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			Praise for

			My Vampire Plus-One

			
				“Jenna writes perfectly escapist paranormal delights!”

			

			
				—New York Times bestselling author Sarah Adams

			
			
				“My Vampire Plus-One is a funny, sexy romp that will bust you out of any slump, reading or otherwise!”

			

			
				—Hannah Whitten, New York Times bestselling author of The Hemlock Queen

			
			
				“Jenna Levine does it again! My Vampire Plus-One is a hilarious, steamy, and heartwarming master class on the paranormal rom-com genre. It’s also very weird in that it makes tax law kinda sexy. Reginald and Amelia are the cutest couple ever; their swoonworthy chemistry and Levine’s lightning-quick wit will stay with the reader long after the last page has been turned.”

			

			
				—Thea Guanzon, New York Times bestselling author of The Hurricane Wars

			
			
				“A funny, smart, and sexy spin on the vampire romance! Reginald and Amelia are a delightful odd couple, and I loved following their opposites-attract journey and diving even more into the world Jenna Levine created with My Roommate Is a Vampire!”

			

			
				—Kimberly Lemming, USA Today bestselling author of That Time I Got Drunk and Yeeted a Love Potion at a Werewolf

			
			
				“Would I let Reginald Cleaves turn me into a vampire? Absolutely—Reggie is hands down one of my new favorite fictional characters ever, and I want to spend eternity reading Jenna Levine’s books. My Vampire Plus-One is A+++++”

			

			
				—Jo Segura, USA Today bestselling author of Raiders of the Lost Heart

			
			
				“Jenna Levine’s books are hilarious, sweet, and sexy, dusted with the best kind of absurdity. My Vampire Plus-One stars plucky accountant Amelia Collins as she battles the overlapping dangers of tax season, family weddings, and centuries-old vampire feuds. I loved watching the brainy, overworked accountant fall for the overly dramatic vampire she recruits to be her fake date at a cousin’s wedding. Reginald Cleaves may dress like he had a violent altercation with Big Bird, but he is ridiculously sexy and sexily ridiculous, and unlike Big Bird, he can actually fly. This is a witty, romantic romp that readers will love!”

			

			
				—Sarah Hawley, author of A Werewolf’s Guide to Seducing a Vampire

			
			
				“The hottest book to ever teach me something about tax law, and the funniest book to ever make me horny for a man in a fuzzy suit.”

			

			
				—Katie Shepard, author of Sweeten the Deal

			
			
				“My Vampire Plus-One is a hilarious fake-dating romance you can devour in one sitting. I loved it!”

			

			
				—Suzanne Park, author of One Last Word

			
			
				“This hilarious, sexy novel about a surprisingly quirky and charming couple is the perfect accompaniment to Levine’s equally vampire-filled debut, My Roommate Is a Vampire.”

			

			
				—Library Journal

			
			
				“Levine is in fine literary fettle with her latest paranormal-kissed romance that brilliantly highlights her flair for creative characterization and deliciously humorous writing.”

			

			
				—Booklist (starred review)

			
			My Roommate Is a Vampire

			
				“My Roommate Is a Vampire by Jenna Levine is like your favorite red wine—familiar, tasty, and will definitely have you kissing hot, strange vampires by the end of the night. Bloody delightful!”

			

			
				—Ashley Poston, New York Times bestselling author of The Dead Romantics

			
			
				“This debut romance by Jenna Levine is wonderfully weird and sexy as hell. The amount of care Frederick J. Fitzwilliam takes in figuring out what will get Cassie’s blood pumping! (Not like that.) It’s almost enough to make you want to scour Craigslist for your own potential boyfriend, who’ll be head over fangs for you. My Roommate Is a Vampire is a whole vibe.”

			

			
				—Alicia Thompson, USA Today bestselling author of Love in the Time of Serial Killers

			
			
				“Jenna Levine’s sensational debut has everything I want in a rom-com—delightfully wry humor, a warm heart, and an utterly adorable romance with the most dreamy hero ever to don a cravat. My Roommate Is a Vampire is altogether a kooky, sparkly piece of happiness.”

			

			
				—India Holton, national bestselling author of The League of Gentlewomen Witches

			
			
				“Jenna Levine delivers a fresh, charming romp full of heart and some of the best kissing scenes I’ve ever read. For someone whose love for both vampires and Chicago runs deep, it was an absolute delight of a novel to sink my teeth into.”

			

			
				—Isabel Cañas, USA Today bestselling author of The Hacienda

			
			
				“If the world is against Frederick J. Fitzwilliam, then I am against the world. Wildly entertaining, delightfully steamy, laugh-out-loud hilarious, wrenchingly romantic, Levine’s debut folds a charming cast of characters into a deftly written supernatural love story for the ages. Don’t miss the chance to sink your teeth into this!”

			

			
				—Thea Guanzon, New York Times bestselling author of The Hurricane Wars

			
			
				“My Roommate Is a Vampire is a breezy, clever romp that will leave you laughing so loud you could wake the undead. Jenna Levine is a permanent auto-buy for me.”

			

			
				—Elizabeth Davis, author of I Love You, I Hate You and The Player Next Door

			
			
				“Sweet, cozy romance that isn’t scary or spooky but just very charming.”

			

			
				—Town & Country

			
			
				“A wonderful and entertaining paranormal romance that begs for a sequel.”

			

			
				—New York Journal of Books

			
			
				“Levine clearly had fun writing this lighthearted and memorable addition to the paranormal-romance genre, and lucky us, she invites readers along for the ride.”

			

			
				—Washington Independent Review of Books

			
			
				“This humorous debut from Levine is perfect for readers who enjoy the roommates-to-romance trope and a dash of sexy vampire.”

			

			
				—Library Journal (starred review)

			
			
				“From the dryly witty notes Cassie and Frederick leave for each other to the cast of quirky and endearing secondary characters, everything about this sneaky, sweet, otherworldly rom-com is a delight.”

			

			
				—Booklist (starred review)

			
			
				“This adorable odd couple proves easy to root for, with Frederick’s awkwardness navigating modern life adding both humor and pathos…. This one is good to the last drop.”

