaned down to kiss him. His lips tasted just as wonderful as they had the first time I kissed him, and I felt the heat of his pulse pounding against his skin. 
 
   “Should we go back and tell everyone?” Jack asked once he’d set me back on the ground. 
 
   I shook my head. “Not today. I don’t want to steal Milo and Bobby’s thunder. We can wait a few days.”
 
   “If we must.” He took my hand again as we started walking back toward the reception. 
 
   A tall rose bush with long branches covered in dark viridian leaves and inky blue flowers blocked our path. Jack let go of my hand to lift a branch so we could pass by, and a few petals and raindrops pooled in the flowers fell on us. 
 
   I walked ahead, brushing the petals from my hair, and asked, “So, when should I be expecting a ring to go along with my proposal?”
 
   I’d gone a few steps, but I realized Jack wasn’t with me, so I turned back to see him standing, frozen in place. He still held the branch above his head, oblivious to the rainwater that dampened his hair, and he stared off with the strangest expression on his face. 
 
   “I was only teasing. I’m not mad,” I said, hurrying to erase his unease, but he didn’t respond. “Jack?”
 
   “Sorry.” He shook his head, trying to clear it, but I felt his apprehension – tight and cold, suffocating the earlier joy. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked as he joined me. 
 
   He pursed his lips. “I don’t know exactly. It was just something familiar and … unpleasant.” 
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “Let’s just head back to the party, okay?” He forced a smile and put his arm around my waist. 
 
   We walked back to the dance much faster than we had left it, and though Jack tried to regain his earlier happiness, I couldn’t shake the feeling that he wasn’t quite here. At least not completely. 
 
   As soon as we stepped off the path, back into the clearing where the parquet wood lay beneath strings of lights, Peter made a beeline for us. The dancefloor was rather crowded, with everyone dancing and having a good time, but Peter’s eyes were anything but cheerful as he approached us.
 
   Already, Jack’s arm was tightening protectively around me, which was rather silly since I was a far better fighter than him. 
 
   “What is it?” Jack asked as soon as Peter reached us. 
 
   “Well, there’s been a development,” he replied cagily.
 
   But Jack had already stopped listening. His attention had turned to a woman walking toward us, with long deliberate strides. Her form fitting dress clung to her voluptuous curves, and her dark brown hair lay in loose curls just above her shoulders. She was beautiful, with rich olive skin and a sultry smile playing on her full lips.  
 
   “Aisha’s here,” Peter said, saying her name with a long i, so it sounded like hi-shuh. 
 
   My eyes bounced between the two of them. “Who is Aisha?” 
 
   Jack swallowed. “She’s my ex-girlfriend.” 
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   I’D ALWAYS KNOWN THAT I wasn’t Jack’s first. He’d had a couple serious relationships back when he’d been human, and after he turned, he’d gone on a bit of a dating spree. There had been one mention of a semi-serious relationship with a vampire, but they had broken up sometime before me. We’d never gone into it too much, because it never seemed that important. 
 
   But now, with his ex-girlfriend standing right in front of us, with dark eyes – so dark, they were almost black – locked on Jack, I wish I had asked a lot more questions. She inhaled deeply through her nose, and a strange wistful appreciation flashed across her eyes, causing her eyelids to flutter.  
 
   “Hello, Jack,” she said, and Jack hurried to smile instead of gaping at her. 
 
   “Hi. Hello.” He cleared his throat. “What are you, um, what are you doing here? Do you know Bobby or something?”
 
   “Bobby? Is that the human?” she asked with a condescending laugh. “Really, Jack, you know me better than that. I haven’t been friends with humans since I turned.”
 
   Jack ran a hand through his hair, growing increasingly agitated. “Well, you know, I haven’t talked to you in like six or seven years or more.” 
 
   I glanced up at Jack. He and I had met six years ago this past spring, which meant that they must’ve ended things shortly before then. 
 
   “And whose fault is that?” she asked, casting me a look from under her long lashes before turning her full attention on me. “Sorry, we haven’t been properly introduced. I’m Aisha Moore.” 
 
   “Alice Bonham,” I replied with a thin smile, and when she extended her hand – delicate and dainty, like a Queen waiting to have her rings kissed – I shook it politely. 
 
   “She’s my girlfriend,” Jack said, pulling me closer to him. “Fiancée, actually.”
 
   Peter, who lingered beside us, sipped his blood cocktail as the tension unfolded, but now he regarded Jack and I with surprised approval.  
 
   Aisha clicked her tongue as her gaze returned to Jack. “You told me that you weren’t sure about a serious relationship.”
 
   “No, I said I wasn’t sure about a serious relationship with you,” Jack corrected her icily. 
 
   She laughed. “Oh, Jack, don’t worry. That was forever ago. When we’d dated, I’d only been turned for a couple years. I didn’t know a thing about life, and there was no way I was ready for anything serious.” 
 
   “Yeah, we were both young,” Jack said with an uneasy laugh.
 
   Aisha appeared to be in her mid-twenties, and if she hadn’t been turned long before dating Jack, she was still fairly young. At least in vampire terms. 
 
   “So, Aisha, what is that you’re doing here?” Peter asked, sounding bored and annoyed in a way that only he could. 
 
   “I’ve been travelling around Europe as of late, and I happened to hear that a Townsend vampire was getting married,” she explained with a shrug. “I thought it might be Jack, and I couldn’t pass up a chance to say goodbye to my first love.”
 
   Jack rubbed the back of his neck. “I wasn’t your first… anything.”
 
   “You were my first real vampire boyfriend.” Aisha made a sexy pout, like a cheap imitation of Marilyn Monroe. “A girl just doesn’t forget a thing like that.”
 
   “Were you planning to try to steal Jack away?” Peter asked pointedly.
 
   Jealousy momentarily flared up inside me. A primal possessiveness that burned through my veins, but I pushed it down and forced a smile. Jack loved me, he’d chosen me as much as I’d chosen him, and some ex-girlfriend from the past wouldn’t change that. 
 
   “No, no, of course not.” Aisha laughed loudly. “I told you. I’m over all of that. I only wanted to see how you were doing and make sure you’re happy with how your life turned out.”
 
   “I am,” Jack said. His arm around my waist relaxed, not so it was loose, but more comfortable. He stood up straighter, with his usual bravado returning and smiled down at me. “I’m very happy, actually.” Then he looked back up at Aisha. “How about you?”
 
   “Can’t complain,” she replied with a coy smile. “My life after death has been good to me.”
 
   “I’m really glad to hear that,” Jack said, and he sounded like he meant it. 
 
   “I’m doing swell, too,” Peter chimed in dryly. “If anyone was wondering.”
 
   She gave him a sardonic smile. “You always were so much fun, Peter.”
 
   “And you always were….” He trailed off and took another long sip of his drink. “So, what have you been up to in all these years since last we saw you, Aisha? Still glomming onto wealthy, lonely vampires?”
 
   Her smile tightened, and her eyes flashed daggers at him. “That wasn’t what I was doing.” She took a deep breath and shook her head. “No. I don’t need to defend myself to you anymore. I may have had to the whole time I was with Jack, but now I’m not with him.”
 
   “No, you’re not, and you haven’t been for a long time,” Peter countered. “Which begs the question why you wanted to show up here.”
 
   “I already told you,” she snapped. “I’ve been travelling in the area. For work, actually, not that it’s any of your business, and I just wanted to say hello.”
 
   “What is it that you’re doing now? For work?” Jack asked, presumably to defuse the growing tension. 
 
   “I’m working with a vampire organization, helping the newly turned acclimate and live peacefully,” Aisha said, still glaring at Peter. 
 
   “That sounds really nice,” I said, and she looked over at me as if she’d forgotten I was there, which I suspect she probably had. 
 
   “I always wanted to give back,” she said, causing Peter to scoff loudly. 
 
   The conversation lapsed into an uncomfortable silence, so Jack said finally, “Yeah, that’s great.”
 
   “So if I understand correctly, this is a wedding for a vampire with a human?” Aisha asked, raising an eyebrow dubiously. 
 
   “Yeah,” Jack said. “They’ve been together for a while now.”
 
   “Hmm.” She turned back, eyeing up one of Milo’s coworkers as they walked by. “In my experience, humans are only good for one thing.” Aisha looked back at us with a predatory smile. “And it’s not love or marriage.”
 
   I stiffened up, and Jack tightened his arm around me again – this time for Aisha’s protection.
 
   “It’s been lovely catching up with you all, it really has,” Aisha said, smiling broadly at us like we were old friends. “But I should be on my way soon, and I’d like to say a quick ‘hello’ to Mae first.”
 
   “Take care,” Jack replied coolly.
 
   As she walked away, she looked back over her shoulder with her gaze lingering on Jack, then she turned and sauntered across the dancefloor. She just went straight across, expecting everyone to move out of the way for her, and to her credit, they did.
 
   “Okay, I honestly have no idea what the hell that was about,” Jack said once she was out of earshot. “That was really weird.”
 
   “Very peculiar,” Peter agreed, glaring after her retreating figure. “And whatever Aisha’s up to, I guarantee you it’s no good.” 
 
   “I didn’t realize you had a serious girlfriend before,” I said.
 
   “We weren’t that serious,” Jack protested. “Really. I mean, that’s what makes this so odd. We were both just lonely and bored, and we hung out for a while. She did want to get more serious, and that’s when I ended things.”
 
   “She was a gold digger,” Peter amended. “She wanted a ring, so she could get Ezra’s money.” 
 
   Jack rubbed his temple and looked down at me. “Sorry about all that. You’re not mad, are you?”
 
   “No, of course not,” I assured him. “Why would I be? You didn’t invite her, and you dated her a long time ago, before me. It’s all in the past.”
 
   “Good.” He kissed my temple. “Because you’ve got nothing to worry about. You’re all I want, for the rest of my life.”
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   WHEN THE RECEPTION FINALLY CAME to an end several hours later, we all headed back to our respective beds. I tumbled into my blankets feeling exhausted and delirious and giddy and agitated, all at once. It had been a long, strange, mostly wonderful day, and I was happy to curl up in Jack’s arms and fall asleep.
 
   We all slept in late – though, honestly not as late as I would’ve preferred – before Mae and my mom came over to watch Milo and Bobby open wedding gifts. I thought about staying behind with them, but Jack was going to give Ezra, Leif, and Peter a tour of the city, and more specifically, his comic book shop, so I decided to tag along. 
 
   The five us strolled along the Kloveniersburgwal canal, making the fifteen-minute walk from our apartment to Jack’s shop. It was late on a Sunday evening, and the streets were quiet, thanks in part to the thick fog and threats of thunder rumbling in the distance. It was that same fog and overcast skies that allowed us to venture out without fear of sun-exhaustion.  
 
   “It’s quite nice here,” Leif commented as he admired the architecture of the old buildings that lined the roads. 
 
   “Yeah, we like it,” Jack agreed with an easy smile. 
 
   “Have you never been here before?” Ezra asked Leif. 
 
   Leif shook his head. “No, I spent most of my life avoiding cities. I thought everyone would be safer that way.” 
 
   Since returning to my life, my father had shared some about his time before me, but he tended to be a man of few words. What little he had extolled had mostly involved stories of surviving in the Canadian wilderness – where he had been born and first turned into a vampire – or surviving in the Finnish wilderness after joining up with the lycans. 
 
   “Well, we’ll have to correct that,” Ezra said, clapping Leif on the back. “Amsterdam has always been one of my favorite cities, and I’ll be more than happy to show you all of my old haunts.” 
 
   Leif smiled – a subtle, quiet smile that reminded me of Milo’s when he was younger, before he was a vampire. It was a strange thing to adjust to – my father returning after a life-long absence, and looking so young and so much like Milo that he could pass for his slightly older brother. 
 
   “There are many fantastic things around here, sure, but you’re actually about to see the very best one,” Jack said as we turned down the narrow cobblestone street. 
 
   There were a few other shops before Jack’s – a bike repair, a psychic, several coffee shops, and Thai delivery. In the store front window display were two large statues of Batman and Deadpool, along with a few posters and ads for the latest sales taped to the glass. 
 
   In the center, between Batman’s glowering and Deadpool’s satirical imitation, was the name painted in big bold letters:
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   Ezra tilted his head with his eyebrows scrunched up in bewilderment. “That’s an odd name, isn’t it? I mean, this is your life’s dream. It’s not a waste.”
 
   “It’s a play on Fight Club,” Jack tried to explain. “It’s a joke.” When neither Ezra or Leif seemed to get it, Jack decided to move on. “Come on. Let me show you where the magic happens.”
 
   He opened the door with flourish, reminding me of Willy Wonka presenting his candy factory. Except, of course, instead of acres of sweets, it was a shop filled floor to ceiling with comics, graphic novels, and anything else that struck Jack’s fancy.
 
   The front of the store was packed with all kinds of collectibles and memorabilia, from Pez dispensers to limited edition action figures, along with the latest and most popular issues and best-selling books.  
 
   A horse-shoe counter sat in the center, also stocked with every kind of knickknack and toy someone like Jack might ever want, and that’s where the cash register and the staff were posted. Beyond that were four stairs leading up to a second level with the more obscure comics and used books.
 
   Tonight, the assistant manager, Jeroen De Vries, was manning the shop, and he gave me the same tentative smile he did every time he saw me. He was tall and lanky with a mop of dishwater blond hair. Above his high cheekbones, his deep-set eyes seemed unable to make eye contact for more than a few seconds at a time. 
 
   “Hey, boss.” Jeroen attempted a playful grin, but it only managed to look uncertain on him. “I didn’t expect you in tonight.”
 
   “At ease, soldier,” Jack said with a quick laugh. “My family is in from out of town, so I just wanted to show them the place.”
 
   Jeroen did a faux salute and bowed slightly. “Of course. Let me know if you need me for anything or want me to help you or something.”
 
   As Jack began showing the guys around –  with Ezra and Leif listening dutifully as Jack explained every little detail of the business while Peter preferred to wander on his own, since he had been here before when he helped set the place up two years ago – I wondered, not for the first time, what Jeroen thought of us. 
 
   He was just a normal college student who’d grown up in the Netherlands, and as far as I knew, he didn’t suspect that Jack or me or any of us were anything more than ordinary American humans. Jack swore he was a hard worker, and that’s all that mattered.
 
   But I couldn’t help but think how humans perceived us as we roved the streets together. The vampire change left us all looking like the finest versions of ourselves, far more attractive than we had been in our mortal form. Ezra in particular had a poise to him that always made people stop and stare. 
 
   I’d gone up the stairs to the second level to see if there was anything I might want to read, but the sound of Jack laughing pulled my attention back. His exuberance and pride bubbled over as he ran about the store, showing Ezra and Leif – and Peter, when he caught his eye – all his favorite bits.
 
   And then suddenly and unnervingly, I began smelling something that didn’t belong here at all. Jack’s shop always smelled of old books and paper and plastic. But this was... sweet. Floral.
 
   I closed my eyes and breathed in deeply, and it hit me, like a splash of cold water in the face. It was the scent from my dreams. 
 
   And I heard her voice, coming from inside my head, soft but forceful, “Time is running out, Alice.” 
 
   Peter called my name, drawing me from my thoughts – if they were even my thoughts. It felt more like a hallucination. I opened my eyes and saw him standing below me, unease filling his eyes. 
 
   “Alice?” he repeated. “Is everything alright?”
 
   I shook my head, not wanting to explain that my dreams had begun invading my reality. “Yeah, I’m fine.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Peter asked. “You look like you just saw a ghost.”
 
   “Don’t be silly. Jack’s comic book shop isn’t haunted.” I brushed off his concern and walked over to Jack, hoping his happiness would flood over me and push away the sense of dread that hung in my stomach. 
 
   “Now, you don’t know that,” Jeroen chimed in, looking up from the hefty copy of a The Sandman omnibus he’d been reading. He rested his hand on his chin, but his eyes were wide and grave. “My Nan always said that the ghosts spoke to her, and Amsterdam is a very old city, with more than its fair share of the dead lingering about.” 
 
   Jack looped an arm around my shoulders, and I leaned into him. “So, you’re saying that it wouldn’t be unreasonable to list the comic book shop on a haunted tour website?”
 
   Jeroen shook his head. “It may be haunted here, but you should never make money off the dead. Not unless you want them angry with you, and that’s never done anyone any good.” 
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   BY THE TIME WE LEFT the shop, the sky had darkened significantly, even though true sunset was still a few hours away. The fog felt heavy and thick, but the rain held off as thunder rumbled closer.
 
   Ezra decided to take Leif to a museum and old vampire bar he used to enjoy, with Peter following along for old time’s sake. I didn’t feel much like sightseeing, so Jack and I parted ways with them. As we walked off, heading in the opposite direction of them, Jack held my hand and slowed his footsteps.
 
   “So…” he began. “What did spook you back there?”
 
   I shrugged. “Nothing really.”
 
   “Alice.” He stopped walking, still holding onto my hand, so I turned back to face him. 
 
   “It’s silly,” I insisted. 
 
   “I’m a silly kinda guy. I think I can handle it.”
 
   “It was just that dream.”
 
   “The one with the flowers and the weird woman?” 
 
   “Sorta.”
 
   His brow creased with confusion and worry. “But you were awake. You can’t have a dream when you’re awake.”
 
   “No, it wasn’t a dream. It was just…’’ I gestured my hand around, trying to think of how to explain it exactly. “It was just a voice and a smell.”
 
   Jack seemed to consider this before finally saying, “Maybe Jeroen was right. Maybe the store is haunted.” 
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Jack. Be serious.”
 
   “No, I am serious,” he persisted. “Why not?”
 
   “Well, for starters, there’s no such things as ghosts.”
 
   “How can you say that? Just because you’ve never seen one?” He arched his eyebrow. “You’re a vampire, Alice. How can you rule out anything else that’s supernatural?” 
 
   “Fine,” I relented. “But I’d been having the dreams before your shop, so that’s probably not haunted.”
 
   “Maybe you’re haunted then.” 
 
   As if to punctuate the statement, a bolt of lightning shot across the sky, sending a clap of thunder reverberating through everything. Once it passed, I did my best to not look rattled by it. 
 
   “How can a person be haunted?” I asked, clinging to my skepticism and reason. “That doesn’t even make any sense.”
 
   “A ghost just decided to follow you around. How else would you define that, other than haunted?”
 
   “We don’t know that it’s a ghost. It’s probably just stress or indigestion or something,” I argued, and now it was Jack’s turn to roll his eyes. “And even if it is, we don’t know that’s it following me around, or even why it would be.”
 
   “You’re right,” he agreed. “So we should consult an expert.” 
 
   I narrowed my eyes at him. “What are you talking about?”
 
   Instead of answering me, Jack turned and started leading me away. But before we’d even reached it, I could see the neon pink sign through the fog, shaped like an eye. It was only a few stores down from Jack’s place, sandwiched between a yoga studio and a Thai restaurant that smelled of garlic and lemongrass.  
 
   “I don’t know about this,” I said when he’d stopped underneath a sign that read Jessamine’s Psychic Readings.  
 
   “What’ll it hurt to just go in and talk to her?” Jack asked. “Maybe she doesn’t know anything. Maybe she’s a fraud or maybe none of this real. You’re out a couple bucks and a few minutes. But what if she does know something that can help?”
 
   “Even if you’re right, and it is a ghost, and I am haunted, as ridiculous as that all sounds, so what?” I asked. “It’s not hurting me at all.”
 
   His blue eyes grew somber. “Not yet.”
 
   “All right,” I said finally. “If this will make you feel better, let’s do it.” 
 
   The bell of the door chimed when we stepped inside the narrow storefront. Some of the pungent scent from the Thai place permeated the walls, but a haze of incense and cloves managed to drive most of it away. Tapestries were hung about, mostly of the tie-dye and mandala variety.
 
   At the back of the store was a glass case filled with gems and various trinkets. But before that were two small round tables, draped in layers of silk cloths with cards, stones, and candles sitting on top.
 
   There was no staff in sight, and I was just about to suggest to Jack that we leave when a woman pushed through the beaded curtain in the back. I don’t know what exactly I had expected from a psychic, but she wasn’t it.
 
   For starters, she appeared young and beautiful, maybe only twenty-one or so, and she had a total plus-size pinup vibe to her. Her clothes were very 1950s vixen, clinging to her ample curves, and her lavender-colored hair was piled on her head in neat curls.  Tattoos covered her exposed arms, and she smiled radiantly at us through her cherry red lipstick. 
 
   “Can I help you two today?” she asked with an accent that shocked me. It was a subtle New England one, like she had grown up in Maine. Amsterdam was full of people from all over the world, with all sorts of accents, but I never stopped being surprised when I met other people from the States. 
 
   “My girl – er, my fiancée and I were just looking for a reading,” Jack explained. 
 
   “You came to the right place then. I’m Jessamine, psychic extraordinaire,” she announced with a delightful laugh as she gestured broadly to the small shop around her.
 
   “I’m Jack.” He motioned to himself, then to me. “And this is Alice.” 
 
   “It’s nice to meet you both,” Jessamine said as she approached us. “What can I help you with today?” Jack and I exchanged an uneasy look, so she supplied, “Most people that come in are looking for relationship advice or help with money.”
 
   “We’re actually good on both accounts,” I said with a nervous laugh.
 
   “That’s wonderful,” she said, sounding like she meant it, and then she pulled back a chair at one of the small tables. “Why don’t we have a seat and talk about what I can do for you today?”
 
   Jack sat down first and plunged ahead. “There’s just been some strange things happening lately, and we wanted to get a read on it.”
 
   “With you?” Jessamine asked.
 
   He pointed to me, seated beside him. “With her but she’s a bit of a skeptic.”
 
   “It’s okay. We all are until we see it work.” Jessamine winked at me then, and there was something so affectionate and warm about her, that I couldn’t help but like her despite myself. 
 
   “I’m not a skeptic, exactly,” I explained carefully. “I’m just not sure if a psychic is the right person to help, or if I even need help.”
 
   “How about this? We can do a couple’s reading,” Jessamine suggested. “And I’ll start with him, so we can kind of ease you into it. Maybe I can help you, maybe you’re right and you don’t need it. But hopefully, either way, you can walk away with a fun experience.” 
 
   I smiled. “That sounds perfect.”
 
   “Is there anything in particular you want help with or advice you need?” she asked, turning her attention fully on Jack.
 
   He shrugged. “Not really. Anything you can tell me about my future is always good to know, though, I think.”
 
   “I can do that,” Jessamine replied cheerily. “I like to start with palm readings. I feel like it gives me a better sense of you and what you need. Can you lay your hand out flat for me, palm up?”
 
   Jack did as he was told. Jessamine reached out to touch him, her long fingers hovering just above his for a moment, and she moved her fingers in the air, as if summoning spirits or auras or something magical in the air. 
 
   The second she touched him, she recoiled back instantly. It was almost as if she’d gotten shocked, like when I’d unwittingly touched an electric fence as a child. She stared down at the table, blinking a few times, and licked her lips.
 
   “Is everything okay?” I asked, glancing nervously at Jack.
 
   Her hands hovered just above his, and it was another second or two before she nodded. “Can I see your hand, Alice?”
 
   I suspected that her reaction to Jack had to do with his vampiric status, but maybe it was something as simple as static electricity or she was putting on a show. Either way, it seemed stranger to just get up and walk out of there then to let her read my palm for a second.
 
   “Sure,” I said finally and held my hand out toward her, the same way that Jack had.
 
   Jessamine took a deep breath, and when she touched me, she didn’t recoil at all. I could feel her pulse, flushing hotly through her soft skin, and she let her long dark blue nails caress the palm of my hand.
 
   “Okay. Thank you.” She flashed me a smile that was meant to look reassuring but only managed to convey how queasy she truly felt. Then she turned back to Jack. “Let me try your hand again.” 
 
   “What happened?” Jack asked. 
 
   Jessamine let out a nervous laugh. “Honestly, I’m not really sure. I’m trying to figure that out myself.” 
 
   “But you’re okay?” Jack pressed, still keeping his hand back from her.
 
   “I’m okay.” She held out her hand for him. “Shall we have a go again?”
 
   Reluctantly, he extended her hand toward his. The scenario repeated itself, with her moving her hands around in the air, and then she held her breath as she touched him. Jessamine visibly flinched, as if it pained her to press her skin against his, but she didn’t let go.
 
   In fact, she gripped onto his hand, closing her eyes as she did. Her full lips pulled back, almost becoming a snarl as she gritted her teeth. 
 
   Outside the store, lightning crashed, causing a brilliant white light to flood the room, followed by thunder so loud that the windows of her storefront began to shake.
 
   As soon as the thunder finished – it’s echoing booms retreating away from us – Jessamine let go and pushed back her chair from the table. She remained seated, so she just needed to put some distance between herself and Jack. 
 
   At first, she said nothing. She just breathed deeply and stared down at the table. When she finally looked up at Jack, her face had gone ashen, and her brown eyes were filled with a mixture of confusion.
 
   “I don’t know how else to say this to you, so… I’ll just say it.” She took another fortifying breath. “All my senses are telling me that… you’re dead.”
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   “IS THIS SOME SORT OF weird joke?” I asked with a flat laugh. 
 
   Jack sat beside me, staring at Jessamine with a look of bewilderment, and I felt his anxiety rolling off him in waves. He was unnerved, bordering on frightened, but I tried to push it aside, quelling the panic and trying to let calm logic override it. 
 
   “I think it’s all just a misunderstanding,” I said reasonably.
 
   At this point, I’d begun to assume that either Jessamine was playing a game with us – admittedly one that I didn’t understand. Or she did have some kind of psychic ability, and she’d tuned into our technically undead nature.
 
   Why she’d only felt it with Jack and not me was a whole other question I wasn’t ready to deal with. 
 
   “I wish it was, but…” Jessamine shook her head and looked over at me. “I know what you think it is, and it’s not that.”
 
   I relaxed back in my chair, offering a bemused smile to help ease the tension in the room. “And what do I think it is?” 
 
   Her eyes narrowed under her bright blue eye shadow. Then she asked, “You’re a… vampire, aren’t you?”
 
   My jaw dropped. I gaped at her, unable to decide if I should argue or deny or ask how she knew. Had she known the instant we walked in here, or was it when she touched Jack?
 
   Since I could only stare, Jack finally answered, “We both are, actually.”
 
   “Well, there’s something much more going on with you,” Jessamine said.
 
   He leaned forward, resting both arms on the satin tablecloth. “What does that even mean?”
 
   She shook her head. “I don’t know.”
 
   “But I’m not dead, obviously.” He waved his arms to enunciate his point, and then he put his fingers to his jugular in his neck. “I have a pulse. It’s slower than yours, but it’s there. My heart is beating.”
 
   He looked at me for confirmation, and I could hear the subtle thud of his heart, pounding harder and faster than it usually did, but still very slow by human standards. 
 
   I nodded, suppressing the urge to smile at the wave of pleasure that went through me every time I tuned into his heartbeat. “Your heart sounds good,” I said, but that was an understatement, because for me, there was no sound on earth more beautiful than the delicate drumming of Jack’s heart. 
 
   “Your body is alive, clearly,” Jessamine agreed. 
 
   Jack laughed darkly then. “My body is alive? What about the rest of me?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she replied, and her accent was sharpened by her own confusion and annoyance. 
 
   “And what else is there than my body?” He gestured toward himself – the Cure tee shirt that covered his wonderfully toned physique. “I’m just a bag of blood and bones, and if that’s alive, then what’s left to be dead?”
 
   Jessamine pursed her lips. “Your soul.”
 
   “My soul?” Jack asked incredulously and leaned back away from her. “But I love. I laugh. I live. I’m a regular inspirational quote over here. If I can do all those things without a soul, then what’s one good for?”
 
   “For when you die,” she explained. “It’s what you leave behind when your body is gone.”
 
   “So like a ghost?” I asked, trying to make sense of what she was saying. 
 
   “But you’re saying the thing I leave when I’m dead is already dead,” Jack pressed on, ignoring me. “If it’s only good for when I’m dead, does it even affect me when I’m alive?”
 
   “I don’t know, honestly,” she admitted. “I’ve never met anyone that had this problem before.”
 
   He stuck his thumb toward me. “But hers is alive?”
 
   Jessamine peered over at me. “As far as I can tell, yes. She appears to be an ordinary vampire.”
 
   “Maybe you’re the one that’s haunting me,” I suggested, trying to make a joke.
 
   Jack just stared at Jessamine, without cracking a smile, but when I reached over he let me take his hand, holding it underneath he table. 
 
   “You’re being haunted?” Jessamine asked me. 
 
   “Maybe. I don’t know. It’s just weird dreams.” I brushed it off. “But I don’t think that really matters right now. I’d rather figure out what’s going on with Jack.”
 
   “What does all this mean? Can you fix it?” Jack asked. 
 
   “I honestly don’t know if it’s something that can be fixed, or even how much of a problem it is,” Jessamine said, and her frazzled demeanor seemed to be ebbing away, returning to something closer to the jovial young woman she’d been before she started the reading. “You’re happy? You’re healthy? You can have fun and love your fiancée?”
 
   “Yeah,” he said, then more emphatically, “Yes, absolutely.”
 
   “Then I think you should go on living your life, the same way you always have,” Jessamine said.
 
   He let that sink in for a second, then shook his head. “So you’re telling me that I’m dead, but it’s no big deal?”
 
   “I’m sorry I reacted the way I did. I truly am,” she said, looking between the two of us as she apologized. “It’s just not something I’ve ever encountered before. But the truth is that you seem happy and okay to me, so I don’t know if it’s something you need to worry about.”
 
   “But you don’t understand how it happened or what it means?” he asked. 
 
   She shook her head sadly. “Unfortunately, no. If this were a medical problem, you could go to the hospital and have all kinds of tests. But it’s just me here, running this little shop, and I mostly do readings for people hoping to find love or win the lottery.”
 
   “You think I’m okay, though?” Jack persisted. 
 
   She countered, “Do you feel okay?”
 
   “Other than being a little freaked out, yeah, I feel fine,” he said, and most of his panic had seemed to dissipate. 
 
   “Look, I won’t charge you for this since I don’t think I was much help at all,” Jessamine said. “But I’ll look into this more, talk to some of my colleagues, and see if I can find anything else out. Why don’t you come back in about a week, and I should hopefully have more information for you?”
 
   Jack nodded once. “Sure. That sounds good.”
 
   “I’m sorry again for reacting so strongly,” Jessamine said as she stood up. “I hope I didn’t scare you too much.”
 
   “Nah, I don’t scare that easy anymore.” He smiled at her then, and it was his normal goofy, sexy smile. 
 
   Once we were out on the street, where the fog had shifted to a cold mist, his smile had fallen away. He took my hand, but he stared straight ahead, with his brow furrowed in thought. 
 
   “How are you really doing?” I asked, moving his hand so his arm hung loosely around my shoulders as we walked. 
 
   “I’ve been better. But I don’t know.” He shrugged. “I’m thinking she’s young and inexperienced, and she just hadn’t met anyone quite as awesome as me before, so it threw all her senses into a tizzy.”
 
   “That’s probably it,” I agreed with a laugh, but I couldn’t entirely shake the uneasy feeling that had taken hold in the pit of my stomach. 
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   THE LIVING ROOM TO OUR apartment normally seemed rather spacious, but it was still overflowing from Milo and Bobby’s wedding on Saturday. Gifts, decorations, and now company in the form of Mae and Ezra – not that I minded the last bit.
 
   Leif didn’t like staying in the city for too long, so he and my mother had moved on, heading to Russia to show my mom some of the places he’d visited in the past. Peter left early this morning, though he didn’t bother telling anyone where he was going. He just left a note for Ezra, saying he had somewhere else he needed to be.
 
   Jack and Ezra were sitting on the couch, with Matilda sprawled out between the two of them, watching a nature documentary on the TV, while Bobby, Milo, Mae, and I were going through their things, trying to decide what to get rid of and what to keep. 
 
   “Because I’m a chef, people assume I’m always eating and entertaining, and my coworkers got me an insane amount of cookware,” Milo said, adding a set of steak knives to his growing pile of culinary equipment on the table he planned to donate. 
 
   Milo did love to cook and entertain, as he always had, which is why he’d become a chef in the first place. Unfortunately, most of his friends and family – aside from Bobby – didn’t eat, so that left him no one to cook for really, and our tiny kitchen was rarely used. 
 
   Years ago, when Milo was enrolling in culinary school, Jack asked him why he wanted to work in the food industry if he couldn’t eat or taste any of it. (Food tasted terrible to vampires and made us sick if we tried to consume it). 
 
   Milo countered that Beethoven was deaf and still made beautiful music. He still understood flavor combinations, enough to make many other chefs envious of his skill, and he enjoyed the act of creating something beautiful that he knew other people would love. 
 
   Mae held up a crystal punch bowl, and the setting sunlight coming through the windows refracted off the glass, leaving rainbows to dance around the room. “Well, it is a lovely gift, and it’s the thought that counts, of course.”  
 
   “We didn’t even invite that many people to the wedding.” Bobby stood with his hands on his hips, surveying the scene. “How did we get so many gifts?”
 
   “People have always been enamored with Milo, and now he’s oozing vampire charm,” I said, only half-joking. 
 
   “That was one of the major pluses for getting married.” Milo held up his hand and tapped the platinum band on his finger. “I can just flash this to scare off the wait staff who get overly flirtatious.”
 
   “That was the major plus?” Bobby asked with an arched eyebrow. “There was no other good reason to get married?”
 
   Milo put his hands on Bobby’s waist and pulled him closer. “I’m kidding. But married or not, I already knew I was going to be with you for the rest of your life.”
 
   His deliberate choices of words – the rest of your life – caused Bobby to give him a pained smile. “It’s for the best. But that doesn’t change how much I love you.”
 
   “I know.” Milo leaned down and kissed him sweetly on the mouth. “I’m still happy I married you, Mr. Swanson.”
 
   Bobby smiled. “And I’m happy I married you, Mr. Swanson.”
 
    Milo had given up his adopted surname of Townsend, preferring to take Bobby’s name so there would be something of him that he could carry with him for longer than one lifetime. 
 
   With our mother marrying our father and taking his given name of Bouchard, I was now the only Bonham left in my family. I glanced over at Jack, arguing with Ezra about what jerks orcas were, and I wondered if I’d be able to persuade him to exchange “Townsend” for “Bonham” for me.
 
   “Would you mind if I took this crystal bowl?” Mae asked once Bobby and Milo separated from their embrace. “Only if you don’t want it.”
 
   “No, of course not.” Milo waved it toward her. “If you have use for it, please, take it.” 
 
   She smiled, the same one that never seemed to quite reach her eyes anymore, though she did seem to be happier around Milo. The wedding had definitely put her in better spirits.
 
   “When are you heading back to London?” Bobby asked as he carefully began folding up a set of satin napkins our boss Ettie had given him. 
 
   “Tomorrow, I think. We still have so much to do back at the manor.” She placed her hand on her chin and let out sigh. “We may have bitten off more than we can chew, so to speak.” Then she looked over at Ezra. “But it’s good for us, I think. We both need to keep busy.”
 
   Her expression almost looked satisfied, like she and Ezra had finally found some kind of peace together. Then she blinked and turned back to Bobby. “What about you two? When are you heading out on your honeymoon?”
 
   “Wednesday,” he replied, casting a glance toward Milo. “It’s really more of an extended weekend than a true honeymoon.”
 
   Milo frowned. “We’ve already talked about this. My boss got a tip that an inspector is supposed to be coming in soon, and we might be able to get a Michelin star. It’s an exciting thing, and I want to be here for it.”
 
   “I know, I know,” Bobby contended. “We’ll go on another trip later.” 
 
   My phone vibrated in my pocket, and I pulled it out to see the screen flashing with Olivia Smith. I had just seen her at the wedding, but prior to that, it had been months since I talked to her. Olivia wasn’t the type to call and chat. 
 
   “I should take this,” I said, excusing myself from the bickering of the newlyweds. 
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   “ALICE?” OLIVIA ASKED, SPEAKING IN that hazy, seductive way she always did. 
 
   “Is everything okay?” I asked right away, fearing the worst. 
 
   “Of course!” she replied with a laugh. “I’m on my first real vacation in ages. Maybe even centuries.” She paused, as if doing the math. “I don’t know how long it’s been, but it’s nice to let my hair down for a change.” 
 
   “So when I’ve seen you before, that’s you being tightly wound?” I laughed, remembering the many times I’d been with Olivia as she lounged about, drunk on blood. 
 
   “I’m retired, Alice, I’m never completely wound anymore,” she said. “But never mind all that. That’s not what I called about.”
 
   “What did you call about?” I asked. 
 
   “I’m in Prague, visiting ‘friends.” The way she said it, I could practically hear the air quotes around the word friends. “And I ran into someone you may know. Cate Brennan?”
 
   “Cate Brennan?” I repeated, trying to place it. “No. I don’t think so.”
 
   “We were just chatting, and everything was going fine. She’s a really gorgeous vampire with long black hair and these nice, luscious breasts –”
 
   “Olivia,” I cut her off, since she a had tendency to wax poetic (but usually more crude than poetic) about her crushes and sexual conquests. “Focus.”
 
   “Right,” she said, snapping back to the topic. “I mentioned you, and Cate had this flash of recognition in her eyes. She tried to mask it, but I could just see it. I got used to reading people, back when I was a hunter.”
 
   I sat down on the bed, still unmade from when Jack and I had gotten up a few hours ago. “Maybe she’s just heard of me.” 
 
   “Maybe,” Olivia allowed but sounded unconvinced. “I was trying to get a read on her and dig further. When I gave Peter’s name, that’s when she totally froze up.”
 
   Instinctively, I tensed up. Even with our bond severed years ago, his name still evoked memories of danger and trouble. How many brushes with death had he encountered that I’d only narrowly saved him from, not to mention all the times he’d very nearly gotten me killed? 
 
   “Peter?” I asked once I calmed myself down. “Why did you mention Peter?”
 
   “Because he’s a vagabond,” Olivia replied disinterestedly, as if she hadn’t been the one that brought him up. “He’s always travelling, doing his own thing, and I know he was obsessed with you for a while, so I thought he might’ve dropped your name in conversation.”  
 
   “So what happened after you referred to Peter?” I pressed. 
 
   “She totally shut down and freaked out. She couldn’t get away from me fast enough.”
 
   I chewed the inside of my cheek, trying to consider only the most innocent of possibilities. “Well, Peter can be a jerk sometimes. That’s not a totally unheard of reaction from meeting him, I’m sure.”
 
   “You’re right about that,” she agreed with weary laugh. “There was just something… off about her response. I don’t know how to describe it exactly.”
 
   “Why did you call to tell me about this?” I asked her finally. “I mean, it’s interesting, but it’s not the kind of thing that usually ranks important enough to merit a phone call from you.”
 
   “I know, I know.” She paused, letting the silence hang between us as she articulated her thoughts. “When you’re a hunter, you rely a lot on your intuition. You know how that goes now, don’t you?”
 
   I closed my eyes, as if that could somehow shield me from the weight of her words. When you’re hunting vampires, you must learn to trust your gut and react quickly. You have to sense trouble before it senses you, because by then, it’s already too late. 
 
   “I do,” I told her. 
 
   “She just had this look about her,” Olivia said at length. “When I mentioned Peter’s name, there was this panic in her eyes, like a caged animal. And in my experience, wild animals like that tend to be dangerous when they break out of their cage.”
 
   “Thank you, but I really don’t think I know a Cate Brennan,” I said. 
 
   “She may still be in the area, if you wanted to come out. You’re only a few hours’ drive from Prague,” she offered. 
 
   “I think it’s longer than a few hours,” I corrected her. I’d never been to Prague, but Milo had talked about going there last winter, and I recalled him saying it was eight or nine hours, at least. Longer than that, if we took a train. 
 
   “I’m just passing along information,” Olivia said. “I’ve given it to you, and now you can do with it as you wish. If you want to come out here and investigate and make sure this girl isn’t up to any trouble, then by all means, come on out. If you just want to forget I ever called, that’s your prerogative too.”
 
   I laughed despite my unease. “Thank you, Olivia.”
 
   “I’m always looking out for you, kid,” she said before offering a quick goodbye. 
 
   I hung up the phone and stood up, thinking that standing might make me feel better somehow. There was a good chance that this was no big deal at all, that Olivia was just looking for an excuse for me to come visit her since we hadn’t seen or talked to each other much these past few years. 
 
   But it wasn’t like Olivia to waste my time, and it also wasn’t like her to be paranoid or put herself out there for things that didn’t matter. She’d gotten lazy in her retirement, and she liked to keep it that way.
 
   A small knock on my open bedroom pulled me from my thoughts, and I turned to see Ezra standing in the doorway. “Is everything okay?” he asked quietly. 
 
   I forced a smile. “Yeah. Everything’s fine.”
 
   His mahogany eyes appeared unconvinced. “You just left to take a call, and now you look spooked.”
 
   “It was just Olivia,” I said, since telling Ezra the truth usually made things easier. He always had an answer or sage advice to pass on. “She had a weird interaction with someone that knows Peter. Maybe you’ve heard of? Cate Brennan.”
 
   “Cate Brennan? No, I don’t…” He trailed off and a look of shocked recognition overtook his handsome features. “Oh my god. Catherine.”
 
   “Catherine?” I echoed. 
 
   “Yes, she…” Ezra looked uncharacteristically flustered as he struggled to find the words to identify her. “You remember hearing of Peter’s wife, Elise?” I nodded. “Catherine was Elise’s best friend.”
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   I HAD RECALLED HEARING ABOUT Peter’s first love, Elise. Her name had been a source of great pain initially, back when I had felt bonded to Peter but he kept pushing me away because of how much it had hurt him to lose Elise.
 
   Nobody spoke of her much, partially out of respect for Peter and partially because no one outside of Ezra had met her. If I understood correctly, Elise had died long before either Mae or Jack had even been born. 
 
   But now I realized how little I knew about her. I hadn’t even known that she and Peter had been married until Ezra referred to her as Peter’s wife, although that made sense. Everyone just usually called her Peter’s love or intended or soulmate. 
 
   “What did Olivia have to say about her?” Ezra asked.
 
   I told Ezra everything Olivia had said, which hadn’t been that much, and Ezra still looked dazed when he sat down on the bed beside me.
 
   “I don’t know if Peter has seen Catherine since the last time I did,” he explained, exhaling deeply. “But the last I saw her was… it must’ve been 150 years ago. Maybe more?”
 
   “That’s quite a while ago.”
 
   Ezra stared off, remembering. “It was after Elise died. We went back to see where she was buried, since we hadn’t been with her.”
 
   “Where were you and Peter?”
 
   “We were in America, trying to start a new life, but Elise stayed behind in Ireland at first. She’d never left her home. She hadn’t wanted to, but soon the locals would start to talk that she wasn’t aging. So, we’d all made these plans, and once things were set up in America, Elise was to come join us.
 
   “But then, Catherine had sent word to Peter, informing him that Elise had been killed.” Ezra paused. “Really, I think Peter already knew. He’d been sick for a month before the letter came, throwing up and waking up in cold sweats. Physically, it was terrible. That was the blood bond breaking.”
 
   “He felt that? Even with an ocean between them?” I asked in awe. 
 
   “The bond is something that extends far beyond space and time.” Ezra sounded both mystical and utterly forlorn as he stared off. “Peter dug her up.”
 
   “What?” I asked, confused.
 
   He licked his lips. “When we got to Ireland. He couldn’t truly believe Elise was dead. Not until he saw her. So, he dug her up, and she hadn’t decayed at all. She was just as lovely as the day she died.”
 
   “How did Catherine react?” I asked.
 
   “She was nearly as devastated as Peter, I’d say. But she could be hard to get a read on sometimes,” Ezra elaborated. “Peter had tried setting Catherine and I up, but she wasn’t exactly my type.”
 
   “What type was she?” I asked.
 
   “Have you been to a human bar when there were loud girls, usually celebrating some rite of passage, and they slam down shots of tequila and shout woo every time they do?” he asked. “Catherine was that kind of girl.”
 
   I laughed at the specificity of his example. “So you didn’t care for her?”
 
   “No, I liked her fine. She just wasn’t the type of girl I was interested in romantically.” 
 
   “Did she have a falling out with Peter or anything?” I pressed. “Is there any reason I should be worried about her?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Ezra admitted. “As far as I know, she and Peter were on good terms the last time they spoke. But I can’t think of any reason for her to react the way that Olivia described. That leads me to believe that there is something more going on.”
 
   I hesitated before asking, “Should I contact Peter?” 
 
   He exhaled deeply. “No,” he said finally. “Peter tends to act emotionally and dramatically, especially when it comes to his love, and I don’t want him doing something reckless.” 
 
   “That is an understatement,” I muttered. 
 
   Ezra laughed lightly before turning his gaze on me. “Are you going to look for her?”
 
   “Do you think I should?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he replied honestly before adding, “But Olivia did call you for a reason.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   His dark eyes rested heavily on me. “I’ve known Olivia for a very long time, and I’ve come to trust her judgment.”
 
   “I was afraid of that.”
 
   Just at that exact moment, Jack appeared in our bedroom door. “Afraid of what?”
 
   “I think I have to go to Prague,” I said, since beating around the bush wouldn’t do any good. 
 
   Bobby poked his head in the door, his eyes bouncing between Jack, Ezra, and me. “Why are you guys all hanging out here? Is there some kind of party?”
 
   “Alice is going to Prague,” Jack replied. 
 
   Bobby took that as an invitation and walked into the room. “Oh, is it for a mission?”
 
   “Kind of,” I said, then went on to explain everything I’d learned from Olivia, with Ezra adding in his opinion when it applied. 
 
   “That sounds like a mission to me,” Bobby said when I’d finished. “I should come with.”
 
   I shook my head. “You’re going on your honeymoon.”
 
   “Not until Wednesday,” he persisted. “And we’re just going to Paris. I can fly out from Prague and meet Milo there if I need to.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound very romantic,” I pointed out, but he just waved me off. 
 
   “I’ll go talk it over with him,” he said as he turned and jogged out to the living room to get the go ahead from his husband. 
 
   That left Jack, standing in front of me with his arms folded over his chest. “Do you really think you need to do this?”
 
   Ezra stood up. “I’ll leave you two to sort this out.” When he left the bedroom, he closed the door behind him. 
 
   “I don’t know,” I said. “Olivia thinks I do. Ezra seems to think so, too. So, I guess I should.”
 
   “Well, if everyone thinks you should, then who am I to stand in the way?” Jack asked, and he didn’t sound upset exactly, but he clearly wasn’t happy about it either. 
 
   “What’s bothering you about this?” I asked him bluntly. 
 
   “I just thought we were done with these wild goose chases after Peter. He has his own life now, doing whatever he wants, and we have ours here.” He gestured to the room to make his point. 
 
   I understood his reservations. Even though he and Peter had gotten to a good place and genuinely seemed to enjoy spending time together again, that didn’t mean that Jack wanted me getting hurt over Peter. Well, he never wanted me getting hurting at all, but going on a potentially dangerous mission because of Peter had to stir up a lot of bad memories for him. 
 
   “I’m not going after Peter,” I reasoned. “Peter’s not even going to be there, and he doesn’t know what I’m doing. This is different. This is more like a job. I just need to make sure everything is okay and everyone is safe.”
 