			

			
				—Publishers Weekly
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			For Shep, Celia, and Rebecca. Thank you for your boundless support and friendship…and for always getting off on Wacker with me.
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				Updated Excerpt from The Annals of Vampyric Lore, Seventeenth Edition, pages 1123–24

				Watson, Grizelda (b. ~1625, approximate; England): Little is known about Grizelda Watson’s earliest life. She first rose to prominence in the late eighteenth century due to her then-unrivaled flair for the dramatic and her penchant for outlandish practical jokes. Her infamy grew exponentially in the last quarter of the nineteenth century when she adopted the nickname Grizelda the Terrible. She allegedly committed a series of crimes involving arson in what is now the American Pacific Northwest and in Chicago during the early twentieth century. “I like to watch things burn,” she once told a confidant.

				Ms. Watson made few public appearances in the earliest part of the twenty-first century. Unsubstantiated rumors suggest that Ms. Watson now goes by the name Zelda Turret and runs a popular yoga studio in Northern California.

				Before her disappearance, Ms. Watson was famously quoted as saying she “laughs hard, lives hard, and plays hard.” She briefly had groupies in the final decades of the twentieth century, shortly before her disappearance, many of whom adopted this quote as their mantra. T-shirts with this saying can still be found on Etsy.

			

			Once upon a time, I was a bad bitch. Or more accurately, a bad witch.

			People used to cower when they heard my name. Vampires especially. Sure, my reputation for sowing chaos had been only partly earned from things I actually did, but that had never bothered me. It was almost funny, what people thought and what they’d believe based on nothing but rumor and hearsay. One of my favorite things to do in the bad old days had been to start rumors about myself just to see how far they’d fly. I’d even made a sport of it.

			Until one day, it wasn’t fun anymore, and I walked away from all of it.

			Anyway, all that had been a decade and a lifetime ago.

			Now, in my very different new life—dressed in my workout gear in the alley behind my yoga studio, my hair pulled back into a messy ponytail—all I had to do was to pick up a large cardboard box of trash and chuck it into the dumpster in front of me.

			Without magic.

			How quickly my life had changed.

			I reminded myself I could do this. If I could set fire to half of Europe with nothing but the wind at my back—or so the legends about me used to go—surely I could do this.

			I took a deep breath and bent at the knees as I slid my hands beneath the bottom of the box. It wasn’t heavy, but it was large and unwieldy, nearly coming up to my waist. I was as small as I had once been fearsome, barely five foot two and with short arms to match. Using magic to dispose of this trash would have been much easier, but that was out of the question.

			Unfortunately, I hadn’t done my nightly ritual before coming outside. A stupid oversight. So on top of my body being about twenty-five percent too small to adequately handle this job, now my hands were shaking. No sooner had I lifted the box a few inches off the ground than it slipped from my arms. Much of its contents—mostly yoga mats and leotards that had been ruined when our roof had leaked during a freak rainstorm last week—spilled out onto the pavement.

			Fuck.

			It had taken me forever to lug that thing out here. Now I’d have to spend another ten minutes picking everything up and starting all over again.

			I was just about to get to it when I straightened and saw something that pushed all thoughts of ruined leotards and overlarge boxes out of my head.

			Or rather—someone.

			It was past ten, and the only light to see by came from the moon, partially obscured by clouds. But even if I didn’t have such preternaturally good night vision that I could spot a falcon a hundred yards away in the middle of a dark forest, it still would have been impossible to miss the giant man who stepped into the alley and directly into my line of sight.

			This man was—no exaggeration—the most gorgeous hunk of handsome I’d seen since moving to my new community. He had the kind of broad-shouldered build I’d only seen a handful of times outside romance novels and wore a snug-fitting black T-shirt that did him all kinds of favors. When he crossed his arms across his chest, it pulled the sleeves of his shirt taut, showing off well-defined biceps that suggested he spent more time in a gym than anyone really ought to.

			His wavy dark brown hair looked purposely unkempt and curled up just enough at the nape to suggest it had been a while since his last haircut. I bet it would be soft as hell were someone to reach up and give his locks a tug.

			Not that I was imagining doing exactly that as I stared at him.

			He cleared his throat. It broke the spell. Too late, I realized we were all alone in a dark alley and he had at least a foot on me. Back in the day, if this man had wanted to hurt me, it would have taken less than a thimbleful of my power to send him running. But things were different now.

			In my new life, I used as little magic as I could get away with. To someone in the mood for violence, I looked like an easy target.

			“Hi,” he said. He didn’t come any closer. A point in the he probably isn’t here to hurt me column. Past experience had shown me that people aiming to maim and kill rarely kept their distance.

			What did he want, though? He was just standing there, staring at me. It was getting awkward.

			“Can I, uh…help you with something?” I asked.

			He nodded at the box on the ground. Its spilled contents. “I was about to ask you the same thing.”

			His voice was deep and rich, with the barest hint of a Midwestern accent that shouldn’t have made him sound even sexier but somehow did. I bet his voice would sound like sin no matter what he was saying. Whether he was offering to help with your trash or telling you he planned to dismember you slowly, piece by piece, there was something about a voice like his that made me want to do bad things.

			He had to be new here. Maybe a tourist. This town wasn’t big. I’d have remembered seeing a guy like this before if he’d been around awhile.

			“I don’t need help,” I lied. He was a stranger. An incredibly sexy stranger, yes—but I didn’t want to give him the idea that I needed his help with anything.

			He frowned, looking unconvinced. “It would be no trouble.”

			It was the telltale tingling in my fingertips that made my mind up for me. I had to get home, sooner rather than later.

			“Fine,” I relented. I pointed at the box and at everything that had fallen out of it. “Can you pick up this stuff and throw it away for me?”

			He was at my side half a heartbeat later, moving with an effortless kind of speed I hadn’t seen from anyone in a very long time. As I watched, the man scooped up the junk on the ground in one fluid movement. Then he hefted the box into his arms like it weighed nothing at all and chucked everything into the dumpster. I had to force myself not to gape at the flex of corded muscle in his forearms while he moved.