   “Okay,” Jack relented. “Just be careful.”
 
   “I always am,” I said as I stood up.
 
   Jack reached for me, pulling me into his arms. “I wish I believed that.” 
 
   “You should.” I kissed him and lingered in his arms. “Did you talk to Ezra about that thing yesterday with the psychic?”
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “I thought last night you said you were going to.”
 
   He leaned his head back, but kept his arms around me. “I know. The timing doesn’t feel right. We’re all just hanging out, and I don’t want to bum everyone out. And it’s probably nothing. Like I said yesterday, she probably just doesn’t know what she’s talking about.”
 
   “Ezra’s here for another day. Please talk to him while I’m gone?” I asked. 
 
   “Fine. I will.” He smiled down at me. “For you.”
 
   I kissed him again, deeper this time. “Thank you.”
 
   “Good news!” Bobby announced as he threw open the bedroom door without knocking. “Milo says its fine if I go to Prague!”
 
   “Great!” Jack pulled away from me, grinning broadly. “And while you two are there, doing your vampire investigations or whatever, make sure you find time to stop at any one of their fancy shops to get me something nice. It’s only four more shopping days until my birthday.”
 
   “I won’t even be here for your birthday,” Bobby reminded him, not for the first time. Jack had been teasing them about getting married so close to his birthday ever since they’d picked the date. 
 
   “So that means I should get double presents from you,” Jack decided. “Some from Prague, some from Paris. Maybe you could take a long drive around Europe and pick me up something from every country.”
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   BOBBY HAD LEANED THE SEAT back, resting his feet on the dashboard of my Mercedes SLS AMG, as I sped the silver coupe down the empty stretch of highway through the German countryside. The moonlight splashed across the forests and fields that surrounded us, and Bobby stared out the window, watching the night fly by.
 
   “You can sleep,” I suggested since we were reaching the half-way point of our GPS predicted nine-hour journey to Prague. 
 
   “I can never sleep at night,” Bobby reminded me wearily. “I can hardly ever sleep at all, really.” 
 
   “That can’t be good for you.”
 
    He groused, “I know. Milo wants me to see a doctor, because he wants me to extend my life for as long as possible. But I just don’t know how me sleeping like a normal person would fit into your lifestyle.”
 
   “You’re really giving up a lot to be with Milo.”
 
   “It’s not much of a sacrifice when you really love somebody.” Bobby turned to look at me then. “But you know that.”
 
   We didn’t say much the rest of the drive, both of us preferring to listen to the playlist on his iPhone titled “Road Trip Mission” that he had specially curated for these kinds of things. It was an eclectic mix, bouncing from Chase & Status to Tove Lo, with an odd cover of Bruce Springsteen sandwiched in there. 
 
    On the final leg of the journey, Bobby finally managed to doze, resting his head against the glass of the window and draping his Member’s Only jacket over himself like a blanket. But he awoke when I slowed down as I reached the end of the long driveway that my GPS assured me was the location, per the address Olivia had texted me.
 
   We were east of the city, away from all the traffic and houses and congestion, in rolling hillsides overtaken by large oak and beech trees, with thick trunks and winding branches. The sun had begun to rise over the horizon, lending an eerie pinkish-orange tint to the low-hanging fog.
 
   Bobby stretched in his seat and asked, “Are we there?” 
 
   “Almost,” I said as I drove slowly down the winding gravel road.
 
   “You have reached your destination,” my GPS alerted me in a cheery voice, but I had yet to see anything other than trees, and I couldn’t imagine that Olivia would camp out in the forest.
 
   “Are you sure Olivia gave you the right address?” Bobby asked.
 
   “I’m pretty –” I started to answer, but I finally saw it as I neared the top of the hall, the dark spires poking up into the sky.
 
   I’d never seen a building loom, not really, not like this. The dark stone, all done in detailed baroque style, looked ominous against the gray clouds behind it, and the wrought iron blocking every window only added to that. It was like a gothic horror movie had come to life. 
 
   “Holy shit.” Bobby gasped and leaned forward, peering up out the window at it. “It’s a castle!”
 
   “Olivia said it was a manor,” I corrected him half-heartedly as I parked in front of the broad stone steps that led up toward the vestibule. 
 
   He shot me a look. “Are you sure this is the right place?”
 
   “Well, there’s only one way to find out.” I turned the car off and opened the door, so the gullwing door swung up, and I climbed out.
 
   “If this is the wrong place, they could shoot us, though,” he suggested as he scrambled out of the car behind me. “Or they could call Dr. Frankenstein on us and chase us out with pitchforks. This seems like that kind of place.”
 
   “Frankenstein was at the receiving end of the pitchfork chase,” I pointed out as I went up the steps toward the house/manor/castle.
 
   Bobby grabbed our bags from the trunk, and then he raced up the stairs to meet me. I’d just reached the massive iron and wood front door, wondering if I should knock and if anyone would even hear me, when the door opened.
 
   A small older woman greeted us with a polite but cold smile. She had the sallow complexion of someone that didn’t see the sun often, and callouses and dry skin cracked her hands. Her graying hair was pulled back in a tight bun. The black dress uniform she wore was neatly pressed, but her ergonomic shoes were scuffed and scraped from use.
 
   “Dobré ráno paní,” she said.
 
   “Sorry, I don’t speak Czech.” I glanced over to Bobby for help, but he just shrugged emptily. Our careers required travelling, so we’d studied up on several different languages, but there were too many for us to be fluent in everything. 
 
   “English?” she asked with a thick accent.
 
   “Yes, we speak English!” I replied brightly. “We are looking for Olivia Smith. She said she was staying here?”
 
   “Ano, yes, slečno Smithová.” The woman nodded, her thin smile still plastered across her face. “She is here. She told me guests would be arriving, but she is sleeping for the day. I shall take you to your rooms. You can rest before she awakes.” 
 
   The woman opened the door wider, and she did a small bow us as we walked by her. The vestibule opened into a grand front hall, with marble tiles, an enormous chandelier, and a double-staircase curved along either wall.
 
   “There’s no way that this place is not haunted,” Bobby commented as he admired the paintings that hung on the dark walls.
 
   “Zavazadla?” the woman asked, pointing at Bobby. “Bags?”
 
   “Um, yeah, sure.” He handed over the bags, and then we proceeded to follow her up the long stairs, presumably toward our rooms. 
 
   As we went upstairs, I noticed a reoccurring theme in the paintings that sent a cold chill down my spine. Based on the clothing and the style of paintings, I would say they were all from different time periods – a real exhibition of fashion through the centuries. 
 
   Sometimes they featured whole families, a man, woman, child, and a family pet, like an aristocratic looking wolfhound. Others featured just a child with a solitary adult, occasionally a regal-looking young gentleman but more often, just a beautiful, poised lady. 
 
   But they all had one thing in common. A young girl, posed front and center. In most pictures, she appeared to be about eight or nine, though some stylistic choices had her appearing younger, while other had her appearing older. 
 
   Because the pictures had been painted by different people, it wasn’t immediately obvious that it was the same girl. Her wavy brown hair was worn a hundred different ways; her cheeks went from painted full and rosy in some to pale and taut in another. 
 
   The one true constant was her eyes. Somehow, every artist managed to capture them perfectly. The brilliance and beauty of the blue contrasting with a taciturn, otherworldliness to them. She may have looked like a child, but her eyes were ancient.
 
   As we reached the top of the stairs, I finally spotted the painting with the most familiar face. Both the young girl and her “mother” were adorned in opulence – their dark dresses were decorated to the max, with ribbons, grommets, and ridiculously wide collars, perfectly matched with the wide hips of their gowns. 
 
   The girl had a smug, half-smile on her face, reminiscent of the Mona Lisa. The woman behind her had her hand on her shoulder, her fingers bedazzled with jewels of all kinds, and she already had the beginnings of the hazy grin she would eventually be renowned for.  
 
   The woman was Olivia, and the girl in every painting was her maker, the child vampire Rebekah. 
 
   “This is Rebekah’s house,” I realized. 
 
   “Rebekah?” Bobby echoed, scrunching his face in confusion, but then I saw the realization hit him – his eyes widening and his steps slowed. “Oh hell.” 
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   BOBBY AND I HAD ONLY met Rebekah once, back before I was a vampire hunter and was still in training with Olivia. It had been when Mae had turned her great-granddaughter Daisy in a futile attempt to save her from a terminal illness, but then Mae had learned the hard way that no good every came from a child becoming an immortal monster. 
 
   But before that, before Mae collided with the terrible reality and had to snap Daisy’s neck so hard that it decapitated her, we’d been trying to find a way to make it work. So, Olivia had introduced us to Rebekah, who had agreed to help Daisy cope with the unimaginable nightmare of being a little girl with an insatiable bloodlust and eternal agonizing hunger pains. 
 
   As tragic as everything had turned out, I had to admit that I honestly felt a great deal of relief when Daisy died. After meeting Rebekah, I had less hope than before. There was this cold, eeriness to her, like a demon-possessed porcelain doll. 
 
   And now I was sleeping in a spare bedroom of Rebekah’s gothic castle. Heavy drapes hung over all the windows, blocking out in the faintest hint of light. The four-post bed sat in the center of the spacious room, draped with wonderfully thick blankets that were surprisingly comfortable, especially given the fact that they had a distinctly musty scent to them.
 
   I had woken up, but I hadn’t gotten out of bed yet to get my phone, which sat charging on the far side of the room. The thing about old manors like this is that they weren’t exactly built with outlets and electronic devices in mind. 
 
   So, when the door slowly creaked open, I had no idea what time it was, and since I didn’t feel entirely safe in Rebekah’s home, I tensed up. But it only took a second for me to tune into the familiar rhythm of Bobby’s heartbeat.
 
   “Is everything okay?” I asked as he crept inside my room.
 
   “Oh, good, you’re awake.” He closed the door behind him. “Is there a light switch in here? I can’t find lights anywhere in this damned place.”
 
   “It’s probably all lit with candles or kerosene or something ridiculous that,” I muttered. 
 
   My vampire eyesight was far superior to Bobby’s, and I watched him as he felt around clumsily in the dark. He was barefoot, wearing the pair of jeans we’d arrived in yesterday paired with a V-neck tee shirt that showed off the tattoos scrawled across this chest. 
 
   “Marco,” I said, in attempt to guide him by the sound of my voice.
 
   “I’m supposed to say ‘Marco.’ You say ‘Polo.’”
 
   “Whatever. Polo. You’re just about at the bed.”
 
   He finally reached the bed and climbed into the bed beside me, hurriedly crawling under the covers, reminding me of a little kid rushing to hide from monsters.
 
   “It’s frickin freezing.” He shivered. “Like I get used to you and Milo always liking it cold, but this is ridiculous.”
 
   Vampires didn’t feel cold, not the way humans did, and in fact, we tended to prefer it. But it was cold enough in this place that I half-expected to see my breath fog up the air. 
 
   “Did you sleep?” I asked him. 
 
   “Some,” he replied noncommittally, then he lowered his voice to just above a whisper. “Do you think this is a trap?”
 
   “Olivia likes me. Why would she want to set me up?” I asked, but I couldn’t shake the sense of dread that clung to me ever since I first spied the manor above the hill. 
 
   “I don’t know,” he admitted. “Things just don’t feel right to me.” 
 
   “Well, good thing you came with then,” I said. “You can watch my back.” 
 
   Even though he was buried under the covers in a darkened room, I swear I saw him puff up with pride. 
 
   There was one quick rap at the door before it opened, without waiting for a response. The woman who had let us into the house initially had eventually introduced herself by the mononym Myska before showing us to our rooms. Myska came into my room now and pushed an odd-looking knob near the door, which caused the chandelier above to flick on, bathing the room in dull yellow light.
 
   “Oh, ty vole!” She put a hand to her chest, looking surprised at the sight of Bobby huddled in bed beside me, probably because she remembered giving him his own (much smaller) room at the far end of the hall this morning.
 
   “Good evening,” Bobby said, doing his best to sound cheery, as he squinted at her, since his eyes took longer to adjust the light than mine did.
 
   “Good.” She did a low bow again. “You are both here. Dinner is served in ten minutes.”
 
   “Dinner?”
 
   “Ano. The chef has obtained local feast for you,” she said in her broken English. Then her eyes darted from her me to Bobby, my human comrade. “Unless you want to, jak to říct, dine with your…” She motioned to him. “Food.”
 
   “What? Oh, no.” I shook my head adamantly. “He’s not… he’s not for eating.” 
 
   “I am a friend, not food,” he reiterated. 
 
   “Ano, of course.” Myska lowered her head, her cheeks flushing subtly with shame. 
 
   Once she’d given us unsteady directions to the dining hall, I got out of bed and dressed in a hurry. It sounded like it would take us almost ten minutes to get there, and I didn’t want to keep them waiting.
 
   “So I should come with?” Bobby asked as I pulled a gray tunic over my faux-leather leggings.
 
   “Well, the alternative is you staying behind in these musty, empty rooms by yourself, and honestly that sounds worse to me.” I draped a long chain necklace over my head and ran my fingers through my tangles of dark hair. “Do you think I look nice enough for this?”
 
   “Do I?” He shrugged and motioned to himself. “How do you dress for dinner with a vampire?”
 
   Thankfully, we’d left in a hurry, because it took us at least ten minutes to find the dining hall, in part due to the maid’s less than impeccable grasp of the English language but also largely due to the massive size of the place. 
 
   When we reached the dining hall, pushing open two enormous wooden doors, I found three vampires seated around a baroque-styled room on a series of crimson velvet chaise lounges. I had naïvely excepted the dining hall to have a dining table, but considering vampires didn’t use tables for eating, this made much more sense. 
 
   “Alice!” Olivia shouted in delight when I came in, as if she hadn’t just seen me on Saturday. She was sprawled back on her sofa, which was her usual state of being, and she wore a gown of sheer black fabric, with her dark hair cascading around her.
 
   On the chaise closest to here, beneath an enormous ornate mirror, sat Rebekah, looking exactly as she had the last time I saw her. She was like a strange facsimile of a child, with all the presence of a life size doll.
 
   Her smooth skin, full cheeks, and her perfectly styled brown waves were all spot-on reproductions of an adorable little girl, but there was no life to her. The lavish gown she wore, replete with exquisite jewelry only added to her figurine-like appearance. 
 
   Rebekah was over a thousand years old, making her the oldest vampire I had ever met, and from what I gathered, she had lost her connection to true humanity a long time ago. She sat perfectly poised at the edge of sofa, unmoving, unflinching. 
 
   When she turned her head subtly to look at me, it was like watching a mannequin come to life. The illusion was so convincing that I heard Bobby’s sharp intake of breath when she blinked at him – her lids moving slowly, almost robotically, over her startling blue eyes. 
 
   “It has been some time since I’ve last seen you, Alice,” Rebekah said, her voice smooth and emotionless. “You are looking well.”
 
   Sitting on the chaise closest to Rebekah was a young vampire, appearing to be in her mid-twenties, though I couldn’t guess how long she’d really been alive. She dressed similarly to Rebekah, so much so that they almost looked like matching mother-daughter outfits designed for a period piece. 
 
   She stood when Bobby and I entered the room, smiling in a way that reminded me of an overly excitable cocker spaniel, and she fidgeted with her elbow-length satin gloves as Rebekah and I spoke. 
 
   “Thank you,” I replied to Rebekah’s compliment, though I wasn’t sure if she meant it or not. “You too.” Then, since it felt overly silent and sufficiently awkward, I motioned to Bobby standing beside me. “You remember Bobby?”
 
   “I do not. But I usually don’t make a point of remembering humans.” Rebekah smiled then, but it was totally devoid of any sense of happiness. “You won’t either, if you ever get to live to be my age.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, since I didn’t know how else to respond.
 
   Still toying with her gloves, the other vampire made a bold move and stepped toward us with her hand extended, like she meant to shake mine, and announced, “I am Anka Novak. I am Rebekah’s adoptive mother.”
 
   “Anka!” Rebekah snapped just before she reached us. Anka dropped her hand immediately and lowered her gaze. “Not now. You can prattle on later.” With her head still bowed, Anka retreated to her sofa.
 
   Since Rebekah had the appearance of a child, she required vampires to act as parents for her, handling all the legalities that a child would be unable to do on their own and travel with her, as not to raise suspicion.
 
   That’s why she’d turned Olivia, and as Olivia had once explained, she had been more of a slave to her child master than a true mother-daughter relationship. I imagined that it wasn’t much different for this Anka woman either. 
 
   “Now, we eat,” Rebekah commanded. 
 
   Rebekah rang a bell, and seconds later, a tall man with a thick moustache entered the room, with a parade of four young ladies following behind him. None of them could be more than twenty-years-old, if that, but they were all well-dressed and healthy looking, with strong hearts pounding wildly in their chests. 
 
   “Olivia prefers young women, so that’s what I put on the menu for tonight,” Rebekah explained, sounding disinterested. “Guests may choose first.”
 
   “My favorite.” Olivia was off the chaise in a flash, looking over the beautiful girls as they smiled demurely and let out a few flirtatious laughs. 
 
   She finally decided on a chubby blond one, directing her over to her couch. Then, assuming correctly that I would never pick one for myself, she took a tall brunette by the hand and led her over to me.
 
   “Olivia, I don’t –”
 
   “Alice.” Olivia’s tone was friendly but her eyes were severe. “It’s rude to turn down hospitality, and these girls know what they’re doing. This is their job. So, eat. Please.”
 
   I could feel Rebekah’s unmoving gaze and decided she was not a host that I would want to piss off. I took the girl’s hand from Olivia, and she sat down on the couch beside me, putting herself between Bobby and me.
 
   He scooted down some, and once everyone had chosen a “meal,” Myska wheeled in a small gold cart with a heaping plate of mashed potatoes and a green bottle of Lobkowitz beer.
 
   “We don’t have many human guests,” Rebekah said, with venom dripping on the word guests.
 
   “This is, uh, this is perfect.” Bobby smiled as he held up the beer. “Cheers.”
 
   “We shall dine now,” Rebekah commanded, and immediately, everyone dove onto their meals, sinking their teeth into them.
 
   Within seconds, the room was filled with the delicious scent of blood. I’d just eaten on Saturday, where I’d glutted myself on blood at the wedding, so I shouldn’t have been that hungry. 
 
   But the scent of it did something to me. Causing a powerful hunger and longing to grow inside me, coming not from my stomach but the core of my very being, vibrating through my bones and muscles.
 
   The girl looked at me, her dark eyes wide and hopeful, and the tentative smile on her lips looked almost as hungry as I felt. “My name is Tereza,” she said, her words heavily accented. “I am ready for you to bite.”
 
   Tereza pulled her long dark hair to the side and tilted her head, exposing her neck. And then she closed her eyes, biting her lip seductively, as she waited. Since there was no point in delaying, I pulled her into my lap and sunk my teeth into her throat. 
 
   She tasted of hope and youth and ambition, and she moaned with pleasure as I felt her delicious blood course through me, filling me with the most wonderful ecstatic heat. 
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   OLIVIA SPED THROUGH THE CROWDED streets of Prague in Rebekah’s Rolls Royce, absently singing along to Rolling Stone’s “Paint It Black” that blasted out of the stereo. She took a sharp turn, nearly hitting a pedestrian, but she paid no mind. 
 
   “Hey, maybe try not to kill any humans while we’re out and about,” Bobby suggested from the backseat, as he once again went flying across the black leather seats as Oliva raced through the city.
 
   “Put on your seatbelt,” I told him, but without my usual force. 
 
   The blood from dinner had left me feeling a bit foggy. I so rarely drank fresh blood, preferring to drink from bags that didn’t risk humans lives or nurture their dependency and eventual addiction to vampire bites. But it was impossible to deny the intense pleasure and residual high that came from drinking it fresh. 
 
   “Oh, I’ve never killed a human,” Olivia replied flippantly, and when she caught me looking over at her. “On accident, I mean. I’ve only ever killed them on purpose, and I don’t have plans to kill any tonight.” 
 
   Bobby leaned forward between the seats. “You know, Olivia, you seem like a really cool girl.”
 
   She laughed. “Why, thank you. You seem swell for a human, and a man.” She thought for a second. “I honestly haven’t met that many human men I’ve liked at all. You might be the only one.”
 
   “I take that as a high praise then,” he said as Olivia continued her drive down the street alongside the Vltava river that ran through the heart of the city. “But what I meant is… well, Rebekah seems not cool at all. She actually seems kind of horrible and mean.”
 
   “She is both of those things,” Olivia agreed without a hint of irony. 
 
   “Then why do you hang out with her? Why visit her at all?”
 
   “Rebekah is my maker,” she replied simply. “And the relationship between a vampire and their maker is a very complicated thing indeed.”
 
   Bobby seemed like he wanted to say more about it, but Olivia turned sharply, sending him once again flying across the seat, and the words died on his lips.
 
   “Bobby! Put on your damn seatbelt!” I snapped, with more conviction this time.
 
   “Oh, there’s no need. We are almost…” She let the words trail off, then quickly jerked the wheel to the side, somehow parallel parking the Rolls Royce in a narrow spot on the street. “There.” 
 
   She’d parked right in front of a building that looked more like an old pub from a medieval fantasy than a modern vampire club. The iron sign above the door proclaimed the name, Klub Nemrtvý. Two vampire bouncers stood on either of the open doors, made of wrought iron and stained glass, shooing away drunken riffraff. 
 
   What I’d learned from Olivia’s club back in Minneapolis was that bouncers worked to keep out undesirable humans and rowdy vampires. Not every human that entered the club tonight would be bitten, but everyone had to be of a high enough caliber for the vampire clientele that it was an option. 
 
   “This place is a lot less subtle than your club,” Bobby commented as we all got out of the car.
 
   “This is Europe. Everything is a lot less subtle here,” Olivia replied. 
 
   A cool summer breeze wafted off the nearby river, and I pulled on my oxblood leather jacket as we walked toward the door. Not because I was cold, but because I hoped to look cool enough to be let into a place like this.
 
   When the bouncers saw Olivia, they just waved us on, though I noticed one of them give Bobby a once over. I grabbed his hand, since I wasn’t exactly sure what kind of establishment this was yet, and I didn’t want anyone coming up to snatch him. I needed to lay claim that he was my human and not for general consumption. 
 
   Inside, there were exposed brick walls and lots of architecture that lent itself to the historic neighborhood. The bar at the side of the club was ultramodern and slick, and the flashing colored lights – along with the thumping beats from the dubstep the DJ was playing – gave it a much more discotheque feel. 
 
   “Are you sure she’s here?” I asked Olivia as we pushed our way through the crowded dance floor.
 
   “No, of course I’m not sure,” she said. “This is just where I saw her last night.”
 
   A vampire reached out, grabbing his long fingers onto Bobby’s jacket, and the hunger was almost palpable in his dark eyes. He was handsome, in the way all vampires were, but also a little creepy and overly slender, like a model from the ill-conceived “heroin chic” trend of the 90s. 
 
   Bobby smiled at him, because all his experience with our kind didn’t make him immune to being momentarily enamored by our supernatural attractiveness. 
 
   “My name’s Cyrus,” he purred as he leered towards Bobby. “What’s your name?”
 
   I moved quickly, putting myself between Bobby and the model vampire before things got more complicated. I bared my teeth – which weren’t very long but were a sharper than humans – and let out a low growl. 
 
   It wasn’t something I thought about doing. It was just a natural instinct when I saw someone touching something that belonged to me – to growl, to hiss, to attack if need be.
 
   Cyrus backed down, looking pissy about it, but I didn’t care if he was angry just as long as he backed off. I took Bobby’s hand again and started leading him through the crowd, following Olivia. 
 
   “It’s always so badass when you growl like that,” Bobby said, nearly shouting to be heard over the music. “You should really do it more.”
 
   “I try to save it only for special occasions. Like when somebody tries to eat you.”
 
   Olivia suddenly grabbed my other hand, pulling me towards her. I let go of Bobby, but he stayed close to me. 
 
   “Dance with me, Alice!” Olivia commanded, putting her hands on my hips to pull me closer to her. 
 
   “I didn’t really come here to dance,” I protested as she swayed along to the music, pulling me along with her.  
 
   “Don’t be so dull,” she pouted. “You may have a long life, but you still only live once. You’ve got to make the most of it while you can.”
 
   I rolled my eyes, but I let her dance with me, though I was using the word “with” very loosely. It was much more of her dancing on me or near me, moving gracefully and seductive, like a cross between a backup dancer and a stripper. 
 
   But the blood from earlier left me feeling warm and loose. Even though the buzz had dispelled, the music still seemed to be flowing through me, and it was all too easy to close my eyes and let Olivia lead me around the dancefloor. 
 
   “Hey!” Bobby interrupted. He’d been busting out a few of his milder break dance moves, but he stopped and tapped me on the shoulder as Olivia was grinding up against me. “Alice, hey!”
 
   “What?” I gently pushed Olivia off me, who proceeded to scowl as she swayed to the music.
 
   “That girl over that keeps glaring over at us.” He nodded toward a girl on the other side of the bar.
 
   She sat at a booth on a raised platform that ran alongside the exposed brick wall, and it gave her the effect of looking down at us. Underneath a glowing blue light, her long black hair shimmered, and her low-cut dress could barely contain her ample chest.
 
   “Oh, damn,” Olivia said, noticing who Bobby was motioning toward. “That’s her. That’s Cate Brennan.”
 
   Just then, the girl raised her glass at me and smiled widely, enough to show the sharp tips of her incisors.
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   BOBBY LEANED IN CLOSE TO me, so close his lips nearly touched my ear, but he needed to speak softly if he didn’t want the vampires around us to overhear. 
 
   “I have your tools if you need them,” he whispered, subtly patting the side of his jacket.
 
   Inside his much beloved Member’s Only jacket, he had a secret pocket in the lining, where he always carried a few essentials of the trade – a titanium stake or two, zip ties made of a virtually unbreakable alloy blend, and a little black “badge” that certified that we were in fact working under the direction of the Agency.
 
   “Are you going to go talk to her or just make eyes at her all night?” Olivia asked, standing at my other side. 
 
   There was no point in playing around, so I marched across the dancefloor and up the five steps to where Cate sat alone in a booth, sipping her blood cocktail. Bobby and Olivia followed, but both of them lingered behind me as I prepared to introduce myself to her. 
 
   “Buy me a drink,” she demanded in a lyrical Irish accent, before I could get a word out. 
 
   I smirked. “That’s presumptuous.”
 
   “Well, you want to talk, don’t you?” she shot back. 
 
   “I do.”
 
   “Then buy me a drink, and we’ll go someplace more quiet.”
 
   “Fair enough,” I decided, reaching for my wallet in my jacket pocket. “How much does a drink cost?”
 
   Cate wagged her eyebrows. “How much you got?”
 
   I opened my wallet and realized dismally that I didn’t have much cash on hand at all, and what little I did have was Euros, which didn’t really fly in the Czech Republic.
 
   “Here.” Olivia reached from behind me, slapping a pair of vibrant purple koruna banknotes on the table, and when I glanced back at her, she shrugged. “I wanted to put an end to that stupid game.” 
 
   Cate stood up, and as she did, she picked up the money and tucked it into her cleavage. She slid out of the booth, carrying her drink in her hand.
 
   “Follow me.” She took a step forward, then stopped and called over her shoulder, “Oh, and leave your entourage here. It’s easier if it’s just the two of us.”
 
   Then she started walking away again, without waiting for my response. 
 
   I turned back to Bobby and Olivia, quickly telling them, “Stay together. I’ll find you when I’m done.”
 
   “Are you sure that’s safe?” Bobby asked.
 
   “I’m never sure anything is safe,” I admitted as I went after Cate.
 
   On the far end of the club was a metal spiral staircase, leading up to a balcony level, and Cate was heading right for it. As I followed her up, I looked back down at the crowd below, dancing along to the music the DJ was spinning out under a kaleidoscope of lights.
 
   Or at least most of them were, except for Cyrus who stood motionless in the center of the room, staring up at me with strange dark eyes. That’s when it occurred to me that he bore a stronger resemblance to Max Schreck’s Nosferatu than he did a model, from any era. 
 
   The bouncer at the top of the steps waved Cate on, and he was about to stop me until she told him that I was with her. The second floor was quieter and emptier, with curtains of semi-sheer dark fabric separating different lounge areas.
 
   As we walked by the other areas, I saw vampires feeding on humans, but I’d already smelled the blood on the stairs.  Cate chose a spot in the farthest corner, away from all the noise and prying eyes of feeding vampires. 
 
   She slipped behind the curtains first, entering the cornered-off section that held four club chairs and a glass cocktail table in the center. Naturally, Cate took the chair with her back was to the wall, giving her the vantage of the entire upstairs. Her long legs stretched out below the hem of her dress, and she crossed one over the other.  
 
   “Do you come here a lot?”  I asked. 
 
   Her lips twisted into an impish smile. “Are you trying to pick me up?”
 
   I laughed, lightly, anxiously. “No. You just seem familiar with things.”
 
   In truth, she seemed unnervingly cool and confident. When Olivia had described her as panicking at the mere mention of Peter’s name, I was expecting someone less collected. But then Cate had been waiting for me, and I couldn’t help but worry that I might have fallen right into her honey trap. 
 
   “I’ve lived in Prague for a few years, and you could say I’m a regular here,” she replied. “But let’s cut to the chase, shall we? Alice, is it?”
 
   I nodded. “Right.”
 
   “Cate.” She motioned to herself, causing her jeweled bangles on her wrists to jangle. “They used to call me Catherine, though, way back when.” Then she tilted her head. “You’re not a Townsend, are you?”
 
   “No. I live with them. I just never… took their name.”
 
   “Bonham, right?” she asked, and there was something in her eyes – something dark and menacing that flashed across them like lightning when she said my name. “And if I recall correctly, you have an interesting line of work.”
 
   “I didn’t really come here to talk about work,” I replied evasively, and shifted in my chair.
 
   One thing I’d come to learn very quickly is that most vampires didn’t take kindly to hunters. Even though I only worked to keep the peace, to protect both vampires and human alike, being a hunter felt a lot like being a narc in a drug den.
 
   “I will admit I’m relieved to hear that,” Cate said, and she did genuinely appear pleased. “When I heard you were tracking me down, I expected the worst.”
 
   I shook my head. “I wasn’t tracking you. Where did you get the idea?”
 
   “Your little friend down there asking questions?” She pointed vaguely toward the dance floor. “You didn’t send her to check up on me?”
 
   “No, that was pure coincidence. Until she called me the other day, I had never even heard of you.”
 
   Her expression shifted between surprised and disgust. “Peter’s never mentioned me?”
 
   “He doesn’t like talking about his past.”
 
   “But you’re his girlfriend now.”
 
   “What? No.” I shook my head again, probably too emphatically. “No, I’m not. I’m not with him. I’m with his brother.”
 
   Her dark eyebrows arched upward. “Really? I thought you were meant for him.”
 
   If I’d still been human, my heart would’ve skipped a beat. As it was, my heart’s usual faint thump slowed even further.  
 
   “Wasn’t that Elise?” I asked in confusion.
 
   Cate sighed, as if the very thought if it exasperated her, and she lowered her gaze. “That’s what he used to claim, but I’m not sure I ever believed that.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Have you ever turned another vampire, Alice?” she asked pointedly. 
 
   “No,” I said. “I’ve seen vampires turned, but I’ve never done it myself.”
 
   “There’s a bond between a vampire and their progeny. One that can’t every be truly put into words.” She breathed in deeply. “It is an entirely visceral thing.”
 
   “I don’t understand what that has to do with Elise and Peter.” 
 
   “Because I turned her,” Cate said, speaking as if I were an idiot. “And if he was truly meant for her, I would’ve felt it. You must know of the transference of bonds.”
 
   I smiled grimly. “I know about that all too well.” 
 
   Since Ezra had made Peter, and Mae was blood bonded with Ezra, Peter had always felt a particular affinity for her. He didn’t love her, not the way Ezra did, but he cared for a her a great deal. We’d all long suspected that was one of the reasons my relationships with Jack and Peter had been such a mess in the beginning, because of the tangled transference of the bond. 
 
   “Then you know. I never cared for Peter, and that could never be the case. Not if he was bonded with her blood.”
 
   “You and Peter didn’t get along?” I asked. 
 
   “We get along well enough, but I never actually liked him,” she clarified. “I did that for Elise’s sake, when I realized how fond she was of him. I always thought he was rather dull.”
 
   “That was kind of you to make peace for her,” I said, since Cate seemed like the kind of person that would chase compliments, and I wanted to keep her talking. 
 
   “I would’ve done anything for her,” she said softly, almost to herself, and stared off into the distance. Then she blinked and looked back at me, her gaze sharper than before. “Why are you here? If you’re not hunting me down?”
 
   “Because Olivia told me that when she mentioned my name, you acted strangely,” I told her honestly. “I thought you might know something about Peter that could help him, or I feared that you might want to hurt him.”
 
   She laughed darkly. “I only acted ‘strange’ because I assumed that your friend – and now you – had come at Peter’s behest, as some kind of belated vengeance. A pair of vampire hunters trailing you is enough to make anyone wary.”  
 
   “Why would Peter send me after you?”
 
   “Because I was with Elise when she died, and he wasn’t.” She paused, swallowing hard. “Because I couldn’t save her.”
 
   “I think he blames himself more for her death than anyone else,” I told her honestly. 
 
   “There’s some truth to that,” Cate allowed. “I’ve often wondered if he stayed, if she would still be alive.”
 
   “What did happen to her?”
 
   Cate shook her head in disbelief. “He really never told you anything?”
 
   “All I know is that even mentioning her name upsets him.”
 
   That wasn’t exactly true. Peter had never told me anything about her, not anything tangible, but Ezra had filled me in on what he could. 
 
   “He’s always had a flair for the melodramatic,” she said as she rolled her eyes. “On their second date, he was asking her to run off with him and get married. And Elise, as young and naïve as she was then, she would’ve gone, if I hadn’t talked some sense into her.” 
 
   “But they did eventually marry?”
 
   She nodded. “Yes. They were married for… ten years, I believe.”
 
   “Until her death,” I supplied.
 
   “Peter was in America, setting up some stupid business with Ezra.” Cate lowered her eyes as she spoke, staring down at the floor.  “Elise didn’t want to depart with him. He all but commanded her to go, and because she loved him, and because she took her vows seriously, she had agreed. But she stayed behind until he sent for her. 
 
   “We were selling the old farmhouse, the one she’d lived her whole life on, and we went north to find buyers,” she went on. “Back then, in the old country, vampires could be very territorial, and we’d accidentally crossed into another vampire’s area. We tried to apologize and escape, and I fought for Elise the best I could, but…”
 
   “They killed her?” I asked gently, since Cate had lapsed into silence. 
 
   A solitary tear slid down her cheek, and she wiped it away. “With a pitchfork to the chest. Straight through her heart.” 
 
   “Did you ever catch the vampires that hurt her?” I asked.
 
   “No.” She looked up at me finally. “I didn’t really have any allies then, not other vampires, so I couldn’t take them on my own. By the time Peter and Ezra finally made it back to Ireland, the other vampires had moved on, and we were never able to get a lead on them.”
 
   “I just can’t imagine Peter giving up the search so easily,” I said. 
 
   Cate laughed, a hollow sound that seemed to echo through the room. “He didn’t. He looked high and low, until Ezra finally convinced him it was futile. And I think his devastation helped him let go. Finding her killers wouldn’t bring her back.” She lowered her eyes again. “Nothing would. So, there wasn’t a really point.”
 
   “He did love her,” I said, and I’m not sure if it was to remind myself or to convince Cate. 
 
   “I know.” She nodded. “I’ve always known. Just not enough.”
 
   “Not enough, or not as much as you?” I countered. 
 
   She lifted her gaze, so her dark eyes met mine. “Maybe it’s one and the same.”
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   “I COULD USE SOME AIR,” Olivia announced as soon as I reached the bottom of the spiral staircase.
 
   She seemingly materialized out of the crowd, latching onto my arm, and Bobby followed a step behind. I didn’t have a chance to process anything that Cate had told me, but Olivia had apparently decided there wasn’t time for that.
 
   “What’s the big hurry?” I asked as she led me toward the door.
 
   “Do you ever have the feeling you’re being watched?” Olivia asked.
 
   I craned my neck. “Who’s watching us?”
 
   “Don’t look,” she snapped.
 
   “Yeah, Alice,” Bobby chimed in. “That’s like ‘How Not to Behave When You’re Being Followed 101.’ I mean, that’s not a real class, because that’s a ridiculous name for a class. But you get what I mean.”
 
   Once we were out on the street, I expected Olivia to steer me towards the Rolls Royce we’d came in, but instead, she practically yanked my arm out of socket so we would cross the street, going on the walking path that ran along the Vltava river. 
 
   “If someone’s after us, why aren’t we getting in the car?” I asked.
 
   “Because I don’t know for sure who is after us, and because that’s Rebekah’s car, and she’d murder me if something happened to it while in my care.” 
 
   It was well after midnight on a Tuesday, so the streets near the club were virtually empty. A low wall separated us from the river, flowing steadily by, and beyond that, the rest of the city, twinkling with yellow lights. On the other side of us, the taverns and buildings had given way to parks, where a chilly breeze rustled through the vibrant green trees. 
 
   “Where are we going then?” I asked when I felt like we were far enough from the vampire club that it should be safe for us to talk. 
 
   Olivia scanned back over her shoulder, then vaguely replied, “Away, away, away.”
 
   “Who is after us?” I asked, looking to Bobby for help, but he just shrugged his shoulders. 
 
   “I don’t know,” Olivia admitted. “Maybe no one. I didn’t get a look – it was just a feeling that I had.” 
 
   “How long are we going to walk for?” I asked, since we seemed to be alone, walking farther and farther away from our car and our ride home. 
 
   “For as long as we need to,” she replied shortly, but she slowed her steps some, to more of a natural pace, as opposed to bolting down the street, rushing for our lives.
 
   “Did things go okay with Cate?” Bobby asked me. “Did you find anything out?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   He looked at me skeptically. “You don’t know? Either she told you something or not.”
 
   “She told me lots of things. I’m just not sure how meaningful any of it is,” I clarified.
 
   He probably wanted to ask more, but two figures appeared a few meters away. They turned off a nearby street and joined the path we were on, walking straight toward us. 
 
   They were close enough that I could discern they were a duo of vampires, with the Nosferatu thin Cyrus leading the way. Flanking him to the left was another vampire, who was both shorter and broader, making him look rather squat in comparison. 
 
   They wore matching long black dusters, which was most likely intended to make them look menacing, but ended up looking more comical. Like they were kids cosplaying at being bad and dangerous, but it was only make believe.
 
   “Should we turn around?” Bobby asked.
 
   “No. If we run, they’ll chase,” Olivia replied coolly. 
 
   We moved to the side, giving them plenty of room to pass us on the sidewalk, but Cyrus still shoulder-checked me as I passed. Olivia and I stopped immediately, whirling back around to face the vampires, should they choose to pounce. 
 
   “Watch out!” the shorter vampire barked. 
 
   Cyrus turned back to face us, an odd sickly smile playing across his face. “Look at you. Beating up poor defenseless vampires like that. I ought to call the Agency on you.”
 
   The hair on the back of my neck stood up, and I widened my stance, with my fists clenching reflexively at my sides.  
 
   “We don’t mean any trouble,” Olivia demurred, with an exaggerated drunk quality to her voice. “We’re just out for a stroll.”
 
   While I prepared for a fight, she was attempting to disarm them. She’d gotten the upper hand many times by being underestimated – by playing dumb, flirty, weak, drunk. In other situations, I know that worked wonderfully, but I wasn’t so sure about this one. 
 
   Cyrus already knew how dangerous we were, and he was still picking a fight. 
 
   “Cut the crap,” he snapped. “Me and my friend Omar know exactly what you’re up to.” He motioned back toward his comrade, who sneered at us. 
 
   “I don’t know what you’ve heard,” Olivia continued reasonably. “But we’re on vacation. We’re only visiting old friends and seeing the sights.”
 
   “We don’t give a damn what you do in your free time,” Omar snarled, his words thick with a Slavic accent. “But we know who you are and who you work for. And the House of Basarab won’t stand for it anymore.”
 
   Olivia laughed in surprise. “The House of Basarab? They’re back at it again?”
 
   Her response only made Cyrus angry, and he glowered down at her as he said, “You laugh now, but none of those that side with the Agency will be laughing soon.”
 
   “They can’t be reasoned with, so there’s no point to any of this.” She pushed up the long, sheer sleeves of her dress. “Let’s get it over with then.”
 
   Since Olivia was closest to Omar, she lunged at him first. Cyrus charged at me, and I managed to land one punch – my fist solidly connecting with his jaw. But then, when I was about to throw another, he was gone.
 
   Then suddenly, he was behind me, kicking my legs out from under me. I caught myself and bounced back up, but I had come to the frustrating realization that he was one of the rare vampires that was capable of incredible speed.
 
   I’d once fought another vampire – a lycan, actually – like him, one who moved so quickly, it seemed like he could teleport from space to space. But now I felt less prepared, especially since Bobby still held all my emergency weaponry in his jacket. 
 
   While Oliva took care of Omar – who for his part, seemed to be keeping her on his toes – I dodged Cyrus’s attacks when I could, and tried to predict his movements, so I was able to get in another hit or two, but not anything that would keep him down.
 
   “Bobby, stake!” I shouted. 
 
   Bobby had tossed the stake, and it soared through the air toward me. In a flash, Cyrus was on it, snatching it from the air, and landing on top of me and slamming me down on the hard concrete. I lay on my back as he held the stake up above me, preparing to strike.
 
   “Never mess with those who follow Basarab,” he said, exposing his fangs at me.
 
   Before he could do anymore, I heard a stake slide through him – the wet sound of metal tearing through meat. His eyes widened, as the capillaries broke around his iris, filling the whites with blood.
 
   He collapsed forward, so I pushed Cyrus’s body off so it fell to the ground. Bobby stood before me, looking rather proud of himself. 
 
   “I know you’re usually the one that stakes them, but I thought I should take it upon myself this time so that, you know, you didn’t die,” he said.
 
   What he’d done didn’t seem that impressive, but it took plenty of training and skill to know exactly where to strike a vampire so the stake slid between the ribs. Bobby would never be strong enough to break one of our bones, so he had to find the perfect gap to drive it through. 
 
   “You did well,” I told him as I got to my feet.
 
   From behind us, I heard Olivia let out an irritated growl, and I turned around just in time to see her grabbing Omar by the head. She turned it sharply, causing a loud cracking sound, and then she pulled upward, ripping off his head. 
 
   Blood splattered out from his neck, all over her expensive black dress, and she let out another frustrated groan. When Omar’s headless corpse fell to the ground, she kicked it to the side, so she wouldn’t get more blood on her shoes. 
 
   “This is exactly why I quit hunting in the first place.” Absently, she tossed Omar’s head in the river. “I ruined so many nice outfits.” 
 
   “Wait, we’re just tossing bodies in the river?” Bobby asked. 
 
   Olivia picked up Omar’s body and threw it in after his head. “It’s easier than dealing with the police. And since this wasn’t an Agency sanctioned killing, it’s best if we just clean it up ourselves.” 
 
   He regarded the empty streets around us, but fortunately, it was late enough and we were far enough away from the clubs that it was deserted around here, with no pesky eye witnesses to deal with. 
 
   I pulled the stake from Cyrus’s chest and wiped the blood from it off on his clothes. I followed Olivia’s lead and threw the vampire body in the river, to float away with his fellow Basarab follower.
 
   “What is the House of Basarab?” I asked Olivia as I handed the stakes back to Bobby, for him to safely stowaway. 
 
   “It’s this group of vampires who believe that we’re meant to inherit the earth and humans should be treated like cattle.” She explained it like it was the stupidest thing she ever heard. “It rises up and dies down through the centuries, but for some reason, it won’t stay dead.”
 
   “Well, it is a vampire cult, so that makes sense,” Bobby pointed out. 
 
   Olivia laughed. “Touché.”
 
   “What does the Basarab mean?” I asked. 
 
   “You’ve heard of Dracula?” she asked, then went on without waiting for a response. “Or Dracul, as his followers call him. He was a member of the House of Basarab, this old dynasty back in Romania. He wasn’t the first vampire, not by a long shot, nor was he the first to suggest that we all overthrow the humans. But he was one of the most successful and really helped popularize the trend.”
 
   “Oh, so like Skrillex with dubstep,” Bobby offered up as analogy. 
 
   Olivia gave him an irritated look. “I don’t know what any of that is, and I don’t care.”
 
   With that, she turned and started walking back toward the car, so Bobby and I followed suit.  
 
   “Did you tell anyone that we’re hunters?” I asked her, while we were still out of earshot of the club. 
 
   Olivia rolled her eyes dramatically. “Come on, Alice. I’ve been at this for a lot longer than you. I know better than that. Besides, I’m retired.”
 
   “Cate knew that you and I were hunters,” I said, causing her expression to falter slightly, but she kept walking. “She said that’s why she was so freaked out when you namedropped me before. And now these two Basarab jerks knew, too.” 
 
   Oliva pursed her lips and furrowed her brow. “The Agency is very discreet and private, and any hunter worth their salt doesn’t advertise what they do.”
 
   “Well, it looks like your secret identity isn’t so secret anymore,” Bobby commented.
 
   “What would Batman do if his secret got out?” I asked.  
 
   Bobby just scoffed at me. “He doesn’t let it get out. He’s Batman.”
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   THERE WAS NO NEED TO linger at Rebekah’s spooky mansion with Rebekah and her creepy servants, so Bobby and I parted ways with Olivia in the driveway. She promised to keep in touch if she heard anything, then hurried inside to see if one of Rebekah’s maids could get the blood out of her dress.
 
   The sun would be up soon, and I was exhausted, so Bobby drove my Mercedes back to Amsterdam. I slouched down low in the passenger seat, staring at the scenery until my lids felt too heavy and sleep finally overtook me.
 
   After the long days I’d had lately, I’d been hoping for a nice, restful nap. But of course, nothing in my life could be that easy. 
 
    This time, I felt the sunlight first, warming my skin, and I opened my eyes with the intention of asking Bobby to turn the AC up. But then I saw that I wasn’t in the car. I was back in the field of blue flowers, and I should’ve known, because I already smelled them. 
 
   “What now?” I groaned and sat up in the field of flowers.
 
   “Alice,” she called to me, and I heard her before I saw her.
 
   It was only a few moments before she appeared, floating down the hill from me. She stayed farther back than she usually did. In most of the dreams, I felt like I could reach out and touch her, but this time, I could barely even see her face. 
 
   Everything about her seemed blurrier and weaker than normal – everything except her voice, which still seemed to permeate the dream.
 
   “Danger is on its way,” she said, her ethereal voice lilting. “You must be prepared.”
 
   “Prepared for what?” I asked, and I felt a strange tickle on my hand as vines crept over them. It was so early in the dream, but it was already happening. The flowers were overtaking me.
 
   “Time is running out.”
 
   “Then you need to tell me what I have to do!” I shouted at her as I fought against the flowers. “If time is important, then you need to quit wasting my time.” 
 
   “I don’t have all the answers, Alice,” she said mournfully. “You have to find them yourself. And you must move quickly if you want to break free.”  
 