			Maybe this guy was a runway model, I thought dazedly, watching him brush his hands off on the front of his jeans. He certainly looked like one. Or maybe he was some other kind of celebrity, someone who’d fled to the Northern California coast to escape the nonsense that the beautiful and famous often faced in LA. This area was full of people like that, folks who’d wanted to relocate somewhere coastal and remote to get away from unpleasantness in their old lives.

			Like me, I supposed.

			“Is there anything else I can help you with?” The man stepped close enough that I could smell his cologne, a hint of something dark and spicy. His dark brown eyes caught the reflection of the moon, and he smiled a little, tentatively, not showing his teeth. Despite his apparent keen interest in helping strangers like me, I got the impression he was shy.

			“I’m all set,” I said. There were more boxes of ruined things in the studio, but those could wait until Lindsay and Becky, my friends and Yoga Magic co-owners, showed up in the morning. “Thanks, Mr.…”

			“Peter.”

			“Mr. Peter?”

			“Just Peter.” A corner of his mouth quirked up into a half smile, throwing a small scar above his upper lip into sharp relief. I wondered if he’d just given me a fake name. Not that I’d blame him if he had; we were strangers, after all. Gods, his mouth was gorgeous. It took all my restraint not to stare at it as his smile grew into something warm and genuine. “And you are?”

			I gave him the name I gave everyone. “Zelda,” I said. Not my real name, either. But close enough.

			“Zelda,” he repeated. In his deep, seductive voice, my new nickname sounded like music. “It’s nice to meet you.”

			He made to turn and head back in the direction he’d come from. But some long-dormant flirtatious instinct recoiled at the idea of letting this beautiful man walk away so soon after meeting him.

			“Are you new here?” I blurted before I could talk myself out of saying something stupid like…that. My flirtatious instincts should have stayed dormant. I was terrible at this. “Sorry if that’s a weird thing to ask. It’s just this town is microscopic. If I’ve never seen someone before, they’re either a tourist or new to town.”

			“I’m not a tourist,” he said. “I’m new here. At least, I think I am.”

			Huh. That was a weird answer. I decided to breeze past it. “And how are you finding it here?”

			“Hot.”

			I laughed. “It’s not usually quite this hot.” Which was true. We were in the middle of a rare October heat wave. California’s famously temperate climate had been one of the main reasons I’d relocated here, but we hadn’t seen her in weeks.

			“No?”

			I shook my head. “This string of ninety-plus-degree days is unusual.”

			He considered that. “Is it normally quite this sunny?”

			“It rained the other day.” I pointed at the dumpster. “That box is full of stuff that got ruined when our roof leaked. But yes, most of the time it’s very sunny. It’s wonderful, isn’t it?”

			“No,” he said emphatically.

			My eyebrows rose. “No?”

			“I can understand why others might enjoy a nice sunny day. It’s just that I get…” He trailed off, frowning. “Overheated.”

			I took in his fair complexion. Considered the Midwest accent. Most of my visits to the Midwest had been in deep winter, under thick and low-hanging cloud cover. He likely just wasn’t used to hot weather. “Is that why you’re out for a walk late at night? To avoid the sun?”

			The corner of his mouth ticked upward again. “Something like that.”

			An awkward quiet settled between us after that. If I were smart, I would thank this stranger for the help and go home. The pinprick tingles in my fingertips were now spreading up through my arms. I couldn’t ignore them for much longer.

			But I didn’t want to say good night. Maybe it was just because it had been so long since I’d encountered someone so attractive, but there was something about this man that compelled me.

			I wanted to keep him there. Keep him talking.

			“So, Peter,” I began. “What do you do when you’re not either helping strangers with their trash or avoiding the sun?”

			He slid his hands into his pockets, rocking back on his heels as he considered the question. “You could say I’m engaging in a…How did I hear someone put it the other day?” He pursed his lips, searching for the right words. “A journey of self-discovery.”

			He said it like he was speaking an unfamiliar language. I laughed. “Sounds like something a person around here would say.”

			“Really?”

			“Yes. It could have even been someone who takes classes at my studio.”

			“Your studio?”

			I jerked my thumb over my shoulder, in the direction of Yoga Magic. “We hold yoga classes six days a week. Pilates, too, on Tuesdays. All ability levels.” The smile I gave him was one part sales pitch, one part my continued weak attempt at flirting. “If you’re engaging in a journey of self-discovery, yoga could be just the thing.”

			He frowned. “How so?”

			How much truth should I offer this guy? Some partial truths would probably be all right. “I’m not sure where I’d be today without yoga. My students share similar stories with me all the time.”

			He considered that. “Do you think someone like me, who, as far as I can recall, has no yoga experience, might benefit?”

			“Definitely,” I said. “First class is free if you want to try it.”

			“I do appreciate free.” Then he added, so quietly I didn’t know whether I was meant to hear, “Right now I’ll try anything.”

			There was pain in his expression, in the way his brows knit together for just a whisper of a moment. When a car horn blared some distance away, it seemed to bring him back to the present. He shook his head slightly, as if to shake off an errant thought. “Thank you for the invitation.” His voice was back to the warm neutrality it had held before. “I’ll think about it.”

			“I hope you do,” I said.

			Silence again. I needed to get started on my bedtime routine to have any chance of sleeping that night, but Peter was still watching me like I was a puzzle he was determined to solve.

			I couldn’t look away.

			Would it be a bad idea to ask for his number? To invite him up to my apartment? Probably. But it had been ages since my last hookup. I didn’t do real romantic entanglements with anyone with a normal human lifespan, but perhaps spending one night with this guy was just what I needed to blow off some steam.

			I closed my eyes for the span of a handful of heartbeats, gathering the nerve to ask if he’d like to join me upstairs for a cup of coffee.

			When I opened them again, he was gone.

			The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end.

			I’d seen this kind of silent speed before. People who could just disappear like that were usually very bad news.

			Renault, the dog who lived in the apartment complex next to my studio, started barking. It snapped me out of my irrational wave of paranoia.

			I was being ridiculous. There had been some false alarms, particularly recently—but no one from my old life had ever found me here.

			There was no reason to think they would now.

			

			

			My one-bedroom apartment wasn’t much. It was small and mostly furnished with things I’d picked up at Redwoodsville’s sole consignment store over the years.