   I couldn’t see her anymore because the flowers were pulling me down. At first they just pinned me to the ground, but now they were pressing me into the earth. The dirt felt cold and heavy as it consumed me. I tried to claw and scream, but it was futile.
 
   “Alice?” Bobby asked, shaking me, and I responded by lashing out and hitting him in the arm. “Ouch! Alice!”
 
   “Shit, sorry.” I blinked and sat up straighter, trying to make sense of what was happening. “Are you okay? Sorry. I was having a bad dream.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll be fine. I think.” He rubbed his shoulder and looked at me warily. “Are you okay? You look… shaken up.”
 
   I forced a smile. “I’m fine. Everything’s fine. Why’d you wake me up?”
 
   “Because we’re home.”
 
   I looked around and realized that we were in the parking garage below our apartment complex, sandwiched between Milo’s Lexus hybrid and Jack’s DeLorean. 
 
   “Holy shit. How long was I asleep? I feel like I just closed my eyes for a few seconds.”
 
   “That’s usually how sleep works,” Bobby said, stilling giving me an odd look. “You slept the whole trip. Are you sure you’re okay?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine,” I repeated, but I don’t think either Bobby or I were convinced. “Let’s just get inside.” 
 
   That was easier than explaining that I really didn’t feel like I’d slept at all. It felt more like some kind of crazy teleportation, and the scent of the dirt still filled my nose and mouth. I could still feel it under my fingernails as I tried to claw to the surface. But when I looked, there wasn’t any sign of it. 
 
   Which made sense, since it was only a dream. An intense realistic terrifying dream.
 
   “Are you gonna be okay for your honeymoon?” I asked Bobby, hurrying to discuss anything normal so I wouldn’t have to think of the dream anymore. 
 
   He nodded. “Yeah. We’re flying out, because Milo didn’t want to waste time on the road, so I’ll be able to sleep.”
 
   “Good.” I nodded, then took a deep breath. “Everything’s good.”
 
   When we made it up the apartment, it was quiet and the shades were drawn, so no one had gotten up yet for the day, but it was still early afternoon. I walked quietly into my bedroom, where Jack slept with his back to me.
 
   Matilda lay at the end of the bed, and her tail thumped a few times at the sight of me. I kicked off my shoes and peeled of my pants before scratching her head, then I climbed into bed. Jack was shirtless underneath the sheets, and I wrapped my arm around his waist, pulling myself close to him and resting my head against his back, so I could listen closely to the slow, steady beat of his heart. 
 
   “Hey, you’re back,” he murmured, still half-asleep. “How did it go?”
 
   “I’ll tell you more about it later.”
 
   He rolled over so he faced me and brushed the hair back from eyes. “Is everything okay?”
 
   “Yeah,” I lied. 
 
   His blue eyes studied my face, and I couldn’t tell if he believed me or not, but maybe he just saw that I needed some time to destress before I talked about anything. 
 
   “I missed you,” he said finally. 
 
   “I missed you, too.” I leaned in, kissing him gently and sweetly on the lips, then he pulled me into his arms and let me rest with my head on his chest.
 
   As I closed my eyes, drifting off to sleep again, hoping for a real sleep this time, I felt something gnawing at me from the trip in Prague. Beyond Cate’s strange reaction to me, or the fact that my status as a vampire hunter was now apparently relatively public, or that the House of Basarab was resurging (whatever that meant).
 
   There was something deeper that was bothering me, something less deadly but more personal, making it far more terrifying. It was something that Cate had said that I couldn’t shake, as I lay with the man that I loved more than anything on this earth.
 
   She’d been convinced that Elise hadn’t been meant for Peter. If Elise and Peter weren’t bonded, what did that mean for me? Was I really meant for Jack? Or maybe I wasn’t meant for any of them at all, the way Ezra once suggested. That maybe because I was a dhampyr I reacted strongly to them, but I didn’t have a soulmate in the bunch.
 
   Maybe I didn’t even have a soulmate at all. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   [image: ]
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “SO?” JACK ASKED, LOOKING AT me expectantly. “Do you want to talk about it now?”
 
   After I’d gotten back, I’d slept uneventfully late into the evening, and when I woke up, Jack was gone at work, and Milo and Bobby had already left for their honeymoon. I used the alone time to get on my laptop and search for anything I could find about either Cate Brennan or blood bonding, but both searches had turned up nothing fruitful.
 
   When I heard Jack at the front door, I’d closed at all the open tabs I’d been perusing and started a more innocent search about the House of Basarab.
 
   Jack played with the dog before kissing me on my temple, then he sat down beside me, propping his feet up on an empty chair across from him. He had the strangest look in his soft blue eyes – faraway and strained, which wasn’t that strange, I supposed, except it did look so out of place on his normally smiling face. 
 
   “We had a run in with vampires from this weird cult,” I said, deciding to explain the part of it I was comfortable talking about first. 
 
   By the time I’d finished the story, his expression had changed to restrained concern – a look I’d gotten used to seeing since I’d been working full time as a hunter. He knew I could take care of myself, but he was never happy about me going out to face vampires that might try to kill me.  
 
   “But you were all okay?” he asked, trying not sound as worried as he so obviously felt. 
 
   “Yeah. We’re all fine.”
 
   “And that’s what you didn’t want to talk about this morning?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   He looked away from me and scratched the back of his neck. “Hmmm.”
 
   “Are you okay?” I closed my laptop and scooted my chair closer to him, so I could take his hand in mine. 
 
   “Yeah,” he said, but he didn’t sound like it, and his eyebrows were pinched together. “I just had a weird day.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “I don’t know.” He shook his head. “I really don’t know how to explain it. We had a busy day, with lots of customers, so that was good. I just kept getting these odd vibes all day, like people were staring at me more than normal.”
 
   “People always stare at you,” I reminded him. 
 
   When we’d first started hanging out, when I had still been mortal, I had been so annoyed with how often other humans would openly check him out and flirt with him. He was very foxy, even by vampire standards, and that combined with the supernatural attractiveness had always gotten him a lot of attention. 
 
   “I know. But it wasn’t just humans.”
 
   I straightened up in surprise, but I didn’t let go of his hand. “What do you mean?”
 
   He licked his lips, like he was stalling for time, before finally saying, “A vampire came into the shop.” 
 
   “And?”
 
   “And she just kept asking me questions and kinda followed me around. The questions were all benign – like about this title or that one, what do I think of the New 52, what do I recommend, just basic comic questions.”   
 
   “That all sounds normal,” I said cautiously. “So what was the strange part?”
 
   “The way she looked at me. Like she was awestruck.” He stared off, thinking of the right words. “Like when people say something is ‘amazing,’ they usually just mean cool or neat or whatever. But the way she looked, it was textbook definition of ‘amazed.’ She was slack-jawed stunned and her eyes were so wide.”
 
   “Did you catch her name?” I asked.
 
   “Nah. I honestly tried not to make conversation with her. Eventually, I just pretended I had something important to do in the back office, and I hid out there until Jeroen came to get me and let me know that she’d gone.” 
 
   “You’re sure she was a vampire?” I asked.
 
   Jack looked at me like I was being ridiculous. “Come on, Alice. I think I know a vampire when I see one.” 
 
   “Sorry. Of course you do.” I smiled apologetically. “What did she look like?”
 
   “She had blond hair, blue eyes, fair skin. She must’ve been about forty when she turned, but I have no idea how long ago that was,” he explained. “But the only thing really remarkable about her was her accent.”
 
   Intrigued, I pressed, “Her accent?” 
 
   “Yeah, it was German, but mixed with something soft. Maybe Australian?” He pondered it for a second. “Like she born in Australia, but she moved to Germany in her formative years or something. Or vice versa.” 
 
   “Anything else you can tell me about her?” I asked.
 
   “I –” Jack looked up at me and his shoulders slacked. “You’re going to look her up, aren’t you?”
 
   “I’m going to try to.”
 
   He leaned back in his chair, but didn’t let go of my hand. “I don’t need you checking up on me like that. It’s probably nothing.”
 
   “Jack, it’s part of my job. Yes, I want to make sure you’re safe, but I’m also charged with policing this area for the Agency. I have to take all claims of vampires behaving badly very seriously.”
 
   “She wasn’t behaving badly,” he argued. “Maybe she just had a crush on me. I am an attractive guy, you know.”
 
   I smiled at him. “I know.”
 
   “It was odd, sure, but I don’t know that she’s dangerous.” He leaned forward on the table. “If she shows up again, I give you my blessing to look into her. But can you just hold off until then? I don’t want you hassling some poor stranger and scaring away customers. That’s no good for business.” 
 
   “Okay,” I relented. “But you have to promise to tell me if any other weird things happen, especially with this lady.”
 
   “Deal.” He grinned broadly at me, and his earlier unease seemed to be finally melting away.  “Hey, how did it go with that Catherine vampire? Did she tell you anything?” 
 
   “Not really. I mean, not anything I didn’t know,” I said, then decided to switch tactics. “How much do you know about Elise?”
 
   “Not much at all. Peter barely even spoke her name to me. Most of what I’ve gathered, I got from Ezra,” he said, putting him in the same boat as me. “Why? What were you hoping to find out?”
 
   “I don’t know. Something, I guess.” I took a deep breath. “Elise was murdered. Did you know that?”
 
   “Yeah. She got in some scuffle with vampires or something.” 
 
   I nodded. “They never caught her killers.”
 
   “Ezra told me something about that once. They searched everywhere, but never found any sign of this roving band of territorial vampires.” 
 
   “It just seems really strange, doesn’t it?” I asked, staring off as I thought about everything I knew about Elise’s death. “She’s lived in Ireland all these years without any problems? And then right before she leaves, she gets murdered?”
 
   “Uh oh,” Jack said, and I turned to see a bemused smile his face. “I know that look.”
 
   “What look?”
 
   “That look you have right now.” He motioned to me. “You’re going to try to solve this murder, aren’t you?”
 
   “I mean, no. I don’t even know if it can be solved,” I contended. “But yeah, I was thinking of looking into it.”
 
   “She died over a hundred years ago,” he pointed out. “It was the 1800s, wasn’t it?”
 
   “No one’s ever told me an exact date, but Ezra said he hadn’t seen Catherine in at least 150 years, so I’m guessing it had be around 1864 or even earlier than that.” 
 
   Jack let out a low whistle of dismay. “This is a cold case. You really want to go digging around for clues when there really might not be any?”
 
   “It might give Peter some peace.”
 
   “You still feel responsible for his unhappiness,” he realized. 
 
   “Well… don’t you?” I asked. 
 
   “Sometimes, yeah, I do,” he admitted, sounding unusually somber. “I love that I get to share my life with you, so I know exactly what he’s missing out on, and I understand why that would make him sad. But he’s got his own life. And I’ve been talking to him a lot more lately, and he really does sound happy.”
 
   “I hope so,” I said. 
 
   He smiled thinly at me. “But if this has a chance of making Peter happier, and making you happy in the process, then I support it. I’ll help you however you need me to.”
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   “THE STOKER & HAWTHORN AGENCY. This is Sabine speaking. How may I help you today?” The receptionist answered the phone just as I opened the door to the Agency’s office suite. She smiled politely at me from under her oversized glasses and held up her index finger, letting me know it would be a minute before she got to me. 
 
   I took a seat in one of the slick black chairs that were set up in the lobby. Across from me was the water feature –  a floor to ceiling waterfall with color changing lights, bathing the waiting area in soft pastel colors. 
 
   Abner rounded the corner, coming from the hall that led to his office. His gray overcoat was draped over his arm, his homburg hat was on his head, and a rather grim expression was plastered on his face. When he saw me, he stopped short and managed a confused smile.  
 
   “I didn’t except to see you. I thought you’d be off enjoying your vacation.”
 
   “Bobby’s on vacation,” I explained. “I’m still hanging around the city.”
 
   “Looking for work?”
 
   “I actually just came in to talk to Ettie, but I am free. Did you need me for something?”
 
   “Not anything specific, and not right this minute, but maybe,” Abner said, sounding dejected, and I noticed a few splatters of blood on his off-white dress shirt. 
 
   Sabine had gotten off the phone, and she’d politely waited for a gap in the conversation to address me. “Ms. Bonham, you’re here to see Ms. Lefèvre?” I nodded. “I’ll let her know you’re here.” 
 
   Once Sabine had disappeared down the hall to alert Ettie of my presence, I turned my attention back to Abner. “What’s going on?”
 
   He sat down in the chair beside me with a heavy weariness and took off his hat. “I feel like more humans have been turning up dead lately.” 
 
   “There’s a spike in vampire-on-human crime?” I asked. 
 
   “I’m still in the gathering data phase, so I don’t have exact numbers yet. But I think so.” He paused. “Or maybe it was just a long night.”
 
   “What happened?” I asked, glancing down at the blood on his shirt. 
 
   Abner ran his fingers along the brim of the hat and stared down at his hands as he spoke. “Got a call about a disturbance down in the De Wallen district. When I got there, it was just this young girl, maybe eighteen-years-old, lying in an alley, and I don’t even think she was a beethoer.
 
   “Her neck was torn open, and she was barely breathing,” he went on, grimacing. “I tried to save her, but she only hung on for another minute, and then she was gone.”
 
   He fell silent for a moment before saying, “I’ve heard some of the older vampires talking, saying that death gets easier. That you get used to humans dying so quickly and so frequently around you. Life stops having this innate value to it.”
 
   “You don’t think that’s true anymore?” I asked, trying not to sound as hopeful as I felt.
 
   Rebekah and Ezra had warned me of the same thing, that living forever causes life to lose its worth, so I feared that would someday be true for me, too. But hearing Abner still struggle with death, even after being alive for 125 years, reaffirmed my belief that we didn’t have to lose our humanity if we didn’t want to. 
 
   “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But somedays, I wish the apathy would hurry and kick in, and other days, I’m grateful that I can still feel.”
 
   “Which one is it now?”
 
   He smiled bitterly. “Ask me tomorrow.”
 
   I heard Sabine before I saw her, her high heels clacking down the hallway and the rapid pounding of her heart. She returned to the lobby, glancing apprehensively at the clearly distressed Abner, before smiling at me.
 
   “Ms. Bonham? Ettie will see you now.” 
 
   “Thanks, Sabine.” I stood up and gave Abner a comforting pat on the shoulder. “And you call me if you need me, okay? I’ll always be available to help.”
 
   He put his hat back on and offered a more genuine smile. “I’m gonna take you up on that, Alice.” 
 
   As the head of our region, Ettie had the largest and nicest office. It had a very French modern style to it, with sleek elegance and practical functionality. All the furnishings were subtle gray or soft white, with a few mirrored and glass touches.
 
   The wall behind Ettie’s chic alabaster desk were all windows, overlooking the heart of Amsterdam. Another fog had rolled in, darkening the view, but the city lights still managed to twinkle through. 
 
   A MacBook Pro sat open on her desk when I came in. She was leaning forward, studying something on the screen, and scribbling a few notes in graceful cursive on her stationary, under letterhead that read Etionette M. Lefèvre. The warm light from her desk lamp gave her dark skin a wonderful bronze glow, almost highlighting her beauty. 
 
   When she’d finished, she looked up at me with a radiant smile, and she motioned for me to sit in a slipper chair across from her desk, so I complied.
 
   “Alice, what a lovely surprise. How are you doing?” Ettie asked in her French accent. 
 
   As thick as her accent was after being alive for two-hundred-odd years, travelling over the world, I suspected she actually had to work to keep it. Most accents faded with time. Even Ezra and Mae, when they first moved to England, people commented on their American inflection (but to people in the States, they still sounded perfectly British.)
 
   I never asked Ettie about her accent, but I wondered if she hung onto it because she’d had it when she was human. Some vampires pushed away any remnants of their mortality, discarding anything and everything that tied them to their past life, but others clung to even the tiniest bits of their humanity. 
 
   “Good. I’ve been good,” I replied. 
 
   “Très bien.” She folded her hands in front of her, with her diamond tennis bracelet clinking gently against the desktop. “Are you still enjoying working with your human associate?”
 
   There were dozens of humans that worked throughout the agency, but Bobby was the only one working as a hunter in Amsterdam. Humans were generally considered weaker, more fragile, and inferior fighters, so most people that worked for the cause had safer desk jobs, like Sabine. 
 
   When I’d initially been hired on, Ettie had been skeptical about Bobby working with me, but during my freelance work, I’d needed him as backup. Now I had the Agency, so it theoretically made his role less necessary, but I’d gotten used to having him by my side. We made a good team, and he’d saved my ass enough times for it to be worth it. 
 
   Besides, Bobby loved the job, and I don’t think there was anything else he wanted to do. 
 
   “Yeah, Bobby’s great,” I said enthusiastically.
 
   “I’m happy to hear that,” Ettie said. “Many clients have reached out to extend their compliments on how efficient and discreet you and Bobby work.” 
 
   I couldn’t help but smile at the commendation. “We do our best.”
 
   “So, what can I do for you today?” she asked. 
 
   I felt strangely nervous to broach the topic with her, but I was here, so I had to get on with it. “I was actually wondering if you had any advice about looking into a murder that happened 150 years ago.”
 
   Ettie tilted her head as her interest piqued. “This was a vampire that was killed?”
 
   “Yeah, she was a vampire supposedly murdered by a gang of vampires in Ireland.” I simplified the story I’d been told, in part because I wasn’t sure how accurate any of the particulars were. 
 
   “Ireland?” She frowned and shook her head. “I don’t have much experience there. In the mid-1800s, I was working as a hunter, but I was stationed in Morocco.” Then something occurred to her and her eyes narrowed. “How do you even know of this murder? You’re much too young to have known them.”
 
   “She was a friend of a friend. My friend never quite got over it,” I said, but that was really putting it mildly.
 
   “Well, the only good news is that gangs of vampires tend to go reported.” She began typing on her laptop, presumably going into the Agency’s database of rogue vampires, major crimes, and other important events and vampires. 
 
   “If it were an individual, I would say that it would be all but impossible for you to really solve it on your own. But gangs leave traces,” Ettie went as she stared at the computer screen. “There were many vampires in Ireland then. There was a famine, and the dead and dying attract us like vultures.”
 
   That did make sense. I’d heard of vampires following various plagues and disasters around the world. Finding victims was easier, because they were often weak or alone, and their deaths would easily be chalked up to the devastation around them. Plus, everyone was so concerned with surviving that they didn’t have time to even notice the immortals, let alone plot a counterattack against them.
 
   She clicked her tongue and shook her head. “I’m not seeing much listed. In Dublin, there was a group of vampires called the ‘Monto Boys,’ but they seemed to mostly deal in prostitution – of both the sexual and blood variety. By chance, was she a prostitute?”
 
   Since I didn’t know Elise, I couldn’t say with absolute certainty that she had never been a prostitute, but I did know Peter. And there was no way he would’ve been able to share, especially not letting others bite her, without losing his mind. So, that would’ve had to have ended before she died, if she ever had been one at all. 
 
   “No,” I answered. “And I don’t think they lived in the city, either. I think it was small village.”
 
   “I’m not seeing any specific gang activity beyond Dublin. Outside of Ireland, there were a few.” She leaned back in her chair and looked at me. “But the closest one would’ve been in Turkey, with the House of Basarab.”
 
   “The House of Basarab?” I asked in shock. 
 
   “Yes,” Ettie said, then elaborated. “They’re probably the oldest vampire gang – although I think ‘cult’ is actually more apt a title. They have ludicrous but dangerous ideas about species superiority and manifest destiny.”
 
   “I heard someone mention them the other day,” I said, feeling as though I should explain my curiosity. 
 
   “That doesn’t surprise me,” she said, unfazed. “Rumors are circulating that they’re regrouping. It happens every century or so, and while they’re very passionate, we always end up stamping them out. Until they rise up again.”
 
   “So you’re not worried?” I asked, trying to gauge if she needed to know about my recent altercation with Cyrus and Omar in Prague. 
 
   I didn’t want to keep things from Ettie, but the vampires were gone and taken care of, so they couldn’t cause any more harm, and Ettie was already aware of the possible resurgence of their cult. Telling her would only succeed in getting me reprimanded and possibly pulled from the streets for a while, especially since I hadn’t reported it right away.
 
   Plus, I didn’t want to get either Olivia or Bobby tangled up. Bobby because he was on his honeymoon, and Olivia because she was retired, she wasn’t supposed to be handling stuff like that anymore. 
 
   “I’m not worried, exactly, not yet, but I am cautious,” Ettie explained. “And you should be, too. Don’t confront any members of House of Basarab alone, and Bobby doesn’t count as backup. Not with them. They’re well-trained, zealous, and insane, which is always a very dangerous combination.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said quietly. 
 
   “Sorry I couldn’t be of more help about your friend’s murder. If you want to solve this, I suggest you go back to Ireland, to where she died, and see if you can find any vampires that were there or know the local history.” 
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   THE HALL CLOSET IN OUR apartment was surprisingly deep and filled with all the junk we couldn’t find a place for. Old hockey equipment, mismatched gloves, a torn jacket, Bobby’s skateboard, and a million other things we’d never need. As I rummaged through it, knocking things over and making a mess, Jack came out of the living room and eyed me up.
 
   I had gotten home from talking with the Ettie at the Agency, said a quick hello to Jack and the dog, and then immediately gone on a hunt through the apartment. 
 
   “Is this some kind of spring cleaning thing?” he asked. “Because it’s June. I think you were supposed to have finished that up last month.” 
 
   “I’m looking for something.”
 
   “Well, yeah, I kinda figured that. Perhaps if you illuminated me what you’re searching for, I could help you.”
 
   I took a deep breath before turning to face him. “Remember that box of Peter’s memorabilia? It somehow accidentally got mixed in with our stuff when we moved out, and we keep saying we’ll give it back to him, but we hardly ever see him, so it just never happens.”
 
   “I do, actually,” he replied. “Is this about the murder investigation?”
 
   “Yeah. I talked to Ettie about it, and she couldn’t really help me, so I thought I should start looking at anything I had that might help.”
 
   “Right this way, then.”
 
   Jack led me to the bedroom and to our spacious master closet. In there, he had a large steamer trunk where he kept his most valuable comics, some notebooks and pictures from his mortal life, and a few other pieces of important memorabilia. 
 
   There, underneath an autographed Prince album and the Detective Comics #31 (in “immaculate condition,” according to Jack), was a wooden box, slightly larger than the average shoebox. It looked antique, with brass hinges and worn wood. Except for the sticker on top, with an important message scrawled across it in black Sharpie.
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   He handed me the box, and when I brushed my hand across the marker, he gave a sheepish laugh. “Yeah that was for me. I used to snoop through his stuff, back when I’d first turned, and he got annoyed with me. But he never wanted to talk about his past or himself, and how else was I supposed to find anything out?”
 
   “Did this sticker work on keeping you out?” I asked.
 
   “It did,” he replied defensively. “I’m not a total ass. If he wanted to keep some things private, I had to respect that.”
 
   I scowled at the box. “Now I feel like we shouldn’t open it.”
 
   “If he didn’t want us to go through it, he shouldn’t have it abandoned it with us for the past five years. It’s technically our property at this point,” Jack argued.
 
   “Plus, I am trying to solve his wife’s murder,” I justified.
 
   “It’s for altruistic reasons, so it’s totally fine.”
 
   I held my breath as I slowly opened the lid of the box. The hinges creaked and groaned, and the scent of old books and flowers wafted out. 
 
   I don’t know what I had expected. I had been hoping for an edition of the book he’d written, A Brief History of Vampyres. Or any clues about his history and past life. Maybe a photograph or two. The box looked like it contained important keepsakes, and apparently, I was correct.
 
   It was filled with stacks and stacks of letters. Some of them appeared quite old, with many carefully tucked back into the envelopes they’d been sent in, but many of them appeared newer, with crisp lined paper.
 
   As I carried the box out to our bedroom to go sift through it, I heard a rattling inside. I thought it had been all papers, but when I dug through, I discovered two small rings at the bottom – a thick gold band for a man, and a smaller one, with vines engraved in the gold and solitary ruby in the center. 
 
   “These are wedding bands.” I held them up in the palm of my bed, and Jack leaned over to investigate. 
 
   “Really? I always wondered what Peter had chosen.” He picked up the feminine one, twisting it around. “They’re simpler than I imagined.”
 
   Jack handed me the ring back, and I returned them to the box. I sat down on our bed, crossing my legs underneath me, and set the box on the bed. Careful, so I didn’t damage any of them, I beginning lifting the papers out, and Jack lay down on the bed beside me. I started with the newer ones because they seemed less fragile when I made a startling discovery. 
 
   “These are all letters to Elise,” I said, gently flipping through to see her name scrawled on the pages. “And this one is dated 2009.” I held it up for him to see. “Jack, he was writing to his wife long after she died.”
 
   He didn’t seem surprised at all. “It’s so morbid and obsessive and strangely romantic. That’s such a Peter thing to do.” 
 
   I picked up another one, pointing to Peter’s signature. “This one is from 1958, and he’s still signing it ‘Yours Forever.’”
 
   Jack shrugged. “Why wouldn’t he? He never stopped loving her.”
 
   “You’re saying you’d still write me letters if I died?”
 
   “Probably not, but mostly because I don’t write letters now. Maybe I’d text you or make really sad vlogs where I cry and sing Sarah McLachlan songs.”
 
   “Which one?” I asked. 
 
   Without missing a beat, he replied, “Either the one from those dog commercials, or the one from Toy Story 2. Maybe both?”
 
   “Those are fair choices,” I allowed.
 
   “But you’re not going to die before me anyway. If you die, I die, remember?” he asked. “That’s our deal, but hopefully, neither of us die.”
 
   “I remember.” I leaned over to kiss him. “And I’m holding you to it.”
 
   “So are you going to spend the rest of the night reading those letters?” Jack asked when I returned to my attention to the box. 
 
   “Yeah, there’s gotta be something in here that tells me about Elise’s murder. You don’t spend a hundred years writing to a dead woman without her death coming up.”
 
   “I’m gonna go get my book and read in here with you. If that’s okay.”
 
   I smiled at him. “Yeah, of course. I would like that a lot, actually.”
 
   He left, and a few seconds later he came back with his latest graphic novel, Fatale Book 4: Pray for Rain, and Matilda trailing at his feet. He got into bed beside me, after helping the dog up onto the bed, and soon we were both lost in our reading. 
 
   There were so many letters, and it was hard to know where to start. The newest ones were interesting to me, because they discussed more of the day to day, what his life was like with Ezra and Mae and eventually Jack. 
 
   Reading about how much Peter loved Jack was heartbreaking, though. They had been so close, and Peter would’ve done anything for him. Until I came in and threw a wrench into everything. It made me so much more grateful that that he and Peter had finally been able to put that behind them and regain a semblance of their former relationship. 
 
   The older letters, the ones where he first met Elise and was falling in love with her, were heartbreaking in an entirely different way. He’d go on for line after line describing in obsessive detail how beautiful she was and how much he loved her. 
 
   I found the letter Catherine wrote detailing Elise’s death, and at first, I got excited. But then everything she wrote matched up with what I’d already been told. The letter added a few more details, but nothing that changed the facts.
 
   So, I went back to even older letters, to the beginning of his courtship with Elise. Finally, tucked near the very bottom of the box, I found the letter describing their first meeting, dated May 23, 1852.
 
   I leaned back against the headboard, laying the fragile paper carefully over my legs. Jack laid beside me, so close his hair brushed my arm when he moved. At our feet, Matilda snored softly. 
 
   So, when I read a line that made me cry out in surprise, Jack and Matilda both jumped.
 
   “What?” Jack sat up and looked over at me. “What’s going?”
 
   “When I met Cate, she very explicitly stated that she was Elise’s maker,” I said. 
 
   “Okay. So?” Jack asked.
 
   “But in this letter, Peter mistakes Catherine for Elise’s maker, and Elise claims that they’re only friends, more like sisters.” I held the letter up for Jack to see, tapping the most incriminating line, something that Peter quoted Elise as saying to him:
 
   My maker was a stranger that my father paid to turn me, and then he promptly abandoned me.
 
   “Why would she lie?” Jack asked. “And who did she lie to – you, or Elise? Or was Elise lying?”
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe Elise was lying, but she didn’t really have any reason to.” 
 
   “So Cate’s probably the liar.”
 
   “Right. And if she’s lying about this – which is actually a pretty major thing for a vampire – then who knows what else she’s lied about?”
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   THE SHRILL SOUND OF A phone ringing broke through my slumber, startling me into feeling around for my phone charging on the nightstand. 
 
   “It’s mine,” Jack mumbled, his voice thick with sleep, but I’d already picked up my phone and saw that it wasn’t even noon yet, which was like middle of the night for vampires. 
 
   “Hello?” he answered groggily, and I stayed awake to listen for signs of trouble. “Yeah, I was sleeping.” He laughed. “No, you’re the first. Thanks.” Pause. “I’ll talk to you later. Have fun.”
 
   “What was that?” I asked once Jack had hung up and lay back down in bed.
 
   “It was just Bobby. He was calling because he wanted to be the first to wish me happy birthday,” he said, laughing again.
 
   “Happy birthday!” I said, sounding as happy and excited as I could for being half asleep, and I snuggled up closer to Jack. “I love you.”
 
   He wrapped his arm around me and whispered, “I love you, too.”
 
   Within minutes, I was out again, back to a wonderfully dark, dreamless sleep. When I woke up a few hours later, the bed was cold and empty, so Jack had been up for a while. The Smiths played softly in the room, and by the gritty surface sound, I guessed it came from a vinyl record spinning on the turntable. 
 
   I stretched, then picked up my phone off the nightstand, preparing to scroll through the latest internet gossip and check my email as I woke up. It was how I started most mornings, though I planned to be quicker today because I had the celebration of Jack’s birthday ahead of me. 
 
   The door to the bedroom slowly opened, and Jack appeared in the doorway. His eyes were downcast, and his entire silhouette seemed wilted, like he barely had the strength to stand up fully. 
 
   “I heard you wake up,” he said, his voice heavy and thick. 
 
   I sat up in the bed. “What’s wrong?” 
 
   He took a deep breath before saying, “My mom’s dead.”
 
   Jack never had much to say about his human family, because they had never been close. His parents had divorced shortly before his tenth birthday, with his younger sister going to live with his mother, while he alone stayed with his father. He’d described his father as abusive, and his mother as a bitter man-hater after they split.
 
   When he was still a teenager, his father had died after a nasty battle with cancer, but Jack had never moved back in with his mother, preferring instead to couch hop with friends until he could finally get his own place. He talked to his sister from time to time, but after he’d turned into a vampire at the age of twenty-four, he’d cut off all contact with them – without any regret or hesitation.
 
   To the best of his understanding, his mom and sister presumed him to be dead, and he’d been fine with that. He went on with his life, and he hoped they went on with theirs. 
 
   “What are you talking about?” I asked in bewilderment. 
 
   Jack didn’t say anything right away. Instead, he climbed into bed and lay down with his head in my lap. He wrapped his arm around me, hugging me tightly to him, and I ran my fingers through his sandy blond hair.
 
   “After Bobby called, I couldn’t fall back to sleep,” he said. “And I don’t know if it’s because of my birthday or going through Peter’s stuff, but I was feeling nostalgic, and I wondered what my family was up to. 
 
   “I haven’t seen them or talked to them in twenty years, but it occurred to me that I could look them up without interacting with them,” he explained. “I found my sister on Facebook, and she’s married and has kids and looks happy.”
 
   None of us had our own Facebook accounts or used much in the way of social media – sites devoted to posting pictures and details about our lives would only draw attention to the fact that we never aged. Milo did have an Instagram account, but he only used it for posting pictures of the food at his restaurant, and I think both Jack and Ezra perused Reddit. 
 
   “It’s strange,” Jack said. “Because she’s in her forties, and she looks like she’s in her forties. For some reason, I’d expected her not to age because I hadn’t. I mean, the last time I saw her, we’d just gone out for her twenty-first birthday, and she was wild and reckless, and I remember worrying that she’d turn out a drunk like my dad.”
 
   He let out a heavy sigh before continuing, “And maybe she did. I don’t know. Facebook seems like it’s a lot of people pretending to be happier than they are, but she really looks happy and healthy. She looks like her life is okay.”
 
   “That’s good, right?” I asked.
 
   He didn’t say anything right away, instead staring off into space with so much pain in his soft blue eyes. 
 
   “Yeah, it is,” he said finally. “But I was scrolling through her timeline, and I found a post dedicated to all the mothers in heaven. And she commented on it, talking about how our mom had died suddenly of an aneurysm three years ago, and how she was upset that she never got to say goodbye and still missed her daily.”
 
   By the time he finished his story, there were tears in his eyes.
 
   “Oh, love, I’m sorry,” I told him helplessly. 
 
   “I just didn’t expect to feel this way,” he said, his words a mixture of hurt and irritation, and he wiped at his eyes. “You always know your parents are going to die before you, and then with my dad’s death and me becoming a vampire, I was really certain she was going to die long before I did. I knew it.”
 
   I rubbed his back, trying to comfort him. “I don’t think it matters if you know it or not. You still loved her.”
 
   “She hadn’t said a nice word to me in the last decade of my human life,” he said angrily, sniffling. “When I was little, she was better. Before she left my dad. She’d read me bedtime stories sometimes, and she cut the crusts off my sandwiches. Normal mom stuff. But then it all changed, and she started hating me, and I started hating her back.” 
 
   He breathed deeply, sounding as if he’d barely suppressed a sob, before saying, “We said a lot of terrible things to each other, and I never fixed it. I never wanted to fix it, but now she’s gone, and I can’t. I can’t tell her how much she hurt me. And I can’t tell her that somehow I loved her despite everything she’d done.” 
 
   “I’m so sorry, Jack,” I said again, because there was nothing better that I could say. 
 
   “No, I’m sorry.” He rolled over onto his back, so he could look up at me. “I shouldn’t have looked them up. I feel like I’m turning my whole birthday into a huge bummer. It just didn’t occur to me that I would find anything like this or anything that would make me feel this bad.” 
 
   “You don’t need to apologize,” I assured him. “This is your day, and it’s your family, and you have every right to feel the way you do.” 
 
   “I suppose.” An unpleasant smile twisted on his lips. “It’s just sort of hitting me that I’m an orphan now.”
 
   “You’re not an orphan. I mean, your human parents are gone, but you haven’t been human for a long time. And you have a big, immortal family that loves you so much.” I put my hand on his cheek, gently forcing him to look me in the eyes, so he could see how much I meant it when I said, “And as long as I’m alive, you will never, ever be alone. I promise you that.” 
 
   He put his hand over mine, “This is probably going to sound like a weird thing to say, but thank you for loving me far more than my real family ever did.”
 
   “Always. I just wish there was some way that I could take away your pain.”
 
   But then I realized belatedly that there was something I could do, something that could erase all his hurt – even if it was only a temporary fix, he would at least feel happier on his birthday.
 
   I laid back on the bed, pulling my long dark hair to the side to better reveal my neck. 
 
   “Come here,” I commanded gently.
 
   Jack seemed confused at first, but he moved up the bed toward me. He propped himself up on his arms, his body hovering over mine, and then he leaned down and kissed me. Tentative at first, but then he parted my lips, growing hungrier and more excited. 
 
   I arched my back, exposing my throat to him more, and his mouth trailed down, peppering my skin with soft kisses, until he landed on my vein. His lips lingered there, warm and wonderful against my flesh, and then I felt the quick sharp pain as his fangs broke through. 
 
   And then it was an explosion of heat and pleasure. Our hearts beat together, fast and loud, pounding in enthusiasm. Even though he was the one biting me, my mouth filled with the taste of blood – sweet and thick like honey, with a delectable copper finish. 
 
   I could feel my blood pouring into him, my energy and warmth seeping out of me and flowing into him. Our blood mixing together and coursing through his veins, filling him with all my love, letting it pour through him and over him and consuming him. 
 
   And I felt it in return. His unbridled love, raw and passionate, burning through me. There was this wonderful innocent quality in the way Jack loved, so uncomplicated and pure.  
 
   I buried my fingers in his hair as he lifted me off the bed, pressing me as close to him as I could be. 
 
   Feeing him like this, letting him drink from me, caused waves of ecstasy to overtake me. Even as I grew weaker, and the world around us seemed to fade away, my sense of pleasure remained as heightened as ever – so I could feel his love and desire setting every nerve, every part of me on fire. 
 
   Then, when he’d drank so much I was about to pass out, falling into the black stupor that came after letting another vampire drink from me – he stopped.  
 
   The jolt of separation never stopped shocking me. We had been so close, with our blood intertwined and our hearts beating as one. And now I was alone, separate, and the air felt cold as it filled my lungs again. 
 
   Jack collapsed on the bed beside me, gasping for breath, and he took my hand in his hands. “I do feel so much better now. I’m so glad you love me.” 
 
   I laughed softly, more of a murmur than a true laugh, and the world had taken on a dreamlike quality, so it would only be a matter of minutes until exhaustion pulled me under. When I awoke, I would need to feed immediately to keep from getting too hungry and out of hand, but for now, rest would be enough.
 
   “Hey, Alice,” Jack said, his voice sounding far away and drunk. “I never told you this but… thank you for picking me.”
 
   “What?” I asked. 
 
   “You could’ve picked Peter, but you picked me. And I’m grateful every single day.”
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   THE REST OF JACK’S BIRTHDAY went okay. We both took a nap after the bloodletting, and I woke up ravenous, so I had a couple blood bags while he put in a movie. Most of the evening was spent cuddling on the couch with Jack and Matilda, watching The Lost Boys, Silver Bullet, and any other horror movie from the 1980s that struck his fancy. 
 
   When I asked him why that particular theme for this birthday, he replied, “Because my birthday fell on Friday the 13th this year, but I think Jason Voorhees is crap, so we’ll substitute those slasher flicks with something I actually like.” 
 
   Despite the way the day had started, it ended up being rather nice. With Milo and Bobby both gone, we had the place to ourselves for a change. Neither of us were working – although my job was always subject to change. We had a whole weekend just to relax and be together. 
 
   The next day, I woke with the intention of extending my relaxing weekend with Jack. His high from drinking my blood was starting to come down, but he still didn’t seem as upset as he had been when he first found out about his mom’s death.
 
   I’d only just gotten out of bed and was about to ask him what he wanted to do for the day when my phone rang. I thought about ignoring it, but then I saw the ID said Abner Driscoll, and I’d just told him that he could call if he needed me. 
 
   “Hey, Alice, I hope I’m not bothering you,” he said when I answered. 
 
   “No, no, it’s fine,” I said, only half-lying as I sat back on the unmade bed. Matilda came in from the other room and climbed up the stepstool onto the bed beside me, pushing her big head under my hand so I would pet her. 
 
   “I was wondering if you were free tonight?” Abner asked. 
 
   “Why? Did something happen?”
 
   “Not exactly,” he said, sounding uncertain. “Ottaline Rebane says there’s been some odd activity around Darah Merah the last few nights, and she just wanted someone to come by and check it out.”
 
   “Odd activity? What does that mean?” I asked. I tried to stop petting Matilda, but she was having none of it, pushing her fluffy white head on my lap so I had to pay attention to her. 
 
   “Mostly real juvenile stuff, like knocking on the door, then running off. But she also felt that some of the johns have been getting rougher with the girls.”
 
   “Has anyone been hurt?” I asked. 
 
   “Not seriously, not yet,” Abner said. “I was planning to head out around eleven tonight, and I’m sure that I could handle it on my own. But I’ve been having a rough week, so I thought that if you weren’t busy, you could go with me.”
 
   I hesitated only a second before replying, “Yeah, of course. That should be fine.” The dog whined in protest, as if she somehow knew I was ditching out on her and Jack. “You wanna just meet there?”
 
   “Your place is on the way to the Singelgebied district, so I can stop by, and we could walk over together,” he offered.
 
   “Sure. I’ll see you at eleven then.”
 
   I hung up the phone and went out to tell Jack about my newfound plans for the evening, but like most things in his life, he took it in stride, and said that since my job involved literally saving people’s lives at times, it had to trump our plans of doing nothing.
 
   When eleven o’clock rolled around, he and Matilda followed me down to wait for Abner and give the dog a chance to do her business. We stood on the sidewalk outside the complex, and the chilly air was filled with the sweet fragrance of flowers from the Bloemenmarkt across the river. 
 
   “Are you sure you don’t mind?” I asked Jack again, as he waited beside me with Matilda’s leashed looped around his wrist and his hands in his pockets. 
 
   “No, I’ll be fine,” he assured me. “I planned on doing really exciting stuff tonight like working on some accounting stuff for the comic book shop.”
 
   “That does sound thrilling. I’m really sorry I’ll miss that.”
 
   “When you get back, we could always balance the books together, if you know what I mean.” He waggled his eyebrows at me, then laughed at his own joke.
 
   Matilda let out a friendly bark when she spotted Abner approaching us from the down street. He’d been over to our apartment a few times, mostly for game nights at Bobby’s behest, and since the dog liked most people, she’d liked him.
 
   “Hey, Abner. How are you doing?” Jack asked. 
 
   He nodded at Jack from under his homburg hat. “I’m quite well. And yourself?”
 
   “Can’t complain, but that doesn’t stop me from trying,” Jack said. 
 
   I rolled my eyes. “That joke is older that you are. It’s probably older than Abner.”
 
   “Almost,” Abner agreed with a light smile. “Are you ready?”
 
   “Yeah, of course.” I kissed Jack quickly before walking off with Abner. “See you later.”
 
   “Be safe,” he called after us. “Take care of my girl, Abner.”
 
   The red-light district with Ottaline’s vampire brothel was only about a twenty-minute walk from my place, and Abner and I walked briskly together, so we would make it there even sooner. 
 
   It was a nice night, a bit on the chilly side, but for once the sky was clear, without any fog or rain lingering in the air. There were a few people out and about, riding their bikes or walking to a pub, but it was quiet enough that I felt comfortable talking with Abner openly about vampire business. 
 
    “So you said you’ve been having a rough week,” I said to him as we walked. “Anything other than finding that dying girl the other night?”
 
   He let out a sour laugh. “You would think that one dead girl would be enough on its own, but sadly, in our line of work it isn’t.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “Earlier this week, I got a call,” he began. “There was quite a disturbance in a nice row house on the edge of the city, but I had to get there fast because neighbors were calling the police. So, I went down there, along with Ettie, but she was mostly dealing with the public, using her charms to placate them and convince them that this was not anything to get worked up about.” 
 
   I didn’t have the same skill as Ettie or Ezra or some of the other vampires I’d encountered, so most of my interactions involved criminals or victims and not the public. But someone like Ettie could use her beauty and her supernatural charm to convince humans of just about anything. It wasn’t exactly hypnotism, but it wasn’t that far off from it, either. 
 
   “I went into the house, and it was just a bloodbath,” Abner continued. “I suspected as much, because I could already smell the blood two streets down. But it was even worse than I imagined. 
 
   “There had been four vampires living in the home – the oldest was a man named Simon who was well over three-hundred. Another vampire was a friend of his, close in age, but the other two were his progeny. The older of the two – a stunning Egyptian vampire called Rana – had been with him quite some time, over a century, if she was to be believed. But the younger one had only been turned a few years”
 
   He kept his head down, his eyes occasionally darting around as he spoke, and his voice was low, so a nearby human wouldn’t be able to pick it up, not unless they were right on top of us.
 
   “And that’s where this all goes off the rails,” Abner went on. “Rana had a purely platonic relationship with her maker, which she swore up and down was just as she wanted, and he did, too. But then Simon had fallen in love, and he’d turned this younger vampire to be his lover. At first, everyone involved seemed happy with it. 
 
   “But over the course of the last several years, little things had built up and up.” He paused before going on with it. “A few days ago, Rana finally snapped. She killed the younger vampire first, hacking off his head with an ax, then went at the poor friend who had nothing to do with any of it. 
 
   “When I arrived, she had cornered Simon in an upstairs room, and as I went up to mediate, I had to step over several of his missing body parts – a foot here, a finger there, a whole arm at the top of the steps.” Abner grimaced, and his expression made me certain I was happy that I hadn’t been there to witness it.
 
   “He was this limping, bloody, mutilated body by the time I saw him, but he was still alive – barely,” Abner went on. “Rana was mad, and I tried desperately to reason with her. It was during this time that she confessed everything that had transpired, spelling out their whole history, with Simon only chiming in to apologize profusely.
 
   “Eventually, she charged at me with the ax, and I had to stake her – to save my own life.” He looked over at me. “That’s not even the worst part of the story. Once she was gone, I went over to do supportive care to the elder vampire, to see if I could maybe save him, and he told me, ‘Leave me. If life is without her, then I don’t want to live. Let me die.’”
 
   “So what’d you do?” I asked. 
 
   Abner’s tone turned very matter-of-fact. “I stayed with him until he died, which didn’t take that much longer, and once Ettie had gotten the police and onlookers to leave, she called a crew to come clean up the mess, and I’m sure they disposed of the bodies.” 
 
   “Wow,” I said. “That is pretty insane.”
 
   “It is,” he agreed, sounding weary once again. “The bond between a maker and progeny usually precludes any kind of petty differences. I’ve only dealt with murders between them a handful of times in my entire career, and this was by far the most brutal case of it. But I swear, something is making everyone act crazy.” 
 
   I arched an eyebrow at him. “You think things are getting crazier?”
 
   “I do. Don’t you?” He looked down at me. “There’s something in the air, something electric.” His eyes turned up to the sky and the fat moon shining brightly above us. “Maybe it’s the full moon. When I was a child, my mother used to tell me the moon brought out the madmen.”
 
   “Do you believe that?” I asked, only half-joking.
 
   “I don’t know. But she is the one that told me not to go out alone at night, or the vampires would find me.” He smirked. “And we can see how that turned out.”
 
   We rounded a corner, away from the warm glow of downtown to the dark red lights of the adult area. Darah Merah was on the far side of the district, so we still had a little way to go. Here the streets were busier, mostly with male humans looking for a good time, but I spotted a vampire walking ahead of us. 
 
   Her back was to us, with her chestnut hair swinging in a ponytail, but when she glanced over her shoulder, looking back at us, I recognized her instantly. It was Iris Emmanuel, the crazed young vampire I’d dealt with at Darah Merah just over a week ago. 
 
   When she saw me, she smiled, then turned and started jogging away. She wore thigh high boots with heels that clacked on the concrete, and everyone around turned to watch her.
 
   “She’s trouble,” I warned Abner, and without expounding further, we both gave chase after her and followed her into a dark alley.
 
   She stood in front of a dead end, but when she turned back to face us, a wide smile spread out across her face. “Look at this. A pair of hunters out on a date to a whore house, perhaps?”
 
   “Iris, you’ve been warned to stay from these premises,” I reminded her. 
 
   “By who? You?” She cackled. “Who put you in charge? Nobody. There was no committee. No vote. You put yourself above me, and expect me to bow before you?”
 
    Iris snarled, “Well, fuck that. I have friends now, and I don’t need to listen to anybody.”
 
   In her hand, she had a small metal pipe, and when she flicked her wrist, it extended out to three times it’s length – becoming a long stake with a razor-sharp point at the end. 
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   IRIS RAN AT ME, PROBABLY because I was the one speaking to her, but that was a mistake, since Abner was the more experienced hunter of the two of us. She had a lot of pent of up rage, but I ducked out of her way easily. 
 
   Abner grabbed her stake from her, and bent it backward. She refused to let go, and I heard her bones snapping, and she emitted an agonizing growl.  
 
   “There’s no need for any of this,” Abner told her calmly as he closed her retractable stake. “Why don’t you calm down, heal yourself, and we can explain what we expect of you.” 
 
   She bent over, holding her injured bloody wrist, and for a moment, it seemed like she might take Abner up on his offer. But when she lifted her head, she was laughing, and murderous intensity filled her dark eyes. 
 
   In a flash, she pulled another stake from her boots and raised her good hand, meaning to throw it at Abner. I was sick of her games, so I grabbed the stake, and while it was still in her hand, I twisted it around and aimed it back at her chest. 
 
   “Drop it, and we can talk,” I told her, with the sharp point of the stake pressed right above her heart.
 
   She spat in my face. “I’d rather die than surrender to you.” 
 
   Then she tried to bite me, and that was enough. I drove the stake through her heart, and she died with her mouth open wide, like a snake in mid-attack. I lowered her body to the ground and stayed crouched above her, wiping her blood off my hands.
 
   “Dammit,” I muttered. “I didn’t want to kill anyone tonight.”
 
   “None of us ever want to kill anyone, Alice,” Abner said, standing right behind me. “But she wasn’t going to be reasoned with, and I have no doubt that she was going to hurt many innocent people.” 
 
   “But she’s so young. In time, she could’ve learned –”
 
   The words died on my lips the instant I saw her ring. It was large and kind of clunky, like a masculine class ring, and it didn’t seem to fit with her slender fingers. But that’s not what caught my eye.
 
   At first glance, it appeared to be a horseshoe, with a crosshatch pattern across it. But the left side of the horseshoe was thinner than the right, and the right side ended with a knob. If I looked closer, I knew I’d be able to see the more minute details of the head, and the four small feet underneath, as well as the subtle engraving of the wings on the back.
 
   The horseshoe was really a dragon. The symbol of Dracul.  
 
   “Holy shit,” I whispered, and I had to fight the very real urge to throw up. 
 
   I stood up quickly, too quickly, and I felt off-balance. Abner grabbed my arm to steady me, and I heard him asking me if I was okay but it all sounded so far away.
 
   My mind was back in Minnesota, fighting Jonathan Evans – the vampire that killed my best friend Jane. She’d become a blood whore, addicted to the bites, and he’d gotten far too possessive of her. When she tried to quit, he’d killed her.
 
   But she hadn’t been the only one. He’d taken to murdering young blood whores all over the city, leaving them in open places for humans to find. All of them had been marked with his brand before he killed them. Using that exact same ring that was on Iris’s finger. 
 
   “That’s not her ring,” I mumbled, my words feeling heavy and odd in my mouth. “How did she get Jonathan’s ring?” 
 
   “What?” Abner asked, and he put both his hands on my shoulders to force me to look at him, to focus and form coherent sentences. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “That ring belonged to a vampire named Jonathan Evans, but I killed him,” I explained. “I killed him over five years ago. And Olivia disposed of the body. How did this baby vampire get his ring?”
 
   Abner let go of me and crouched down beside Iris. He lifted her hand and pulled off the ring, and he inspected it in the moonlight for a second.
 
   “This ring here?” he asked, and I nodded. “I doubt this was that Jonathan fellows ring.”
 
   “No, I know that ring. I’m positive,” I insisted. I’d had nightmares about it for weeks after, picturing the mark he had left burned on Jane’s body. 
 
   “I’m sure he had a ring just like this one, but I don’t think this particular ring belonged to him. There must be hundreds, if not thousands in existence,” Abner explained. 
 
   I froze, a solid chill running through my very core. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “This, as you may know, is the symbol of Dracul.” He pointed to the dragon. “And Dracul has a very devoted following in the form of a cult called the House of Basarab.” 
 
   The air felt like it had gone from my lungs, and Abner reached out for me, but it was too late. I knelt in the alley, my hand over my mouth and tried to process everything he was saying. 
 
   Jonathan had said he wanted to expose the vampires. He murdered the girls and left them in the open so humans would have to see it, and they’d have to deal with it. While he’d never specifically said he was following a cult or part of a group, all the pieces fit.
 
   Five and a half years ago, my best friend had been murdered by a member of the House of Basarab, and in that time, they appeared to have only grown stronger, with a larger following. 
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   “HEY,” JACK SAID AS I walked into our apartment several hours later, after clean up and conversations with Ettie. His expression fell the instant he saw me, so I knew I must’ve looked as bad as I felt. “Are you okay?”
 
   I kicked off my shoes and took off my jacket. “I don’t know.”
 
   He came over to me and gently touched my chin, turning my head to the side to inspect for wounds. “Were you hurt?”
 
   “No,” I said, but that felt like a lie, so I amended it with, “Not really. You remember Jane?”
 
   “You mean your best friend Jane?” He cocked his head at me. “Of course, I remember her. But what does she have to do with anything?” 
 
   I proceeded to tell him everything that happened tonight, everything I knew about the House of Basarab, and how it all tied together to make me feel like I’d failed Jane all over again. I still blamed myself for introducing her to vampires, for letting Milo bite her, for not protecting her, for her getting murdered. 
 
   “You didn’t fail Jane,” Jack told me when I’d finished. “She made a lot of terrible choices all on her own, and you did what you could for her. You avenged her death.”
 
   I looked up at him. “Did I, though?”
 
   “Absolutely,” he replied confidently. “Jonathan Evans is still dead. And he may have had ties to this Basarab gang or whatever, but he was also a brash idiot, so there’s a very good chance he was working without any direction from them. Especially since the blood whore murders stopped after you killed him.”
 
   “You’re probably right.”
 
   “Alice, when will you learn? I’m always right.”
 
   With that, he pulled me into his arms, hugging me to him, and I rested my head against his chest. Listening to the sound of his heartbeat always made me feel much better everything. 
 
   “Tonight just brought up a lot of shit that I’d rather forget,” I said. 
 
   “I know.” His words were muffled in my hair, and he kissed the top of my head. “It sucks that you couldn’t help Jane, and I’m sorry that you still feel guilty about that, especially since you shouldn’t. But you’re working with the Agency now. You save people’s lives all the time.”
 
   “Well, I try to, anyway.”
 
   “You do,” he insisted. “And you said that Ettie and Abner already know about the House of Basarab?”
 
   I nodded. “I think Ettie keeps tabs on all vampire gang activity.”
 
   “So the Agency will take care of them, if they need to. And because of you and the vampires you work with, so many other girls will be saved. You can’t feel bad about that.”
 
   “That’s true,” I agreed, even though that didn’t stop me from feeling awful.
 
   “What do you wanna do now?” 
 
   “It’s late and I’ve had a very long night. I just wanna take a long shower and go to bed.”
 
   “Sounds perfect to me,” he said.
 
   In the shower, I usually kept the water rather cold, but tonight I relished the way the hot water felt against my bare skin and the steam that filled my lungs when I breathed in. After the shower, I threw on my pajamas and hurried back into our chilly bedroom and hopped into bed.
 
   Jack was already asleep, but I didn’t mind. I curled up next to him, knowing that in a matter of minutes, I would be asleep. 
 
   I closed my eyes, and soon after, I began see splotches of blue across my eyelids. It was almost as if someone was throwing cerulean paint directly onto my vision. Since I couldn’t sleep through that, I quickly discovered that they weren’t splotches at all – they were blue flowers.
 
   As soon as I opened my eyes, their sweet perfume enveloped me. Buried beneath the floral fragrance was the musty scent of dirt… and decay. 
 
   Though the sun was shining brightly above me, the way it always did, this time I couldn’t feel it. I only felt cold, the way I had at the end of the last dream when I’d been pulled underground. 
 
   I sat up, squinting into the bright light, and scanned the horizon for her. Just when I thought I was alone, with the flowers growing and tangling themselves in my fingers, already holding me prisoner, I saw her.
 
   Far off in the distance, she was rushing toward me, running over the hills of flowers, with her feet barely touching the ground. Her Victorian gown floated around, seemingly moving in slow motion, which only added to her otherworldly appearance.
 
   “Alice,” she crooned in her lyrical accent as she reached me. “Time is running out.”
 
   “I don’t know how to help you!” I shouted at her, growing agitated. “I don’t know what to do! You have to tell me what you want!”
 
   “I’ve already told you,” she said, and for the first time, her echoed voice sounded just as frustrated as I felt. “You need to help the ones you love make peace!” 
 
   “How?” I demanded. 
 
   “You must figure it out yourself. Try, Alice!” She was almost pleading with me now. “Danger is coming for you!”
 
   Wind blew through her crimson hair – wind that only she could feel – and that’s when it hit me. 
 
   In Peter’s letters, he’d written descriptions of Elise. Her eyes were gray, like a heavy fog that blanketed me, and her skin was white as porcelain. Red flames of hair framed her face.
 
   That was her, standing before me, and her lilting accent was her native Irish tongue.
 
   All this time, no one had ever described Elise to me, and Peter had no paintings or pictures of her – at least none that I had seen. So, I hadn’t been able to put it together until I read his letters, but now it was as plain as day.
 
   “Elise?” I asked.
 
   Her grey eyes widened and she took a small step back from me. When she moved, that’s when I saw the flowers reaching up toward her, wrapping around her feet and ankles, and I wondered if this place was holding her captive, too. 
 
   “How did you know?” she asked finally, then shook her head. “No, we don’t have time. We can’t stay here long, or we’ll be trapped forever.”
 
   “Where is here, exactly?” I asked.
 
   “It’s neither life nor death, heaven nor earth, but somewhere in between,” she explained quickly. “It’s the only place I can go to reach you.”
 
   “Why me? Why not Peter? Why not anyone else that knows you?” I asked, and I could already feel the vines creeping up my arms, biting into my flesh as they tried to pull me down.
 
   “He won’t let me in. He’s closed himself off to me completely. But you were open, and you’re strong. You can do the things you need to.”
 
   “What does that mean? Can you stop being so cryptic?”
 
   “I can’t!” Elise shouted as I fought against the flowers as hard as I could. “I only get glimpses of your world, of the joys and the dangers ahead of you. I only know that the window for peace and happiness is closing, and you must help him.”
 
   “How?” I yelled, but the flowers were pulling me under, burying me under the cold ground, and my struggles did nothing to dig me out.
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   WITH JACK STILL SLEEPING, I crept out into the living room and grabbed my laptop. After the dream I’d had – although “dream” was definitely not the right word for it – I knew I wouldn’t be able to fall back to sleep, so I decided to contact the one person I knew that might be able to help and would talk to me about it. Assuming of course, he was awake at such a ridiculously early hour.
 
   Are you up? I texted him. 
 
   Soon after, a text message arrived: Yes. What do you need?
 
   Can we Skype? I asked, deciding that a visual conversation would be better.
 
   A minute later, a pleasant tone rang from my laptop, indicating that a video chat request was coming in. I accepted it, and Ezra’s face appeared on my screen. His hair was unkempt, and behind him, I could see the mess of construction in his office from the restoration project he was doing on his manor in London. 
 
   “What are you doing up so early?” he asked, his deep voice sounding wonderful even through my laptop speakers. 
 
   “I needed to talk to someone, and since you usually have all the answers, I thought I would go to you,” I said.
 
   Ezra laughed warmly at that. “You give me too much credit, but I’ll be happy to help if I can.” 
 
   “What do you know about ghosts?” I asked. 
 
   He looked taken aback, his mahogany eyes widening slightly, but he answered reasonably, “Not very much. I don’t think I’ve encountered one. Why? Is this about the thing that happened at Jack’s shop when we were visiting?” 
 
   “Sort of.” I shifted uncomfortably in my chair, hoping Ezra wouldn’t think me as foolish as I felt. “I think I’m being haunted. By Elise.”
 
   “Elise?” he asked, incredulous. “Peter’s Elise? How do you even know it was her?”
 
   “I found some of his letters, and he described her,” I said, then added, “And then she admitted to being Elise.” 
 
   “What does she say she wants?”
 
   “She’s very vague, and says she contacted me because Peter is closed off to her.”
 
   “Peter’s closed off to everybody, so that makes sense,” Ezra muttered. 
 
   “I think she wants me to solve her murder,” I confessed. 
 
   It was the only logical reason I could come up with for her to be pestering me. That didn’t explain her warnings of danger, but maybe she was just saying that to motivate me to get it done.  
 
   “Why now?” Ezra asked. “And why didn’t she come to me or Peter or her friend Catherine, years ago, when it might have been possible?”
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t know. She never said to solve her murder specifically, but she said that she wanted me to help give Peter peace.”
 
   He pursed his lips. “Honestly, I don’t think anything will give Peter more peace than he already has.”
 
   “But solving her murder might help him, right?” I asked hopefully. 
 
   “I really can’t say,” Ezra said, but he didn’t sound optimistic. 
 
   “What can you tell me about Elise?” I asked. “Was she kind? Is there a chance that she’s just messing with me because she’s a vindictive old ghost?”
 
   “I can’t presume to know what she’s like as a ghost, but as a vampire, she was very kind and loyal.” Ezra leaned back in his chair as he launched into his story of her. “She was very young when Peter met her, and I believe she’d only been turned for a year or two. So, she was rather naïve and innocent, and it didn’t help that she was a farm girl, which at that time meant she was uneducated. Peter actually taught her to read and write.”
 
   “Did she love him?” I asked. 
 
   “Oh, absolutely,” he replied immediately. “I was with him when they met, and it was palpable. The way they looked at each other, true love just radiated from them.”
 
   I ignored the tiny pang of jealousy I felt, the same pang I felt every time someone talked about how much Peter loved Elise, and how easy it had been for them to be together. I loved Jack, but it didn’t change the fact that I wished everything hadn’t been so difficult and painful in the beginning. 
 
   “Cate told me she thought they might not have been each other’s soulmates,” I said. 
 
   “I don’t know exactly how either Elise or Peter felt about each other, but based on everything that I witnessed, they seemed as blood bonded for each other as any other couple I’ve seen,” Ezra said. 
 
   Even me and Peter? Or would you say me and Jack? I wanted to ask, but I didn’t. Not when Jack might overhear, and I didn’t want to derail the conversation about Elise. I had a haunting that I needed to deal with before I started worrying about the implications of soulmates and blood bonds. 
 
   Instead, I asked, “So you think they were meant for each other?” 
 
   “As far as I know, yes,” he said. “Why did Catherine think they weren’t? Did she give you examples?”
 
   “She just said that she never liked Peter.”
 
   Ezra nodded, as if confirming his own thoughts. “I always wondered if that was the case. She was polite to him – to us both, really – but it seemed… too polite. Like a concierge at a fancy hotel. You know they don’t really like you, but they’re kissing your ass like you’re the Queen of England.”
 
   I laughed. “Yeah, I think I know what you mean.”
 
   “What does it matter if Catherine never liked Peter?” he asked, returning to the topic at hand. 
 
   “She said that she’s Elise’s maker, so she should like whoever Elise was bonded with.”
 
   He raised his eyebrows. “That’s news to me. I’d always been told that a stranger was Elise’s maker.” 
 
   “So do you think Elise was lying then?” I asked. “Or that Cate is lying now? And why would she lie?”
 
   “I doubt that Elise was lying. It wasn’t really her style,” he said. “But there are plenty of reasons why Catherine may have hidden the truth from Elise about her real maker.”
 
   “Like what?” I pressed. 
 
   “Elise had a lot of mixed feelings about becoming a vampire,” Ezra explained. “Her whole family had died in the famine, and I think she had a great deal of survivor’s guilt. I had long speculated that Elise had actually been the one to kill her father. 
 
   “The story she told was that her father paid a vampire to turn her to save her from starving to death, but she never mentioned what became of her father after that,” he went on. “When we met her, it was only three or four years after she turned, but he wasn’t around, and she never explained his absence. At least not to me.” 
 
   “You think Cate could’ve turned her, and then in the whole mess of the change, Elise either forgot her or blocked her out or something, and then attacked her dad?” I asked, thinking back to my own transformation.
 
   It had been an awful, painful mess, where I was only vaguely aware of what was happening through the whole process. I did distinctly remember what happened right before, when Jack convinced me to drink his blood so I would turn. But if I hadn’t known Jack, and that moment wasn’t so traumatic – with me being certain that Peter was about to kill him – then I might not have remembered it at all.
 
   Milo didn’t remember much before he’d turned, and Jack had only just found out a few years ago that Mae had been the reason Peter had to turn him. Jack had only remembered going to the vampire club, then everything after that was a blur until he woke up as a vampire. 
 
   “That’s a definite possibility,” Ezra said, nodding. “I always suspected that whoever turned her left her too soon instead of helping her through the transformation. But it effects everyone differently. Elise’s may have been faster and more chaotic, because she was most likely half-starved before she turned. There’s a chance that Catherine meant to come back and help her, and just arrived too late.” 
 
   “That would give Cate a reason to cover up the truth,” I said. “I doubt Elise would’ve been happy if she knew that it was Cate’s fault that she killed her own father.”
 
   “Not to mention she was a very virtuous girl, and even after turning, she was a practicing Catholic,” Ezra explained. “If I recall correctly, she waited until their wedding night to lay with Peter. Toward the end of her life, I know that she really struggled with her vampire nature and immortality. Peter tried desperately to make her happy, and sometimes it seemed to work, but I think she spent a lot of time very depressed.”
 
   My heart broke for Peter, all over again, as I processed what Ezra had told me. I knew that Peter and Elise hadn’t been together for very long, but I’d pictured their brief union as one extended honeymoon, a giant montage of love songs and slow dances, like a flashback from a Nicholas Spark movie. 
 
   But to hear that it had actually been a struggle, that their love – as pure and true as Peter believed it to be – hadn’t been enough. 
 
   That was something I had learned with Jack. That love made life richer and fuller, yes, but it didn’t give it purpose and it didn’t heal all that was wrong with me. Jack’s love didn’t erase my guilt over Jane’s death or any of my shortcomings. He made me want to be a better person, he supported me in my endeavors, but he didn’t – and he couldn’t – just magically make everything all better. 
 
   But it was still a bitter pill to swallow to realize that there wasn’t such a thing as “happily ever after.” There was only “happily until the next bad thing, that hopefully we’re strong enough to overcome forever after.” 
 
   “So as much as she loved Peter, you think she regretted becoming a vampire?” I asked Ezra.
 
   “Yes. I do,” he replied simply. 
 
   “But if Cate really didn’t like Peter, the way she claims, and we assume that she is Elise’s maker, does that meant that Elise and Peter weren’t really bonded?” I asked. 
 
   Ezra shook his head. “I don’t know. The relationship between maker and progeny is very complicated and often intense, and the nature of the blood bond is already fraught with confusion and extreme passion, as you very well know from your own experience. Then add the transference between of bonding from maker to soulmate to progeny to family, and it’s just a whole mess of possibilities and things far beyond our understanding.”
 
   “So you’re saying that Cate could be right, but she could be wrong?” I asked. 
 
   “Unfortunately, yes, that is what I’m saying,” he said. “To put things in perspective, my maker Willem was a vile, evil man that tortured me and kept me enslaved for nearly a hundred years before I broke free. I can’t even count the number of people he killed and tortured in front of me. 
 
   “But despite all that, it was difficult for me to end him,” he continued grimly. “There was a bond inside me that pulled me to stay with him. And killing him was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. It was fighting against the very core of my being. But I knew I had to do it.” 
 
   “I’m sorry you went through that,” I said. 
 
   He waved me off. “No, no, I’m not seeking your sympathy. I’m merely telling you that everything about vampires and blood is very complicated.”
 
   “And now Elise is throwing a vampire ghost in the mix.”
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   EZRA STARED BACK AT ME through my computer screen, his mouth turned down into an apologetic scowl. “Sorry I can’t be of more help with that. You might be better off discussing these questions with a medium or a psychic.”
 
   I sat up straighter in the dining room chair and looked toward the bedroom door, where I could hear the dog snoring loudly as she slept beside Jack. 
 
   “Hey, has Jack talked to you?” I asked, quietly so as not to wake him.
 
   “About what specifically?” Ezra asked. 
 
   I glanced at the doorway again. “About him being dead.”
 
   “He’s dead?” he asked in confusion. 
 
   “No, not really,” I said quickly. “He’s fine and he’s alive. We went to see a psychic, and she had this really strong reaction to him and claimed that his soul was dead.” 
 
   Ezra leaned forward, resting his chin on his hand. “Jack has not mentioned that to me. But are you sure the psychic wasn’t messing with you for more money?”
 
   “I don’t think so, but I don’t know for sure. Have you heard of anything like that, though?” I asked. “Vampires without souls?”
 
   “Not anything credible,” he said. “There are always stories and superstitions about demons and vampires. But I don’t think any of those would help you.”
 
   “Where do you think vampires go when they die?” I asked honestly. 
 
   He thought for a second before asking, “Are you asking if I believe there is a heaven in general, or one specifically for vampires?
 
   I shrugged. “Both? Either?”
 
   “I’ve been alive for… 340 years now, I believe. In that time, I have seen many, many things. Some miraculous, some horrendous. Some I could explain, but others I’ve never been able to. But I have never seen irrefutable proof in anything beyond this life,” he said. 
 
   “So you don’t believe in heaven?” I clarified. 
 
   He shook his head. “I didn’t say that either. Back when I still served under Willem, he had a business associate. An aristocratic vampire called Bogdan who treated me respectfully, as an equal. He’d been alive for over 500 years when I met him, though he couldn’t be certain of his exact age, because it was much harder to keep track of time back then. He’d seen a great deal of things; empires rise and fall. He’d buried more family, lovers, and friends than I could even comprehend. 
 
   “After Willem would go to sleep, I would sit with Bogdan and watch the sunrise, and we would talk philosophy, astronomy, and religion until the sun rose so high we couldn’t bare it,” he went on. “The last time we went to visit him at his home, and toward the end, he told me that he had enough. He had seen everything the world had to offer, and he had nothing left to give back. He was immortal, but he was convinced that his time here was up, and he wanted to see what came next.”
 
   “What came next?” I echoed. 
 
   “Yes. After life,” Ezra said. “He was certain there had to be something more, and he wanted to see it. He asked me to stake him through the heart. I balked at it, but he persisted, saying he couldn’t do it himself, and he wanted to die with someone he trusted and cared about by his side.”
 
   “Did you do it?” I asked. 
 
   “I did,” he said. “And as the light went out in his eyes, I saw a man succumbing to serenity for the first time in a very long time.”
 
   “You think he went to an afterlife?”
 
   “I’d like to think he did. But even if he didn’t, I don’t regret what I did. After five-hundred years, he’d lived more lifetimes than one man should. He was done with this earth, and even if what came next was just a vast nothingness, I think he was ready for it.”
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   “I STILL DON’T THINK WE need to do this,” Jack insisted as we walked down the sidewalk together, hand in hand. 
 
   “I don’t know what it will hurt just to talk,” I said, reiterating the same argument I’ve been making for the past hour before I finally convinced him to leave the apartment. “If she doesn’t know anything, then you’re back where you started.”
 
   We’d rounded the corner, and now Jessamine’s glowing pink sign was in sight. He stopped walking so he could turn his full attention to me, holding both my hands in his. 
 
   “No, you don’t understand. I’m hoping she doesn’t know anything,” he explained. 
 
   I shook my head. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I want to believe this is nonsense. And if she knows something, then it’s real, and if it’s real, it could be bad. The thought of being dead kinda freaks me out.” 
 
   “Is that why you wouldn’t talk to Ezra about it?” I asked. 
 
   “Yeah,” he admitted sheepishly, which I wish he would’ve told me sooner because that would’ve spared us the twenty-minute fight after I got done Skyping with Ezra. 
 
   “But Jack, it’s real either way,” I argued reasonably. “I know it could be something scary, but I’d rather know about it and be able deal with it than have it sneak up and surprise us.”
 
   “I know. I just…” He shook his head. “I don’t want to deal with anymore shit.” 
 
   “Whatever it is, we can handle it together. Look what we’ve gotten through so far.” I gave him a reassuring smile, and that seemed to convince him enough, because he turned and started walking again. 
 
   Sage and incense were burning when we pushed open the door to the psychic shop, causing a small bell to chime overhead. But Jessamine was already out front, tidying up gemstones and tarot cards that were spread out on one of the two small tables. 
 
   When she saw us, she offered a megawatt smile – making her appear even more like a pinup model from a bygone era. Her long lavender hair was piled high on her head, and her flower-print dress hugged her voluptuous curves. 
 
   “You’ve returned,” she announced, setting aside her cards and stones. 
 
   “Is that not okay?” Jack asked, sounding hopeful and taking a half-step back toward the door. 
 
   “No, of course it is.” She waved us over. “I just wasn’t sure you would. But I had hoped.”
 
   “You’d hoped? I felt like we kinda scared you off last time,” he said as we walked over to the table. 
 
   She laughed brightly. “I was afraid I’d scared you off!” Then she offered an apologetic smile. “Again, I’m sorry about how I reacted last time. I’d just never encountered someone like you before, but I’ve been doing some research, and I think I may have some ideas.”
 
   “Like what?” Jack asked. 
 
   “Do you mind if I try a palm reading again?” Jessamine pointed to the table. 
 
   “As long as you’re up for it, I’m game,” he said, sounding far more calm and easygoing about the whole thing than I expected based on his protests about going here in the first place. 
 
   “I am,” she assured him.
 
   She sat down first, pulling her dress underneath her carefully. Jack and I sat across from her, and he rested his hands on the satin tablecloth. Under the table, I put my hand on his leg for reassurance. 
 
   “Before I go into anything, I should explain to you what it is exactly that I do,” Jessamine said. “I come from a long line of soothsayers, and I can see the future. Some people say they can ‘predict’ the future, but I don’t like that word. The future isn’t static. 
 
   “It’s a malleable thing, and the visions I get aren’t clear, linear stories,” she went on. “Some people think visions are like short movies playing in your head, but mine are snapshots of things – images, sounds, colors, smells. Just random sensory ideas that appear, and it’s up to me and the person I’m reading to make sense out of it.”
 
   “This vision just happens when you touch people?” I asked. 
 
   She shook her head, making her hoop earrings sway. “Not every person I touch. I usually have some control over it, so I’m not getting readings when I bump into a stranger at the bank, or anything like that. When I focus, I can usually get an image, but for some people, it never clicks.” 
 
   “So what happens when you touch me?” Jack asked. 
 
   She smiled, tightly this time. “Why don’t we get started, and I’ll explain?”
 
   His blue eyes were nervous as he lay his hand out, palm up on the table. Jessamine started the way she had before, with her long manicured nails hovering above his hand for a moment before she touched him.
 
   The instant they connected, she jumped. Her whole body jolted, but she didn’t let go this time. She hung onto his hand with both of hers, and closed her eyes. Her eyelids trembled, making her long lashes quiver. 
 
   “Does it hurt?” Jack asked quietly. 
 
   “No, it’s not painful,” she said, breathlessly. “It’s… surprising. It’s like a rush of cold air when you open the door in the dead of winter, but if you weren’t expecting it.”
 
   “What do you see?” he asked, his voice tight and nervous. 
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   His body slacked some. “So it’s not working?”
 
   “No, it’s not like that. It’s nothing. What I imagine nothingness looks like,” she clarified, still hanging onto his hand. “And the air smells… burnt and metallic. Like dying stars.”
 
   “Will I be in outer space in the future?” Jack asked with unabashed excitement. 
 
   “No. At least, I don’t know.” She finally let go of him and relaxed back. She blinked a few times, then shook her head, as if clearing it. 
 
   “What does that mean then?” I asked, when she seemed to have gathered herself again. 
 
   “Inside us all, we have a spark of life,” she explained. “People have many names for it – soul, spirit, essence – whatever you want to call it. All living things have it. It’s the thing that separates inanimate matter from conscious being.” 
 
   “So that’s the difference between me and a rock and a corpse. Okay. Got it,” Jack said glibly. 
 
   “Except you don’t have that,” Jessamine corrected him. 
 
   “But you just said all living things have a soul. I’m alive. Ergo, I have a soul,” he reasoned. 
 
   “You’re not like everything else. You’re special,” she said with a rueful smile. 
 
   “I’ve long suspected that were true,” he attempted a joke, before giving into the anxiety that plagued him, and asking, “But I just don’t understand what you’re saying. I was born without a soul?”
 
   “I don’t think so. There have been a few cases on record of beings without souls, but they were all born with souls initially,” she said. 
 
   I sat up straighter. “Record? What record?”
 
   “My family and my colleagues keep records,” she elaborated. “We have our own history books, separate from the norms.”
 
   “The norms?” I asked. 
 
   She blushed. “Normal humans.” 
 
   “How do you know that they’re accurate?” I asked. 
 
   “How do you know your boss’s vampire records are accurate?” Jack countered. “You can’t say for sure, but you have to trust the people that came before you to do their best to keep them truthful.”
 
   I leaned back in my chair. “Fair enough. Continue.” 
 
   “The beings without souls all lost them later in life, through various traumas. But they were born intact,” Jessamine said. 
 
   “Oh crap,” he groaned. 
 
   “What?” I asked. 
 
   He looked over at me. “I was dead.” 
 
   “Oh shit,” I said, remembering the story of how he turned. 
 
   “What do you mean?” Jessamine asked, bewildered. 
 
   “Before I turned into a vampire, I died,” Jack said. “Mae drank from me until I no longer had a heartbeat. When Peter found me, I was dead. He gave me his blood as a last-ditch effort, but he didn’t think it would work. But it did. I turned.” 
 
   Her confusion deepened her brow, and she said, “I’m no expert on vampires, but I thought you had to be alive to turn.”
 
   “Exactly,” Jack said. “It’s not supposed to work. Ezra told me stories about trying to revive a soldier that died in combat with him. He’d only been dead a minute, probably less, and Ezra gave him as much blood as he could. But it didn’t take.”
 
   Jessamine thought, drumming her long nails on the table before finally saying, “That could explain it. They must’ve caught you in the precise moment your soul left but before your body truly died. There’s maybe a split-second window, if even that, where your mortal coil hasn’t perished yet. And they got it.”
 
   “So, what does that mean for me? What’s going to happen?” he asked. 
 
   “It’s up to you,” she said with a shrug of her shoulders. “You can live your life as you always have. What happens after you die, I have no idea. But I don’t know what happens to any of us.”
 
   “Okay. Are there any other options?” Jack asked. 
 
   “You’re an empty vessel, and you’re a vampire,” Jessamine said. “That makes you incredibly powerful and susceptible to dangerous forces.” 
 
   He shook his head, not understanding. “Why?”
 
   “Have you ever heard of possession?” she asked. 
 
   “You mean like with demons and exorcisms and all that?”
 
   She smiled. “That’s a very Catholic way of putting it, but yes.” As she went on, her smile quickly faded. “Other souls – usually lost ones, whose bodies have decayed into the earth – look to survive inside another host, so they can get another chance at being alive. And as an immortal without a soul, you make the perfect host to any number of evil forces that others might want to raise from the grave.”
 
   “Great,” Jack muttered. “So I’m not powerful on my own. I’m only really useful as a tool, if someone loads me like a gun. Then I would become their powerful weapon.”
 
   “That is a way of putting it, yes,” Jessamine said. 
 
   “That’s kind of horrifying,” he admitted, and I squeezed his leg gently under the table. 
 
   “It doesn’t need to be,” she said quellingly. “How long have you been a vampire?”
 
   “Twenty years this part March.” 
 
   “And you’ve been happy? You’ve enjoyed your life? You have friends and family, and you’ve found love?” she asked, glancing over at me on the last question.
 
   “Yeah.” He looked at me and smiled, but I could see the fear in his eyes. “I’ve been mostly happy. I’ve had a good run so far.” 
 
   “Then I suggest you keep doing that. Just pretend like nothing is changed, because for you, nothing has really,” she reasoned. 
 
   “Isn’t that dangerous?” I asked. 
 
   Jessamine shook her head. “No. It’s only dangerous if people know about him. Because Jack is right. He’s not powerful on his own – only if the wrong people take advantage of him.”
 
   “I have a really cool secret that I’m awesome and special, and I can’t tell anybody,” he said with a dry laugh, which did little to mask his anxiety. 
 
   “You can tell me,” I suggested. “And the dog.”
 
   “And so you know, I have told no one about you, and I won’t,” Jessamine promised us. “When I was researching, if I asked questions, I made sure to never use specifics about you or where I was. I have a code, the same code my mama and my grandma followed. My clients trust me with their innermost feelings and their very futures. I have a duty to protect them.”
 
   “We appreciate that,” Jack said. 
 
   “And if you have any more questions or need any other help, please come back. I would be more than happy to help you, and honestly, I’m curious to learn about your condition myself.”
 
   There wasn’t much more to be said, so Jack thanked her for her help and paid her the €65,00, plus a tip. When we walked back to our building, he seemed completive – staring down at the ground with his brow furrowed and his hands in his pockets. So, I didn’t say anything, letting him process it on his own, until we reached our building.
 
   “Do you feel better?” I asked Jack as we rode up the elevator to our apartment. 
 
   “It depends on how you define ‘better.’” He stared ahead, watching the numbers tick as we slowly rose up toward the fourth floor. “I’m less scared that I’m going to die or turn into a zombie any time soon. But now I’m worried that I might be like Dana Barrett with a Zuul inside me like me in Ghostbusters.” 
 
   “The Ghostbusters rescued her at the end, and it all turned out okay,” I said, making Jack smile. 
 
   “You better not tell Bobby about this, because he’s just dying for an excuse to get a proton pack when he goes on missions with you,” he joked, and I was laughing as we stepped off the elevator.
 
   As we walked down the hall, a banging noise came from inside the apartment, and both Jack and I slowed when we saw the door was ajar. Jack let go of my hand and stepped in front of me, preparing to protect me from whatever awaited us in our place.
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   WE CREPT SLOWLY INTO THE house, which opened into the small kitchen, and I let Jack lead the way, even though I knew that I would be doing most of the fighting if it came to that. A wall separated us from the great room, with an opening to the far left, and I could hear heartbeats and the sound of metal clattering. 
 
   “Oops,” Bobby said from the other room, and Jack relaxed in front of me. 
 
   “I just don’t understand how we brought back so much stuff. We were only gone for four nights,” Milo grumbled. 
 
   We’d walked closer to the opening, close enough that we could peak around the corner and see several suitcases spread out on the floor. Milo was crouched over one, with his back to us, and Bobby stood in the center holding a big tin of cookies. 
 
   “I stocked up on snacks, since we never have any,” Bobby said defensively. “Sometimes it’s rough being the only mortal here.”
 
   Milo shot him a look. “That’s fine. Eat your giant tin of macarons and biscuits. But I don’t want to hear you complain about needing to hit the gym more.”
 
   “I do need to hit gym,” Bobby said through a mouthful of pastel colored cookies. Crumbs spilled out on the floor around him, so Matilda stood at his feet, licking them up and wagging her tail. “I haven’t gone since before the wedding.” 
 
   Jack sauntered into the room and said, “I’m assuming your luggage is so full because you got me so many presents while you were in Paris.”
 
   “Oh, I did get you something!” Bobby said excitedly. 
 
   Bobby set the tin down and rummaged through a bag before pulling out a tiny Eiffel tower statue. Before handing it to Jack, he flicked off the tip to reveal that it was a lighter. 
 
   “Hey!” Milo exclaimed and clamored over the luggage to me. 
 
   “I’m so glad your back,” I said as we hugged.
 
   It sounded silly, since he’d only been gone for a handful of days, and we were both adults. And even though I enjoyed having some time to just me and Jack, the truth was that, for me, home never felt quite like home without my brother. 
 
   Once we separated, I asked, “How was the trip?”
 
   “It was really amazing, and we’ll have to go in the future when we have more time. Bobby did tons of amazing drawings while we were there.” He turned to call back to him. “Babe, why don’t you show them your sketchbook?”
 
   “Yeah, sure.” 
 
   Bobby pulled his large moleskin sketchbook out of his bag and laid it down on the dining table. He flipped through the pages until he found the ones that started in Paris, then he stepped back so Jack and I could look at them.
 
   Back when Bobby first started dating Milo, he’d been an art student, and he was a very good artist. His preferred medium were oil pastels, and he created vibrant, impressionistic drawings that were captivating. Several of his pieces we’d already framed and put up around the apartment. 
 
   There was a picture of Milo standing in front of the Seine River, with the sky and water all lush blues and purples, and the stars and streetlights shining in bright oranges and yellows. And in the picture, Milo had never looked happier. Bobby absolutely captured his bashful smile and the sparkle in his dark eyes. 
 
   “This one is really amazing,” I said as I tapped the page. 
 
   He shrugged while eating another macaron. “It’s more fun than taking pictures.” 
 
   Milo peered over my shoulder. “That one is my favorite too.” 
 
   “So how has everything been here?” Bobby asked, I suspected to change the subject off of complimenting him. “Anything exciting to report?”
 
   Jack and I exchanged a look before I replied as nonchalantly as possible, “Nope. Not really.”
 
   “What about work? Did you get any calls?” Bobby leaned on a dining room chair beside me so he could watch my response. 
 
   I didn’t want to lie to him, because we worked together and he’d have to know about the events last night with Iris Emmanuel. But I didn’t really want to get into it right now, not when they’d just gotten home. I knew I’d also end up telling him my theory on Elise haunting me, but that all felt like too much to deal with, especially after the reading that Jessamine had just given Jack. 
 
   “Why don’t you unpack and settle in, and we can talk about it more later?” I suggested. 
 
   He winced. “That bad, huh?”
 
   “Not that bad,” I said, and since I needed to give him something so he didn’t keep pestering me, I added, “It just turns we had a member of the House of Basarab hanging out locally.”
 
   “Had?” Bobby asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
   “As in they are now expired, yes,” I said. 
 
   He opened his mouth to press for more info, I’m sure, but a knocking interrupted him. He glanced toward the wall, and the entrance hidden on the other side in the kitchen, and asked, “Is that the door?”
 
   “Are you expecting anyone?” Jack asked, to no one in particular. 
 
   Bobby shook his head. “It’s 8 pm on a Sunday. Most people I know aren’t out and about yet.”
 
   “I’ll get it,” Milo offered.
 
   He disappeared around the corner, and I listened for “oops, wrong house” or possibly Abner, telling me about some new issue I’d have to deal with. Instead, I just heard a very subdued response from Milo, inviting the guest in.
 
   He came back look rather nervous before announcing, “Peter is here.”
 
   Bobby gasped. “Peter?”
 
   And then there he was, coming in behind Milo. Peter dressed more casually than I usually saw him, in slim-fitting jeans and a basic sweater, and his dark hair was abnormally unkempt. A vexed smile played on his lips, and his emerald eyes were as somber as ever. 
 
   “What’s going? Did something happen?” I asked, already panicking at his unannounced presence in my home. 
 
   “Not exactly,” he said, his voice tinged with an undercurrent of irritation. “I was nearby in Berlin, when I got a phone call from an old friend and had a very interesting conversation.” His eyes landed heavily on me. “I think you know her. She goes by Cate now.” 
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   PETER STOOD GLOWERING AT US in the middle of our living room, as we all gaped at him. Matilda – who was usually excited to see everybody, including Peter – had gone to hide in her bed by the windows, because the tension was that palpable. 
 
   “Did you know about their excursion to Prague to stalk my wife’s best friend?” Peter asked, settling his stony gaze on Jack.  
 
   “I did know, but I wouldn’t really classify it as stalking,” Jack replied, absently rubbing his bicep and doing his best to avoid the full scrutiny of his brother’s glare. 
 
   That must’ve satisfied Peter, because he turned to me, looking more exasperated than angry, and asked, “When were you going to tell me you met with Cate? Were you going to tell me?”  
 
   “I don’t know,” I admitted. “She didn’t really tell me anything that I thought you’d need to know.”
 
   “But you needed it to know it?” Peter countered. 
 
   I shook my head adamantly. “It wasn’t like that. I didn’t seek her out. Olivia ran into her, and she was acting strange. I was just making sure she didn’t want to hurt you or anybody else.”
 
   “Why should she want to hurt me?” Peter demanded, sounding skeptical. “I haven’t spoken to her in 150 years.”
 
   “How was I supposed to know that?” I shot back. “We’ve hardly seen you for the better part of the past five years. For all I know, you could’ve been palling around with her until you pissed her off, and now she’s planning to kill us all.”
 
   He rolled his eyes and scoffed. “Oh, that’s ridiculous.”  
 
   “Is it?” I asked. “Because you brought lycans to Minnesota before, and those terrible vampire bounty hunters went after us during that whole mess with Daisy.”
 
   “Daisy was not my fault!” Peter objected. “That was all Mae. I was only trying to help her.”
 
   I waved it off. “Either way. I’ve learned that I need to be proactive with this family.” 
 
   Peter glared at me a moment longer before sighing and relaxing his stance. “I gather that Cate convinced you she wasn’t going to terrorize me or the rest of us.”
 
   “She didn’t seem to be a threat, no,” I said, choosing my words carefully. 
 
   “Good,” he replied evenly. “Because she’s invited me to visit her in Ireland.”
 
   Now it was my turn to be skeptical, and I asked, “Why?”
 
   “She still owns the house that I shared with Elise. She thought it would be nice to see the old place again and talk,” Peter explained, like it all sounded perfectly reasonable to him. 
 
   “Are you going?” Milo asked. 
 
   He’d moved to the side of the room, putting some space between himself and Peter, with his arms folded over his chest, and Bobby hovered near his side, watching the conversation with anxious fascination. Jack still lingered back, and I realized that I’d stepped forward when arguing with Peter, leaving me the one standing closest to him.
 
   I corrected this as soon as I noticed, taking a step closer to Jack and crossing my arms. 
 
   “I haven’t decided. I’m not sure what Cate and I would have to say to each other,” Peter answered.  
 
   “I don’t think you should go,” I said honestly. 
 
   Peter scowled at me. “And why not?” 
 
   “Cate doesn’t like you,” I told him. “I don’t know why she would invite you out there. I don’t even understand why she called you.”
 
   “Why would you say she doesn’t like me?” Peter asked, undeterred. 
 
   “Because she told me that. She said, ‘I never cared for Peter,’” I said bluntly, causing Bobby to snicker before Peter shot him a look, then Bobby instantly fell silent. 
 
   “There are some things that tie people together other than fondness and warm feelings,” Peter said coolly. “We have a shared history, Alice.”
 
   “I don’t trust her,” I maintained. 
 
   “I thought you said she wasn’t a threat,” Milo pointed out. “What does it matter if Peter goes?”
 
   “I said she didn’t seem like a threat, but that doesn’t mean she isn’t one,” I clarified. “And I don’t know her so that’s especially hard for me to gauge.” 
 
   “She did give me a bad vibe,” Bobby agreed. “And I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that she had something to do with those Basarab jerks knowing that we were hunters.” 
 
   “You think Cate tipped them off?” Jack asked, looking concerned.  
 
   I didn’t disagree, but I only shrugged and asked, “But how did Cate know that I was a hunter in the first place?” 
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe I’ll find out when I go visit her,” Peter said sharply. 
 
   “Oh, now you decided you’re going?” I asked him. 
 
   “Of course he did, Alice,” Jack said in a combination of exasperation and reluctant acceptance. “He just found out it was dangerous, so he has to go. If you could guarantee him that it’s a suicide mission, he’d be out the door faster than we could say ‘no, stop, don’t go.’”
 
   “No, it’s not like that,” Peter argued. “I just think Alice made a good point, and I want to go see Cate myself and make sure that she’s not up to anything.
 
   “Well, it’s a good thing that Bobby hasn’t unpacked yet,” Jack said with a sigh and gently kicked at the suitcase nearest to his foot. 
 
   “What are you talking about?” Peter asked. 
 
   “Because obviously, Bobby and Alice need to tag along with you,” Jack said. 
 
   “Oh, shit,” Milo said as me and Bobby exchanged a look. “That is what you were thinking, isn’t it?”
 
   “It is dangerous to go alone,” Bobby replied meekly. 
 
   “Who says I’m inviting either of you to go with me?” Peter asked. 
 
   “Bobby and I do this kind of thing for a living, Peter. And as I said earlier, this isn’t about just you. It’s about keeping any trouble chasing you from following you back home,” I told him honestly as I motioned to Jack and Milo.  
 
   “Fine,” Peter said, since he couldn’t really fight against keeping both of our brothers safe. “If you insist on joining me, I’m flying out later tonight.”
 
   “I thought you said you hadn’t decided yet,” Jack said. 
 
   Peter shrugged. “I lied.”
 
   “We just got back.” Milo took Bobby’s hand and started pleading with him. “Can’t just Alice go with Peter?”
 
   Jack cleared his throat. “I personally think it would be better if Bobby went, too. Safer.” His voice was even, but he didn’t look at either Peter or me. 
 
   “So I should book the flights then?” Bobby asked, holding his cell phone up. 
 
   Peter nodded. “I’m on the 10:30 out of Amsterdam.”
 
   “Shit. I have to go pack then,” I realized. 
 
   “I swear you two spend more time gone than at home,” Milo muttered as Bobby hurried to book the flights on his app. 
 
   “Hey, I didn’t choose the vampire hunting life. The vampire hunting life chose me,” Bobby was saying as I headed back to my bedroom.
 
   In my closet, I hurriedly grabbed at clothes, since I wasn’t sure where we were going in Ireland or how long we’d be gone or even what we’d be doing. And I suddenly felt frazzled, both at the suddenness of the trip and the prospect of spending several days with Peter. I trusted myself around him completely, but it had been years since we spent any length of time together. 
 
   While I tried to calm my nerves and shoved an extra pair of boots into my luggage inside the walk-in closet, I overheard Jack as he walked towards our bedroom. 
 
   “I’ll get it,” Jack was saying followed by the sound of our bedroom door opening. 
 
   “What is it?” Peter asked. Based on the sound of his voice, he was only a few steps behind Jack.
 
   I peeked through the crack between the closet door and watched Jack pick up the box of Peter’s letters off my bedside table before returning to the hall. The light was off in the bedroom, so as they stood outside the open doorway, talking, the hall light cast shadows of them across our bed. 
 
   “I meant to throw these away,” Peter said. 
 
   “Why?” Jack asked. 
 
   Peter was silent at first, but then he said, “I still have my memories of her – nothing can change that. But I wanted to let go. I don’t want to live in the past anymore.” 
 
   “That’s a surprisingly healthy outlook for you,” Jack replied, sounding genuinely impressed. 
 
   “Thanks,” Peter replied with a small laugh. “And thank you for letting Alice come along with me. I do think it’s better for me if I don’t go it alone this time.”
 
   “Wow. Look at that. You asking for help, and me trusting you with my fiancée. We’re both really maturing.”
 
   “It does seem that way,” Peter agreed. 
 
   “But you know I don’t ‘let’ Alice do anything. I couldn’t stop her if I tried.” 
 
   “I know.”
 
   “But I wouldn’t have stopped her anyway, even if I could,” Jack said. “She is good at what she does, and she’ll make sure you come back from Ireland in one piece.”
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   BOBBY SAT IN THE NARROW seat in front of us, a tablet on his lap playing episodes of the animated adventures of Rick & Morty, with headphones in his ears. Peter sat by the window, watching at the darkness below as the small plane soared over the North Sea. 
 