			I loved it, though. It was directly upstairs from the studio, making my commute nonexistent. More than that, though, it was home. Just when I’d given up hope of anyplace feeling like a refuge again, my apartment had slowly become the only space in the world I could truly be myself.

			Or at least as much myself as I ever allowed the person I’d become to be.

			The stress of the day and the strangeness of my encounter with Peter fell away as soon as I crossed the threshold into my living room. But that niggling ache deep in my bones, the tingling in my fingertips—they did not. No, they had been with me when I’d woken up that morning, only growing more insistent as the day had worn on.

			Sighing, I tossed my keys onto my rickety old entryway table. Then I stripped, leaving my workout clothes on the floor where they fell. Normally I prided myself on keeping my home neat and tidy. But I was tired and feeling gross from the unseasonable heat.

			I’d pick my clothes up later. One perk to living alone? No one was around to see my mess.

			My shower’s water pressure was god-tier and much better than you’d expect from the slightly run-down state of the rest of the building. I turned the water up as hot as it would go, then stood beneath the spray for long minutes as I scrubbed my body clean.

			I tried focusing on how good it felt, willed my mind to go quiet and empty with the mindfulness skills I’d honed since becoming a yogi. Sometimes that was enough to do the trick. But it didn’t work. No matter how many deep breaths I took, no matter how much I tried to focus solely on the pleasurable sensation of hot water sluicing down my back, the physical need to expel some of my power churned through me, impossible to ignore.

			After long minutes I dried off, wiping the steam from my bathroom mirror with a corner of my towel. My reflection—or Zelda’s reflection—stared back at me.

			Technically speaking, my body and my face were essentially the same as they’d always been. I still had the same smattering of freckles across the bridge of my nose, that same star-shaped birthmark just beneath my right ear that no amount of concealer—or magic—had ever been able to completely hide. I’d stopped dyeing my hair garish colors a few years back to let my natural auburn shine through, but my hair itself was still the same wavy texture and thickness it had been in the seventeenth century and every decade since.

			Yet despite everything about me that had not changed, the person I used to be would hardly recognize the person staring back at her now.

			I kept an old picture of myself on my bedside table to remind me how far I’d come. But I didn’t need to do a side-by-side comparison between that picture and my image in the mirror to note the differences. I held myself differently in my new life. Took up less space somehow, even though my body had not really changed since I’d reached adulthood.

			Maybe the peace I’d found since assuming this new, magic-free identity was the reason for it. There was no more fleeing in the middle of the night because angry villagers with pitchforks had learned who and what I was. I never woke up in cornfields anymore, unable to clearly remember what had happened the night before because I’d been so intoxicated with magic and gods only knew what else when I’d passed out.

			Here, there were no magical practical jokes that went so awry that the guilt would haunt me for years.

			Or maybe I simply held myself differently because Northern California weather was just that damn good. I had no way of knowing.

			Unfortunately, though, there were also drawbacks to my new lifestyle.

			I wrapped my towel around myself and pulled shut the lacy blue curtains covering my bedroom window. If someone was out at this hour, I didn’t want to risk them seeing what I was about to do.

			With a flick of my wrist, I conjured a row of six squat candles on the low table beneath my bedroom window. Another flick, and a flame the size of a match head appeared at my fingertip. Impressive work to some. To me, though, it was as easy as breathing. I was an elemental witch who could create thunderstorms on a sunny day and burn down a house with a snap of my fingers. Magicking up a few candles and then lighting them was such a tiny fraction of what I could do, it defied mathematics.

			I touched the tip of my lit finger to the first candle, then moved down the line, lighting each one in turn. Then I sat on my bed and watched the candles flicker in my darkened bedroom. I already felt lighter, the ugly static pulsing through my bloodstream mellowing into a quiet, manageable hum. My hands no longer shook. If I tried to put it into words, I’d compare this feeling to the relief that comes when you finally exhale after holding your breath a few moments too long.

			What I hadn’t known ten years ago, when I’d vowed to permanently leave magic and my old life behind, was that my power was too deeply rooted in me to ignore altogether. Ten years ago, I could go months without tapping into the raw energy that made up who I was. The length of time I could comfortably abstain had dwindled over the years, though. Now I couldn’t go more than twenty-four hours without an impossible-to-ignore, intolerably jittery feeling that sometimes bordered on pain setting in.

			And if I ignored it too long, sometimes things got destructive. About six months ago, the buildup inside me had grown too much, and I’d accidentally set a greeting card display on fire, right in the middle of a drugstore. Fortunately, I’d been able to act quickly, extinguishing the fire and disposing of the ruined cards before the half-asleep cashier had even noticed.

			In fairness to me, the cards had been cheesy as hell. Burning them may have even done the poor cardstock they were printed on a favor. But it didn’t matter. The whole experience had rattled me so badly I’d vowed to use at least a little of my magic every day so nothing like that would ever happen again.

			I wanted nothing to do with my magic anymore. But if doing a simple candle-lighting party trick every night was the compromise I had to make to keep the predictable, easy life I’d built for myself here, so be it.

			The person I used to be would have been horrified at everything I’d just done. She’d have called these candles, the yoga, every single detail of my new life, a bunch of cottagecore bullshit.

			But I wasn’t speaking with that person anymore.

			She’d never once led me in the right direction.

		

	
		
			Two
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			Two months earlier

			Peter took one final look at the paper that listed the time and place for his meeting before tearing it into six even pieces.

			He tossed them into the trash and closed his eyes.

			He could do this.

			Peter enjoyed some of the perks of his job. The opportunities for travel were unparalleled. He got to use some of his more noteworthy abilities in ways other situations would never allow.

			And though he was not a boastful man, he knew he was good at his job. Some people in this line of work were charming, equipped with an innate social awareness that allowed them to easily slip out of sticky situations. Peter didn’t have the social skills the devil gave a cockroach. What he did have was a quick mind that kept him at least two steps ahead of everyone else.

			After seventy years in this profession, though, it was getting old.

			Travel was great. But endless travel? Less so. He liked plants, had even tried growing some, but a person with no real home had little chance of keeping anything alive.

			To say nothing of all the meetings. He’d had no idea just how many interminable meetings there would be when he’d gotten his first contract. If he’d wanted to spend the rest of his existence in meetings, he’d have chosen a different profession.

			Maybe he could retire after this next job was over. The Pacific Northwest sounded delightful. Beautiful but overcast. That last bit was important. He’d had enough exposure to sunlight to last several painful lifetimes.

			But he didn’t have time right now for daydreams. He had to be focused, he had to be Peter Elliott—the man who inspired complete trust in his employers and always got the job done.

			He glanced at his watch. He still had ten minutes before he was expected downstairs.

			He took a last look at himself in the floor-length mirror in his hotel room and nodded approvingly at his reflection.

			Peter knew, after countless furtive glances shot his way from across crowded dance floors and airports and restaurants over the years, that people found him attractive. Dark hair, dark eyes, and a body people could tell looked good beneath his clothes was a thing, apparently.

			Especially when he wore an expensive suit like this one.

			If it were possible to do so, Peter would thank the human he’d once been for doing enough regular manual labor to give himself a torso and arms that would be muscular and sculpted for eternity.

			If people found him attractive? Fine. It made his work easier.

			Satisfied with his appearance, Peter glanced at his watch again.

			Time to go.

			He hoped this new assignment would be worth his time.

			

			

			In. Hold. Out. Hold.

			In. Hold. Out. Hold.

			It was just after six, and I sat cross-legged in one of the pink plastic chairs in Yoga Magic’s lobby. My first students would be arriving soon, but there was still time for me to get in my morning breathing exercises.

			Box breathing had been my introduction to living with mindfulness back when I’d taken my first Yoga for Beginners class with Becky at her old studio. I’d only wandered in that day for lack of anything better to do with my time and had still been Grizelda in all the ways that mattered except for name.

			Becky, of course, didn’t know who or what I really was. Witches and vampires existed in a precarious equilibrium with mortal humans. The more people who knew we existed, the riskier it was for all of us. Becky was one of my closest friends in my new life, but like with all human acquaintances I’d made over the years, I kept her largely in the dark.

			Regardless, I never could have imagined how much what Becky had taught me that first day would change my life. Breathing exercises were second only to my candle ritual in effectiveness when it came to managing my symptoms. The sun was now halfway up the horizon, and I gazed at the pinks and purples of the lightening sky as I again turned my focus inward towards the flow of oxygen through my body.

			In. Hold. Out. Hold.

			In. Hold. Out. Hold.

			I could feel my mind going empty, releasing. The energy that had built up within me overnight seeped out with every exhale.

			After five more minutes, I was ready to start the day.

			I stood up and pulled my hair into a ponytail so it would stay out of my way. The last thing I needed was for it to be plastered to my face and neck while I taught. It was supposed to be another scorching day, and the building’s insulation was designed for coastal California weather, not this heat.

			I was just unlocking the doors to our three yoga rooms—whimsically named Maple, Walnut, and Sweetgum, after Becky’s favorite deciduous trees—when the Early Crew began arriving. They wore matching Lululemon outfits and designer flip-flops like team uniforms and carried their rolled-up mats beneath their arms.

			The women in the Early Crew were all in their fifties and sixties and had left other, very different lives to start over in this beautiful part of the world. They’d been some of our first students when we’d opened the studio and were still among our most dedicated. Back in the earliest days, when Becky and I hadn’t been sure Yoga Magic would survive in a region where new yoga studios sprang up like weeds, they’d been our bread and butter.

			Katie Chadwick was the first student in the door. Katie was a fifty-eight-year-old recovering attorney, as she called herself, with long, fashionably graying brunette hair that I’d never seen out of a high ponytail. She’d sold her law practice in San Francisco nearly ten years ago to move up here for what she’d hoped would be a less complicated life. She was a bookseller now at Redwoodsville’s used bookstore.

			I wasn’t sure whether Katie’s new life was actually less complicated. There was an asshole ex she’d left when she’d fled San Francisco who still caused her grief. But Katie’s word of mouth in our earliest days had played no small part in the studio’s continued success. I owed it to her not to pry.

			“Is Morning Bikram Yoga happening in the Walnut Room?” she asked.

			Bikram Yoga—popularly called hot yoga—needed very high temperatures. I nodded, smiling. “Yes.”

			Katie’s eyes lit up. “Finally!”

			“The repair people showed up and fixed the thermostat at last,” I explained. “It should be plenty hot in there today. I’ll see you in class?”

			“Yes,” she agreed. The rest of the Early Crew had shown up by this point and were talking among themselves as they waited in line behind Katie to be signed in.

			When Becky and I had decided to open this yoga studio eight years ago, I’d hoped it would help me feel connected to this community and grounded in my new life. It had worked better than I could’ve imagined. Not only had running Yoga Magic helped me build community for myself, but we were creating community for others, too.

			No one in the Early Crew had known each other when they’d started coming here eight years ago—and now Katie had an entire Gen X posse willing to help bury a body the next time her ex was an ass. Retirement communities from across the county came to our Friday Chair Yoga series; I had it on good authority that two new mah-jongg groups had sprung up as a result. And according to Becky, a couple who’d met for the first time at one of her Pilates classes had gotten engaged two weeks ago.

			While I’d initially started this studio to give my own life more purpose, this space had become a touchstone in other people’s lives, too. It was all so much better, so much sweeter, than I ever could have imagined.

			I couldn’t help smiling as I signed in the rest of the Early Crew, then watched them file into the Walnut Room.

			Hopefully they’d forgive me later for the ass-kicking workout I had planned for them.

			

			

			Days when it was my turn to open the studio began very early. They tended to end early, too. By eight that night, I was in my pajamas, my bedside reading light on as I cracked open Sense and Huntability, the latest paranormal romance I’d picked up from Redwoodsville’s used bookstore. People from my old life might have found it a bit on the nose that I was now moderately obsessed with a series about a sexy werewolf falling in love with the human hunter who was determined to trap him at all costs, but I didn’t care.

			Everyone needed an escape.