   So far, through the short flight, Peter had spent the entire time fidgeting. Twisting a ring on his thumb. Running a hand through his hair. Rubbing his neck. Readjusting in his seat. Turning the fan in every direction possible. 
 
   “Are you nervous?” I asked, since he was distracting me from my ability to read the latest Holly Black novel. “Because you seem nervous.”
 
   “No, I’m not.” He settled back in the seat, and his leg brushed up against mine. “It’s sort of like nervous, but it’s something different.”
 
   “What is it?” 
 
   Quietly, and sounding almost ashamed, he finally said, “This is the first time I’ll have gone back to visit Elise since… since she died.”
 
   “What do you mean visit?” I asked.
 
   I hadn’t yet told him that I suspected Elise was haunting me, and I wasn’t sure how to or if I even should. I had no idea how Peter would react to it. Since he seemed to be doing so well lately, I didn’t want to send him into a tailspin, like he was prone to go into. 
 
   “She’s buried behind the house.” His eyes darted to the side, making sure no one was overhearing, not that anyone on the flight cared about us at all. “The house we’re going to.” 
 
   “You never went back?”
 
   “I couldn’t.” He licked his lips. “I knew that if I did, I would only want to crawl in the ground and stay with her there forever.”  
 
   I closed my book and set it on my lap. “I’m glad you didn’t.”
 
   “Me too.” He smiled crookedly. “Most of the time.” 
 
   “Can I ask you something that’s kind of uncomfortable?” 
 
   He laughed softly. “I think most of our conversations are uncomfortable and usually intense.”
 
   “Fair enough.” I waited a beat, gathering the nerve, before finally asking, “Do you remember back when we still all lived in Minneapolis, you told me… you said you loved me more than you’d ever loved anyone, including Elise?”
 
   “I do,” he replied, speaking very slowly and evenly. “I remember that. And I meant it at the time. But I was hurting a lot then, and I…” He stopped and started over. “Back then, I still wished that you had chosen me, and not him.” 
 
   “But you don’t wish that now?” I asked, watching him struggle to choose his words. 
 
   “If you’re asking me if I’m still in love with you, I’m not. I was,” he admitted. “For longer than I should’ve been, honestly. And I care for you now, the way I’m sure I always will, but it’s not the same.”
 
   “Good,” I said, too quickly and too forcefully, so I hurried to amend it with, “I mean, I feel the same way. But that’s not what I was asking.” 
 
   Peter looked over at me, his eyes blazing green. “What were you asking then?” 
 
   “Do you think Elise was your soulmate?”
 
   “Yes,” he answered, sounding very certain. “And I’ll admit that the way I felt about you did make me question it. For a while, I couldn’t be sure if it was you or it was her.”
 
   “How did you decide it was her?” I asked. 
 
   “Eventually, with enough distance and time, the ache for you stopped,” he explained. “Do you know the ache I’m talking about? I’m assuming you feel it with Jack, the longing so intrinsic to your very being that your bones hurt when you’re apart for too long.”
 
   Especially after I had first turned into a vampire, being apart from Jack was physically painful. Now, I still felt it, but it usually wasn’t so bad if I was only gone for a day or two. Last year, I went on a mission where I was away from him over a week, and by the end, the ache had bordered on unbearable. 
 
   “Yes, I do know that feeling,” I said. 
 
   “I never stopped feeling that for Elise. Not completely. It’s manageable now, just a dull ache. Not the consuming agony it was at first when she died, or even what it was like with you. But I don’t long for you anymore.”
 
   “I’m happy to hear that.”
 
   My hand was on the armrest between our seats, and Peter accidentally brushed against mine. When he noticed it, he looked down, and gently, almost tenderly, he touched my hand with his, rubbing his thumb across the back of my hand.  
 
   “Sometimes, I do still wonder what it would’ve been like to be with you,” he said, his voice low. “To really be with you.”
 
   “And?” I asked, because I felt there was something more he wanted to say. Something he was holding back. 
 
   “And I think it would’ve been very… intense.” 
 
   He bit his lip as he stared down intently at his hand touching mine. His normally cool skin felt more temperate as he stroked my ever-warming skin. 
 
   “I’m sure it would’ve been. But I don’t know that this is the kind of conversation two friends should be having on a plane,” I said, but I didn’t pull my hand away from him. 
 
   “Maybe not,” he agreed with a soft laugh. “But it is keeping me from thinking about where we’re going.” 
 
   He stopped caressing my hand and simply placed his hand over mine, holding it gently. He took a deep breath and leaned back in the seat before looking over at me. 
 
   “Was part of the problem with … us… that you felt guilty about caring about someone other than Elise?” I asked. 
 
   “Oh, yes. Absolutely,” he said. “That was a huge issue for me. If I loved her as much as I did – and I honestly did love her with every part of my being – how could I feel anything at all for you? 
 
   “But after a lot of soul-searching, and far too late for it to be meaningful to you, I realized that love is not a finite resource,” he went on. “I can love her, and I can love… another, and it doesn’t take away from either.”
 
   I smiled dourly. “Yeah, I think I had a very painful road coming to that realization, too.”  
 
   “You must understand that better than anyone. You were in love with both of us.”
 
   It was so strange hearing him say it aloud. Everything about this felt so surreal. Sitting on a plane with Peter, him holding my hand, and us having a real open conversation about the way we felt about each other and everything that transpired between us. 
 
   There were no games. No fears. No ulterior motives. Just the two of us, being truly honest with each other, maybe for the very first time since we’d met.
 
   “I was,” I admitted. “And it was brutal.”
 
   “Everything worked out the way it was meant to,” he said finally. “And even with all the pain and the mess that went along with it, I’m still glad that I met you. That you’re in my life. In a strange way, you showed me that it was okay to live again. These past five years have been so much better because of you.”
 
   He rested his head against the seat and closed his eyes, and I couldn’t help but notice that his temperature never went down as he held my hand. The whole time he touched me, his blood pumped harder, his heart beat faster, but he never let go. 
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   PETER DROVE THROUGH THE DARK Irish landscape as we travelled from Dublin all the way to the west side of the island. We’d rented a tiny blue VW Polo, and Bobby sat crammed in the backseat with his bag, watching out the window at what little he could see in the darkness. 
 
   “This trip would go faster if you let me play my music,” Bobby suggested, not for the first time. Since we’d gotten in the car, Peter had been in control of the music, playing operatic songs by a composer called Giacomo Meyerbeer, according to him. 
 
   “I sincerely doubt that,” Peter said dryly. 
 
   “He does make pretty good mixes,” I said, coming to Bobby’s aid. 
 
   In defiance, Peter turned to the stereo up louder. “My music is fine.” 
 
   He sat rigidly in the seat, appearing even more austere than normal, with his hands firmly clamped on the wheel and his eyes locked on the road before us. 
 
   “Do you want me to drive?” I asked. 
 
   “You don’t know where we’re going,” he said. 
 
   “Are you sure still remember how to get there after all this time?”
 
   Without looking over at me, he replied, “It’s something that I’ll never forget.”
 
   It was a little after three in the morning when Peter turned off the main road and began to slow. His whole demeanor changed – his anxiety seemed to be replaced by quiet resignation. He didn’t need to panic about arriving anymore, since we were practically there. 
 
   Nestled in the crook of the Inagh River, past the bubbling falls, was the quaint village of Bláthanna Gorma. It looked every bit as picturesque as a postcard, like a cross between Norman Rockwell and Hobbiton. 
 
   Bobby leaned forward, so he could get a better look. “This is like the cutest town I’ve ever seen in my life.”
 
   “There’s a reason Elise stayed here so long,” Peter said.
 
   “Why didn’t you want to stay?” Bobby asked. 
 
   “We didn’t age or change or eat with the locals, and we’d been here for too long. They started to talk, and it was only a matter of time before they chased us out or burned us at the stake.”
 
   Peter drove straight through the village and out the other side. Then, on a narrow dirt road maybe a mile or two outside of town, he slowed down in front of a large farm house on top of a hill. Even with only the light from the moon, it all looked so lush and green.
 
   Except, of course, for the small blue flowers that were overtaking everything. Vines grew up the side of the house, adding splotches of blue to the taupe exterior. Above the door was a long wooden sign, with the words McGowan Bread and Breakfast painted across the front.
 
   “This is it?” Bobby asked, staring up at it through the window. “I mean, it’s a nice place. I just didn’t realize it was a B&B.”
 
   “Neither did I,” Peter muttered and opened his car door. 
 
   I followed him out of the car and asked, “But who’s McGowan?”
 
   “McGowan was Elise’s maiden name.” He stood just outside the car, staring up the house, with an unreadable expression on his face.
 
   I’d expected some sort of reaction from him – wistful, anger, sadness, something. Particularly after how openly anxious he’d been the whole way here. But instead, he kept his feelings locked up, and only stared blankly ahead. 
 
   The front door opened and Cate Brennan appeared, looking much more plain than she had when I’d seen her last. Her long black hair was in a loose braid, and she’d traded in her low-cut outfit for a more conservative sundress paired with a sweater. 
 
   “You made it!” she exclaimed in her Irish brogue. “I wasn’t sure if you’d remember how to get here.”
 
   “I remember,” he replied, and for the briefest of moments, his voice betrayed the anguish he was desperately trying to mask.
 
   Without further prompting, Cate rushed over to Peter and threw her arms around him, embracing him. He didn’t know what to do at first, letting his arms hang awkwardly at his side, but then he reluctantly hugged her back.
 
   “I’m so glad you’re home, Peter,” she said, almost whispering in his ear before separating from him. 
 
   “Me, too.”
 
   “I didn’t realize you’d be bringing guests,” she said, smiling at me and Bobby, and he gave her an awkward wave. “But that’s alright. We’ve got plenty of room here.”
 
   “I didn’t know you had turned this into a bed and breakfast,” Peter commented.
 
   “Oh, yeah, I did that years ago. The house was too much for me all on my own,” she explained. “But I made sure we had no guests this weekend. We have the place all to ourselves.” 
 
   Cate turned and headed back into the house, and she began talking about the changes she’d made to the property over the years, starting with what a pain indoor plumbing had been for her. 
 
   Bobby and I grabbed our bags and followed suit, but Peter seemed to lag a few steps behind. In the front parlor room, over stocked with all sorts of antiquities, I finally saw the expression on Peter’s face I’d been expecting since we arrived.
 
   He ran his hands along the wall, looking around in mystified awe, and I could tell he wasn’t here. When he looked around, he didn’t see the quilts or tufted ottoman or the “Bless This Home” needlepoint. He was looking at the house as it had been, as Elise had kept it. 
 
   Cate went into the kitchen to grab a bottle of water for Bobby that he had requested, and she had to push through an old swinging wooden door. As she did, the door let out a subtle groan, and Peter looked at it with a start. 
 
   An odd smile played on his lips, and in a voice so quiet he was barely audible, he said, “It’s the same door.”
 
   “What?” I asked, and Cate had already returned with the water for Bobby. 
 
   “I heard Elise walk through that very door a thousand times, coming in from the fields with baskets of vegetables and flowers to sell at the market,” Peter explained. “I’d know that sound anywhere.”
 
   Cate looked around, as if unsure how to react to the sheer amazement on Peter’s face, so she simply said, “I tried to keep the original fixtures whenever possible.”
 
   “I can tell,” Peter said, but now his expression was beginning to fall. 
 
   “Could you point me to the nearest powder room?” Bobby asked. “I’d like to freshen up.” 
 
   “Yes, of course. I’ll show you the one off your room,” Cate said.
 
   Bobby grabbed his bag and followed her as she led him upstairs, to the second floor of the house. The steps groaned and creaked under her feet, which only seemed to deepen the anguish on Peter’s face. Cate looked back over her shoulder at us once, but said nothing more. 
 
   Once she was gone, Peter leaned back on a sideboard cabinet and let out a shaky breath. Tears were already forming in his eyes as he looked around the room. 
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
   “Yeah,” he said, thickly. “I’m… Just being here, in this house. I’ve never been here without her. Not really.” He paused, swallowing hard. “And even with everything so different, I still keep expecting her to appear from around the corner.”
 
   “Do you want to leave?” I asked him. 
 
   “No.” He smiled sadly at me. “I haven’t missed her this much in a long time, but I haven’t felt this close to her, either. I want to stay.”
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   I DON’T KNOW HOW I’D expected this visit to go, but it wasn’t like this at all. Bobby and I had come along as protection, in case Cate went berserk on Peter, but we ended up feeling much more like third wheels. 
 
   For the past several hours, we’d been sitting around the dining room table, watching and listening as Peter and Cate talked and laughed and reminisced about someone that we knew nothing about. I had never seen Peter laugh or talk or appear as happy as he had since we’d gotten here. 
 
   I wondered if this is how Peter had been before me, when Elise had been alive. When she died, she had taken a huge part of him with her, leaving a shell of his former self. 
 
   After he’d turned Jack, he’d purportedly shown hints of the happier, kinder version of who he had once been. But this was my first glimpse at the real him, at the ease of his smile and the light in his eyes. He appeared so much younger, like a normal teenager as opposed to a world-weary immortal. 
 
   Cate explained how she’d managed to care for the house all these years without raising suspicion that she never aged – she would move on for a while, leaving a tenant to care for the property, and then come back some years later as the granddaughter of herself, when she’d promptly take over again. That’s why she went by Cate now, but she’d used the names Eliza, Margaret, and Mary, among others. 
 
   While Bobby slowly sipped the glass of bourbon Cate had poured him, I learned that Elise had a wonderful singing voice, a horrible habit of cracking her knuckles, and terrible handwriting. She loved Shakespeare and wildflowers, and she was afraid of bats, even after being a vampire for years. 
 
   “And that damn dog!” Cate was saying with a laugh. “He kept digging up our garden, and she would just smile and say he’s having fun. I could’ve killed you after you got him for her.”
 
   Peter smiled and shrugged. “But he was so cute, and she loved him so much.”
 
   “She loved all the animals so much,” Cate said. “It doesn’t mean they all should come and live in our house and tear up our garden.”
 
   “I know.” The smile on Peter’s face changed, turning sad once again. “Elise… she loved everything.”
 
   “That was her greatest fault, really. She loved too much,” Cate agreed sadly. 
 
   “Very true.” 
 
   Cate yawned and looked at the light that was beginning to spill in through the curtains. “The sun’s coming up. I think I should head to bed.”
 
   “Do you mind if I go out back and see her?” Peter asked. “I think I’m ready.”
 
   Cate appeared shocked for a second, then hurried to erase it with an easy smile. “Yes, of course.” 
 
   He motioned to the backyard. “She’s still out there, yes?”
 
   “I would never move her from here,” she promised. “This is her home.”
 
   He smiled gratefully. “Thank you.”
 
   “Take as much time as you’d like,” Cate said as she slowly rose to her feet. “I showed Bobby where your rooms are, so he can take you. When you’re ready.”
 
   “Good night, Cate,” Bobby called after her, but she didn’t look back or say anything before leaving us alone in the dining room. 
 
   “Do you want us to come with, or would you rather go alone?” I asked Peter.
 
   He thought for a minute before deciding, “I think I’d like you there.”
 
   Peter got up and went out the backdoor of the house. The sky had begun to lighten, the dark indigo giving way to bright oranges and pinks of the morning. It was the golden hour, making the land look even more beautiful than it had last night.
 
   Directly behind the house were large raised garden beds, already filled with all sorts of vegetables and flowers. Between them was a long dirt trail, and we walked down the path, to the blue fields of flowers beyond it.
 
   As soon as I saw it, I recognized it from my dream, but I wasn’t surprised. The smell was already overwhelmingly familiar. The flowers, the earth. It was all from my dreams. I half-expected to see Elise floating over the fields toward us. But she didn’t.
 
   Just before we hit the patch of flowers, Peter stopped short. I was about to ask him if he was okay, but then he took my hand in his. He stared ahead, and I squeezed his hand, and then he could take the few steps forward to her gravesite.
 
   There, in the center of the field of flowers, was a large boulder with a simple dedication engraved on it:
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   None of us said anything. We just stood in front of her headstone as the cool morning breeze blew over us. I stared down at the spot where she was buried, and I concentrated on her, trying to see if I could feel her presence.
 
   But there was nothing. Only silence and the cold air. 
 
   Finally, Bobby broke the quiet by asking, “Why does it say McGowan? Weren’t you married when she died?”
 
   “We were,” Peter replied. “But Cate made this for her. She must’ve thought her maiden name was more suitable, somehow.”
 
   “How come Cate stayed here and not you?” Bobby asked, and I shot him a look, but he didn’t appear to notice. 
 
   “I couldn’t stay here. If I stayed, I would’ve died along with her. Ezra made me leave to protect me, and Cate swore to always look after her.”
 
   “That seems a bit obsessive, doesn’t it?” Bobby asked. “I know they were good friends, but she’s been tending to this grave for over a century now.” 
 
   I swatted his arm gently, so he’d look at me, and I gave him a warning glare, reminding him that this was not the time to interrogate Peter about his dead wife. 
 
   “It never seemed obsessive to me,” Peter replied, unruffled by Bobby’s questioning.  
 
   “Well, Cate was her maker. I think that bond can last a long time,” I said. 
 
   He looked sharply at me. “Cate was her maker?”
 
   “Yes, she told me that when I talked to her before,” I explained awkwardly, since I had forgotten that Peter didn’t know. “Did you ever suspect it?”
 
   “No.” He shook his head, his forehead creasing in confusion, and then he looked back at the headstone. “She never… I never knew. I don’t think Elise knew. Why wouldn’t Catherine have told me?”
 
   “She must’ve had her reasons,” I said simply, since now didn’t seem to be the time to posit all the theories on why Cate kept things from Elise and Peter. 
 
   “Would it be sacrilegious for me to dig her up?” Peter asked at length. 
 
   “Honestly?” Bobby asked. “Kind of, yes.”
 
   I moved, blocking Bobby some and putting myself more in front of Peter, so he’d have to look at me and not just the flowers that covered Elise. “I don’t think it would be good for either of you.” 
 
   He looked up at me with a solitary tear falling down his cheek. “I just want to see her again.” 
 
   “Do you ever dream of her?” I asked. 
 
   “Not anymore,” he said as he wiped at his eyes. “I used to. For a long time, actually. But it was too painful, and I eventually trained myself not to anymore.”
 
   “Maybe you should try again,” I suggested gently. “Maybe it’s time to let yourself remember her and see her again.” 
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   THE BANGING DOWNSTAIRS WOKE ME up, pulling me from a deep and dreamless slumber. I lay in a lumpy bed, in Elise’s house that she had shared with Peter, and I hadn’t heard from her once. I hadn’t seen her or felt her or had even a hint of a dream. 
 
   Assuming it was really Elise that visited me in my dreams – and that was the assumption I was working on – I would’ve thought her presence would’ve been even stronger here. That she would’ve been able to appear with even clearer instructions.
 
   But instead, there had been nothing.
 
   Feeling confused and deflated, I got out of bed and went downstairs to investigate the noise. The sun was just beginning to set, and other than the kerosene lamps burning around the room, the red glow of the fading sunlight coming through the thin curtains was the only real light. 
 
   But, apparently, that was enough for Bobby to work out. Wearing only a pair of sweatpants, he was on the floor, alternating between one-handed pushups. Tattoos and a few battle scars covered his torso – which, I had to admit, was surprisingly ripped. He took vampire hunting very seriously, and he worked hard to stay at his physical peak so he could work alongside me. 
 
   When Bobby saw me, he stood up and wiped the sweat off his brow with his tee shirt. “You’re up early.”
 
   “Not that early,” I said, sitting on the overstuffed couch behind him. “What’s with all the lamps?” 
 
   “Cate lit them all when she woke up.” He pulled on his shirt, grabbed a bottle of water off the oak coffee table, and flopped back in an armchair. “She said it reminds her of what it was like when she used to live here.” 
 
   I glanced around for her. “Cate’s up?”
 
   He took a long swig of his water before answering. “She’s out in the back garden, weeding tomatoes or something.”
 
   I pulled my knees up to my chest, considering Cate and Elise and this house. “How does everything feel to you here?” 
 
   “It feels… different.”
 
   “This isn’t how I expected it going,” I admitted. 
 
   Bobby snorted. “Yeah, me neither. This is not at all the impression I got from her in Prague. I know I didn’t spend as much time with her as you did, but it feels like a total 180.”
 
   “No, you’re not wrong,” I agreed. 
 
   We might have spent more time debating Cate’s behavior, but I heard Peter’s footsteps upstairs. A minute later, he came down the steps, pushing up the sleeves of his sweater, and surveyed the living room with his somber green eyes. 
 
   “How are you doing today?” I asked him. 
 
   “Good. Better,” he said, then added, “I think.”
 
   Peter sat on the couch beside me, slumping down in the overfilled cushions. His shoulders had a slight sag to them, and his expression was pensive. But he still didn’t look as bad as he had last night, when he’d been crying outside Elise’s grave. 
 
   “Did you have any dreams?” I asked, thinking that perhaps Elise hadn’t visited me because she’d been too busy with him. 
 
   He shook his head. “No, my sleep was soundless and dreamless.”
 
   The backdoor slammed shut, and I heard Cate whistling. When she came into the living room, her hair hung in a loose braid, and dirt darkened her fingers and the knees of her jeans. She smiled broadly, and there was a bright twinkle in her eyes.
 
   “It’s so quiet in here,” she announced. 
 
   Without asking if any of us wanted to listen to anything, she put a Delia Murphy record on the old phonograph, and soon, a crackling Irish folk song played softly out of the speakers. She settled back on the bench beside it, across from Peter and me, and she pulled her legs up underneath her and chatted amicably with all of us about how we slept and how we were enjoying Ireland. 
 
   Finally, after the pleasantries had been expended, she turned to Peter and asked, “How long are you planning to stay on?”
 
   “I don’t want to out stay my welcome, so I was thinking we’d leave tomorrow,” he said. 
 
   “You can never overstay,” she insisted jovially. “This is sort of your home, too.”
 
   “I suppose it is,” he said, and there was a subtle tense undercurrent to his words. “There’s something I wanted to talk to you about.” 
 
   “And what’s that?” she asked, still chipper and light. 
 
   “Were you Elise’s maker?” Peter asked her directly, and her smile faltered. 
 
   “I mentioned to him what you told me,” I said, hoping to suppress a possible conflict before it arose. “I hope that’s okay.” 
 
   Her smile stayed frozen in place, but it lacked any real joy or happiness. “No, it’s fine,” she said. “Yes, I am Elise’s maker. I thought you knew.”
 
   “How would I have known?” Peter asked in dismay. 
 
   “You saw the bond we had,” Cate insisted, and now her tone had taken on an unpleasant condescending edge. “She hated being away from me.”
 
   Peter waited a beat before countering her carefully with, “I know she was very fond of you, but she loved travelling. She just felt guilty leaving you and Ezra behind to tend to the farm in our absence.” 
 
   Cate toyed with a loose tendril of her and stared at Peter evenly. “Maybe that’s what she told you, but that wasn’t the truth.”
 
   “I think I knew the truth about my wife,” he replied through a tight smile. 
 
   She shrugged. “You didn’t know I was her maker, so I guess you didn’t know everything.”
 
   I looked to Bobby, who was slowly sipping his water while watching their exchange in rapt attention. This was a lot more like how I’d anticipated the conversations to go between Cate and Peter. 
 
   “I didn’t know because you didn’t tell her,” he said, and he wasn’t even trying to hide the irritation in his voice anymore. “You should’ve told her. She had a right to know.”
 
   “It wasn’t never the right time to tell her,” Cate elaborated. “But I think she did know. Eventually, after she saw you with Ezra, I think she realized that our bond was something far more than just friends.”
 
   “Perhaps, but I think she would’ve told me if she suspected,” he continued arguing. “I don’t think she knew.” 
 
   “She didn’t tell you everything, Peter,” Cate snapped, and her smile had disappeared entirely. “Like the real reason she didn’t want to go to America with you. She didn’t want to leave me.”
 
   “She didn’t want to leave her family!” he shouted in exasperation. “Everyone she loved was buried here. She was afraid of what would become of them and the farm without her.”
 
   “Come on, Peter,” she said with a dramatic eye roll. “You don’t need to play games anymore.”
 
   “What games?” he asked. 
 
   “I know you were jealous of our relationship,” she replied matter-of-factly. “That’s why you insisted on taking her away from me, to America.” 
 
   “I was never jealous,” he said through clenched teeth. “She made it very clear to me that she cared for you, but I always came first. And besides, it was her idea to leave.”
 
   Cate looked at him like he was a moron. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “We were getting looks from locals, and I knew we had to move out of the area,” he explained. “I planned on staying in Ireland or maybe England, for her. But she’s the one that suggested we go to America.”
 
   Cate appeared dumbfounded, then she shook her head and insisted, “She would never have said that.”
 
   “Yes, she did,” Peter argued. “The last year before we left, she had grown depressed missing her family and wishing for children that we could never have. And she came to realize that she needed a new life, a new change of scenery. She was excited for our life in the New World. And you could’ve joined us. Ezra even asked you to come along, but you refused.”
 
   “That’s all a lie,” Cate said, and her voice was trembling with barely contained rage. Her mask of rationality and happiness was starting to slip. “She begged me to stay here and care for her family. She said she didn’t want to go, and that I had to stay behind since she couldn’t. That’s why I refused Ezra.”
 
   “I’m not lying, Catherine,” he said calmly. “But it sounds to me like Elise didn’t want you to go with us.” 
 
   “No, that’s not true.” She shook her head fiercely and stood up, pointing her finger at Peter. “You’re a damned dirty liar! She could never leave me! She’d rather die than part with me!”
 
   And that was the moment when it felt as if all the air had been sucked out of the room. No one said anything, with the scratched old record groaning on behind Cate, like the soundtrack in a horror movie right before the monster revealed itself. 
 
   “What do you mean by that?” Peter asked, doing his best to keep his voice even, as not to set Cate off even further.  
 
   “She didn’t love you, not the way she loved me, and she didn’t want to go with you,” Cate said, growing shriller as she spoke. “But you wouldn’t leave her be. You kept writing her all those letters.”
 
   “If she didn’t want to go to America, then why did she ask to?” he countered reasonably. “And I was already gone. I left months before her. If she wanted me to leave her alone, she simply had to stay behind.”
 
   “No. She couldn’t,” Cate insisted. “She’d made a promise to you. You know how seriously she took her faith, and she wouldn’t step out on her marriage vows, and she couldn’t kill herself either.”
 
   Peter exhaled slowly, and in a shockingly calm voice he asked, “What are you saying?” 
 
   “I did what she wanted, Peter. I did what I had to do.” Her eyes were wild and crazy, with tears standing in them. 
 
   “What did you do, Catherine?” Peter repeated, growing more insistent and less calm. “What did you do?”
 
   “We were so bonded, she didn’t even have to ask. But I knew,” Cate kept insisting. “I knew that deep in her heart, she’d rather die with me than go off with you. I knew it.”
 
   Peter leaned forward, resting his head in his hands. “Oh my god, Catherine. You killed the love of my life.”
 
   “No!” Cate screamed. “I killed the love of my life, and I did it for her! It killed me to do it, but I did it, because it’s what she wanted!”
 
   Peter stood up and roared at her, with so much rage and contempt in his voice, that both Bobby and I flinched, but somehow Cate remained unmoved. 
 
   “It’s not what she wanted, you lunatic!” he yelled. “She wanted to be rid of you! She loved me! And you took her from me! All these years, you stole from her. For what? To watch over her corpse?”
 
   Cate just smiled up at him. “She’s mine, Peter. She was always mine, and you can never have her now.”
 
   With that, she picked up a kerosene lamp and threw it at the wall, causing sparks and flames to erupt around us. 
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   PETER PAID NO MIND TO the flames that sprouted everywhere, growing terrifyingly fast on the walls and furniture. His eyes were locked on Cate, who had realized much too late that Peter would be more than happy to help her join Elise underground. 
 
   She screamed like a banshee as he dove at her, and within seconds, the living room had dissolved into a burning, smoky chaos. Bobby dove off the chair and ran toward the stairs while Peter and Cate fought. 
 
   “Bobby!” I called after him.
 
   “The stakes! Peter needs the stakes!” he yelled as he bounded up the stairs. 
 
   I ran after him, but hesitated when I reached the bottom of the stairs, just as Cate slammed Peter into a now-crumbling wall.  I was torn between staying down here to help Peter combat Cate, should he need it, and running upstairs to drag Bobby back down. 
 
   Cate was clearly insane, and I wasn’t sure what she was capable of, but Peter had fought in enough wars that he should be able to handle himself without a stake. And the fire was spreading at an alarming rate, and as happy as I would be for Peter to stake Cate, my main priority at the moment was making sure that Bobby, Peter, and I made it out of here alive.
 
   With the fire crackling through the walls and the sounds of Cate and Peter battling, I raced up the stairs to the room Bobby was staying in. The second floor was already filling with smoke, and I didn’t know how much longer his human lungs would be able to handle it.
 
   “Bobby!” I shouted and discovered him, crouched on the floor pulling stakes out of his bag. “Bobby, we gotta go.”
 
   He coughed hard and nodded. “I’m ready.”
 
   I grabbed him by the arm and yanked him to his feet, preparing to drag him out the door if need be. My feet were bare, and I could feel the floorboards heating up underneath me, like asphalt on a hot day. The paint on the walls had begun bubbling and peeling, and the house itself seemed to creak and groan. 
 
   We’d barely made it out of the room when I felt the boards giving way. They cracked and snapped, and I tried to lunge forward, but it was all happening so fast. We collapsed through the floor into the fire, raging below. 
 
   Bobby was knocked unconscious in the fall. I stood over him, preparing to throw him over my shoulder and escape from the inferno, when I heard a loud crack – louder than the one when the floor gave way. 
 
   Before I could react, pain shot through me as a flaming beam fell right on my back. It knocked me down, and I fell on top of Bobby. I used my own body to shield him as best I could, as agonizing heat spread over me. The scent of my own burning flesh and hair filled my nostrils. 
 
   Using all my strength, I pushed myself to my hands and knees, knocking the beam back. I grabbed Bobby and started trying to make my way through the flames and smoke.
 
   “Alice!” Peter was shouting and I ran to the sound of his voice. “Alice!”
 
   I couldn’t see him. My eyes were watering too hard, so I could only listen for him. And then he was shouting my name more excited, closer, and I felt his hand on mine, leading me out of the house. 
 
   The cool evening air stung against my burns, I dropped Bobby into the grass. He coughed several times, and I collapsed beside him, even though it hurt like hell to touch anything. 
 
   “Alice, are you okay?” Peter asked.
 
   “Take care of Bobby,” I mumbled, looking over at him, lying beside me. Blood and soot stained his clothes. “He’s bleeding. You have to save him.”
 
   “Alice, that’s your blood. Bobby will be okay.”
 
   I looked up at him through watery eyes, and I saw the abject horror in his expression. The pain I felt was absolutely excruciating, but it wasn’t until I lifted my arm that I realized how bad things were. Holding my hand in front of me, I could see the skin was completely gone, revealing burnt and bloody muscles and bones.
 
   “Oh, fuck,” I breathed. “Am I going to heal from this? Is this too bad?” 
 
   “Alice,” Peter said, and I could hear how desperately he was trying to sound calm. “You need to feed.”
 
   I shook my head, sending fresh pain through my body. Every single nerve ending felt like it was on fire, scorched and agonizing. I screamed, and the dry horrified sound of my own voice terrified me.
 
   “Bobby’s injured. I can’t… I can’t…” I sobbed, and it even hurt to cry. 
 
   “Alice. Drink,” Peter insisted, and I wanted to argue, but then I smelled the blood.
 
   Even over the scent of the fire, I could smell him, and somewhere deep inside me craved it desperately. When I felt the first drops of blood hitting my lips – cool and wet – I grabbed onto the wrist and pressed it mouth, sinking my teeth in. 
 
   It was one of the most wonderful things I’d ever tasted, like wine and chocolate, only sweeter and more delectable. It felt cool and wonderful down my throat, healing all my scorched flesh that it touched.
 
   As soon as my pain subsided, as the pleasure of feeding took over and blocked out everything else, I realized that this wasn’t Bobby I was drinking from – this was Peter. 
 
   Drinking from another person was like drinking them, and I felt all his pain and anguish, all his tortured guilt over Elise masking so much else underneath. Beneath all his hurt, it was only love. Love and love and love and love…
 
   For Ezra, for Jack, even for Bobby. For the first time, I could actual feel how much he loved me – the intensity of it was overwhelming. And it was absolutely undeniable. 
 
   He didn’t taste the same as Jack, and his love didn’t feel the same. Jack felt constant and unstoppable, like a continuous avalanche rolling over everything. Peter’s was… hot and fiery, burning like an explosion before destroying everything around it. 
 
   And then all that was left was his incredible loneliness. I’d drank from beethoers before, and I’d never tasted anyone that felt as lonely as Peter did. He’d created a world of isolation for himself, trying to protect himself from the pain of lost love, but it only left him hurting more than ever. 
 
   “That’s enough,” Peter said, pulling his arm back. “That should be enough for you to heal.”
 
   His blood intoxicated me, leaving me weak and drowsy, and I already felt the tingling spreading out over my skin as my body hurried to heal up. 
 
   “Peter,” I murmured as I felt my consciousness begin slipping away. “Stop fighting it all. You must let people love you. You can let me love you.”
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   WHEN I WOKE UP, I was curled up in the back of the VW Polo, using Peter’s rolled up jacket for a pillow. The scent of smoke still filled my nostrils, but I quickly realized that it was coming from my singed hair and tattered pants. My shirt must’ve been in too much disrepair, because I was wearing Peter’s sweater, leaving him only in a tee shirt as he drove through the night. 
 
   I stretched as much as the space would allow and sat up slowly. Drinking fresh blood from a vampire meant that I’d healed up extra fast, on top of having a light buzz which made the world feel softer and filled me with a subdued contentment
 
   “Hey, you’re awake!” Bobby turned to look back at me, and I noticed remnants of my shirt wrapped around his arm, presumably covering a burn. “How are you feeling?”
 
   “Better,” I said, which was an understatement, but I wanted to downplay it, because of everything that happened to Peter and Bobby because of Cate. “How about you?”
 
   “No major injuries, although it would be nice if I had some magical vampire healing powers,” he replied with a lopsided grin. 
 
   “I’m sure Milo would be more than happy to arrange that for you,” I pointed out.  
 
   He looked away from me. “You know that’s not the life I want.”
 
   “Then don’t be an ass. You can’t pull that crap ever again, Bobby,” I told him firmly. “You’re mortal. You need to protect yourself first. Vampires like me and Peter can handle ourselves.”
 
   In reality, Bobby took his duty as a hunter too seriously. He was good at his job – both in taking on vampires and in supporting me as backup –  but there were times when he needed to step back and let those of us that couldn’t so easily be mortally wounded take over. He never wanted to let me down or let a bad guy escape, which led to him taking risks that he shouldn’t. 
 
   He lowered his eyes and shook his head. “I just didn’t want her get away. After what she did, it didn’t seem right.”
 
   “So you got Cate?” I asked hopefully and turned my attention to Peter. 
 
   Peter stared straight ahead, his one hand on the wheel gripping it tightly. “No. I had to make a choice – avenging Elise or making sure you got out of the house. I did what I had to do, and I don’t regret it.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, because there was nothing more I could say. 
 
   A heavy silence fell over the car, and Bobby could only stand it for so long before he started talking. He filled me in on the parts of the night that I’d missed – after Peter made sure we were out of the house, he’d hurriedly patched Bobby up and threw us in the car before the emergency services came. There was no sign of Cate, and the house was totally engulfed in flames by the time we left. 
 
   Fortunately, Bobby’s gear bag had been saved (it had gotten caught on his arm, and when I carried him out of the burning house, the bag had come with). In it, he had cash, spare credit cards, and our IDs, along with his cell phone. My phone was still in my pocket, and other than a partially melted phone case, it seemed to have survived the fire. 
 
   Which led to us driving through the night back toward Dublin, back to the airport, since Peter hadn’t the slightest idea where Cate would’ve gone. I’d slept through most of the car ride, and as we approached the city limits, Bobby asked if we could stop at a petrol station for him to get something to eat and use the bathroom.
 
   I took the opportunity to clean up – buying a pair of scissors, some wet wipes, sandals to replace my shoes I’d left at Cate’s, and a snug tee shirt with a shamrock on it. In the bathroom, I washed the dried blood and soot off my skin and changed into my new shirt. My hair had been burnt in the back, so I trimmed it up to make it even, which left me cutting off a couple inches and giving myself a sort of inverted bob.  
 
   When I came out, Peter was leaning against the car by the gas pumps. He stared off into the night, with his lips in a grim line and his gaze pensive. His normally brilliant green eyes seemed duller than normal, darker somehow. 
 
   He noticed me walking toward him and commented, “Nice hair.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said as I handed him his sweater. “Where’s Bobby?”
 
   “He just finished eating and went to the bathroom.”
 
   I leaned on the car beside him. “How are you doing with everything?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he admitted. “It’s still too much to process.” He licked his lips and shook his head. “The thing that that’s the hardest for me to swallow right now is that after Elise died, I saw Catherine, and we cried and we hugged and we comforted each other over our shared loss. And it was her fault. It was always her.” 
 
   “At least now you know the truth,” I said gently. 
 
   “And now I just have to figure out what to do with the truth.”
 
   “Where are you going from here?”
 
   “I thought when we got to the airport, I’d head back to London to stay with Ezra and Mae for a while, and you and Bobby could go back to Amsterdam,” he explained.
 
   And I remembered the taste of his blood, sweet and wonderful, and the pain that went along with it. I still felt it, like a hole inside me that belonged to Peter. The effects of the blood were wearing off, so soon, it would close. But for Peter, it was always there. An empty loneliness that he refused to fill even though it was eating him alive. 
 
   “I’d like to go with you to London, if that’s okay,” I said. 
 
   He looked down at me, his eyes gentle but subdued. “How come?”
 
   “I don’t think you should be alone. Even just for the flight.”
 
   It only took him a few seconds to reply, “Okay.”
 
   “Okay? You aren’t going to fight me? Tell me you don’t need me and to get lost?”
 
   “No.” He smiled. “You were right. I need to stop pushing everyone away, and honestly, right now, I don’t want to be alone.”
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   THE SUN SHONE TOO BRIGHTLY through the taxi windows as we rolled through the busy streets of London in a hackney carriage. I wore oversized sunglasses and sunk low in the seat, while Peter held his hand over his eyes and complained of a headache.
 
   Bobby was the only one of us that was alert and chipper as he watched the city out the window, since he was the only where sunlight didn’t sap his energy.
 
   The flight to London had been uneventful, with Peter saying very little, but he did hold my hand most of the way. I don’t know how much comfort I was able to give him, but I was glad that he wasn’t alone. 
 
   As the car began to slow, I looked outside and realized we must be getting close.
 
   On one side of us was the River Thames, and on the other was an overgrown garden – bushes and trees in desperate need of pruning and tall flowers and thick grass overtaking pathways. As the car turned into the circular driveway of cracked and broken pavers, I got my first real look at the manor that Ezra and Mae were restoring. 
 
   In the center of the driveway was a crumbling fountain, which was in line with the rest of the house. It was a sprawling building of a cinnamon-colored brick, designed in the Elizabethan style. On either side of it were two octagonal turrets, reminding me of the home that Ezra had built back in Minnesota. 
 
   While their past house had been meticulously cared for, this one was a very dilapidated estate. The turret on the right side was half-caved in, with tarp covering it to keep out the elements. Many of the windows were boarded over, and vines were overgrowing the walls. 
 
   “Holy crap,” Bobby said as the taxi stopped in front of it. “It’s like the Downton Abbey show, if the abbey was really a haunted house that had just gone through a major natural disaster.”
 
   We got out of the car, and Peter paid the driver. The three of us walked hesitantly up the front walk, because the house seemed both far too grand and much too rundown to be the place we were sleeping at today. 
 
   But before we reached the door, Mae opened it, greeting us in a flowered bathrobe with her hair ruffled by sleep. 
 
   “Welcome to Brunehamme Manor,” she said theatrically and spread her arms wide.
 
   “This is some place you got here, Mae,” Bobby commented. 
 
   “Oh, I know, it’s still a work in progress, and we have much to do, but we’ve got the sleeping quarters ready well enough for guests,” she explained. 
 
   Mae hugged each of us, but she lingered a few seconds longer with Peter, whispering to him that she was glad he was here. That gave Bobby and me more time to take in the front hall. 
 
   Everything was beautiful, and some of it appeared to be restored. But in other places, the wallpaper was peeling, the floorboards were coming up, and the chandelier was broken. Ladders, drop cloths, buckets, and various tools were strewn about the area, evidence that they were fixing things up. 
 
   “I know you all had quite the night, so I’ll take you to your rooms so you can get some rest, and I’ll show you more of the grounds when you wake up,” Mae said, then looped her arms around me and Bobby. 
 
   The curved staircase felt precarious, but it didn’t collapse as we walked up, so that was a good sign. Once she showed us to our rooms – which were in a much better state than the rest of the house, with plenty of updates and plush mattresses – it only took a matter of minutes for me to get settled in and pass out. 
 
   When I woke up late that evening, I spent some time wandering around and investigating things for myself. The area I was in appeared mostly finished, but it very quickly went into disrepair the further I ventured. After a short while, I gave up my self-guided tour because I was afraid that I would end up in an area where I’d get myself killed. 
 
   I made my way back to the staircase, then listened for the sound of voices or heartbeats. Eventually, I discovered Ezra and Peter hiding out in a half-finished study. The ceiling was badly water damaged and looked as if it might collapse at any moment, but Ezra apparently wasn’t concerned because he’d stocked the room with many of his priceless artifacts, along with his desk, computer, and several distressed leather couches. 
 
   As I peered in the open door, they were in the middle of a discussion, with Ezra sitting behind his desk, and Peter lying back on one of the couches, with his arm under his head, causing his shirt to rise up and reveal a hint of the taut muscles underneath. 
 
   “I’ll be more than happy to help you find her, Peter. If that’s what you want,” Ezra was saying in his comforting baritone. 
 
   “The problem is that I don’t know what I want.” Peter sighed in frustration. 
 
   I knocked on the open door, causing them both to look over at me. “I hope I’m not disturbing you guys.”
 
   “No, of course not. Join us, Alice.” Ezra waved me in. “We were just talking about Catherine and what we’re going to do about her.”
 
   I sat down on the couch nearest to Peter and hugged my knees to my chest. Despite his muted expression, Peter did seem to look better than he had last night. His eyes were lighter, and his demeanor seemed less tense.  
 
   “I want her dead,” he said bluntly. “Does that sound horrible?”
 
   “Given what she’s done to you and Elise, I would say it’s perfectly reasonable,” Ezra assured him. 
 
   “But I don’t know if I want to track her down or even kill her myself,” Peter elaborated. 
 
   “I would be more than happy to take care of her for you,” Ezra said. 
 
   “And I could definitely lend a hand, if you need one,” I chimed in, causing Peter to glance over at me sharply. 
 
   “When Catherine first confessed what she’d done, I wanted to rip her head off with my bare hands,” Peter said. “I don’t know that I’ve ever been so consumed by rage in my entire life. But now that things have settled, I’m not sure that’s what I want or need.”
 
   “What do you want?” Ezra asked him pointedly. 
 
   Peter thought before answering, “I want Catherine to no longer exist. I can’t stand the thought of her going about, living and laughing, thinking that she somehow ‘won’ Elise. 
 
   “But I don’t feel that I need to kill her, and I know that it’s time for me to move on,” he continued. “I’ve spent most of my considerable existence obsessing over Elise’s death, in one way or another, and pursuing her murderer seems like an extension of that obsession.”
 
   Ezra leaned back in his chair behind the desk, swiveling it as he took in Peter’s confession. “So where does that leave us?” he asked finally. 
 
   “I don’t know,” Peter admitted. 
 
   “I can talk to my boss at the Agency,” I offered. “We could maybe put out feelers for her.”
 
   Peter rested his serious gaze on me. “Regardless of what I decide about Catherine, I know that I would rather you not be involved.”
 
   “Why not?” I bristled. “I’m a capable hunter. Assuming she doesn’t trap me in a burning building again, I’ll be fine up against her.” 
 
   “It’s not that I don’t trust you. It’s that I don’t want you to be a part of this.” Peter spoke slowly, as if choosing his words very carefully. “I feel like I’ve dragged you into far too many negative things, and I couldn’t bare it if I let Catherine destroy someone else I love.”
 
   I lowered my eyes, unable to meet his gaze when he mentioned the word love. “I understand that, but I can help.”
 
   “Alice, this is Peter’s fight,” Ezra admonished me. “If he asks you or I to sit out, whether we like or not, we should. He’s the one that needs to decide how best he wants to avenge Elise.”
 
   “I know you’re right, but I don’t like it,” I muttered. 
 
   “There’s an old adage that the best revenge is living well. I think that applies to you here, Peter,” Ezra theorized. 
 
   “That’s precisely what I’m going for,” Peter said. “Ostracizing myself hasn’t helped anyone or anything. So it’s time to try a new approach, I think.”
 
   “Alice?” Mae’s voice carried through the house, sounding distant as she yelled for me.
 
   “Mae is calling. I should see what she wants,” I said as I stood up. 
 
   Ezra turned his chair toward me as I prepared to make my exit, giving me a proud smile. “She probably wants to give you a tour of the manor, and you really should take it. I know the place looks like shambles, but it has good bones and an amazing history to it. We’ve got a long way to go, but it’s going to be something truly magnificent when we’re finished.”
 
   I smiled back. “I’m sure it will be.”
 
   I walked out of the room, leaving the boys to talk, and I had gotten half-way down the hall when I heard footsteps hurrying after me. 
 
   “Alice, wait,” Peter said, and I turned back to face him. 
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   He stopped when he was only a few inches from me, and we stood together in the darkened hall. Most of the exquisite light fixtures were either broken or burnt out, and the floral wallpaper had mostly been scraped off, revealing the scarred dark wood underneath. Even though the ceilings were high, and the manor was massive, the darkness around us made the space we shared feel surprisingly intimate and quiet. 
 
   “I just wanted to say…” Peter trailed off and frowned. “Do you ever have a feeling and you can’t find the right word to explain it?”
 
   “Sometimes.”
 
   With his emerald eyes burning the way they used to, Peter looked at me and started again. “When I look at you, I feel gratitude and relief and happiness and… What’s the opposite of loneliness?”
 
   “Togetherness?” I suggested unhelpfully, and I felt my heart pounding harder in my chest. I knew Peter could hear it – the same way I heard the nervous flutter of his – but neither of us could do anything about it. 
 
   “That’s not right,” he decided before finally saying, “You make me feel… loved.” 
 
   “Lots of people care about you, Peter,” I argued carefully. “Ezra, Mae, Jack, even Bobby and Milo. I’m not the only one.”
 
   “I know.” He smiled then, a subtle sad twist playing on his lips. “But you reminded me that that it’s not enough for people to care for me – I need to let them in.”
 
   “I’m glad that you’re not so lonely anymore and that you can appreciate how much we all care,” I told him honestly. “That’s all I’ve ever wanted for you – to be happy and whole.”
 