			I grabbed my readers from the table and slid them on as I cracked open the book. I didn’t technically need reading glasses—my eyesight had been better than twenty-twenty for centuries—but someone had once told me glasses made me look intellectual, and I’d always been a sucker for flattery.

			Before I’d gotten past the book’s initial meet-cute in a dark and deserted alley, though, my phone buzzed with a series of new texts.

			Lindsay: We have a situation

			Lindsay was Becky’s twenty-eight-year-old cousin, who’d joined our team a few years ago when Yoga Magic had started offering night classes. She knew not to text me about studio stuff after I was off the clock unless it was serious.

			I pushed my glasses up the bridge of my nose and read on.

			Lindsay: I’m about to start the last class of the night, and a hot man I’ve never seen before has positioned himself right outside the Sweetgum Room. He’s insisting on seeing you, and only you, right away

			Lindsay: When I told him you weren’t around he got attitudinal

			Lindsay: And by “attitudinal” I mean really grumpy

			Lindsay: I don’t know what to do

			Lindsay: I have to teach but he won’t leave and I’m not sure leaving him alone here is a good idea

			Lindsay: (Also when I say he’s hot please know this is not an exaggeration, this guy is hot like burning)

			I groaned.

			If a strange man had shown up and was making Lindsay uncomfortable, I couldn’t ignore this.

			Zelda: I’ll be down in five

			Zelda: What does he want?

			Lindsay: He won’t tell me

			Lindsay: Says he’ll only tell you

			Wonderful.

			Last year a local college student pursuing a marketing degree had made us some promotional videos as part of one of her classes. One of them was of me teaching hot yoga. For reasons I never understood, it had gone viral on TikTok. It had been a while since a weirdo who’d seen it and claimed to be in love with me had found their way into our studio.

			From the sound of it, though, we’d just gotten another live one.

			I stumbled out of bed, stripping off my pajamas and pulling on the first clean T-shirt and pair of shorts I found in my dresser.

			Zelda: I’m coming

			Zelda: Should we call the police?

			Lindsay: I don’t think he’s dangerous

			Lindsay: But I still don’t feel good about leaving to go teach while he’s here

			The guy’s back was to me when I entered Yoga Magic from the rear entrance five minutes later, giving me an eyeful of broad shoulders, black T-shirt, and tousled dark hair. He was saying something to Lindsay in a voice that was somehow familiar, but I wasn’t listening closely enough to place it. I cleared my throat to get his attention, preparing to be the most assertive version of myself I ever let anyone in this new life see.

			“Excuse me,” I said.

			The man turned to face me.

			Everything I’d been about to say died in my throat.

			It was Peter from the night before.

			“It’s you,” I said, surprised. I had originally thought Peter and I had shared something of a moment the night before, but that hope had been dashed when he’d run away before I could get his number. I certainly hadn’t expected him to take me up on my offer of a free class.

			“It’s me,” he agreed.

			Lindsay’s eyes bounced between the two of us. “You two know each other?”

			“Sort of?” I admitted.

			“Yes,” Peter said earnestly at the same time. “Last night she invited me to take a yoga class.”

			Lindsay murmured something to the student standing next to her. Both women started chuckling quietly. I ignored them.

			“I did say you could take a class,” I agreed. “But I’m not teaching right now. Lindsay’s about to teach Bikram Yoga, but that’s not a class for beginners. If you want to come back tomorrow…” I grabbed one of our printed schedules from the check-in counter and handed it to him. “I teach Yoga for Beginners tomorrow at noon. Will that work with your—?”

			“I’m not here to take a class.”

			I blinked at him. “But you just said—”

			“What is your name?”

			By this point, everyone in the studio was watching our conversation with great interest. “Zelda Turret,” I said, confused. “Remember? I introduced myself last night.”

			“Yes, yes, I remember what you told me.” He waved an impatient hand. “But is your given name Grizelda Watson?” He enunciated each syllable slowly and carefully, as though concerned he wouldn’t say it right.

			Every part of me froze.

			Not just because he’d asked about a name I’d done everything I could to bury in the past.

			But also because as he’d carefully said my given name, in my brightly lit studio, his mouth had parted just enough for me to see his teeth in a way I hadn’t last night in the dark.

			To my shock and horror, Peter was sporting a pair of what were very obviously vampire fangs.

		

	
		
			Three
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				From page 14 of the Chicago Tribune, October 19 (dated ten years previously)

			

			Fiery Single-Car Crash on I-88 Eastbound

			Annabelle Adams, staff reporter for the Chicago Tribune

			At approximately 1:35 a.m. on Saturday, October 19, a car driving eastbound on I-88 just outside Naperville crashed into the median and burst into flames. After first responders put out the fire, they found no sign of survivors or, more curiously, any passengers inside the vehicle.

			No other vehicles were reported near the scene. Police have begun an investigation into what caused the accident and where the car’s driver may have gone.

			There had been a time when a random vampire showing up was so par for the course, I couldn’t even call it unexpected when it happened.

			But those days had ended the night I’d purposely crashed my car outside Chicago and went permanently off the grid of my old life.

			Or so I’d thought. Panic coursed through me as I stared at this stranger. At his teeth. Knowing exactly what would happen in this studio full of people if he lost control.

			How had he tracked me down? And who was he? I went through a mental checklist of all the vampires I’d run afoul of over the years but came up blank. My past life was a blur in many ways, but he didn’t look familiar, and I had a near photographic memory for faces.

			I shot a glance to Lindsay. Her attention was on Peter, but she wasn’t screaming or running for the door. That meant his involuntary glamour, which kept humans from seeing a vampire’s fangs except while feeding, was still in place.

			Of course, that glamour had never worked on me. I’d never learned why, though I was grateful for it. It had saved me on more occasions than I could count.

			Including right now.

			Now that I was over the initial shock of a vampire showing up at my good clean yoga studio, I noticed in Peter all the signs of a vampire who hadn’t fed in a while. His pupils were narrowed to barely there black slits, with tiny bright red spots in the centers. The unique, nearly irresistible scent of sex and danger—a scent designed to lure potential victims his way—all but oozed from him.

			I had to get him out of here.