   “I might never be whole, but I’m better. And for that, I thank you.”
 
   He leaned down and gently – so gentle I could barely feel it – his lips brushed against my cheek, feeling like a cool breeze passing over my flushed skin. Then he straightened up and walked away, leaving me alone in the hall to catch my breath. 
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   WHEN I FINALLY FOUND MAE, Bobby was already with her. Before I got up, Bobby had been resting and recuperating, with Mae tending his wounds and making sure he got plenty of human food. 
 
   Bobby and I spent the rest of the night with Mae, letting her lead us around the manor and explain all the things they had done and all the things they had left to do. She lit up as she spoke, seeming far more animated and talkative than I had seen in her quite a while.
 
   Since we’d spent enough time away from home lately, and the matter with Cate was as resolved as it was going to be for now, Bobby and I decided to head back to Amsterdam, booking the first flight out that morning. 
 
   Peter had come to the decision that he’d had enough of travelling for a while and planned to stay on with Mae and Ezra. Technically, he counted their address as his primary residence, since he had spent the past 18 months trekking all over the world, but now he decided to make good on that claim. It would give him time to recover after everything with Cate, and he could help Ezra and Mae with their restoration. 
 
   As Bobby and I left, riding in a taxi in the early dawn light, I stared out the back window. Ezra, Mae, and Peter stood in front of the derelict estate, and all three were looking better than I had seen them in ages. I smiled and waved at them through the window, and I hoped this was a sign of good things to come.
 
   It was still early when we arrived back to our apartment in Amsterdam. All the shades were drawn, blocking out the irritating sun, when Bobby and I staggered in, both of us exhausted from the last few days. 
 
   I expected to find Jack in bed, sleeping the day away like a normal vampire, but instead, he was sprawled on the couch playing on his phone. Matilda lay on the floor near him, snoring soundly. Bobby offered him a half-hearted wave and yawned before heading back to his room to curl up with his husband in their bed. 
 
   “You’re up late,” I said to Jack as he slowly stood. 
 
   He walked over to me. “I wanted to see you. I missed you.”
 
   “I wasn’t gone that long.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean I can’t miss you.” He reached up, gingerly toying with a lock of my hair. “I like your hair. Those pictures you sent me didn’t do it justice.”
 
   While I’d been gone, I’d kept Jack up to date on everything. That was one of the agreements we’d made to help him be more comfortable with me gallivanting all over for work. He just wanted to stay updated with texts and phone calls and the occasional photo, not just so he would know that I was safe, but also because he loved me and wanted to know what was going on in my life, the same way that I wanted know what was happening with him and Matilda while I was away. 
 
   “Thank you,” I said as I ran my hand through my shorter hair. 
 
   “So… how did things go with Peter?” Jack asked. 
 
   “I already told you about the mess with Cate,” I said, which was true. I had told him everything that happened with Cate and Peter, minus the one tiny part where Peter kissed me on the cheek. 
 
   Jack’s blue eyes were serious as he looked down at me. “I know. But that’s not what I asked.”
 
   “I don’t know if he’s still in love with me, if that’s what you’re asking. But nothing happened between us. We just talked, and I think he’s on the road to someplace better.”
 
   I may have left out a few minute details – like the kiss, although I had told him about Peter holding my hand on the plane –  but at the core of it, everything I said was true. I think Peter wanted to be better and put our odd triad behind him, and mentioning a mostly innocent peck would only hurt Jack and Peter’s re-burgeoning relationship.  
 
   “Good.” He inhaled through his nose and lowered his gaze. “It’s hard because I do want him to be happy, too. And I hate that he went through this whole ordeal with Cate and Elise, and I wish I could be there for him more.”
 
   “He knows how much you care, and it really seems like he’s happy to have you in his life again. Now that he’s back in London for a while, hopefully the two of you can get back to where you were before everything went bad.” I took Jack’s hand in mine, and he looked up at me again.
 
   “Me too.” He smiled wanly. “I really did miss you. It feels like you’ve been gone a lot lately.”
 
   “With Milo’s wedding, and everything with Cate, and work, I haven’t been here much lately,” I agreed. “Even when I am here, I haven’t been fully here, you know?”
 
   He laughed. “Oh, I’ve definitely noticed.”
 
   I put my hand on his arms and stepped closer to him, so my chest barely brushed up against him. “We should make some time for the two of us. A date night where we turn off the phones and lock the doors.”
 
   “I like the way this is sounding so far,” he said, smiling broader, and his eyes were already softening and growing lighter, the way they did whenever he thought about getting frisky. 
 
   “Just me and you, and we forget the rest of the world.”
 
   “That sounds perfect.” He kissed me, deeply on the mouth. 
 
   “But first, we should sleep,” I suggested. 
 
   “Well, we can start by getting into bed and locking the doors, and seeing where that takes us.” 
 
   Without waiting for a response, he scooped me up into his arms, and carried me toward the bedroom. I laughed and leaned into him, relishing how much I loved being with him.  
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   IT WAS AFTER MIDNIGHT ON a weekday, so the streets were relatively quiet. Matilda walked in front of us, with her tail slowly wagging from side to side. Her lead was wrapped around Jack’s wrist, and I had my arm looped through his as we strolled around the city.
 
   Usually, Jack liked to take Matilda out earlier than the night, when she had more energy, and Amsterdam’s frequent overcast skies tended to facilitate that. But the recent clear skies, coupled with Jack and me staying up late into the day, had him pushing Matilda’s walk back until later. 
 
   Because of the arthritis in her back leg, the walks were often relatively short, and Jack tended to stay in a close proximity to the apartment. But the warm air seemed to be sitting well with the dog tonight, so we ventured farther than the normal radius. 
 
   “You know what it is?” Jack asked me as we turned onto a new street, walking away from the river and the usual route. 
 
   “What what it is?” I asked. 
 
   “Mattie’s happy your home. So, she’s extending the walk for as long as possible so she can spend more time with you.” 
 
   “Oh is that what it is?” I asked with a laugh. “I spend plenty of time with her at home.” 
 
   “I know.” He leaned over and kissed me on the temple. “Thank you for coming on the walk tonight.”
 
   “Thank you for letting me,” I said, and he laughed warmly, sending delighted shivers running through me. 
 
   When he was happy, Jack truly had hands-down the best laugh in the whole world. It was so clear and exuberant and just perfect, and it always got to me. I started thinking about how nice it would be to get back home, climb into bed with Jack, and pick up where we left off this morning. 
 
   “So, what should we do for our date night?” I asked, since Matilda didn’t seem ready to head back in quite yet. 
 
   “Are we actually leaving the house now?” Jack asked. “Because I thought the original plan involved a lot of time spent inside, preferably horizontal. Although, we could try some vertical. We haven’t done that in a while.” 
 
   “Yes, inside is part of it, but we could do something before. Maybe get all gussied up and hit the town.” 
 
   “What do normal couples do? Dinner and a show?” He was replying to me, but he had started glancing back over his shoulder, and he pulled the dog’s leash tighter, so she’d walk closer to us. 
 
   I looked around, but I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. “Is everything okay?” 
 
   “Yeah, yeah, everything’s fine,” he brushed me off unconvincingly. “I don’t know about going to a movie. It’s nice to get out of the house, sure, but we already watch a lot of movies at home.” 
 
   “I’m open to whatever,” I replied since he definitely wasn’t paying much attention to this conversation anymore. 
 
   He’d tensed up, and his smile had completely evaporated. His heart even sped up, and he’d quickened his pace. None of this would be super noticeable to anybody watching – he still looked relatively casual – but I could feel the change. The shift from languid to hurried. 
 
   “I think we’ve had a long enough walk for tonight. Why don’t we head back?” Jack asked, struggling to sound natural, but he’d unlooped his arm from mine so we could both walk faster more easily. 
 
   “Jack, what’s going?” I whispered.
 
   “Nothing.” His eyes darted to the side. “I just have a feeling I can’t shake. Like…” He lowered his voice, so low a human wouldn’t have been able to hear it. “Somebody’s following me.”
 
   “Who?” I started to look around but he grabbed my arm, stopping me.
 
   “Let’s just get home.” 
 
   I wanted to stop, or at the very least slow down and investigate but Jack was dragging me along. He knew I’d want to rumble with whatever might be after us, and he didn’t want to risk it. 
 
   Matilda couldn’t go very fast anymore, and her pace was slowing us down as she jogged alongside him. If he got anymore panicked, I’m sure Jack would pick her up and carry her back to the apartment.
 
   “It’s fine,” he said, attempting to placate me as we hurried back toward our complex. “I’ve been paranoid lately.”
 
   “What do you mean lately?” 
 
   “I’ve just had this feeling…”
 
   I stopped short this time and wouldn’t let him pull me along. He let go of my arm and turned around to face me. Matilda had been panting loudly, but she stopped and her ears pricked up when she looked behind me. 
 
   “What have you been feeling?” I asked.
 
   “I don’t know.” He let out an exasperated sigh. “I’ve had these weird feelings. Sometimes like someone is watching me. And I think I’ll hear footsteps but there’s no one there. Just paranoia. It’s probably nothing. But I would feel better if we went back home and talked about this there.”
 
   “Jack, if someone is following you, I want to know who it is.”
 
   He rubbed his temple. “This is why I didn’t tell you. You always make a bigger deal out of this kind of thing than it really is.”
 
   “If you’re right, and it’s nothing, we’ll both feel better knowing it for sure,” I insisted. 
 
   I stepped back from him, and that’s when Matilda let out a low growl. She was a happy dog who generally welcomed strangers, so that was not a normal sound coming from her. 
 
   I turned around to see what she was growling about, but there was only an empty street. At least that’s all I saw at first… But then, in the dark shadows in a gap between buildings, I saw movement. So, subtle and murky it would be imperceptible to the human eye, but it was enough where I knew that we were not alone. 
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   OF COURSE, I DIDN’T HAVE my weapons on me. Most nights when I hit the street, I either had a stake or a knife hidden somewhere on me, or I had Bobby with me, and he had the weapons. But since I’d just been going for a casual stroll around the neighborhood with my fiancé and our dog, I hadn’t thought to bring any along. 
 
   I stood tall and decided to just face the problem head on.
 
   “Come out!” I shouted, my voice echoing off the buildings around us. “I know that you’re there!”
 
   At first, there was nothing. Then – strangely and rather disturbingly – I heard giggling. Light, flirtatious, girly, like a couple teenagers at the mall having a laugh at an unpopular kid working in the food court.
 
   By the time the giggling turned into full-on laughter, they finally stepped out from the shadows. Aisha Moore – Jack’s ex-girlfriend – stepped out first, her lips stained deep crimson as she smiled widely at us, and her elegant jumpsuit clung to her substantial curves in all the right ways. She brushed her dark curls back from her face, in a dramatic sort of way. 
 
   This other vampire, I didn’t recognize, but I guessed she’d been in her forties when she turned. She was shorter than Aisha and slenderer, but she was just as beautiful, with delicate features and bright blue eyes. Her hair was almost white blond, and she had it pulled up, leaving a few strands loose around her face. 
 
   As they strutted toward me – Aisha with her sparkling chandelier earrings and matching bib necklace, her blond comrade in a fitted trench coat and knee high boots – they looked every bit like models posing for an editorial.  
 
   “We didn’t mean to scare you,” Aisha said, barely stifling her laughter. “We were just having some fun.”
 
   “Do I know you?” Jack asked the blond woman as he came over so he could stand beside me. “We’ve met, haven’t we?”
 
   “Once,” the woman said with a thick accent that was hard to place. It had the harsh edges of German with the soft lilt of Australian combining together. “At your shop.”
 
   Recognition washed over Jack’s face, and I remembered last week when he had told me about a strange vampire that had come into his store. She kept ogling him and following him around, and he had resorted to hiding in the back office until she left. 
 
   “This is my friend, Liesel Tepeluş,” Aisha explained. “I’ve been staying with her while I was in town, and I told her about you, and seeing you at the wedding, and she was curious.”
 
   “Aisha had no pictures of you, and I wanted to see you for myself,” Liesel attempted to explain with a bashful smile, and her eyes were locked solely on Jack. “So I thought I would just stop into your shop.”
 
   “I can buy that,” I said. “But how did that end up with you stalking us?” 
 
   Aisha threw her head back and laughed. “We weren’t stalking anyone. We just happened to be in the area.”
 
   “My friend is protecting me, but that’s not entirely true,” Liesel said. Her cheeks reddened slightly, and she hadn’t taken her eyes off Jack since she came out from the shadows. “I must confess that after we met, I developed an infatuation with you.” 
 
   “Oh…okay,” Jack said, clearly unsure of how to respond.
 
   He’d gotten used to humans fawning all over him, though he never quite knew how to handle it. But vampires usually kept their cool around other vampires. Assuming they weren’t blood bonded. 
 
   “I know you have a girlfriend.” She motioned to me then, but still didn’t look my way. “I’m not trying to break up your family or anything. I only wanted to… to see if we could be friends.” 
 
   “Um.” He glanced over at me. “I mean, sure. You know, it never hurts to have more friends.”
 
   “That’s wonderful!” Liesel enthused, and Aisha tittered beside her. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be like this. I’ve just never felt anything like this before. I want to know you.”
 
   “Well, I, uh, can connect with Aisha, and we can maybe arrange a time where we can all get together and get to know each other,” Jack suggested lamely and gestured to all four us.
 
   “Oh, you have my number?” Aisha asked brightly.
 
   He cleared his throat. “Um, no, I don’t think so.” 
 
   “Well, I’ll give it to you then.” She pulled her phone out of a hidden pocket. “What’s your number? I’ll just text you and then you’ll have mine.” 
 
   Jack rattled off his phone number, trying futilely not to look as uncomfortable about all of this as he so clearly felt. Liesel just kept staring up at him, while he avoided her gaze and rubbed the back of his neck. 
 
   I recalled what he’d told me about Liesel, after he’d first met her at the comic book shop. He’d described her as totally awestruck, and that’s exactly what it was. Her affection for him appeared go beyond some type of crush to the point where I half-expected to her to fall to her knees before him and start worshiping him. 
 
   Jack’s phone chimed in his pocket, so he pulled it out. “Yep. Got your number, Aisha. So, we can totally get together sometime.” 
 
   Aisha smiled, looking almost sickeningly satisfied. “Sounds perfect.” 
 
   “I am free most nights, for whenever you’d want to get together,” Liesel added. 
 
   “Yeah, I mean, I’m not. I’m busy with work a lot and stuff like that,” Jack said, sounding as friendly as he could manage. 
 
   “And you, you must be busy with work a lot.” Aisha turned her attention on me, and her dark eyes hardened. “You’re some kind of hunter, aren’t you?”
 
   I bristled and realized dimly that I’d have to get to the bottom of how my occupational status was becoming public knowledge, but now wasn’t the time, and I didn’t fully trust any answer that Aisha gave me, so I decided that demurring would be my best course of action.
 
   “I actually haven’t really been working for a while,” I lied. “I’ve mostly been travelling and spending time with Jack. Catching up on my reading. That sorta thing.” 
 
   “Really?” Aisha narrowed her eyes. “I thought I’d heard something different.” 
 
   “That’s good that you took a break,” Liesel said, looking over at me for the first time with a meek smile. “Hunting can be a stressful line of work, and it’s always much better to curl up with a good book.” 
 
   “Yeah, well, it’s been interesting chatting with you both,” Jack said, interceding with the conversation before it went someplace even more awkward. “But my dog is pretty old, and it’s late, so we should head back.” 
 
   Aisha looked down at Matilda and gasped. “That’s Matilda? I can’t believe she growled at me. We used to be such good friends.” She leaned down to pet the dog, but Matilda took a step back from her and tried to hide behind Jack’s legs. “She must be getting old and senile.”
 
   “She’s getting up there,” Jack agreed dimly. “So we gotta get going. I’m sure I’ll talk to you all later.” 
 
   He put his arm around my waist and started ushering me away, not that I needed any encouragement. I think it was more about reminding both Aisha and Liesel that we were together, and also he probably felt safer, knowing he could physically touch me.
 
   When we’d made it almost a full block away, with their chatting and giggling growing more distant, I finally whispered, “Should we take the long way home?”
 
   “They probably already know where we live, and I’d rather just get home.” 
 
   Neither Jack nor I said anything until we were in the safety of the elevator, away from prying eyes and ears. Only then did he lean back against the wall and let out a huge sigh of relief.
 
   “That was strange, right?” he asked.
 
   “So strange. It was downright bizarre.”
 
   “I don’t know what their deal is.” He shook his head in disbelief. “I haven’t talked to Aisha since the wedding, and I barely talked to Liesel when she was in my shop. I don’t understand what’s happening.”
 
   As carefully as I could, I asked, “How do you feel about Liesel?”
 
   He looked over at me. “What do you mean?” 
 
   “She just seems so enamored with you. Like maybe…” I trailed off, too afraid to say what I was really thinking. 
 
   “Like maybe I’m bonded with her?” he supplied for me.
 
   The doors to the elevator opened so we both stepped out into the hall. I started walking toward our apartment as I casually attempted to explain my thought process, but Jack stayed a step behind me. 
 
   “Everything was just so weird with our bond. It could be possible that you were really meant for someone else.”
 
   “But that would mean you were meant for Peter,” Jack said with a hint of bitterness twisting his words. 
 
   “Or maybe for someone else entirely,” I added quickly. “I’m not saying that I want that to be true. I love you, and I don’t want to be with anyone else. But I have to consider the possibility that maybe you were meant for someone else.”
 
   He took my hand and stopped, so I turned to look back at him. 
 
   “I don’t feel anything for Liesel,” he insisted emphatically. “I mean, she makes me uneasy and self-conscious, but I definitely don’t want to spend more time with her and I am certainly not attracted to her. At all.”
 
   He moved closer to me and held my face in his hands, gently forcing me to look him in the eyes. “The truth is that I love you, madly, completely, eternally. And it doesn’t even matter what my blood wants. I know deep in my heart that I was meant for you and only you.”
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   BOBBY AND I WERE CAMPED out on the couch binging on Netflix and waiting for the sun to go down. Milo was at the restaurant, and Jack was at the comic book shop – somehow suffering through the wretched daylight to handle his responsibilities. But for the first time in days, neither Bobby nor I had anywhere we had to be.
 
   I hadn’t been awake that long, and I could see the sun make its descent for the night through the slits in the blinds. I lay sprawled out on the couch and suppressed a yawn before declaring, “I should get up and shower.” 
 
   “We could just sit here all night,” Bobby suggested. He sat beside me, still in his sweats, with his feet propped up on an ottoman, and his non-injured arm behind his head. 
 
   “No, I should head down to the Agency and talk to someone about how everybody in the whole damn world knows I’m a vampire hunter.” 
 
   “Maybe they can just tell because you look like such a badass,” he teased, and I gently kicked him with my foot. “Hey, you don’t know. It could be. I mean, I doubt, but it could be.”
 
   “These people don’t even know me and they’re making that assessment. First, there was Cate, then those two jerks in Prague, and then last night, Aisha called me on it. As far as I can tell, these people aren’t connected, so there has to be some word on the street.” 
 
   “You stake a few vampires, and it’s bound to get out,” Bobby commented. “I don’t know how it ever stays secret.” 
 
   “Olivia claims she kept her identity under wraps, and Abner says vampires don’t know about him unless he tells them,” I countered. “But I also know I’m not the first hunter to ever let that info loose.” 
 
   “Right. Everyone knew about Blade,” he interjected, referring to a popular vampire hunter in comic books and portrayed in films by Wesley Snipes. 
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Blade is a fictional character, Bobby.”
 
   “Allegedly.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” I muttered. “Anyway. I should get up and head down there.”
 
   “But it’s a Friday night. Don’t you think anyone at the Agency ever takes time off?” 
 
   “You should know better than that,” I said as I finally sat up. “Crime never takes a night off.”
 
   He looked genuinely impressed. “Ooo, good one.”
 
   I was about to stand up when my phone rang. The screen flashed with the name Agency, and I held it up to show Bobby. “See? They’re always working.”
 
   “Hey, Alice,” Abner said when I answered the phone. “I know you weren’t scheduled for anything tonight, but I was wondering if you’d be able to come down to the office.”
 
   “Sure. I was thinking I should stop in anyway,” I said. “Can I ask what it’s about?”
 
   “Ettie and I just want to go over some things with you,” he said. “It’d probably be best to explain when you get here.”
 
   “Sure thing. I’ll see you soon.”
 
   “What was that about?” Bobby asked once I’d hung up the phone. “Do you need me to go with you?”
 
   “Nah, I think you’re fine laying low for the night. They just wanted to go over some stuff with me,” I told him vaguely as I hurried to my bedroom to freshen up and change out of my pajamas. 
 
   I arrived at the Agency headquarters thirty minutes later, and Sabine sent me back to Ettie’s office without asking me what I was there for. I didn’t know Sabine very well, so I couldn’t say it for certain, but her wide eyes seemed unnerved behind her thick lenses. 
 
   When I went down to Ettie’s office, the door was ajar, and she was sitting at her desk, hunched over several 8x10s that were splayed out in front of her. Abner stood right beside her, looking over her shoulder to scrutinize the same photos.
 
   “You wanted to talk to me about something?” I asked after a light rap on the open door.  
 
   It was another ten or fifteen seconds before she finally looked up at me, and the expression on her face made me almost wish she hadn’t. Ettie’s lips were pressed into a thin line, and her dark eyes carried a world-weariness in them that she usually managed to hide. 
 
   “Alice, come in.” She leaned back in her chair. “I want you to have a look at something.”
 
   Abner finally looked up at me, wearing a grim expression that nearly matched Ettie’s. “I know you’ll find these photos upsetting, but I think it’s best if you see them for yourself.” 
 
   I started walking over to the desk but before I even reached it, I saw them, and knew exactly what it was. It was this weird minute, where a memory overtook me, and it was like I was existing in in the past, reliving a moment I’d rather have forgotten.
 
   It was years ago, back in Minneapolis, and Ezra had called me into his old study to show me something. He had tilted his computer screen toward me so I could get a better view of a “U” branded into pale flesh, leaving a red and bloody mark on human skin. He’d explained that prostitutes – both dead and alive – had been picked up with this mark on them, that my best friend Jane had been freshly branded before she was murdered. 
 
   Back in the present, I picked up the photographs with subtly trembling hands, and I hoped that Ettie and Abner wouldn’t notice. Staring down at the full color photos of swollen, infected looking brands marring smooth skin, I only felt angry and nauseated. 
 
   “It’s happening again,” I whispered.
 
   “That’s why I called you in,” Ettie explained. “Abner told me that you had experience with this in the past.” 
 
   “It was just one guy.” I swallowed back my overwhelming urge to vomit. “I mean, I thought it was just one guy.”
 
   “This was five years ago?” Ettie asked, and I nodded. “He may have been working alone at the time. The movement is growing stronger, and for some reason, they seem to be moving in on Amsterdam.” 
 
   “Oh hell.” I set the photo on the desk and sat back down in the chair across from her. “Where did you get those pictures?”
 
   “Ottaline Rebane called me complaining,” Abner said, referring to the vampire madam that ran the beethoer brothel. “She said that her girls have been getting injured by their johns. I’d been hoping that it was Iris Emmanuel, but this one –” He tapped the pictured I’d just been looking at. “– this one happened after Iris was already out of commission.”  
 
   Ettie folded her hands on the desk and looked at me intently. “Alice, if you know anything about the House of Basarab that you think could help us, please tell us. No matter how small or insignificant it may seem.” 
 
   I rubbed my face and took a deep breath, and then I launched into it. The words came tumbling out of mouth, pouring out far faster than I intended them too, but I couldn’t seem to slow them down. 
 
   My confession began with the run-in in Prague, with Olivia and the two members of the House that we’d killed. I didn’t leave any detail out – including that part that both Cate and Cyrus had known that I was a hunter. Next, I told them about Aisha and Liesel, and how Aisha seemed to know about my occupation.
 
   That all came out fast and easy, but in the end, I had to go back to the beginning – I had to tell them about Jane and Jonathan, and the words caught in my throat as I talked about his staunch belief in vampire superiority, that he was trying to expose the vampires so we’d have to take control of the humans, and that now I realized that killing him had been nothing more than cutting off the head of a hydra. Cut off one head, and two more would grow in its place. 
 
   When I’d finished, Abner stared down at me with concern and unease – but at least he wasn’t disappointed. His arms were folded over his chest, and he didn’t say anything the entire time I told my tale. 
 
   “Merde,” Ettie whispered and leaned back in her chair. “You should’ve come to me sooner, but I suspect that you already know that.”
 
   “I do,” I said, my voice thick with contrition. “I thought we took care of the problem, and I didn’t want to get Olivia in trouble or cause a hassle for anyone.”
 
   She exchanged a look with Abner that I couldn’t read before saying, “The good news is that I don’t know what I would’ve done with this information if you had told me sooner. The House of Basarab is doing a superb job of keeping us in the dark, so to speak.
 
   “Any vampire that aligns themselves with us is being targeted,” she went on. “Which is why we think Iris Emmanuel began harassing the girls who work at Darah Merah in the first place. She resents that Ottaline relies on us.”
 
   “We should be out patrolling, adding extra security for her and the girls working for her,” I realized with some dismay. 
 
   Abner held up his hand to soothe my concerns. “We have other hunters on it. Don’t worry.”
 
   “And you, with your less than secretive status, should be lying low,” Ettie commanded. “We’ll try to sort this all out, but for the next few days, I think it would be best if you didn’t go anywhere – personally or professionally. We’ll call you when we need you.”
 
   “I’m not fired, am I?” I asked, sounding embarrassingly plaintive.
 
   “No,” Ettie said, and she actually sounded offended by the idea. Abner let out a soft chuckle. “You made a mistake, but it wasn’t a grave one. Now you know better, and you’ll do better in the future.” She paused, then asked, “Correct?”
 
   “Yes, of course, correct,” I replied in a hurry. “So… you just want me to go home?”
 
   “For now. But call us if you think of anything more that might be of help to us in fighting the House of Basarab.” 
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   “YOU WANT ME TO CALL in sick?” Milo sat on the couch next to Bobby, with his arms crossed over chest. 
 
   I stood in front of them, trying to explain my reasoning as calmly as possible. “I would like it if you did.”
 
   His scowl only deepened. “I can’t call in. It’s the weekend! That’s the busiest time at a restaurant, and no bad guys are even coming after me.” He fixed his accusatory glare on me. “I’m not a hunter.”
 
   “You don’t need to blame me for this,” I said, struggling to keep my cool.  
 
   “Don’t I?” he shot back. “You’re the one that decided on this suicidal career and drug my husband along with you, and you’re constantly putting yourself and the rest of us in mortal danger.”
 
   “I am not.” I groaned in frustration. “The danger already exists! I’m only trying to protect you from it.”
 
   “Well, you’re doing a great job, since we’re all on lockdown, once again, because some maniac wants to kill you or Jack or Peter or whoever they’re after these days,” Milo muttered derisively. 
 
   “Milo, calm down,” Jack interjected. 
 
   He’d been sitting on the far edge of the couch, but now he stood up and came to my side. Because he was Milo’s maker, they had a special bond, and Milo tended to listen to him, but based on his annoyed eye roll, I was guessing that it wouldn’t work tonight. 
 
   “You know how much your sister does for this family – for you – and she’s only asking this to keep you safe,” Jack argued. “I left Jeroen in charge at the store for the next couple days, and I’m going to work on books and revamping my inventory. Maybe you could use this time to be productive and retool your menu.”
 
   “I would be happy to work as a taste-tester, if you need one,” Bobby offered, meekly. 
 
   “Fine!” Milo shouted in exasperation and stood up. “I’ll call into the restaurant and ruin my career and do whatever it is that Alice says because she knows best.” 
 
   He started trudging off in the direction of his room, and I went after him. I wasn’t letting him get away with his attitude. 
 
   “Milo!” I yelled at him, and he grudgingly turned around to look at me. “This is ridiculous. You are almost twenty-two-years-old! There’s no reason for you to be acting like a spoiled teenager over this!”
 
   That wasn’t entirely true. Milo had in fact been born twenty-two-years ago next month, but he’d been barely sixteen when he turned. Vampires didn’t stop aging, not entirely, but they aged much differently. Since he’d been so young and hadn’t been a vampire for that long, he was partially trapped in a stage of adolescence. 
 
   Fortunately, Milo had been insanely mature for his age as a human, so even now, most of the time, he ended up acting more grownup and responsible than vampires that were older than him, like Jack and sometimes even Mae. 
 
   After all, he graduated from high school (unlike me), found a steady, safe job (also unlike me), and married his long-time boyfriend (before me). He had the most ordinary life out of any vampire I’d ever met, and he seemed happy with it. 
 
   But then there were times like this, when he stomped his foot at me like a child. 
 
   “You don’t get it, Alice!” he yelled. “I have a job. I have a husband. I have responsibilities, and they constantly have to be put on hold for you and your drama.”
 
   “It’s not ‘drama,’” I said, doing air quotes. “It’s serious.”
 
   “Oh, believe me, I know,” Milo continued. “How many times have I been almost killed since you got in bed with vampires? Half a dozen? Maybe more?”
 
   “What are you saying?” I asked, feeling a sense of dread welling up inside my chest. “Do you not want to be a part of my life anymore?”
 
   “Hey, now, come on, you guys.” Bobby got up and walked over so he stood in between the two of us. “Let’s cool off before we say something we might regret.”
 
   “I don’t know what I’m saying!” Milo yelled then exhaled heavily, and his whole body slacked. “Sometimes I get really frustrated that we can’t just have a normal life.”
 
   His wide brown eyes had this forlorn, plaintive look in them. “You know, I’m working so hard here to establish myself at work and in town, but the reality is that we’re going to have to move in a few years anyway, when it becomes too apparent that I’m not aging.”
 
   “We may not get a normal life, but we get something better,” I said gently. “We get to have many lives. We can do so many things that no one else gets a chance to. We have forever to do and be whatever we want.”
 
   “Yeah, some of us, maybe,” he said, and then his melancholy gaze landed on Bobby. 
 
   “Milo,” Bobby said with a sad smile of his own. “I have at least another fifty years, probably longer with the way medicine is going.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s assuming you don’t get killed first,” Milo muttered. 
 
   Bobby moved closer to him and took his hands in his. “I’m not going anywhere, not any time soon. But you knew that I wanted to stay human before we got married.”
 
   “I know but I want forever with you,” Milo persisted sullenly. 
 
   “Forever is a relative term. In the end, you only get one lifetime,” Bobby said. 
 
   “Bobby…”
 
   He appeared moved by Milo’s sadness but he was adamant about his choice. “We’ve talked about this. Vampires still die – I’ve seen plenty of that first hand. I just don’t like the idea of eternity. You ever watch a show that you love and it goes on for too long, and then it sucks?” 
 
   “Are you talking about Dexter again?” Milo asked wryly. 
 
   “That final season was terrible,” Bobby insisted. “But no, I’m just saying that everything has an end, and it doesn’t do anybody any good to extend it past that. And this one mortal lifetime is enough for me. It’s all I need.”
 
   “That’s not fair, Bobby.”
 
   “Look, Milo, I’ve got plenty of time to change my mind. But right now, I can tell you with absolute certainty that I want to stay human. And I need you to accept that.”
 
   Milo put his hand on Bobby’s face. “I will try, but I need you to be careful.”
 
   “Hey, I already told Alice I’m staying in for the weekend. But I need you to do the same thing. I don’t want you dying before your time, either.”
 
   “I’ll go make the call.” Milo kissed Bobby, then went to the other room, presumably to call into work.
 
   “Thank you,” I told Bobby. 
 
   “No problem.” He smiled sadly back at me. “Anytime you need my assistance, I’ll just get into an existential fight with my husband.” 
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   THE LOCKDOWN AT HOME HAD gone on for nearly twenty-four hours, and it hadn’t been as bad as Milo had feared. Truth be told, Bobby and I had been travelling and working so much that we could use a couple days to veg out on the couch. 
 
   Milo had taken Jack’s advice and started reworking a few items for his menu, which led to him feeding Bobby far too much rich, delicious French inspired gastro pub cuisine. Or at least that’s what Bobby complained when he started doing some weird CrossFit exercise with free weights out on the rooftop patio. 
 
   Meanwhile, Jack had taken to analyzing his inventory and sales, so he had headphones on as he worked on his laptop and frequently muttered to himself. So, that left Matilda and me being the only ones to truly enjoy our time off.
 
   Which meant that it couldn’t last for long. I was in the middle of my third hour of catching up on Law & Order: SVU when my phone went off. Bobby was still in the midst of his workout, and Milo was baking something that smelled like amaretto in the kitchen. 
 
   I saw it was Abner that called, and I tried not to sound nervous when I answered, “Hey, how is everything going?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said wearily, which was never a good way to start a conversation. “I seem to be calling you only with bad news lately.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked. I’d been lounging on the couch, with Matilda laying on top of me, but I gently pushed her off and sat up straighter. 
 
   “Doesn’t your boyfriend own a store down on Dijkstraat?” Abner asked. 
 
   I looked over to where Jack sat, looking healthy and normal as he typed. “Yeah, he does. Why? Did something happen to it?”
 
   “No, no. His store is fine,” he assured me. “It was someone who owns a place down the street from him.” 
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “Too early to say exactly, but there’s a dead body, and it’s a mess,” Abner replied vaguely. 
 
   “Oh, shit.”
 
   “We’ve kept the police at bay so far, but we won’t be able to for much longer, I’m sure,” he went on. “But I was hoping you could stop by. Since you’re familiar with the neighborhood, I thought you might know something.”
 
   “Yeah, sure,” I said, and I was already getting to my feet and thinking about the things I’d need to gather before I left. “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes, maybe less if I rush.”
 
   “I’ll let you go so you can hurry then.”
 
   Nobody was thrilled about me going out alone, and Bobby practically insisted on tagging along before Milo was finally able to convince him to stay behind. But I was only going a couple blocks, with several stakes hidden inside my jacket pockets, and I was meeting with Abner. Plus, if it was a murder, other members of the Agency would most likely be there. 
 
   I dressed as fast as I could, and I was still pulling on my oxblood jacket as I ran out the door. My trepidation grew as I walked, twisting my stomach up in knots, and I kept picking up the pace until I was nearly jogging by the time I turned down the street.
 
   Jack’s store was on the far end of the block, but midway down was a shop that I had been to before. One that usually had a pink glowing sign in the window, and it probably would be glowing now if it wasn’t for the black tarp hung over the entire storefront, blocking out onlookers from peering inside.
 
   I cursed under my breath, knowing that something terrible had happened inside Jessamine’s psychic shop, as I ran over. Before I even lifted the heavy tarp, I could smell exactly why the store had to be covered – metallic, rich, tangy blood. Not strong enough for humans to notice through the closed door, but strong enough where I knew it wasn’t going to be good.
 
   Inside, the shop was only partially lit, but the only ones alive were vampires, so it was more than enough light. The room was in shambles, with tapestries torn off the walls and crystal balls shattered on the floor. Gems and incense sticks were strewn around, and all the furniture was tipped over.
 
   Blood had been splattered all over the front window, like someone had torn open an artery and aimed it right for the glass. The body lay in the center of the room, crumpled on the floor in a pool of blood. 
 
   Abner stood over the corpse, standing with his hands on his hips so his overcoat flared out around him. A few other cleaners were trying to erase any signs of vampires before the police eventually stumbled on the scene. 
 
   Before I reached him, I knew it was her. The hem of her satin pencil skirt landed at the knee of her thick legs, and from where I stood, I could see her long lavender hair cascading around her, turning into a burgundy ombre as it mixed with the blood. 
 
   “That’s Jessamine,” I said thickly. “She owns this place.” 
 
   Abner looked back at me. A strand of his ashy blond hair had fallen free of his usual slickback and lay across his forehead. 
 
   “We’d already gathered that, but do you know anything else about her?” 
 
   “Well…” I trailed off because I’d now gotten close enough that I could get a good look at her.
 
   Her tattooed arms were now torn up, covered in scratches and bite marks, and her throat had been completely ripped open. The strap of her dress was broken on one side and fell across her cleavage. She lay at an odd angle, with her head pulled back, so her open eyes stared straight upward. 
 
   “Alice?” Abner asked, drawing me from my thoughts. “Did you know her well?”
 
   I shook my head. “Not well. I’d only met her a couple times. But Jack and I were just here… this past Sunday. It hasn’t even been a week.”
 
   Abner stood up straighter and narrowed his eyes. “You were here recently to see her? What did you talk about?”
 
   I swallowed hard and tried to decide how much to tell Abner. “We came to talk to about me, at first, but Jack mostly talked to her.”  
 
   Abner scratched the back of his head. “Do you think your visit and her death are connected?” 
 
   I shrugged emptily. “Do you?”
 
   “I should show you something.” Abner crouched down beside the body, and he gently lifted Jessamine’s arm, turning it so her wrist was facing skyward.
 
   I went behind to look over his shoulder, but the wound was plain as day. A swollen, bloody dragon in the shape of a crosshatched U. The mark of the House of Basarab. I gasped and took a step back, covering my mouth as I swallowed down my vomit.
 
   Abner gently set her arm back down and stood up. “The House has been active in this area. You are in the heart of one the larger metropolitan areas in Europe, with one of the largest vampire populations in the world. This could all be a coincidence.”
 
   “It could be,” I said feebly. 
 
   “But given your connections, and that your occupation has become public record, I don’t know that we should treat it like that.” He stepped in front of me, deliberately blocking my view so I couldn’t keep staring at Jessamine. “Do you want to leave the city?”
 
   “I….” I let out a shaky breath. “I don’t know. Where could I go? The House of Basarab found me in Prague. Maybe they’ll find me anywhere?”
 
   “They might,” Abner agreed. “Which is why I’m not ordering you to leave. I know that you would probably be safer somewhere else, but I don’t know where that would be. The awful truth is that we don’t know how big or how connected this House is.”
 
   “So what do I do? I mean, if this is about me, if they’re after me for some reason, I should stay here. I should take them on.” 
 
   “Give me and Ettie and the rest of the Agency a few more days,” Abner said. “The House is getting bolder, but that means they’re getting more careless. We have new information, and soon we’ll know more and we’ll be able to come up with a game plan.” 
 
   “And until then?” I asked.
 
   “Stay home. Lock the doors. Batten down the hatches,” he said grimly. “There might be a war on the horizon.”
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   IN THE DARKNESS, I COULD only smell the flowers, and that’s when I knew that she was back.
 
   It had been over a week since Elise had last come to me in my dreams, before I had gone to Ireland to her home and before Cate had confessed to her murder. Part of me had hoped that she would be done visiting now that Peter had solved her murder so she could move on.
 
   But that apparently wasn’t the case.
 
   I opened my eyes in the field of blue flowers, but the usual sun had given way to dark clouds rolling over head. Elise walked toward me, her dark gown and crimson hair blowing around her. 
 
   “Alice,” she called as she came toward me. 
 
   “Why are you here?” I asked. “I know what happened to you.”
 
   She tilted her head, and I realized her eyes matched the dark gray of clouds. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I know that Cate – er, Catherine – killed you.”
 
   She shook her head, appearing unmoved by what I’d told her. “That’s not why I’ve been coming to you.”
 
   “But I solved your murder!” I protested. “Isn’t that why ghosts hang around? What other unfinished business could you possibly have?”
 
   “Peter,” she said simply, and thunder rumbled in the distance as a cold breeze blew over me. For the first time, I could feel the wind that ruffled her hair. 
 
   “What about Peter? If you need to make amends with him or whatever, you should be talking to him.”
 
   “He’s not the one I can reach,” she said. “I don’t know why I’m here anymore than you do.”
 
   “That sounds like bullshit to me.”
 
   Already, the flowers were climbing up my arms, their vines digging in my flesh that started to pull me toward the ground. 
 
   “I only know that there is grave danger coming toward you, and that if it isn’t stopped, it will destroy Peter completely,” Elise said as her voice echoed through the air. “And I can’t let that happen to him. He must find peace.”
 
   “What danger? You’re going to have to give me more than that.”
 
   “I don’t know more than that!” she yelled, sounding truly distressed for the first time since she began visiting me. “I would tell you more if I could!”
 
   As my hands sunk deep in the cold dirt and the vines cut into my skin, I said, “Well, the good news is that Peter is safe and sound, hundreds of miles away from me. Whatever trouble is coming for me won’t affect him.”
 
   “Alice, please,” she begged as the ground began swallowing me up. Her words sounded muffled as the flowers pulled the earth in over me. “You must take care. There isn’t any time left.”
 
   “What do you mean there isn’t time left? What’s happening?” I shouted but the dirt was already filling my lungs. 
 
   I woke up in my bed, shivering from the cold of being buried alive. I reached over, hoping to find Jack so I could curl up with and chase the nightmare away. But I was alone.
 
   Last night, after discovering Jessamine’s murder, I’d come home and immediately told Jack, Milo, and Bobby everything that was going on, and everything Abner suggested. Milo finally contended that lying low might be the only way to keep us all alive. 
 
   We took extra precautions, double locking the solid metal doors and making sure there were stakes and knives in every nightstand. The windows that surrounded the apartment we’d already replaced with high impact bulletproof glass years ago, but we drew the shades just to add an extra layer of privacy. Matilda would have to skip her nightly walks and use the garden patio on the rooftop deck, which wasn’t ideal, but it was the safer option. 
 
   Now, alone in our bedroom, I got up slowly, and I was about to go get dressed when I heard voices talking in the living room. There was nothing abnormal about that, since Milo, Bobby, and Jack were cooped up with me.
 
   But this voice sounded very, very distinct. Deep and resonating with a faded British accent that had begun to grow stronger.
 
   I opened the bedroom door and slowly padded down the hall to find Peter and Ezra sitting in the living room with Jack and Bobby. From the kitchen, I heard clanging and Matilda whining for treats and the scent of maple syrup, so Milo must’ve been making Bobby breakfast. 
 
   “What are you doing here?” I asked, feeling lightheaded. After Elise’s warning about Peter, discovering him in my living room when I woke up was very disorientating and distressing. 
 
   Peter sat in the chair with one leg crossed over his knee and looked puzzled. “Good morning to you, too.”
 
   “Milo called us,” Ezra explained, and I forced myself to look over at him. “He said there was trouble here, and he wasn’t sure that you all were safe.”
 
   “So why did you come here?” I demanded weakly. “You were safe in London. It’s not safe here. Milo and Bobby and Jack can go to you. You should stay in London.” 
 
   “The same reason you told us last night,” Jack spoke slowly and carefully, with concern growing in his eyes over my reaction. “The House of Basarab might follow us there, or there might be even more followers in England. We don’t know, so it’s safer to stay put for now. That’s what Abner told you.”
 
   I nodded, but my heart had started hammering in my chest, and everyone could hear it so they were looking at me like I had three heads. I was pretty sure that I might pass out at any second, because Peter was here, he was here like Elise warned, and nothing was safe. 
 
   “You should go, though,” I insisted and my voice was growing stronger but shriller. “You should all go to London. I can stay here. They won’t follow you to London, probably not, if I’m here. So, you should all go.”
 
   “Alice.” Ezra got up off the couch and walked over to me. I was still mumbling about how they should go, so he put his hands on my shoulders and forced me to look up at him. “Alice, Peter and I are here to help, and we will help. It’s going to be all right. With all of us here, together, we’ll be safe.”
 
   “But danger is coming, and I don’t know if any of us will be okay,” I said, with tears filling my eyes. “I don’t think we’ll all make it this time.”
 
   Ezra studied me before asking, “What happened?”
 
   “I just… I had a bad dream,” I said lamely. I hadn’t told Peter about my dreams of Elise, and I wasn’t ready to start now. Not feeling the way I did at that moment.
 
   But Ezra’s mahogany eyes widened with understanding. He’d been the one I turned to when I realized it was Elise haunting me, and I knew that he knew exactly the kind of dream I had. 
 
   “Alice, I swear to you, we will work together, and it will be okay,” Ezra said, and his deep calmness finally seemed to break through my panic and shock. I wiped my eyes and nodded. “We’re a family, and we look out for each other, no matter what.”
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   I SHOULD’VE KNOWN SOMETHING WAS UP. 
 
   Once Ezra helped me calm down, we all sat around and discussed various options and plans. Ultimately, we decided that it was best to stay on the course we were currently on – hiding out for a few days until the Agency either gave us an all-clear or directed us to do something else. 
 
   Then Jack disappeared, claiming he had to get some work done and our bedroom would be the best place to do it, while Ezra tried to come up with ways to distract us all from worrying so much about our impending doom. Which mostly involved stilted conversation, cumbersome board games, and eventually just watching nature specials and trying not to think about how much vampires were like predators eviscerating their prey.
 
   As it got closer to sunrise, Jack came out of the back bedroom, looking overly nonchalant, but he had this odd jitteriness about him when he asked me, “Alice, can you join me for a second? I wanted to show you something.” 
 
   “Sure,” I said, then glanced over at Ezra and Peter sitting beside me on the couch. “But it’s getting late, so I should get sleeping arrangements figured out for our guests.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” Milo said quickly, his voice lilting with forced cheer. “I’ll take care of it. You can just go with Jack.” 
 
   “Yeah, just go ahead with Jack,” Bobby chimed in. “We’ll take care of the mess out here.” He motioned to the board games on the table and the pillows strewn about the room from where he and Milo sat camped out on the floor. 
 
   “Okay?” I replied uncertainly and slowly got to my feet. “Is something going on?”
 
   “You’ve been on edge, and it would do you good to relax for a few moments,” Ezra assured me warmly. “Don’t worry about us right now.” 
 
   “This is all super weird,” I muttered as I let Jack lead me back to our room. 
 
   Through the shut door, I could already hear The National’s “Fake Empire” playing softly. He hesitated with his hand on the doorknob, smiling down nervously at me, and his soft eyes danced with excitement. Then he opened the door and stepped to the side so I could go in first. 
 
   Flower petals of various shades of blue were sprinkled over the bed and floor, and candles were carefully placed around the edge of the room, glowing warmly. Sheer fabric hung from the ceiling just above the bed, giving it an intimate feel. 
 
   I recognized all the decorations and romantic flourishes as being from Milo’s wedding, but it didn’t make it any less beautiful. 
 
   “I planned on getting you all new stuff, and having this whole big romantic set up for you, but with everything that’s happening, I didn’t want to wait anymore, but I couldn’t really run to the store either, so I just used what we had around here,” he explained.
 
   “It’s beautiful, and I love it,” I said, genuinely awed as I turned back to face him. “But what is all this for?” 
 
   The nervous smile still played on his lips, and he rubbed the back of his neck before starting with, “I’ve been thinking a lot about how I died before I became a vampire, and how that made everything different. I think that’s why the bond with us was such a mess in the beginning. 
 
   “You were always meant for me,” he went on. “Your blood was supposed to be bonded with me, but since I don’t have a ‘soul’ or whatever you want to call it, it all got twisted around, so that the blood bond felt like it was with Peter. And in the beginning, when everything was so confusing and painful, it was terrible.”
 
   He grimaced at the memory. “Everything that we went through felt absolutely awful, and honestly, there were times where I wasn’t sure that we would make it or that I was doing the right thing.
 
   “But now.” His smile returned, and he let out a relieved breath. “Now I’m actually happy it happened that way. Because I got to fall in love with you. It wasn’t an instant or a flash – it was moments building on one another and time spent together. Ezra and Mae didn’t have that, and Peter didn’t have that with Elise. 
 
   “But with you, I got to learn about you and who you were and discover for myself that I didn’t want to live another day of my life without you. I know without a shadow of doubt that we were meant to be together, but I’m still so happy and grateful that I got to choose you, and that you got to choose me.”
 
   With that, he dropped to one knee in front of me and pulled a ring box out of his pocket. “I love you, and I want to spend eternity with you.”
 
   “Jack.” I smiled down at him with tears in my eyes. “You already proposed!”
 
   “I know, but I want to do it right this time.” He grinned and opened the box, revealing a marquise cut diamond in a platinum band, and I gasped. “Alice Marie Bonham, will you marry me, Jack Allen Hobbs?”
 
   I was about to say yes, but his name startled me into asking, “Hobbs?”
 
   “You told me before you didn’t see the point of getting married, since what it says on the paper isn’t even who I am,” he explained. “So I’m asking you as I am, with all my faults and occasional strengths, to be with me, the real me, forever and ever.”
 
   “Of course, I’ll marry you, Jack. I don’t think I can live without you.” 
 
   He laughed in a combination of happiness and relief. “Well, I hope to never find out if either us can survive without the other.”
 
   As he slid the ring on my hand, I asked, “But are you sure you want to marry me, with all my faults?” 
 
   He stood up and pulled me into his arms. “I’ve never been as certain of anything in my life as I am of you. You are for me, and I am for you.”
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   AFTER ANOTHER TWENTY-FOUR HOURS on lockdown (which went relatively fast thanks to the large amount of time I spent with Jack in our bed), we were all feeling a little stir crazy, and I wasn’t sure how well they would take the news that I was venturing outside of the safety of the apartment complex tonight.
 
   I came out of the bedroom after taking a phone call to find everybody preoccupied with mundane activities. Matilda napped in the corner, Milo was cleaning, Ezra was lounging in a chair by the window reading a book, Jack sat on the couch with his laptop while Bobby and Peter played poker.  
 
   “Do you ever miss food?” Bobby was asking Peter as he took a big mouthful of a plate of vegetable lasagna that Milo had made him. They were both sitting at the dining room table, playing cards with old poker chips, while Bobby ate supper and drank a Coke Zero.  
 
   “Human food tastes terrible,” Peter replied without looking up from his cards.  
 
   “I know. But when you were human, you had to have favorite foods, and I know blood is amazing and all that, but do you ever miss the way food used to taste?” Bobby clarified.
 
   “I miss Mountain Dew and nachos,” Jack said from where he sat on the couch, staring intently at his laptop screen.
 
   “My mom used to make pies that were out of this world,” Peter said, looking momentarily reflective before shaking it off. “But blood is many times better, so no, I don’t really miss food.” 
 
   I cleared my throat, since nobody seemed to notice me standing in the middle of the room, and announced, “Abner called. I need to go into the Agency.”
 
   “Great!” Jack said and closed his laptop. 
 
   “Great?” I asked in surprise as he stood up. “That is not the reaction I was expecting.”
 
   “I need to run down to the comic book shop,” he explained. “Jeroen has an issue with the system, and I need to go in and reset it. It should only take like 30 minutes tops, and then I’ll be home.”
 
   I shook my head. “You can’t just run to the store.” 
 
   “If the Agency thinks it’s okay for you to drive across town to them, then it’s okay for me to run to the shop,” he countered. 
 
   “I don’t think that’s the same thing.”
 
   Jack shrugged. “The Agency called you to go out, so they can’t be that worried. And I’ll be close to home, and I’ll be right back. If the system doesn’t get reset, we could potentially lose thousands of dollars and irritate lots of customers.”
 
   “I have training,” I argued. 
 
   “And you’re a target. I’m not,” he reasoned. “If it’s safe enough for you to go out, it’s safe enough for me. So… is it safe for you?”
 
   “Ezra.” I turned to him. “Help me out.”
 
   “I don’t really think either of you should be going anywhere,” Ezra said, rather contrarily, as he watched us over the top of his book. 
 
   I turned back to Jack. “I have to go. It’s my job, and I need to keep us safe.”
 
   “Yes, and this is for my job, and it helps keep us fiscally solvent,” he said with a finality where I knew there would be no sense in arguing, and he did have a point. 
 
   “Fine,” I relented. “Just bring a stake with you and be careful.”
 
   “I always am.” He kissed me quickly, then dashed off to put on his shoes and grab his keys before I had a chance to change my mind. “Love you, and I’ll see you when I get home.”
 
   “Do you want me to go with you?” Bobby asked me once Jack had taken off. 
 
   “No, there’s no sense in all of us being out there. I’ll be back soon.”
 
   I got in the elevator and rode down to the underground parking garage. The place was dimly lit, thanks to many of the dull blue lights having burned out, but it was enough for me to see fine. 
 
   The garage was full today, and our cars were hidden in the far corner.  I grumbled to myself when I saw Jack’s DeLorean parked next to my Mercedes. While I hadn’t explicitly asked him to take his car, I’d been hoping he would, but it was easier walking around downtown, so he usually just walked to work. 
 
   I’d unlocked my car when I heard footfalls echoing behind me. I stiffened instinctively, and though I couldn’t immediately explain why, I soon figured it out – the heartbeat was far too slow and quiet for a human. 
 
   And now, it was coming from right behind me.
 
   I turned around to see Cate Brennan, standing with her arms folded over her chest, and her dark eyes looked just as wild and crazy as they had the last time I saw her in Ireland. 
 
   “Nice to see you again, Alice,” she said with a wide smile that revealed her sharp teeth.
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   “YOU’VE GOTTA BE KIDDING ME with this,” I groaned. 
 
   “If only Cyrus wasn’t so useless it never would’ve come to this,” she sneered at me.
 
   “You’re with the House of Basarab?” I asked in shock.
 
   “Those losers? Please.” Cate laughed darkly. “I knew Cyrus from around Prague, and he’d always bragged about taking out hunters for sport. 
 
   “I’d been keeping tabs on Peter, just to make sure that he wasn’t plotting against me,” she explained bitterly. “With some digging, I discovered he had some type of relationship with you and that you had trained under a vampire hunter by the name of Olivia. I honestly thought he sent you both to kill me, so I put Cyrus on your tail to take care of you.”
 
   “So you’re the one that’s been telling everyone about my job?” I asked.
 
   “I wanted to find someone to kill you without getting my hands dirty, but it looks like I’ll have to do this myself.” Her thick eyebrows arched as she narrowed her eyes at me. “You had to have known I would come after you. You ruined everything for me. I couldn’t let you get away with that.”
 
   “Come on, Cate. You’re the one that burned down your own house.”
 
   “What choice did I have?” She was practically screaming at me. “You exposed me after decades of hiding! I had been protecting Elise all this time, and –”
 
   “Protecting her?” I interrupted and smirked at her. “How delusional are you? You killed her, and you hung onto her body! You’re no better than a serial killer with a memento.”
 
   She growled at me, with crimson lips pulled back in a viscous snarl. “You stupid bitch.”
 
   Cate crouched down, like she was about to pounce, so I pulled my arm back. Even though I swung at her with my full-force, I still expected her to dodge out the way or block me. Instead, she just stood there, her expression rapidly shifting from angry to shocked as my fist collided with her. 
 
   Then she went flying back onto the pavement, cradling her face as blood dripped down from her smashed nose and fat lip. Vampire bones were far stronger than human’s – which made my punch all the more powerful – but flesh tore just as easily, and that was why her face was such a bloody mess.
 
   I rolled my shoulder and pulled a stake out of my jacket liner, and then I stepped out from between the cars. Cate rolled onto her side, still holding her nose as she cursed at me.
 
   “How could you hit me in the face?” she moaned. “You’re not supposed to hit a woman in the face.” 
 
   “Honestly, I thought you would be harder to fight,” I said as the pungent scent of her blood filled the enclosed space. 
 
   “Mind if I take over?” Peter asked, and I looked over to see that he had snuck down into the garage while I had been preoccupied with Cate. His jaw was set, and his dark eyes were harder than I’d ever seen them before. 
 
   I held out the stake to him and stepped back. “She’s all yours.” 
 
   Tears welled in her eyes and Cate struggled to get up. Peter had the stake in his hand as he stood over her, and she knelt before him. Her face was swollen on the left side where I’d hit her, but it was already starting to heal. Blood soaked the front of her shirt, and streamed down her mouth and chin. 
 
   “Peter,” she pleaded as tears mixed with her blood. Her black hair hung wild around her face, sticking to her wet skin. “Everything is so twisted. I didn’t know what I was saying last time.”
 
   “I want you to tell me what her last moments alive were like,” he said in a low growl. 
 
   “What? I don’t…” She sniffled. “Peter don’t do this. Elise wouldn’t want this.”
 
   “Maybe, but she’s not here now.”
 
   She sobbed. “Peter, please.”
 
   “Answer me, Catherine!” he roared, and she recoiled at the rage in his voice. “What happened with Elise?”
 
   “I didn’t mean to do it,” she whimpered. “I didn’t plan it or anything. Not until the second before I did it. She was singing and packing, and I couldn’t stand it.”
 
   “What did you do?” he demanded in his low rumble. 
 
   “I had the pitchfork from my chores, and she looked back at me and she said, ‘Please don’t.’”
 
   He inhaled sharply and held his breath before managing to ask, “She begged you not to, as her friend? And you killed her anyway?”
 
   Cate shook her head. “It was an accident. I wasn’t thinking.”
 
   “Beg me, the way Elise did,” he said quietly. “Beg me, knowing that I won’t listen, the way you didn’t.”
 
   “Peter,” Cate said as she stared up at him. “You don’t need to do this. It won’t bring her back.”
 
   “And thanks to you, nothing ever will.”
 
   She closed her eyes and implored him, “Please, Peter.”
 
   Peter raised the stake up and drove it straight down through her chest. I heard her bones cracking, and she gasped before crumpling back onto the concrete. He crouched over her body for a few seconds, then he stood up and pulled the stake from her chest.
 
   “Is there something you want me to do with this?” he asked. 
 
   “I don’t really have time to deal with this, so…”
 
   I pulled my key ring out of my pocket, which happened to have Milo’s car keys on it, and pushed the fob so the trunk on the Lexus would pop open. He had an emergency kit, along with a few blankets and tarps, because my brother was nothing if not prepared.
 
   Together, Peter and I wrapped the tarp around Cate’s body, then dropped her and the stake into the small trunk of Milo’s car. To make it less obvious, I dropped a blanket over her.
 
   “I can take care of this when I get back from the Agency,” I said as I slammed the trunk shut, and then I turned my attention to Peter. “What are you doing down here?”
 
   He shrugged and stared down at the closed trunk. “I just thought you might need help, so I came down to check things out.”
 
   “How are you feeling about taking care of Cate?” I asked.
 
   His brow furrowed as he thought. “Good. I’m glad I did it.”
 
   “I’m glad that you’re glad, but I gotta get out of here,” I said, since I didn’t want to waste any more time when the Agency might have important information. 
 
   Peter walked around the passenger side of my car. “How abut I go with? For old time’s sake.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Fine. Whatever gets us out of here faster.”
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   WHEN WE REACHED THE AGENCY, Abner was pacing the lobby. He normally kept his hair styled in a modern pompadour, all slicked back and smooth, but it had come free and fell over his forehead. His tie had been loosened, and he looked every bit like an expectant father pacing in the maternity ward from an old movie. 
 
   He stopped when we came in, and his thick eyebrows pinched in suspicion. 
 
   “Who is this?” he asked, pointing to Peter.
 
   “Peter. He’s basically my brother-in-law,” I said, which sounded like a scandalous way to explain it given our history, but it was the truth. 
 
   “Is he safe?” Abner asked, but Peter only shrugged unhelpfully. 
 
   “Yeah, he’s safe,” I assured him. 
 
   Abner made a hmmff sound, then nodded. “I don’t really have time to argue, so come on.”
 
   He motioned for us to follow him, then turned and walked briskly down the hall toward Ettie’s office. 
 
   “What’d you find?” I asked. 
 
   “Ettie thinks she knows who the leader of the House of Basarab is,” Abner said over his shoulder as we reached her office. 
 
   “Well, the current leader,” Ettie corrected him in her thick French accent. “They’ve had others in the past, but the reigning head seems to be more ambitious than their predecessors.”
 
   The shades were drawn, for the first time that I’d seen, and the thick gray fabric blocked out any hint of the city skyline. The only light in the office came from the desk lamp and the soft glow of the computer screen as Ettie sat hunched over her MacBook.  
 
   She looked up from the screen, and her gaze settled on Peter. 
 
   “You didn’t tell her to come alone?” Ettie asked Abner but she kept her eyes on Peter. 
 
   “I didn’t, but he’s her family, so…” Abner trailed off to defer to her judgement on the matter. 
 
   “I can’t go wait in the lobby,” Peter offered. “I just didn’t think it was safe for Alice to travel alone.”
 
   Ettie waved him off with her slender fingers and went back to looking at her laptop. “You can stay. If Alice trusts you, that’ll be enough for now.” 
 
   “So, the leader of the House of Basarab,” I asked, returning the conversation back to the important issues. “Who is he?”
 
   “He is a she,” Ettie replied sharply. “And she’s gone by many names as she’s one of the oldest vampires we’ve encountered. Lenore, Christabel, Clarimonde, Lilith, Mircalla, to name a few.  She claims to be the daughter of Dracul, and she’s hell bent on restoring her father’s design for vampire-kind.”
 
   “If she’s changed her names so often, how do you know it’s her?” Peter asked. 
 
   She looked up at him over the screen, her dark eyes piercing. “We have extensive records, and most importantly, we have photographic evidence.”  
 
   “She has amassed quite a few followers, but one of her right-hand people really stood out to me,” Abner elaborated. “And I realized it was because I saw her at your wedding.”
 
   Ettie turned to the computer to show us the screen. There were several small pictures open, creating a haphazard gridlock of images. Several of them were dark and grainy, which led me to believe they’d been taken from CCTV, but there were a couple others that appeared to be lifted from Instagram or Snapchat, since they were clear and bright selfie-styled photos. 
 
   Her shoulder-length hair lay in loose curls, and her full lips were always on the verge of a smirk. Her olive skin seemed to glow, and her dark eyes pierced right through the screen at me. 
 
   Peter gasped. “Holy shit, that’s Aisha.”
 
   “How do you know her?” Ettie asked, but her voice became white noise to me as I came to a horrifying realization about what this all meant.  
 
   “She used to date my brother Jack, but they broke up like six years ago,” Peter explained, sounding very far away. 
 
   My mouth felt dry, but I managed to calmly ask, “The leader, the vampire Aisha works with, is her name Liesel?”
 
   Abner looked taken aback. “How did you know?”
 
   A headache was growing at the base of my skull, and I rubbed my temple in a futile attempt to alleviate the pain and the panic that was threatening to take hold. 
 
   “Do you have any pictures of her?” I asked, ignoring Abner’s question for the time being. “I need to see her.”
 
   “Of course.” Ettie began typing frantically on the keyboard, and as she did, she explained, “Our information says she’s using the surname Tepeluş. It means ‘little impaler,’ since Dracul was known as the impaler.”
 
   The images of Aisha blinked away, and they were quickly replaced by pictures of a slender woman. All of them were grainy and blurry, thanks to the CCTV screenshots, but there was a close-up of her in a fitted trench coat walking down the street with a determined expression hardening her delicate features.
 
   It was her. It was unequivocally her. The woman that appeared so awestruck with Jack that I had stupidly suspected she might be bonded with him. 
 
   “Do you know her?” Peter asked, concerned. “How?”
 
   “She and Aisha ran onto us on the street. Liesel was enamored with Jack, and we thought…” I trailed off as the full severity of the situation hit me. “Oh hell. The House of Basarab isn’t after me. They’re after Jack.”
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   PETER DROVE ON THE WAY back, so I could spend the car ride frantically redialing Jack’s phone, but he never answered a single call or text. By the time we reached the apartment complex, the calls had started going directly to voicemail, but I kept calling anyway, as if by some miracle he would answer. 
 
   I raced up the to the apartment and threw open the door, and I was already yelling his name. “Jack! Jack!” I ran into the living room, where Milo, Bobby, and Ezra looked at me like I was insane. “Where’s Jack?”
 
   “He’s at work. Remember?” Bobby asked. 
 
   Milo stood up. “What’s going on?” 
 
   “I don’t know exactly,” Peter explained, much more reasonably than I would be capable of right now. “But I think someone is after Jack, because he doesn’t have a soul.”
 
   “What the fricking frick are you talking about?” Bobby asked. 
 
   While Peter explained the situation – as best he could, given his limited understanding, since I had quickly filled him, Abner, and Ettie in before rushing out to find Jack – I hurriedly dialed the comic book shop. As it rang through, I rubbed my temple and willed Jack to pick up.
 
   “Jack’s Wasted Life, this is Jeroen,” he answered.
 
   “Is Jack there?” I asked, practically cutting him off.
 
   “Uh, no. He hasn’t been in today,” Jeroen said, sounding perplexed. “Is this Alice? He said he would be in later tonight, but I haven’t seen him yet.” 
 
   I hung up on him, not to be rude but because I knew we were running out of time. It was just like Elise warned, but she’d been telling me it was about Peter. Why couldn’t she have said it was Jack? I needed to protect Jack. I never would’ve let him out of my sight if I’d known.
 
   “Did you get ahold of him?” Ezra asked, pulling me from my panicked thoughts. 
 
   “No. He’s not at work, he’s not at home. He’s not answering his phone. I think they took him. They took him, and I don’t know where, and I don’t know what they’re going to do.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Peter moved closer to me. “When Jack was kidnapped before, you felt it. You were sick, and I think you even threw up.”
 
   “That’s only because they were hurting him,” Ezra explained sadly. “If she’s not feeling anything now, it means that they haven’t hurt him.”
 
   I swallowed hard and whispered, “Yet.”
 
   “How did we find him? Where could he be?” Milo asked. 
 
   “He’s with Liesel or Aisha, and the House of Basarab,” I said.  
 
   Bobby stepped toward the door. “Let’s go then.”
 
   “I don’t know where they are!” I shouted to keep from screaming and took a deep breath. “Ettie wouldn’t tell me. She doesn’t want me going alone. She says it’s too much, and the Agency needs to plan an attack together.” 
 
   “But there isn’t time,” Peter argued, sounding plaintive. 
 
   “I know that!” I snapped. “You think I don’t know that?”
 
   “Abner,” Bobby said confidently. “Abner will help. Tell him it’s about Jack. He’ll understand.”
 
   We were out of options, and running out of time, and the pain in my skull was only intensifying, so I hurriedly called Abner, holding my breath as the phone rang. 
 
   “Are you still at the office?” I asked the second he picked up. 
 
   “No. I just left,” Abner said. “Is everything all right?”
 
   I paced the length of the apartment, feeling a panicked sense of vertigo. My heart pounded in my chest, causing my skin to flush hotly. The sheer level of my fear left me feeling sick, and I just wanted Jack back safe and sound. 
 
   “No, not at all,” I said. “They have Jack.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Abner asked.
 
   “I’m sure. But I don’t know how to find them. I don’t know where to go.”
 
   “I’m on my way over,” he replied instantly. 
 
   “That’s… kind of you, but it’s unnecessary,” I told him. “I just need to know where to find Liesel.”
 
   “That’s why I’m coming over. I’ll take you to her.”
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   DURING THE LONG DRIVE, AS I sat anxiously in the passenger seat of Abner’s classic Porsche coupe, my wrists and ankles began to ache. I wanted to chalk it up to tension and stress, and tried not to think of other possible implications, like what it might mean for Jack.
 
   “What the hell is taking so long?” I lamented as I shifted in the seat.
 
   We’d been on the road for over two hours at that point, with Bobby squished into the narrow backseat of Abner’s car while Ezra and Peter followed behind in my Mercedes. The Netherlands was well behind us, and we’d ventured deep into the south-western part of Belgium. Sunrise was now only a few hours away, and I wasn’t sure if confronting the House of Basarab in daylight would be to our advantage or our detriment. 
 
   “Liesel’s tried to keep her place private,” Abner said. 
 
   I rubbed my sore wrist and groaned. “This is ridiculous.”
 
   “We’re almost there,” Abner assured me. “I’m speeding as fast as I can, so we’re actually getting there in record time.” 
 
   “I thought she lived closer to Amsterdam,” Bobby said from the backseat.  
 
   Bobby joining us had been rather controversial, particularly with Milo, but if we were going up against a den of vampires, I knew we needed all the help we could get, and Bobby was a capable hunter. He’d brought his crossbow along with this time – a weapon we only reserved for the most violent of situations.
 
   Back home, Milo waited with Matilda, in case Jack came back or a vampire called. Peter thought Aisha might be stupid enough to taunt us or attempt to hold Jack for ransom. 
 
   “No, I don’t think she likes living too close to actual cities, since she detests humans,” Abner explained. “We believe she just came there looking for Jack.”
 
   “Why?” Bobby leaned forward, poking his head between the seats. “How did they know Jack is the one they were looking for?”
 
   “Ettie and I discussed that briefly tonight, after Alice and Peter had gone,” Abner said. “We think it was a combination of preparation and dumb luck. Aisha has been working with Liesel for some time, hunting for someone like Jack. Nostalgia and a wedding announcement caused her to crash your wedding to see him again, but then she must’ve sensed that he was different.”
 
   “How could she tell?” I asked.
 
   He shook his head. “I don’t know exactly, but supposedly, there’s a scent they give off and a look in their eyes. All the information we have is more legend then fact. Aisha has been honing her skills under Liesel, so she caught whatever scent is that the soulless give off.”
 
   “Why didn’t she just kidnap him that night? Like at the wedding?” Bobby asked. 
 
   “I suspect that they were trying to discern whether they were right, before risking the ire of vampire hunters and the Agency, which is what those odd run-ins were about that Jack had with Liesel,” Abner answered. “She and Aisha presumably stalked him for a while, and when they saw him go to the psychic, they cornered her and finally had their confirmation. Then they killed her so nobody else would discover what they were up to until it was too late.”
 
   “Are you saying that’s it too late now?” Bobby asked. I shot him a look in the rearview mirror, but he just shrugged. 
 
   “I’m saying that I don’t know how long it takes for someone to possess a vampire,” Abner replied carefully.  
 
   After that we lapsed into silence and I stared out the window at the darkness that surrounded us. Eventually, the flat terrain began to give way to the rise of the Ardennes Mountains in the distance. Farm land changed over to thick forests, and Abner turned off the main road, following a winding path away from civilization. 
 
   Finally, the trees gave way to a rough clearing before a rocky mountain. It seemed unremarkable at first, until the headlights of Abner’s car landed on the set of stairs carved into the sheer face. He cut the lights and parked the car, but my eyes were already travelling upwards, to the spectacle of Liesel’s dwelling.
 
   Several staircases were carved into the stone, leading up to multiple entrances that opened directly into the mountain. All of them were engraved with surprising detail, though they appeared worn and dull by age, and the doorways were flanked on either side by Romanesque columns.
 
   “What the hell is this place?” Bobby asked as we got out of the car. Ezra and Peter had pulled up beside us, and both of them got out quickly.  
 
   “These are old tombs,” Abner asked. “They were built back during a Vandalic empire, where they would keep the dead that died in battle. It’s called Áiweins Dáuþeins.”
 
   “And this is where Liesel lives now?” Peter asked, motioning to the stone mausoleum with a raised eyebrow. 
 
   “Fitting, isn’t it?” Abner asked. 
 
   “So what’s the plan?” Bobby asked as he loaded up his gear – adding stakes to ankle holsters and making sure his satchel was full of platinum quills for the crossbow. “Do you want us to storm the castle?”
 
   Ezra scowled. “I’d been hoping for a sneak attack. Peter and I could scope out for some kind of secret entrance.”
 
   “I doubt there is one,” Abner said. “Liesel chose this place as the House of Basarab headquarters because it was so hard to break in.” 
 
   “Well, we’ve got to come up with something better than charging in blindly,” Ezra said. 
 
   “Alice, there is something we need to talk to about, before we go in,” Abner said, and put his hand on my arm so I would look up at him. “We need to discuss what we’ll do if we’re too late.”
 
   “If Jack’s dead, it doesn’t change…” I began but then I realized what he was saying. “You mean if Jack is alive, but he’s not himself.”
 
   “If he’s possessed by someone as evil and powerful as Dracul is rumored to be, I don’t know that we can risk letting him live,” Abner explained carefully. 
 
   I shook my head. “Can’t we just exorcise him or something?”
 
   “That is something far beyond my skillset, and I don’t know if Dracul would ever give us another chance to get close to him,” Abner said. “If he’s just taken over a body and hasn’t fed yet, he would still be weak, and that may be our only chance to stop him.”
 
   I swallowed hard. “You mean kill him? And kill Jack in the process?”
 
   “If Dracul has taken over, Jack will already be gone,” Abner said. “It will be the only way that we can free him. I can do it, if it’s as you wish, or you can.”
 
   “I…” I tried to focus on my breathing, and not the way the world felt like it was falling apart around me. “I can’t.”
 
   “I’ll do it,” Peter interjected firmly, and I looked over to see the resolution in his eyes. “He’s my brother, my progeny. If it comes to that. If it must be done. I should be the one.” 
 
   “Or we could just go in there and get Jack before it’s too late,” Bobby suggested. 
 
   The pain in my wrists burned sharply, and I knew I didn’t have time to waste. Bobby was right. So, I started up the rock staircase, heading toward the largest door in the center that appeared to be glowing from a fire within. 
 
   “Alice, what are you doing?” Abner called after me. 
 
   “Facing the danger head on,” I replied, and I could already hear Bobby scrambling on the steps behind me to catch up. 
 
   The others followed, and we climbed up the crumbling stairs. I’d almost reached the landing in front of the main door when Aisha stepped out, clad in a ridiculous burgundy robe that really seemed much to on-the-nose for a cult. 
 
   “You actually found us,” Aisha said as I approached her, and the cold wind caused her robe to billow out around her. “And you brought your posse along with? How cute.”
 
   I stood in front of her, and I could see past her, into the tomb. Torches were hung along the walls, providing a dull yellow glow, which made the inside appear even more cave-like. A dozen cloaked vampires stood around the room, watching and waiting, but neither Liesel nor Jack seemed to be among them. 
 
   “I want my fiancé back,” I said. 
 
   Aisha smirked. “It’s too late for that.” 
 
   “No, it’s not,” I insisted. The pain in my wrists and ankles assured me that that he was still connected with me, which meant he wasn’t dead or gone. Not yet. “I can feel it. He’s still here.”
 
   “His body might be, but there will be nothing left of him after Liesel is done,” Aisha replied with a laugh.
 
   The overly confident smirk on her face had me convinced that she would never tell me anything, which meant that she was of no use to me. I took a deep breath, as she looked down at me with that condescending glimmer in her eyes, and imperceptibly I reached back and wrapped my hand around the stake from waistband.
 
   Moving lightning fast – so quickly it would’ve made vampires like Cyrus envious and required a concerted amount of energy and attention – I drove the stake straight through her heart. Aisha didn’t even notice. Not until the very last second when she was actually dying, did her arrogant expression finally shift to shock.
 
   As her body fell to the ground, the vampires inside the den rushed toward the door, preparing to take us all on. 
 
   “Let’s rock and roll,” Bobby said as he cocked his crossbow.  
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   BOBBY’S CROSSBOW IMMEDIATELY PROVED ITSELF useful by taking out a hulking vampire that was charging right toward me, but that unfortunately still left plenty of vampires to tangle with.
 
   It used too much of my energy to go so fast, the way I had to take out Aisha, so I had to resort to moving within normal speeds for a vampire, and dodge out of the way of attacks when I could. I couldn’t get an exact count on the vampires, and a few more poured in through the tunnels that connected the tombs. 
 
   As I staked a female vampire who hissed at me like an aggressive cobra, I glanced up long enough to count at least thirteen vampires in this chamber, not counting the bodies we’d already taken out. 
 
   The only thing that worked in our favor is that most of the vampires that followed the House of Basarab seemed relatively young, stupid, and arrogant. That explained the ridiculous robes they wore, and why they insisted on charging at us head on with their claws out, even though they’d already seen us take out several of their comrades.
 
   Still, they were strong and angry, and a vampire managed to bite a chunk out of my shoulder before I finally got a stake in him. I could still fight, but he ruined my favorite jacket, and my blood was scenting the air. 
 
   Abner let out a loud grunt as I wrestled with a short vampire that kept shouting at me in Russian, and I looked over to see him wielding a pretty fierce looking battle axe that he’d taken from another vampire. He swung it with both hands, and managed to decapitate two vampires at once. 
 
   I reached into my pocket to pull out a stake to care of the Russian vampire, and I realized that I’d used them all. He gnashed his teeth at me, so I kicked him in the head and knocked him back to the ground. I kneeled on his chest, and gripped his head with one hand on either side, then started pulling upward. He howled, but only for a second, then I heard the audible pop as his skull separated from his spine. Just to be safe, I tore off his head and tossed it aside.
 
   When I looked up, I realized that we must’ve vanquished at least half of the members of the House that came charging in here. There were probably more hiding in the wings of the tombs, and there were definitely more spread out throughout Europe and undoubtedly the world. 
 
   But I couldn’t worry about them. I could only deal with the ones that I could see, the ones that were standing in my way, until I got Jack. The Agency could put together some kind of plan of attack to take down what was left of the cult after I was through. 
 
   Abner seemed to be doing a great job of taking out vampires, thanks to the battle axe, and Bobby appeared to be doing well with his crossbow. His clothes were torn in a few places, and he was bleeding from a wound on his head and had a bite on his hand, but it was nothing worse than he’d dealt with before.
 
   Across the room, standing over the corpse of a vampire he’d just slain, Peter met my gaze, and he motioned to one of the tunnels that exited the cavernous main room. He didn’t say anything, but I read the look in his eyes – it was time to leave them to fight what vampires were left. We needed to go get Jack. 
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   I RAN INTO THE TUNNEL first, with Peter racing close behind me. I had no idea where to go, but most of the tunnels were dark, except for one. One had the faintest glow of white, so that’s the one I chose, deciding that following the light might be the best bet for finding Liesel and Jack. 
 
   The tunnel wound deeper in the mountain, with the walls getting narrower and the air felt colder, but the ground began to angle, raising upwards, towards the peak. It all smelled of must and decay… until I got a familiar metallic scent that hit me, sweet like honey.
 
   It was Jack’s blood. We were on the right track.
 
   Finally, the tunnel opened into a tall cylinder of a room, reminding me of a bell tower, and I saw where the hint of white light had come from. There was a hole in the ceiling, a large circle that let the moon and the stars shine down. 
 
   The tower had two sets of stairs, circling either side, like a double helix. At the very top, where both staircases met some thirty feet above us, was a landing. On that landing, centered between two large vampire guards, was a huge chunk of wood. It had natural edges, like it had been taken from a massive redwood trunk.
 
   And that’s where Jack was, with the moonlight shining directly on him. His hands were bound over his head, with a nail driven through them to hold him in place, and another stake went through his ankles. He was shirtless, with blood and sweat dripping down his chest, and his head lolled forward. 
 
   “Jack!” I shouted, but he didn’t react. 
 
   Liesel sneered at the sight of me, from where she stood half-way down the western staircase. She’d already been coming down when we entered the room, but now she quickened her descent. Peter ran up the eastern stairs, where he would have to take on the two vampires guarding Jack, while I stayed below to face Liesel myself.  
 
   “Do you have any idea how old I am?” she asked as she walked down toward me. 
 
   “No, and I don’t particularly care,” I replied. I tried to keep my gaze locked on her, but I kept glancing over, watching as Peter bounded up the stairs. 
 
   “I have been alive for 538 years.” She absently touched her long blond hair as her cloak drug on the steps behind her. “And I have spent the better part of five centuries looking for a way to revive my father, to bring him back to rule over our kind as he was always intended to. Do you know how hard it is to find an immortal empty vessel?”
 
   “Jack is not empty,” I told her fiercely. “He has heart and brains and passion. He’s not just some husk you can throw your dead father in.” 
 
   Liesel let out a dark cackle. “That’s where you and I disagree. He’s precisely what I need, and I can’t wait to rule by his side.”
 
   “Well, I hate to break it to you, but you’re going to have to wait a few more years,” I told her as she reached the bottom of the steps. 
 
   Liesel stepped toward me, and her smile deepened. “I’m not going to just let you waltz out of here with him. He’s mine now.”
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   I HEARD THE SOUNDS OF flesh hitting flesh as Peter began taking on the guards beside Jack, but I knew I couldn’t take my eyes off Liesel. As she circled me, I realized belatedly that I was out of stakes. I would have to find a way to take her out with my bare hands. 
 
   “My father –” she began, and that’s when I launched at her, punching her in the face before she had a chance to react.
 
   “I don’t give a shit about your father,” I growled at her, but she was already up and coming for me.
 
   She threw me back to the ground and then leapt on top of me. With her mouth open wide above me, I saw that her fangs were long – much longer than the average vampire’s, and I wondered if it was because she was so old or because of her alleged parentage. 
 
   With one hand around my throat and another on my right arm, she had me pinned to the ground, and when I tried to push her off, I realized with dismay that she was much stronger than me. 
 
   “I’ll need to eat, if I want to help Dracul rule,” she hissed through her fangs. “And a dhampyr like you will provide the perfect meal.” 
 
   As she bent down, I stopped trying to push her off and instead let my hand travel lower, to the soft flesh of her belly. Just before her fangs broke my skin, I tore my fingers into her stomach. She howled in surprise and pain, and when she sat up, it only gave me better access. 
 
   I pushed up, through her warm entrails as she screamed, and she tried to push me off, but it was too late. My hand had encircled her heart, beating slowly in her chest. Her blue eyes widened as she realized what it was I meant to do, and with all my strength, I yanked down and tore her heart out through her stomach. 
 
   It seemed to take an extra second for her to realize that she was dead, but finally, her body slumped back on the floor. I dropped her heart beside her, and just to be safe, I stepped on it with all my might, squishing it beneath the heal of my boot. 
 
   I looked up just in time to see the second vampire guard crashing to the floor beside me. I’m not sure if he was dead before he fell, but as his flesh split open, with blood spilling out around him and his neck bent at an angle that left his bones protruding, I’d say he was definitely dead now.
 
   The other vampire lay dead on the landing, so Peter hurried to pull the stakes out of Jack’s limbs. As I ran up the stairs toward them, Peter hoisted him down from the wood, and held him in his arms, since Jack was too weak to stand. Blood streamed out of his wrists and ankles, and he slouched against his brother.
 
   “I got you,” Peter whispered as he held him. “It’s going to be okay.” 
 
   “Jack!” I shouted as I collapsed to my knees beside them. 
 
   His eyelids fluttered and he moaned weakly, but otherwise he didn’t move. His skin had gone pale and clammy, and I don’t think I’d ever seen him look so sick and terrible. 
 
   “He needs blood,” Peter said.
 
   “Is it him?” I asked breathlessly with tears standing in my eyes. “Is it still Jack?”
 
   Peter stared down at him for a moment with his jaw clenched. “I don’t know.” Then he looked up at me, his eyes desperate. “Can you feel him?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You could always feel what he feels. Can you still feel him?” Peter asked.
 
   I closed my eyes, concentrating, but I could only feel my own panic and nausea. “No. I think he’s too weak.” 
 
   Peter tore open his wrist and offered up to Jack, but he didn’t even stir. He tilted his head back and let his blood poor into Jack’s mouth, bright droplets falling between his open lips.
 
   And finally, Jack started swallowing. Weakly at first, then gulping it down, and soon he grabbed onto Peter’s wrist and sunk his teeth into his flesh.
 
   Peter winced. “That’s enough.” 
 
   He pushed Jack off himself, and he groaned quietly. As Peter held up his arm and let his blood coagulate, I crawled over and pulled Jack onto my lap. 
 
   “Jack, wake up,” I said as I brushed the hair back from his forehead.
 
   His lids trembled again, then ever so slowly, they opened, and his soft blue eyes met mine. “Hey, beautiful,” he said with a sleepy grin. “Did I die again?” 
 
   Then I felt it – a rush of drowsy happiness flooding over me coming from Jack. And I couldn’t imagine that something as dark and evil as Dracul could feel as gentle and warm and wonderful as Jack did. 
 
   “I can feel him,” I told Peter, with a tear streaming down my cheek. “It’s him. It’s Jack.”
 
   A look of pure relief fell across Peter’s face as he smiled at me. “Thank god for that.” 
 
   That’s when I realized what Elise had been warning me of. This whole time I thought Peter had been in danger – and in an abstract way, I suppose he had been. He’d told me he couldn’t bear to lose someone else he loved, and by the look in his eyes as he stared down at his brother, I knew there were few people in the world that Peter loved more than Jack. 
 
   It would’ve destroyed him to kill Jack, but he’d volunteered to spare me, to save Jack from living as a monster, to protect humans everywhere. And if we’d come too late, I am certain that Peter would’ve done what he needed to do, and that would have been the end of him, just as much as it would’ve been the end of Jack. 
 
   I looked down at Jack as I cradled his face. “You’re not allowed to die anymore.”
 
   “I don’t think any of us could handle it,” Peter agreed, causing Jack to look over at him. 
 
   He laughed weakly, a shadow of its normal robust sound, but it still sent shivers through me, the way it always did.
 
   “I swear, this will be the last time,” he promised. 
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   WITH JACK LEANING ON ME for support, we walked back down the tunnel to find Ezra, Abner, and Bobby effectively standing on a pile of corpses. Abner and Ezra had a few wounds, but nothing that wouldn’t heal up fast. Bobby’s were more substantial, so Ezra had crouched down beside him to bandage up the more severe ones.
 
   “Hey, Jack’s alive!” Bobby exclaimed, managing to sound both exhausted and genuinely happy as Ezra tied a ripped piece of cloak around his leg. 
 
   “It does that seem way,” Jack agreed with a feeble smile. 
 
   “Liesel is taken care of then?” Abner asked me, but his eyes were on Jack. 
 
   “Yeah, Alice ripped her heart out,” Peter elaborated. 
 
   Bobby gaped at me. “You ripped someone’s heart out, and I missed it?”
 
   “It was more gruesome and less cool than it sounds,” I brushed him off. 
 
   Abner stepped away from the bodies to inspect Jack more closely, and there was a suspicion in his eyes that made me uneasy. “How are you doing, Jack?”
 
   “I mean, I’ve been better, but I’ll survive.” He held up his arm to inspect his very slowly healing wrist. “I was hanging up on that board for quite a while, and Liesel kept chanting stuff and burning me with shit. She kept going on about how her dad was so great and powerful, and he would do so much when he got here.” 
 
   Abner exhaled slowly through pursed lips. “She was trying to possess you.”
 
   “Yeah, I gathered that,” Jack said. 
 
   “Wait. How do we know that it didn’t work?” Bobby asking, catching onto the same thing that Abner had been trying to decipher. “Jack could be Dracula right now or whatever.” 
 
   “Ask me something that only I’d know,” Jack said. 
 
   He was still leaning against me, and he looked like his normal self. Worn out and bloody, but normal. But I suppose that was part of the appeal of possession. The body didn’t change. 
 
   “When did we first kiss?” I asked, more playfully, since I already knew in my heart that he was still himself. 
 
   He scoffed. “Oh, come on. I didn’t write down the exact date. I’ve been kissing you for quite a while now.”
 
   “No, I got it.” Bobby stood up and limped over to him. “Who shot JR?”
 
   “What?” Jack asked dubiously. “Are you talking about JR Ewing from the old TV show Dallas?”
 
   Bobby shrugged. “Yeah. I just feel like since Dracula’s been dead for a few centuries, he probably wouldn’t have been able to keep up on pop culture.”
 
   “Then you could’ve asked me literally any question about anything in the last century,” Jack pointed out. “Who the president is, or my birthday. Any of those things.”
 
   Bobby folded his arms over his chest and stood his ground. “Yeah, well, I didn’t, and you still haven’t answered the question, which is growing suspect.”
 
   “That was over thirty years ago,” Jack replied. “I don’t remember. I think it was some woman? JR’s mistress or something. I don’t know.”
 
   “I think that’s close enough,” I said, feeling somewhat relieved. 
 
   “We can Google on the car ride to confirm,” Bobby decided. 
 
   “We should head back,” Abner suggested, meaning that he must no longer feel suspicious of Jack either. “We all needed to rest, and we don’t want to be here if more members of the House of Basarab show up.”
 
   “Do you think that’s a possibility?” Ezra asked.
 
   “We’re not entirely sure how many active members there are right now,” Abner said. “But once we get back, I’ll talk to Ettie at the Agency, and we’ll come up with a plan to diffuse the rest of them before things get out of hand.”
 
   On the long car ride back to Amsterdam, I curled up in the cramped backseat of Abner’s car with Jack, leaving Bobby to ride shotgun. Jack stretched out as much as he could, with his legs across my lap, and he held my hands in his. 
 
   “I might not remember the date of our first kiss, but I do vividly recall asking you to marry me,” Jack said quietly. 
 
   I smiled at him. “I remember that too.”
 
   He picked up my hands, kissing them gently. “And after all this, I really don’t want to wait anymore. If it’s okay with you, I’d like us to get married as soon as we possibly can.”
 
   “Me, too,” I said honestly. 
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   FIFTEEN DAYS LATER
 
    
 
    
 
   TRUE TO OUR WORD, JACK and I had our wedding as soon as we possibly could. He insisted on getting legal documentation – even though all the documents he used to obtain the marriage license were doctored – and since it mattered so much to him, it mattered to me. 
 
   Jack managed to charm the staff at the government offices, so he got things expedited, and it took exactly fifteen days for us to get our marriage license. So, on the evening of Tuesday the eighth of July, just as the sun was setting, we gathered on the roof top garden outside of our apartment.
 
   It was a small affair, with only our closest family in attendance. My mom, Leif, Mae, and Milo were our audience. Ezra had been ordained so he could officiate, and Matilda was our makeshift flower girl, with a wreath of peonies around her neck. 
 
   Bobby served as my Man of Honor, which had been a no brainer, because he was pretty obviously my best friend. Jack’s choice of Best Man had been much more controversial, but he insisted that he wanted Peter at as his side, if Peter was willing.
 
   When Jack asked him, Peter hadn’t hesitated a second before replying, “Yes. Absolutely.” And then they’d hugged, with Jack looking relieved and thrilled. After all the time and all the mess we’d gone through, they finally felt like real brothers again. 
 
   While Jack and I orchestrated the day and picked out everything, Mae, Milo, and my mom had done all the actual decorating, leaving Jack and I to get ready. I wore a white tea-length dress, and Jack wore a white dress shirt with gray slacks, and I had to admit that we’d both never looked better.
 
   When I stepped out into the garden, over flowing with flowers and love and family, tears filled my eyes. We had no aisle, and no one gave either of us away, so Jack took my hand as we walked over to take our place in front of Ezra. 
 
   “Thank you all for joining us today,” Ezra began in his warm rumble. “I think we’ve all been waiting for this day for a long time.” 
 
   “Some of longer that others,” Jack said softly, causing me to laugh. 
 
   Ezra started the ceremony with a reading – a poem that Jack had picked out because he said it always made him think of me. “Since Feeling is First” by e e cummings. As Ezra read the words, and I held Jack’s hands as I looked into his eyes, I knew that I’d never loved anyone more, and I couldn’t imagine being anywhere else than right here, with him.  
 
   After a few more words, talking about love and family and eternity and the bond we all shared, Ezra got to the call and response part, which meant the ceremony was coming close to the end, and I found myself trembling with anticipation. 
 
   “Do you, Jack Hobbs, take Alice to be your lawfully wedded wife as long as you both shall live?” Ezra asked. 
 
   Smiling broadly, Jack said, “I do.”
 
   Ezra turned to me and asked, “Do you, Alice Bonham, take Jack to be your lawfully wedded husband as long as you both shall live?”
 
   “I do,” I said, nodding so fast that it made Jack laugh.
 
   “Then, by the power vested in me by the internet, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may now kiss the bride,” Ezra said.
 
   “Finally,” Jack whispered. He bent down, kissing me fiercely but politely, as I wrapped my arms around him, and from the corner of my eyes I saw the flash of light from my mom’s camera as she immortalized the moment.
 
   When we’d finished, Jack touched my face gently, wiping at my lips. “Your lipstick smeared.” 
 
   “Thanks,” I said with a giddy laugh.
 
   “I introduce for the very first time, Mr. and Mrs. Bonham!” Ezra announced, and all our family clapped. 
 
   Milo and Mae were crying happy tears when I turned back to face them, as Florence + the Machine swelled over the outdoor speakers. Jack took my hand in his and raised it up, while Leif distributed freshly lit sparklers among the guests, 
 
   I wasn’t drunk, but I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt this intoxicated. I felt light-headed – but in a strangely good way – like I was just floating around the party, with my husband by my side, and I’d never been so deliriously happy in my life. By the end of the night, my face hurt from smiling, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. 
 
   Later, as Jack and I had our first dance, under the indigo sky, I rested my headed against his shoulder. I could feel his heart beating through his chest, and he whispered, “I love you so much, Alice.” But he didn’t need to say it. I knew it, the way I knew the sun would rise and the moon would set, and that Jack and I would be together forever. 
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   JULY 19, 2014
 
    
 
    
 
   IT WAS AT OUR WEDDING the week before, when we were all milling about and chatting, that Peter first mentioned us all coming to Ireland. 
 
   “I know this is short notice, and if you guys can’t make it, I understand completely,” he said, his eyes unwilling to settle on of us, so they bounced between us all. “But I’m doing this thing for Elise’s birthday. I’m going back to Bláthanna Gorma, where she’s buried, and I would like it if you all would join me.”
 
   “When is it?” Jack asked, with his arm looped around my shoulders.
 
   “July 19th,” Peter replied. “A week from Saturday.”
 
   Jack looked down at me. “I think we can. I mean, if Alice can get away from work.”
 
   “Things have been quiet since the Agency took care of the House of Basarab,” I said.
 
   After we’d rescued Jack, Ettie had done some investigating and discovered that most of the vampires at the Áiweins Dáuþeins tombs were freshly turned, which is how we’d been able to take out so many of them with relative ease. 
 
   But Liesel and several other of the top members – like Aisha and the guards – had been there, and since we’d taken them out as well, the House was like a snake without a head. Ettie dispatched other agents to remove high ranking members before they got ideas about taking Liesel’s place, and that seemed to quell any murmurs of an uprising. 
 
   The dissenting vampires had gone back into hiding, and for a change, the vampire population of Amsterdam seemed quiet and relatively peaceful. 
 
   “So you think you’ll be able to make it?” Peter asked, sounding both relieved and nervous. 
 
   “Yeah, we should be able to.”
 
   “What is all this about?” Ezra asked, and while the rest of us smiled and nodded – partially because we were swept up in the happiness of the wedding – he alone appeared concerned. His eyes were dark with worry, and he was on the verge of grimacing. 
 
   “It’s just something that I’ve been thinking about for a while,” Peter said vaguely, which did nothing to ease the apprehension in Ezra’s expression. “And now seems like the right time. It would really mean a lot to me if you could be there.” 
 