			First, though, I had to get Lindsay and our students out of here. Preferably without frightening them. I could take care of myself if it was a matter of life and death, but I didn’t want anyone to see me in action if it could be avoided.

			They’d have no way to defend themselves if our visitor went on a rampage.

			“You can go home,” I said to Lindsay, not taking my eyes off Peter. He seemed to have realized that I could see his fangs. He stared at me just as intently as I stared at him, his face a mirror of the surprise I knew was all over my face.

			“Go home?” Lindsay gaped at me like I’d sprouted an extra head, then gesticulated between me and the Walnut Room. The black plastic bracelets ringing her arms clacked together as she moved. “I have class.”

			“I’ll teach it,” I said. “Better yet—let’s cancel.”

			“But the students already paid for it.” Lindsay stared at me. “What is going on?”

			“I didn’t put two and two together last night, when you gave me your name,” Peter said as if Lindsay weren’t there. Only moments had passed, but it felt like time had stopped altogether. He put his hands up in a palms-forward submissive gesture. “I’m not here to cause trouble. I just want to talk.”

			Lindsay’s eyes darted back and forth between us. “I’ll go teach,” she said, definitively. “You two can, uh…talk out here. Zelda, text me later so I know you’re okay?”

			I considered Peter a moment. Took in his earnest expression. Now that my surprise had worn off, I was calm enough to realize Peter wasn’t in the throes of bloodlust. If he were, he’d have been fangs-deep in Lindsay’s neck before I’d even shown up. Or at least acting like an aggressive asshole. Not looking at me beseechingly, politely asking if we could talk.

			“Fine,” I said to Lindsay. “Go teach. I’ll text you later.”

			Lindsay’s eyebrows lifted at my sudden change of mind. “You sure?”

			“I’m sure,” I said.

			Once Lindsay and the students were all safely in the Walnut Room, I grabbed Peter’s arm and pulled him as far from the classroom as I could. It was like gripping a statue. His forearm was firm and muscular beneath my fingertips, his flesh unnaturally cool to the touch. I had forgotten just how cold vampires ran. How could I have forgotten something so fundamental?

			Then again, it had been ten years.

			Peter’s eyes fluttered closed, and he leaned in close, inhaling long and deep. The tip of his nose brushed a line down the curve of my neck as he breathed me in.

			Twin shivers—of unexpected desire and revulsion—ran down my spine.

			“Not so fast, mister.” I dropped his arm and put distance between us, trying to shake off the lingering impact that proximity to a vampire who needed to feed could have on a person. Because if he hadn’t fed in a while, grabbing his arm just now had been incredibly stupid.

			He raised an eyebrow. “Can I assume you’ve retracted your offer to let me take a class?”

			I huffed an incredulous laugh. “Yes.”

			“Last night you said I could come by whenever I wanted.”

			Was this guy for real? “That’s before I knew what you were.”

			He paused, considering. “So, it’s true. You can see my—”

			“Yes,” I interrupted. Pitching my voice low, I added, “Your glamour doesn’t work on me. Now, can you please tell me who you are and what you’re doing here?”

			His eyes darted around the empty room as if to make certain we were truly alone.

			“My name is Peter Elliott,” he said. “If you’re Grizelda Watson, you’re the person I’ve been looking for.” He took out a much-handled piece of paper from a duffel bag slung over one broad shoulder. “I should have realized who you were when you introduced yourself as Zelda last night. But I was…” He trailed off, suddenly finding his shoes the most interesting things in the room. “Distracted.”

			I didn’t ask what had distracted him. I didn’t want to know. “Why have you been looking for me?” I demanded. “Who sent you?”

			He glanced at the paper he held and then at me, his brows furrowed. “Are you friends with somebody called Reginald?”

			My stomach plummeted to somewhere in the vicinity of my shoes.

			“He’s a former friend,” I clarified. Though former friend wasn’t quite right, either. Reginald and I hadn’t so much stopped being friends as we’d lost touch when I’d skipped town without either telling him or giving him my new contact info. But you know. Semantics.

			The letter I’d sent him a few months earlier, to say hello and to let him know I’d thought The Collective, our old common nemesis, had paid me a visit, had been my first communication with him since leaving. It had been ten years overdue. In truth, he was one of the only parts of my old life that I missed.

			Fortunately, I’d been wrong about The Collective finding me. And now that I stood face-to-face with a vampire Reginald had apparently sent my way, I remembered that good judgment had never been one of my old friend’s strong suits.

			Perhaps reaching out to him had been a mistake.

			“But you do know him,” Peter Elliott pressed, cutting into my reminiscing.

			“Yes.” No point lying about it.

			That answer seemed to satisfy him. He handed me the paper he’d been holding. “This should explain everything. I’d tell you myself, but given that there are other people around”—he gestured meaningfully to the Walnut Room, where over a dozen students were stretching and sweating with Lindsay—“letting you read this might be wiser.”

			“Probably,” I agreed. Bracing myself for anything—always the best strategy when Reginald was involved—I began to read:

			
				Dear Grizelda,

				How’s sunny California?

				The reason I’m writing is to give you a heads-up. I’ve sent someone your way. His name is Peter and he has amnesia. Like, actual amnesia, not the kind you and I pretended to have that one time in Boston to get access to free hospital supplies. He remembers his name and how to speak and all that but can’t remember anything that happened to him before a couple of weeks ago.

				Suffice it to say, Peter’s pretty freaked out. He can’t go to a doctor for obvious reasons (specifically: he’s a vampire) (please don’t be mad). Amelia (that’s my girlfriend; you’d love her) and I don’t have space for him to stay with us but he seems nice enough. He said he had a very strong urge to see California, and I did the first thing that popped into my head—which was give him your name and your studio’s address and tell him I had a friend in California who might be able to help.

				What can I say? I panicked. (Also you’re the only person I know in California.) I’m guessing you went to all the trouble of making a new life for yourself in a sunny place in part to get away from people like me and Peter, so if you don’t want to answer the door when he comes knocking, I get it. But given that I spent the better part of a century covering for you after the entire Incident situation I feel somewhat entitled to call in a small favor.

				If you could find it in your heart to at least point him in the direction of the nearest blood bank when he arrives, that would be amazing.

				Yours,

				R.

				PS: I checked out your yoga studio online. Looks great! So much natural light! If I believed in any of that stuff and, you know, didn’t fucking hate the sun, I’d have half a mind to head out to California and sign up for some classes myself.

			

			I closed my eyes and forced myself to count to ten before opening them again.

			Reginald had been one of my closest friends for over a century. He’d saved my ass more times than I could count. And when he’d replied to my last letter to let me know he’d had a recent run-in with The Collective himself but had escaped unharmed, I had been so relieved I nearly cried.

			But if I ever saw him again, I’d stake him where he stood.

			Why did Reggie think I could help this guy?

			And gods, why did he think sending me that warning letter with the person he was warning me about would be remotely helpful? A typical Reggie lack of forethought.

			The longer Peter stood there, watching me, the less concerned I was growing that he was about to attack my students. But I knew the signs of a hungry vampire. He’d been tempted by me when I’d grabbed him earlier. He was still tempted. I could see it in the way his eyes kept flitting to the spot where my neck met my shoulder, and I could sense it in his nearly irresistible smell. He was fighting the siren call of my blood, but it was using up a lot of his self-control.

			I was tempted to kick him out, but that would only unleash a thirsty vampire on a sleepy, unsuspecting community.

			“Come up to my apartment with me.” I folded Reggie’s letter and thrust it back at Peter. “We need to talk.”

			Peter’s eyes went as wide as saucers as he took the letter from me and tucked it back into his bag. “You want me to go with you to your apartment?”

			My stomach did a stupid little flip, hearing him say that out loud. I tamped it down.

			“I’d take you somewhere else, but nothing’s open after eight,” I explained. “I need to get your whole story before I send you on your way.”

			

			

			Peter’s footsteps were eerily silent on the stairs behind me as we made our way up to my place.

			In contrast, my heart was pounding so hard he could probably hear the rapid pumping of blood through my veins. At least he kept his fangs to himself.

			“I should have mentioned I don’t have air-conditioning,” I said, just for something to say. “Most places here don’t. It doesn’t normally get hot enough to need it.”

			“It’s fine,” Peter said. “Sleeping in a hot apartment is better than sleeping at the bus terminal in the coffin Reginald shipped me in.”

			I stopped climbing so abruptly Peter crashed into my back. When I whirled to face him, he was rubbing the tip of his nose.

			“First of all,” I said, “you’re not sleeping in my apartment. Second of all, Reginald shipped you here in a coffin?”

			“He said it’d be faster than a bus.”

			“So’s flying on an airplane like a normal person.” Flying would also have been a hell of a lot cheaper than shipping an entire coffin filled with two hundred pounds of vampire across the country. This had to have been Reggie’s idea of a practical joke. “What a dick.”

			“They weren’t ideal travel conditions,” Peter admitted. “Not ideal for sleeping, either.”

			Despite everything, I felt a twinge of sympathy. “You’ve really been sleeping in a coffin since getting here?”

			He nodded. “I arrived a few days ago. Didn’t know where to find accommodations. My coffin’s stashed behind some abandoned lockers where no one will stumble across it.”

			He’s a vampire and not my problem, I reminded myself as I opened the door to my apartment. Peter stayed outside as I walked in, eyes on his shoes again. Like he was waiting for something but was too embarrassed to ask for it.

			Oh. Right.

			“You can come in,” I said, feeling foolish for forgetting that vampires needed express permission before entering someone’s home.

			“Thanks.” Peter stepped across the threshold into my living room. And then it was just the two of us—a witch trying to remake herself and hide her identity from the rest of the world and one of the sexiest vampires she’d ever seen.

			His mere presence here could ruin everything I’d built for myself.

			Peter looked like he felt as awkward about the situation as I did, his eyes darting around the room as though looking for hidden dangers. He clasped his hands in front of him, then let them fall back by his sides, like he didn’t know what to do with his arms.

			“This isn’t what I expected,” Peter said, taking in my consignment store furniture and eclectic decor. His tone was neutral, not judging. His comment rankled all the same.

			“What were you expecting?” I asked.

			He shrugged. “Reginald said you’re a witch. I suppose I assumed you’d have…I don’t know.” He trailed off, gesturing vaguely with his hands. “Cauldrons and broomsticks, maybe. A talking black cat.”

			I snorted. “Haven’t you known any real witches? Those are just stereotypes.”

			“I don’t know if I’ve ever known any real witches.” There was real pain in his voice.

			I winced. “Sorry. Um…so you really have amnesia, then?” I asked as gently as I could.

			A curt nod. “So it would seem.”

			“I didn’t think that was a real thing,” I admitted.

			“Apparently it is.”

			“I’m sorry,” I said on instinct.

			“It’s fine.” He didn’t look fine, though. His brows were furrowed, the corners of his lips turned down into the beginnings of a frown.

			I softened my tone before continuing. “Reg was right. I am a witch. Or I was. I’m not anymore.” I gestured expansively to my living room. “I keep my few souvenirs from my old life out of this room so no one finds out.”

			He looked at me. “Why hide that part of yourself?”

			“It’s…complicated.” I didn’t owe him an explanation.

			He opened his mouth to ask more questions, then closed it again, seeming to think better of it. He gestured to my sofa. “May I?”

			I shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

			He crossed the room with the same effortless grace he’d shown the night before when he’d helped with the trash. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen a vampire move with this kind of confident supernatural fluidity, like gravity didn’t affect them the way it did everyone else. But watching the ease with which Peter moved, those confident strides…

			Well.

			It may not have been the first time I’d seen this sort of thing, but it was still hot.

			“So,” Peter said. “If I’m not sleeping in your apartment—”

			“You’re not,” I confirmed.

			“Fair enough,” he said. “But if not, why couldn’t we have had this conversation downstairs?”

			“You’re hungry,” I said.

			He peered at me. “How do you know?”

			“I know a hungry vampire when I see one,” I said. “When I smell one, too. You smell like you haven’t eaten in a week.” I moved closer and made a show of sniffing him. The joke was on me, though. This close, his scent was potent, enticing—and it
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