   Since he couldn’t deny a request like that, Ezra had agreed, and that’s how the six of us ended up in a rented van, driving across Ireland with the afternoon sunlight streaming in through the windows on the 19th of July. 
 
   “Why did he have to have this during the day?” Jack groaned. “It doesn’t make sense.”
 
   “This is Peter’s thing, and we’ll go along with his wishes,” Mae said, shooting him a glare over her dark sunglasses. “We can handle spending a few hours awake in the daylight for him.” 
 
   “We can,” Jack said. “I just don’t understand why.”
 
   “He said it’ll make sense when we get there,” I reminded Jack. Peter had given us little information about the “event,” only providing enough cryptic answers to get us here on the right date and time. 
 
   From the backseat, Bobby leaned forward to look out the windows. “Where are we going? This isn’t the way to Elise’s house.” That was another of Bobby’s useful skills – he had a borderline eidetic memory when it came to directions and maps. 
 
   “We’re not going to Elise’s house,” Ezra explained, his voice tight with worry, the same way it had been the very first time Peter had brought up the prospect of this adventure. 
 
   “What?” Bobby asked. “Then where are we going?”
 
   “The Cliffs of Moher,” he answered. “Where they were married, in the afternoon.” 
 
   It wasn’t much longer until we finally made it to the cliffs. The view was absolutely breathtaking. The bright emerald rolling greens of grass, the sharp gray face of the rock, and the dark blue waves crashing up against it. 
 
   Ezra parked the van, and we made the trek up from the parking lot, past O’Brien’s Tower to the north point, which a sign informed us was the highest peak of the cliffs. It was a beautiful summer day, with few clouds in the sky, and as we got closer to the cliffs, the warm breeze became a stronger wind.
 
   There, we finally saw Peter, standing with his back to us near the edge. Jack called to him and waved, and almost in slow motion, Peter turned back around to face us, with a subdued smile on his face.
 
   “I’m glad you all could make it,” he said as we formed a semi-circle around him. “I’ve thought about this day a lot. How I wanted it to go, and there were so many ways I could’ve done it, but I think this is the best way. Surrounded by my family like this.”
 
   Ezra shook his head and said, “Peter, don’t this.”
 
   And that’s when it hit me, as I stared out at the gorgeous landscape around us, on the birthday of Peter’s one true love, what exactly we were doing out here. My stomach dropped, and I couldn’t breathe as a wave of sadness and panic washed over me. 
 
   “What’s going on?” Bobby asked, glancing between us. “What are you doing?”
 
   “This isn’t a decision that I take lightly but…” Peter took a deep breath. “The truth is that I’m old enough. I’ve lived long enough, and I’m ready to die. I’m ready to go be with Elise.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Jack asked, his voice a tight mixture of fear and pain. “Did you invite us all out here to watch you kill yourself?”
 
   “It’s not like that.” Peter shook his head. “This isn’t suicide. I’ve lived my life – a long, long life. And it’s come to an end. I can feel it, deep within me, that my time here is done. It’s harder to accept and understand because my body won’t give up on its own. But that’s just a vampire trick, an illusion really. My soul is ready for what comes next. I’m ready.” 
 
   Mae gasped. “Peter, you can’t be serious.”
 
   “You’re a vampire!” Bobby protested. “This is insane.” 
 
   “I’ve done the research, and that’s a 700-foot drop below,” Peter explained calmly. “That should be more than enough to end things for me.” 
 
   “You can’t do this, Peter,” Milo said. 
 
   “Let’s talk about it.” Ezra struggled to keep his composure. He moved closer to Peter, which only caused Peter to take a step backward, closer to the edge. “There must be something else we can do.”
 
   “I know you all mean well, and I understand,” Peter said with a sad smile. “I would try to talk you out of it, if you were suggesting the same thing. But I’m not depressed. I’m not sad or angry. I spent a lot of my life being that way, but I’m not now. For the first time in a very long time, I’m really and truly at peace. I accomplished many things – and some of them were very good. But now I’m ready to shed this mortal coil, and to join Elise in the afterlife.”
 
   “But what if there isn’t an afterlife?” Bobby asked. 
 
   “My time on this earth has still come to an end,” Peter assured us. 
 
   Ezra looked totally helpless as he asked. “Is there anything I can say, anything I can do to change your mind?
 
   “There isn’t,” Peter said with great conviction. 
 
   “Peter,” I begged with tears in my eyes, but he only shook his head at my plea. 
 
   “I know it might seem cruel inviting you here,” he said. “But I wanted you to know, to understand, for there not to be any questions, and so we could all say goodbye, knowing this really and truly is goodbye. Not many people get that. I love all you so very much.”
 
   With that, he went over and began hugging all of us and saying his goodbyes. He started with Mae, who was already weeping openly. 
 
   Jack was sniffling as they hugged, and he said, “You’re an asshole, but I love you.”
 
   “I love you, too,” Peter replied. 
 
   When he got to me, he embraced me tightly, but neither of us said anything at first. I just held him close to me, trying to sear this moment in my memory forever. So, I would always remember him exactly as he was right now – the way he felt strong and cool in my arms, how his hands gripped me ever so slightly, his heart beating against his chest. 
 
   I buried my face in the crook of his neck, fighting back tears, as I held him to me. I breathed in deeply, savoring his scent – heady and fresh, like apples and the forest, but today it mixed with saltiness of the ocean.
 
   “I love you,” I said, my voice thick with tears.
 
   “I know. And I always loved you.” He finally pulled away from, but he lingered before me and wiped a tear of my cheek. “Goodbye, Alice.”
 
   “Goodbye, Peter.” 
 
   As he moved on down to Ezra, Jack put his arm around me – not to lay claim or anything like that, but only to comfort me, and to comfort himself. I leaned into him, resting my head against his shoulder, as I watched Ezra struggle to keep his composure.
 
   He didn’t say much. He just clung to Peter, gripping him so tightly, I know it had to have hurt. I wasn’t sure that he would ever let go, but eventually he released Peter. Mae went over and put her arm around him. 
 
   Peter walked backwards toward the edge of the cliff. With the sun setting behind him, and the wind ruffling his hair, he smiled at us, looking serene in a way that I had never seen him before. His eyes were light, the way they had been at Elise’s house when he remembered her, and he took a deep breath. 
 
   He took a step back and waved at us, before saying, “I’ll see you in the next life.” And then he jumped. 
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   THE SUN FELT WARM AND wonderful on my skin, and I felt like I might just float away into the sky. I opened my eyes in the field of blue flowers, but this time, they weren’t attacking me or trying to pull me under. They were only a soft bed for me to rest on, and to fill the air with their sweet perfume.
 
   I sat up slowly, and I was alone in the field. For the first time since I began having these dreams, I could stand up. I walked down the hill, my bare feet padding delicately on the petals, and faintly, in the distance, I began to hear a voice. A clear, beautiful sound that carried all through the hills until finally she appeared.
 
   Smiling brightly and looking far happier than I’d ever seen her before, Elise floated down to meet me, singing an old Irish love song. 
 
   “I must thank you, Alice,” she said as she reached me. “You finally found him peace.”
 
   “I didn’t find it for him, and I never wanted him to die,” I told her. 
 
   She laughed, bright and easy. “You can’t give anyone peace. They must make it for themselves. But you helped him. You gave him the tools, so he could finally let everything go.”
 
   “So he’s happy?” I asked.
 
   “Yes. We both are. We never thought we’d be reunited, and it’s more wonderful than I could ever have dreamed of.”
 
   I looked around the empty fields. “Is he here? Can I see him?”
 
   “No,” she replied sadly. “I don’t think he’ll be able to visit you here, not like this.”
 
   “Why didn’t you come sooner? And why did you come to me, and not Ezra?” I asked.
 
   “I was always waiting for Peter, to see him, to help him, should he need it,” Elise explained. “But he never let me in. And no matter what I tried, I couldn’t reach him. 
 
   “And then one day, after all these years, a door opened,” she went on. “I stepped through and found you waiting in the field for me. As soon as I saw you, I had to warn you of trouble and that time was short. That was all I know – the only information allowed to me –  so I couldn’t say more, but somehow, I knew I had to help you save Peter.” 
 
   “I don’t know if I saved him, but I hope I helped him.” I swallowed back my tears. “I miss him.”
 
   “He misses you all, too, and he hopes that you’re happy and you forgive him.”
 
   “I am happy, but I don’t know that there’s anything to forgive,” I said. “It was hard to let him go, but I think we all understood. He’d lived a long, painful life, and he was ready for the next chapter.”
 
   “Exactly.” She smiled. “I’m glad that you understand.”
 
   “Does this mean I won’t be seeing you anymore either?”
 
   “I can’t tell what the future holds, but I don’t think I’ll be visiting you again. Not here, not like this.”  
 
   “Well, it was nice meeting you, Elise.”
 
   “It was a pleasure meeting you, Alice.” She did a small curtsey. “Peter and I are forever indebted to you. Thank you for giving so much happiness, and I hope that you feel the same in return.”
 
   “I think do,” I said, and she began dissolving slowly before my eyes. 
 
   She laughed again, sounding more ethereal than ever, and the she disappeared completely. A bright white light intensified, warming me and swallowing the world up around me.
 
   When I opened my eyes, I realized it was only Jack. His arms wrapped around me, holding me to him as we snuggled in our bed. I had my back to him, and I rolled over so I could face him. 
 
   “Are you okay?” he murmured as I stirred beside him.
 
   “Yeah. I’m fine.”
 
   He opened his eyes to look up at me. “Did you have that bad dream again?”
 
   “It was actually a really good dream,” I said and I sunk back into his arms. “I love you.”
 
   “I love you, too.” He kissed the top of my head. 
 
   “I can’t wait to spend eternity with you.”
 
   He laughed warmly. “Me too. But would it be okay if we got a few more hours of sleep before we got started on that?”
 
   “Of course. We’ve got all the time in the world.” 
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   In a world of magical visions and pyrokinesis, Mara just wants to have a normal life. But is that possible?
 
   Mara has become used to the extraordinary. Roaming from place to place with Gideon Davorin’s Traveling Carnival, she longs for an ordinary life where no one has the ability to levitate or predict the future.
 
   She gets her chance when the struggling sideshow sets up camp in the small town of Caudry, and she meets a gorgeous local guy named Gabe. But before long, Mara realizes there’s a dark presence lurking in the town that’s threatening the lives of her friends. She has seven days to take control of a power she didn’t know she had in order to save everyone she cares about―and change the future forever.
 
   In the pages of Freeks, Amanda Hocking once again proves her ability to create amazing characters and enchanting worlds that will capture your imagination and never let go.
 
   Read on for the first three chapters of Freeks!
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   My feet rested against the dashboard of the Winnebago as we lumbered down the road, the second vehicle in a small caravan of beat-up trailers and motorhomes. 
 
   The sun hadn’t completely risen yet, but it was light enough that I could see outside. Not that there was much to see. The bridge stretched on for miles across Lake Tristeaux, and I could see nothing but the water around us, looking gray in the early morning light. 
 
   The AC had gone out sometime in Texas, and we wouldn’t have the money to fix it until after this stint in Caudry, if we were lucky. I’d cracked the window, and despite the chill, the air felt thick with humidity. That’s why I never liked travelling to the southeastern part of the country – too humid and too many bugs. 
 
   But we took the work that we got, and after a long dry spell waiting in Oklahoma for something to come up, I was grateful for this. We all were. If we hadn’t gotten the recommendation to Caudry, I’m not sure what we would’ve done, but we were spending our last dimes and nickels just to make it down here. 
 
   I stared ahead at Gideon’s motorhome in front of us. The whole thing had been painted black with brightly colored designs swirling around it, meant to invoke images of mystery and magic. The name “Gideon Davorin’s Traveling Sideshow” was painted across the back and both the sides. Once sparkles had outlined it, but they’d long since worn off. 
 
   My eyelids began to feel heavy, but I tried to ward off sleep. The radio in the car was playing old Pink Floyd songs that my mom hummed along to, and that wasn’t helping anything. 
 
   “You can go lay down in the back,” Mom suggested. 
 
   She did look awake, her dark gray eyes wide and a little frantic, and both her hands gripped the wheel. Rings made of painted gold and cheap stones adorned her fingers, glinting as the sun began to rise over the lake, and black vine tattoos wrapped around her hands and down her arms. 
 
   For a while, people had mistaken us for sisters since we looked so much alike. The rich caramel skin we both shared helped keep her looking young, but the strain of recent years had begun to wear on her, causing crow’s feet to sprout around her eyes and worried creases to deepen in her brow. 
 
   I’d been slouching low in the seat but I sat up straighter. “No, I’m okay.”
 
   “We’re almost there. I’ll be fine,” she insisted. 
 
   “You say we’re almost there, but it feels like we’re driving across the Gulf of Mexico,” I said, and she laughed. “We’ve probably reached the Atlantic by now.”
 
   She’d been driving the night shift, which was why I was hesitant to leave her. We normally would’ve switched spots about an hour or two ago, with me driving while she laid down. But since we were so close to our destination, she didn’t see the point in it.
 
   On the worn padded bench beside the dining table, Blossom Mandelbaum snored loudly, as if to remind us we both should be sleeping. I glanced back at her. Her head lay at a weird angle, propped up on a cushion, and her brown curls fell around her face.
 
   Ordinarily, Blossom would be in the Airstream she shared with Carrie Lu, but since Carrie and the Strongman had started dating (and he had begun staying over in their trailer), Blossom had taken to crashing in our trailer sometimes to give them privacy. 
 
   It wasn’t much of a bother when she slept here, and in fact, my mom kind of liked it. As one of the oldest members of the carnival – both in age and the length of time she’d be working here – my mom had become a surrogate mother to many of the runaways and lost souls that found us.
 
   Blossom was two years younger than me, on the run from a group home that didn’t understand her or what she could do, and my mom had been more than happy to take her in under her wing. The only downside was her snoring. 
 
   Well, that and the telekinesis. 
 
   “Mara,” Mom said, her eyes on the rearview mirror. “She’s doing it again.”
 
   “What?” I asked, but I’d already turned around to look back over the seat. 
 
   At first, I didn’t know what had caught my mom’s eye, but then I saw it – the old toaster we’d left out on counter was now floating in the air, hovering precariously above Blossom’s head.
 
   The ability to move things with her mind served Blossom well when she worked as a Magician’s Assistant in Gideon’s act, but it could be real problematic sometimes. She had this awful habit unintentionally pulling things toward her when she was dreaming. At least a dozen times, she’d woken up to books and tapes dropping on her. Once my mom’s favorite coffee mug had smacked her right in the head.
 
   “Got it,” I told my mom, and I unbuckled my seat belt. 
 
   The toaster floated in front of me, as if I suspended by a string, and when I grabbed it, Blossom made a snorting sound and shifted in her sleep. I turned around with the toaster under my arm, and I looked in front of us just in time to see Gideon’s trailer skid to the side of the road and nearly smash into the guardrail.  
 
   “Mom! Look out!” I shouted. 
 
   Mom slammed on the brakes, causing most of our possessions in the trailer to go hurtling toward the floor, and I slammed into seat in front of before falling to the ground. The toaster had slipped free from my grasp and clamored into the dashboard. 
 
   Fortunately, there was no oncoming traffic, but I could hear the sound of squealing tires and honking behind as the rest of caravan came to an abrupt stop. 
 
   “What happened?” Blossom asked, waking up in a daze from where she’d landed on the floor beneath the dining table. 
 
   “Mara!” Mom had already leapt from her seat and crouched in front of where I still lay on the worn carpet. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine,” I assured.
 
   “What about you?” Mom reached out, brushing back Blossom’s frizzy curls from her face. “Are you alright?”
 
   Blossom nodded. “I think so.” 
 
   “Good.” That was all the reassurance my mom needed, and then she was on her feet and jumping out of the Winnebago. “Gideon!”
 
   “What happened?” Blossom asked again, blinking the sleep out of her dark brown eyes. 
 
   “I don’t know. Gideon slammed on his breaks for some reason.” I stood up, moving much slower than my mother. 
 
   We had very narrowly avoided crashing into Gideon. He’d overcorrected and jerked to the other side of the road, so his motorhome was parked at angle across both lanes of the highway.  
 
   “Is everyone okay?” Blossom had sat up, rubbing her head, and a dark splotch of a bruise was already forming on her forehead. That explained why she seemed even foggier than normal – she’d hit her head pretty good. 
 
   “I hope so. I’ll go check it out,” I said. “Stay here.”
 
   By the time I’d gotten out, Seth Holden had already gotten out of the motorhome behind us. Since he was the Strongman, he was usually the first to rush into an accident. He wanted to help if he could, and he usually could. 
 
   “Lyanka, I’m fine,” Gideon was saying to my mother, his British accent sounding firm and annoyed.
 
   “You are not fine, albi,” Mom said, using a term of affection despite her the irritation in her voice. 
 
   I rounded the back of his motorhome to find Gideon leaning against it with my mom hovering at his side. Seth reached them first, his t-shirt pulled taught against his muscular torso. 
 
   “What’s going on? What happened?” Seth asked. 
 
   “Nothing. I just dozed off for a second,” Gideon waved it off. “Go tell everyone I’m fine. I just need a second, and we’ll be on our way again.”
 
   “Do you want me to drive for you?” Seth asked. “Carrie can handle the Airstream.”
 
   Gideon shook his head and stood up straighter. “I’ve got it. We’re almost there.” 
 
   “Alright.” Seth looked uncertainly at my mom, and she nodded at him. “I’ll leave you in Lyanka’s care and get everyone settled down.” 
 
   As soon as Seth disappeared back around the motorhome, loudly announcing that everything was fine to everyone else, Gideon slumped against the trailer. His black hair had fallen over his forehead. The sleeves of his shirt were rolled up, revealing the thick black tattoos that covered both his arms. 
 
   “Gideon, what’s really going on?” Mom demanded with a worried tremor. 
 
   He swallowed and rubbed his forehead. “I don’t know.” 
 
   Even though the sun was up now, the air seemed to have gotten chillier. I pulled my sweater tighter around me and walked closer to them. Gideon leaned forward, his head bowed down, and Mom rubbed his back. 
 
   “You didn’t fall asleep, did you?” I asked.
 
   Gideon lifted his eyes, looking as though he didn’t know I was there. And guessing by how pained he was allowing himself to look, he probably hadn’t. Gideon was only in his early thirties, but right now, he appeared much older than that. 
 
   That wasn’t what scared me, though. It was how dark his blue eyes were. Normally, they were light, almost like the sky. But whenever he’d had a vision or some kind of premonition, his eyes turned so dark they were nearly black. 
 
   “It was a headache,” Gideon said finally.  
 
   “There’s something off here,” Mom said. “I felt it as soon as we got on the bridge. I knew we should turn back, but I hoped that maybe I was imagining things. Now that I look at you, I know.”
 
   That explained that frantic look in her eyes I’d seen earlier in the Winnebago, and how alert she’d been even though she’d been awake and driving for nearly 20 hours straight. Mom didn’t see things in the way Gideon did, but she had her own senses. 
 
   “It’s fine, Lyanka,” Gideon insisted. He straightened up again, and his eyes had begun to lighten. “It was only a migraine, but it passed. I am capable of having pain without supernatural reasons, too.”
 
   Mom crossed her arms over her chest, and her lips were pressed into a thin line. “We should go back.”
 
   “We’re almost there.” Gideon gestured to the end of the road, and I looked ahead for the first time and realized that we could see land. The town was nestled right up to the lake, and we couldn’t be more than ten minutes out of the city limits. 
 
   “We could still turn around,” Mom suggested. 
 
   “We can’t.” He put his hands on her arms to ease her worries. “We don’t have any money, love. The only way we can go is forward.” 
 
   “Gideon.” She sighed and stared up at the sky, the violet fabric of her dress billowing out around her as wind blew over us, then she looked back at him. “Are you sure you’re okay to drive?”
 
   “Yes, I’m sure. Whatever pain I had, it’s past.” He smiled to reassure her. “We should go before the others get restless.” 
 
   She lowered her eyes, but when he leaned into kiss her, she let him. She turned to go back to our motorhome, and as she walked past me, she muttered, “I knew we should never travel on Friday the thirteenth. No good ever comes of it.”
 
   I’d waited until she’d gone around the corner to turn back to Gideon, who attempted to give me the same reassuring smile he’d given my mom. 
 
   “We could go back,” I said. “There’s always a way. We’ve made it on less before.”
 
   “Not this time, darling.” He shook his head. “And there’s no reason to. Leonid assured me there’d be a big payday here, and I’ve got no reason to doubt him. We can make a go of it here.”
 
   “As long as you’re sure we’ll be okay.”
 
   “I haven’t steered you all wrong yet.” Gideon winked at me then, but he was telling the truth. In the ten years that my mom and I had been following him around the country, he’d always done the best he could by us. 
 
   I went back and got into the Winnebago with my mom and Blossom. Within a couple minutes, Gideon had straightened his motorhome out, and the caravan was heading back down the road. At the end of the bridge was a large sign that read “Welcome to Caudry, Population 13,665.”
 
   As soon as we crossed the line into town, the air seemed even colder than before. That’s when I realized the chill wasn’t coming from outside – it was coming from within me.
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   Pulling my denim jacket tighter around me, I wandered down the streets of Caudry. After spending the day setting up, I’d decided to go out on my own and explore the town for myself. Despite the initial dark premonitions, set up had been rather uneventful. 
 
   Camp had been set up on the edge of town, right along a thick forest that bled into the wetlands, behind the fairgrounds. If I ventured too far from the trailers in the wrong direction, the ground gave way to sticky mud hidden in tall grass. The trees around seemed to bend forward and lean down, as if their branches were reaching out for us. Long vines and Spanish moss grew over everything, and I swore I’d never seen a place so green before. 
 
   After the sun finally set and the heat of the day began to break, everyone settled in, happy to rest after many hours on the road. All of the base camp was set up, and we’d begun getting the carnival ready to open tomorrow afternoon. 
 
   Even though I hadn’t gotten much sleep, I was too restless to just stay in the motorhome. I slid out quietly, moving between the trailers to avoid someone stopping me or asking to tag along. Living in the carnival like this meant I was almost never alone, and sometimes I just needed to get out by myself and clear my head. 
 
   I didn’t have to walk that far until I’d made it into Caudry town proper, and it was just as green as the outskirts of town where we were camped. Buildings seemed prone to a mossy growth on their sides, and the streetlamps had an orb of light glowing around them, thanks to the humidity. 
 
   While the center of town appeared more like any of the other hundreds of towns I’d visited before – all bright and clean and shiny and new – the periphery were like ghostly reminders of a long history. I stuck to the side streets, hiding away from the glossier parts of Caudry. 
 
   On a street called Joliet Avenue, I found an area that must have been glorious in its prime. Huge houses bordering on mansions lined the streets, hidden behind willows and cypress towering above them. The streets were cobblestone, but they had begun to wear and crack, with grass and weeds growing up between them.
 
   As I walked down the street, I heard the faint sounds of a party several houses down. It was a strange juxtaposition of the fading gothic beauty of the neighborhood with the rock music – one of Bon Jovi’s latest hits, “You Give Love a Bad Name” –and new cars parked in front of it.
 
   A wrought iron fence separated me from the party house. Large stone posts flanked either side of an open gate, and I paused at the end of the driveway. It curved in front of the house, and it was overflowing with parked cars, including a cherry red ’86 Mustang that stood out sharply against the white mansion.
 
   Every window in the house was on, making it glimmer on the darkened street. At one time, it had probably been nestled on the edge of a plantation, but the town had grown up around it, burying it in suburban streets and overgrown trees. 
 
   White streamers were strung from the overhanging branches of the trees, making it seem as if the trees had extended their grasp, reaching closer to the ground to snatch anyone that got near. 
 
   The house loomed over the street, reminding me of a monster from a slasher flick, and neither the neon balloons attached to columns or the brightly dressed party-goers could shake it.
 
   It was a massive two-story white antebellum mansion, with a balcony supported by thick columns. Some of the party guests had drifted out onto it, singing along to the music that blasted out from the stereo. 
 
   Still standing on the cobblestones at the end of the driveway, I was near enough that I could see the people fairly well, dancing and laughing on the brightly lit balcony. A guy sat on the railing of the second-floor balcony, drinking from a red plastic cup. 
 
   With his back to the street, the popped collar of his silver blazer blocked his face.  Slowly, he turned away from the party. His brown hair was pushed back, and he surveyed the parking lot that the front yard had become.
 
   Then I felt his eyes settle me. I was hidden in the shadows of the street, so he wouldn’t be able to see me. Or at least he shouldn’t be able to. But there was something about his expression – the furrow of his brow, the shadow across his eyes – and I was certain that he was looking right at me. 
 
   I smiled at him and tried to quiet my heart hammering in my chest. There was nothing about this should have my pulse racing so fast. But then he returned my smile. 
 
   A brand-new Mercedes squealed to a stop at the end of the driveway, and I took that as my cue to move on. The passengers tumbled out of their car, laughing loudly, and I stepped away from the driveway.  
 
   As the couple from the Mercedes walked toward the house, the guy stumbled, but his female companion held him up so he wouldn’t fall. He wore dark sunglasses even though it was past ten at night and smiled at me as they approached. 
 
   I smiled politely, meaning to just continue my exploration of Caudry, but as I slid by, the guy reached out and grabbed my arm.
 
   “Where are you going?” He’d turned to face me, and he let go of me so he could push down his sunglasses.
 
   “Logan, we don’t know her,” the girl said, sounding annoyed. 
 
   Her black hair was permed and fluffed into a perfect coif, and her crimson lipstick stood out against her light brown skin. She wore a skin-tight leopard print mini-dress with shiny red pumps, and I’m not sure how she managed to keep her footing while steadying her friend.
 
   “Are you sure?” He tilted his head, looking up at me. 
 
   “No, we haven’t had the pleasure of meeting. I’m Mara, and I’m assuming that you’re Corey Hart,” I said with a wry smile.
 
    “Funny.” He glanced back at the girl in the leopard print dress. “She’s funny.” He straightened up and turned back to me. “It’s a party in there, and you should go in.” Then he gestured wildly to the neighborhood and shouted. “Everyone should come!”
 
   “Logan!” The girl tried to hush him. 
 
   “You see her?” Logan pointed to the girl. She stumbled as she tried to hold him up, and I reached out, grabbing onto his arm to help steady them before they both fell back. “This is my beautiful girlfriend Selena, and tonight is her 21st birthday. So, everyone should help her celebrate, even you… strange girl I’ve never seen before.”
 
   I’d only wandered out with intention of seeing Caudry and clearing my head, and I shouldn’t stay out too late since we’d have even more setting up to do in the morning. But it would be a nice change to spend time in a house instead of a stuffy old trailer.  
 
   “If I wouldn’t be an intrusion,” I said, looking to Selena confirm that it was okay. 
 
   “My boyfriend is a drunken mess,” Selena said with a half-smile. “But he’s right. This is my big party, so if you want to join, you can. If not, I’ll just drag this idiot in myself.”
 
   “Well, since it’s your birthday, I should at least help you get him to the house,” I said.
 
   “Thank you,” Selena offered me a grateful smile as Logan threw his other arm around my shoulders. 
 
   “The more, the merrier!” Logan laughed as Selena and I started leading him up to the house. 
 
   I glanced up at the balcony to see if the guy was still up there, but I didn’t get a good look. Helping Selena with Logan required all my concentration, since he barely seemed capable of standing on his feet. I had no idea how she would’ve managed it on her own, even without the heels.
 
   “Logan decided to start with birthday cocktails early tonight,” Selena explained as we weaved between the cars parked in the driveway. “Even though it’s my birthday, he thought he needed to go celebrate out at the bar while I was having a party here. And then he called me to pick him up, so I had to leave my own party to get him.”
 
   “Hey, hey.” Logan held up a finger and tried to defend himself. “Happy birthday.” He tried to kiss her on the cheek, and she leaned away.
 
   “You’re still gonna be in the doghouse when you sober up,” Selena told him.
 
   When we opened the front door, we had to push through people to get to the living room. The entry opened into a massive front hall, with a curved staircase and a chandelier, and even that area was filled to capacity. 
 
   As we walked further into the house, it didn’t get any less occupied. If I had to guess, I would say that Selena had invited the entire teenage population of Caudry, along with that of the surrounding three parishes. 
 
   When we finally made it to the living room, Selena dropped Logan unceremoniously on a white leather sofa. 
 
   “There,” Selena said, speaking loudly to be heard over the music and the people talking. She smoothed out her dress and stared down at her boyfriend, who appeared to be on the brink of passing out. 
 
   “At least he can’t cause trouble when he’s sleeping,” I said. 
 
   “You would think so, but knowing him, he’ll find away.” Selena turned and smiled at me. “You have to at least have a drink, for helping me.”
 
   “No, that’s okay.” I shook my head and smiled. “I don’t really drink anyway.”
 
   “I’ll get you a soda or something, then,” Selena said. “Lugging that idiot around was hard work.” She gestured to Logan, who had already begun to snore. “You deserve at least one drink.”
 
   I’d been to parties before, but never ones like this. Not only was it packed, but everyone here was dressed like they came off MTV or out of a teen magazine. They were all flashy and bright, while I wore a flowing skirt and a denim jacket almost as old I was. 
 
   “Just one drink!” Selena was backing away. “Stay right here, and I’ll be right back.”
 
   She disappeared into the crowd, presumably running off somewhere to get me a soda. I’d planned on waiting for her to return with it, but people kept bumping into me as they tried to get by. 
 
   From the outside, the house had looked glorious – albeit foreboding – and now that I was inside, I was thrilled at the prospect of being able to see it on my own. After spending the past decade living in a motorhome, one of my guiltiest pleasures was looking around actual houses, and I’d never been in one quite as nice as this. 
 
   It was a strange set up. The classic antebellum architecture clashed against the ultra-modern plastic furnishings, looking more like they belonged in a show room in New York than in a 200-year-old house in the deep south. 
 
   Next to the plantation shutters was a round sofa in bright red. A giant shiny white sculpture sat in one corner, but I hadn’t the faintest idea what it was supposed to be. An Andy Warhol print hung on one wall, with a Piet Mondrian on another.
 
   Many of the pieces I recognized from my books I’d picked up in my travels. There wasn’t much do on the road, so I spent most of the time with my head in a book.
 
   I’d edged my way out of the living room and went into one what I can only guess was another sitting room – this one furnished as garishly as the last – but stopped when I caught sight of another painting. 
 
   It was an anarchist drawing of graffiti style writing and paint smeared haphazardly across it, with a cartoon wolf in a top hat lusting after sausage. The only colors were beige, black, white, and red, and there was something abrasive yet captivating about it. 
 
   “‘Wolf Sausage,’” a guy said from behind. 
 
   When I turned back to see who was speaking, my heart skipped a beat. It was him. The guy from the balcony. 
 
   The first thing I noticed – after his eyes, which I could finally see up close were an amazing dark golden brown – was how tall he was. While I’m on the short side, he stood nearly a foot taller than me, and the way he kept his chestnut hair pushed back probably added another inch to him.
 
   He had this imposing presence to him, even though his tone had been friendly, and part of me felt like I should be afraid. It wasn’t that he was handsome – though he was. Dark arched eyebrows, high cheek bones, and a hint of something devilish playing on the smile on his lips – almost like Jim Morrison but with his short hair tamed instead of Morrison’s uncontrolled mane. 
 
   I couldn’t really define it – not what should’ve frightened me about him, and not what made me defy that fear. But it was there, quickening my pulse and heightening my senses, and I found myself smiling back at him. 
 
   “What?” I asked before I’d gone too long staring at him without speaking. 
 
   “The painting,” he said but he kept his eyes on me. “It’s by Jean-Michel Basquiat, and it’s called ‘Wolf Sausage.’”
 
   I glanced back at the picture and noticed that both the words “wolf” and “sausage” had been written on it several times. “That seems like an apt title.” 
 
   “Yeah, it is.” A bemused smile curled up at the edge of his lips, but his eyes narrowed slightly, as if inspecting me. “I saw you outside.”
 
   “You may have,” I said, pretending not to know what he was talking about. “I was enjoying the night air.”
 
   “Are you a friend of Selena’s then?” he asked. 
 
   Before I could answer, he reached out suddenly and pushed me to the side so a few people could get by. They were laughing loudly and liquid sloshed out of their plastic cups. I would’ve found myself covered in beer if he hadn’t moved me out of the way.
 
   To save me from getting soaked, he’d put his arm around my waist, pulling me closer to him. Our bodies weren’t touching – not exactly, but when he breathed deeply, his chest pressed against mine. 
 
   I considered staying in his arms, but that would probably seem creepy and weird since we just met. As soon as the people had gone by, I moved away from him, and he dropped his arm. 
 
   “So you never answered my question,” he said. “Are you friends with Selena?”
 
   “Kind of, I guess. I just met her.”
 
   “Hmm,” he said, almost as if he didn’t believe me, and I met his gaze evenly. “How did you get invited to this party exactly?”
 
   “There you are!” Selena shouted, saving me from an explanation, as she hurried over to us with a can of Pepsi. “I was afraid you’d left.”
 
   “Nope. I’m still here,” I said. 
 
   She handed me the can. “I wasn’t sure what kind you’d like, so I hope this is fine.”
 
   I smiled. “Pepsi is great, thanks.”
 
   “So. I see you met my little brother.” Selena put her elbow on his shoulder, attempting to lean on him, but since he was much taller than her too, it left her a comically awkward angle. “I don’t know what Mom and Dad fed him as a kid, but he just wouldn’t stop growing.”
 
   He glanced down at his sister. “We were just talking about how you two know each other.”
 
   “Logan is completely smashed, and she helped me haul him inside,” Selena explained, straightening up so she wasn’t leaning on him so inelegantly. 
 
   “And yet Logan is still the best boyfriend you’ve had so far,” he said with a thin smile.
 
   Selena swatted him on the arm, but kept her attention on me. “I know you said your name outside, but I’m sorry, it’s totally slipped my mind.”
 
   “Mara,” I said.
 
   “Mara?” her brother repeated.
 
   I nodded. “Mara Beznik.”
 
   “Gabe Alvarado.” He held his hand out for me to shake. “Nice to meet you.”
 
   “Likewise,” I said as his hand enveloped mine.
 
   “And I’m Selena Alvarado.” She leaned forward, interjecting her hand, so I shook it. “Anyway. This is my party, so I should mingle. But I do hope you stay and have fun.” She stepped back, then clapped Gabe on the arm. “Play nice.”
 
   “I always do,” he told her.
 
   “Well, I don’t want to be a party crasher,” I said after Selena had disappeared into the party. “I should probably head out.”
 
   “You’re not crashing,” Gabe insisted. “You promised my sister you’d stay for a drink, so you should at the very least do that.”
 
   “I guess I can.” I opened the soda and sipped slowly from it. “So this is your house?”
 
   “Well, my parents’ house, but yeah, I live here with them and my sister.” He looked around, as if noticing how grand the house was for the first time. 
 
   “It’s a nice place,” I said, admiring it. “Your parents don’t mind that you’re having a party?”
 
   “Well, they’re out of town for tonight,” he admitted, looking around. “But they’re used there being huge parties. My uncle Beau used to have these big blow outs every spring, and people from all over the country would come.” 
 
   My eyes widened. “Wow. And I thought this party was big.” 
 
   “Yeah.” He leaned closer to me then. “It’s kind of noisy down here. Why don’t we go someplace quieter so we can talk?”
 
   I’d been taking a drink from my Pepsi, and I had to put my hand over my mouth when I started laughing.
 
   “What?” Gabe straightened up, a confused expression on his face.
 
   “I didn’t know people actually used that line.” I wiped at the soda from my mouth and smirked up at him. “Does it usually work?”
 
   “Sometimes, yeah.” He nodded. “So?”
 
   “So what?” I asked.
 
   “So I do want to talk to you.” He stared down at me, a smile playing on his lips, but his eyes were hopeful. “And it is awfully loud down here. Will you go someplace quieter to talk? I promise I won’t try anything else.” He paused. “Not unless you want me to.”
 
   I looked up at him and considered my options. I could leave this party and walk back to my trailer, where my mother and Blossom would already be asleep, and I’d either finish my V. C. Andrews novel or go to sleep myself.
 
   Or I could stay here at this party and talk to this guy with bedroom eyes. Maybe he’d try to kiss me, and if he was nice enough, I might even let him. Or not, but the option of a real kiss was almost always better than a night in bed with a book. 
 
   “Okay,” I said finally. “Let’s go someplace quiet.”
 
   “Excellent.” He grinned.
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   “Your bedroom?” I asked with a cocked eyebrow. “Really?”
 
   Gabe stood in the doorway with a look of exaggerated innocence. He’d flicked on the light and gestured back to the room behind him.
 
   “It’s just quiet. That’s it,” he assured me. “And there’s plenty of room. So, you don’t even have to sit next anywhere near me.”
 
   I leaned forward, peering into his room, surprised by how spacious it was. It was probably bigger than my whole trailer, but I would never tell him that. His unmade bed had to be at least twice of the size of the narrow twin mattress I slept on every night.  
 
   A small TV sat on a dresser with a Nintendo hooked up to it, and a bean bag chair sat in front of it. Band posters covered the walls, mostly for INXS and The Smiths, but there was one of one of a scantily clad Madonna. The stereo in the corner was buried underneath cassette tapes and records. 
 
   Dirty clothes were overflowing from a hamper. Otherwise, it looked fairly clean for a teenaged guy’s room. Or at least compared to the guys’ rooms I’d seen. 
 
   “What do you say?” Gabe asked, leaning on his door with an imploring look in his eyes. “Are you in or are you out?”
 
   “Well, I have come this far already.” I sighed dramatically, causing Gabe to laugh a little as I stepped into his room.
 
   “You made the right call.”
 
   He shut the bedroom behind me, instantly muffling the noise of the party. The voices were almost silent, but the thumping bass from Run D.M.C. still made it through the walls. 
 
   “Why don’t I put on music?” Gabe suggested. “But at much more reasonable decibel.”
 
   I slipped off my jacket and tossed it on his bed, while he rummaged through his cassettes.  “Sure.” 
 
   “Do you like U2?” Gabe asked as he adjusted the volume.
 
   “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I haven’t heard that much by them.”
 
   While he played around with his stereo, I walked around, admiring his room. 
 
   The sense of permanence I felt in this room was something I would never feel in my trailer. No faux paneling. No crank-operated skylights that leaked whenever it rained. This was a home, and I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of envy. Not necessarily of Gabe, but just of being able to have a life like this, of having a home that didn’t change location every week. 
 
   “So,” Gabe said when he finished adjusting his stereo, and music played softly.
 
   I stood at the far wall and looked back at him over my shoulder. 
 
   His mouth was open slightly, and he stared at me with the strangest expression on his face. I waited a moment for him to say something, but when he didn’t, I began to feel self-conscious and rubbed at my arms left bare from my sleeveless lace top. 
 
   “What?” I asked finally.
 
   “Nothing.” An embarrassed smile broke out on his face, and he shook his head. 
 
   I sat down on the bed, deliberately keeping space between the two of us. “Have you lived here a long time?”
 
   “Not really. I was actually born here, but we moved away for a while. We just came back this past summer.” He motioned around us. “This is actually the family home, like my grandparents owned it, and their parents before them, and on and on.”
 
   “I thought I hadn’t detected a Southern accent,” I commented. 
 
   “No, I grew up in upstate New York. My mom has a strong accent, but the rest of us don’t.”
 
   “So are you glad to be back down here?” I asked. 
 
   “I don’t know. If I’m being honest, I didn’t really wanna come back. I was supposed to be starting college this past fall, and I had everything all planned.”
 
   “How did you end up here?”
 
   “My mom’s brother died, and he left us the house and everything. Since it’s the family estate, my mom refused to sell it, and she insisted that my sister and I postpone all our plans for higher education and come back here.”
 
   “That seems like a weird thing for a parent to insist,” I said. “I don’t have any experience with higher education, but I thought that parents usually pushed for you to go.”
 
   “Yeah, my mom can be strange sometimes.” He shook his head. “What about you?”
 
   “I’m mostly just passing through,” I evaded the question as best I could. Things always went much better when people didn’t know I lived with a travelling carnival. 
 
   He leaned back, and I felt his eyes searching me again. “So, what are you some kind of vagabond?”
 
   “What?” I laughed to cover up how caught off-guard I felt. “Why do you ask that?”
 
   “I don’t know.” He shrugged. “You implied that you’re travelling soon, and you kinda look bohemian.”
 
   “How do bohemians look?” I asked. 
 
   “Like you?” he asked, then shrugged. “I don’t know. I think it’s the earrings.”
 
   My earrings were dangling feathers, and I touched one. “The feathers?  Madonna has an earring like this.”
 
   He looked down and pointed to my arms. “What about those? Do they mean anything?”
 
   All down my left forearm, I had tattoos of little black paw prints leaving a trail from my inner elbow down to my wrist. I touched at them when Gabe leaned over to get a better look. He was so close, I could smell the mousse in his hair, clean and fresh.  
 
   “Not really. I just thought it’d be cool.”
 
   “They are pretty cool,” Gabe agreed.
 
   He reached out to touch them, and the light umber skin of his hand was nearly as dark as my own. His fingers trailed across my skin, sending small tingles down my arm everywhere he touched.
 
   Then he stopped and leaned back to look up at me. His eyes were mesmerizing, but it was his mouth that really caught me. His lips seemed to have this permanent smile at the edges, even when he wasn’t really grinning, like he knew some kind of private joke.
 
   His eyes weren’t enchanting because of the rich color, but the wicked glimmer to them. Somehow, even when I was outside and too far away to really see, I’d noticed that gleam – a promise of something a little sinful and dangerous – that made my heart pound loudly. As he looked at me now, I felt my pulse quicken and heat flush my skin. 
 
   That’s what I’d thought I should’ve feared when I was downstairs, but in truth, it was that glint of something else that had brought me here. 
 
   “Do you have any more tattoos?” he asked. 
 
   “A couple. But they’re hidden under my clothes.”
 
   He smiled crookedly. “Maybe I can see them some other time then.”
 
   I laughed but didn’t disagree with him. “What about you? Do you have any tattoos?”
 
   “None yet, but it’s for the best. My parents would kill me if I got one.”
 
   “Where are these alleged parents of yours?”
 
   “They’re out of town for the night. Selena’s birthday’s actually next week, but she planned the party for tonight because they were gone.”
 
   I nodded in approval. “Smart.”
 
   The music stopped, followed by the sound of the tape clicking a few seconds later. Gabe got up and went over to the stereo so he could switch it over. While he was up, he took off his blazer and tossed it on his hamper, leaving him in just a white tee shirt that fit nicely over his toned frame. 
 
   The music started playing again, and Gabe sat down next to me again, sitting closer than he had before, but I didn’t comment on the mere inches between us. He leaned back a bit so he propped himself up on his elbows. 
 
   When he did, his shirt rode up just a little bit, exposing the smooth flesh above his jeans. I saw the hint of the outlines of his muscles, before he pulled his shirt back down, covering himself, and I looked away before he caught me staring at him. 
 
   “I just realized something,” Gabe said. “We’ve talking about me the whole time, and you’ve hardly said anything about yourself.”
 
   I shrugged. “There’s not much to tell.”
 
   “Oh, I really doubt that. You’re all dark and mysterious.” He swirled his hand in front of me, as to emphasize the mystery. “I bet you’re filled with untold secrets.”
 
   I laughed. “I’m not really.”
 
   “Prove it,” he challenged me. “Tell me a secret. Any secret.” 
 
   “Okay.” I bit my lip, thinking. “What constitutes as a secret?”
 
   “Something you’ve never told anyone before.”
 
   “Not anyone ever?” I asked. 
 
   He shook his head resolutely. “Nope.”
 
   I leaned back and crossed my leg over my knee as I thought. Truthfully, I had plenty of secrets. But it was hard to think of something that I would want this guy to know.
 
   “You tell me something first, then I’ll tell you something.”
 
   “Okay.” He nodded. “Now I’m getting a read on who you are, sneaking around the rules like that.”
 
   “It’s your game, so it only seems fair that I get to name my own terms. Now, it’s your turn. What’s your secret?”
 
   He played absently pulled at a string on his comforter, or at least he tried to do it absently. But his hand was right next to mine, so when he tugged at the string, his long fingers brushed against my hand. 
 
   When I didn’t say anything or move away, he lifted his eyes to meet mine. His smile had fallen away, and though his expression was serious, I could still see the hint of something wicked. Even now, when he was dropping his pretenses and preparing for a confession, he couldn’t completely get rid of the darkness that drew me to him. 
 
   “I really want to kiss you,” Gabe said finally. 
 
   “You’ve never told anyone that before?” I asked with a smile. “You’ve never wanted to kiss anyone?”
 
   “Well, I’ve never told anyone that I wanted to kiss you, the mysterious Mara Beznik before,” he clarified.
 
   I laughed lightly. “Why do I feel like you’ve played this game before?”
 
   “I haven’t. I swear,” he insisted, but I wasn’t sure that I believed him. 
 
   “So, why haven’t you?”
 
   “I don’t know.” He shook his head, still smiling up at me. “It doesn’t seem to be working, so maybe it’s not such a great game.”
 
   “No, I meant, if you want to kiss me, why haven’t you yet?” I asked. 
 
   “I guess because I didn’t realize it was an option. I thought you might slap me or…”
 
   His words died on his lips because I leaned down and kissed him. He was already so close, but to avoid an awkward angle, I had to lay down next to him. 
 
   When my lips pressed against his, there was a hesitation. Gabe was tentative at first, as if he thought this might be some kind of trick, but when he realized it wasn’t, he kissed me fully. His tongue parted my lips, bold and hungry. He put his hand on my side, to pull me closer to him. 
 
   My shirt had ridden up, so his hand was pressed to the bare skin of my side, and the instant I felt his skin against mine, a cold pain jolted through me. A blast of arctic air suddenly surged over me – through me, really, piercing my heart like a jagged icicle. 
 
   I pulled away in surprise, and for a split second, I couldn’t breathe. 
 
   But then it was gone. The chill, the pain, everything had disappeared almost the instant had started. 
 
   “Are you okay?” Gabe sat up, and when I braved looking up at him, I saw the concern in his eyes, warming the burnt caramel color. 
 
   “Nothing.” I smiled, but it didn’t come as easily as I liked. 
 
   “You sure?” he asked. 
 
   “Yeah. I just got a chill. That’s all.” I tried to play it down, not just him for but for myself. “Now. Where we were?”
 
   Gabe looked down at me for a few moments longer, as if to decide whether he believed me or not. I must’ve been convincing because an easy grin returned to his face. 
 
   “Let me think. I believe you were right about here.” He put his hand on my waist, and when I didn’t recoil, he pulled me back down so I was lying on the bed. “And I was right about here.” 
 
   His lips hovered right above mine, as close as they could be without touching, and he searched my eyes, almost daring me to kiss him again. But I’d kissed him the first time, and now I was waiting for him to make the move. 
 
   Finally, after what felt like an eternity of anticipation, he closed eyes and his lips found mine. His hand was still on my waist from when he pulled me back down, and the instant our mouths met, his hand tightened, gripping onto me, and I wrapped my arms around him. 
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