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  A Note from Charlotte


Dear Reader, 
This book’s blurb mentions that our heroine Claire Vanderlaan is keeping a secret. If you aren’t concerned about content warnings and don’t want a spoiler about said secret, feel free to skip this note and begin with Chapter 1. 
As a vampire woman, Claire has a self-appointed mission to protect human women from violence. She disguises herself as human and puts herself in what appear to be vulnerable situations, and if a human man attempts to harm her, she subdues him and leaves him for the police. There are two such scenes in this book, in Chapters 4 and 25. To be clear, How a Vampire Fights does not contain scenes of sexual assault, and at no point is Claire in actual danger. However, she chooses to pretend she is, and these scenes may be intense for some readers. 
Specifically (detailed spoilers in this paragraph), in Chapter 4, there is a scene break that cuts from Claire arriving at a location with a man, to Claire zip-tying his hands and feet. In Chapter 25, Claire allows a man to tase her for the sake of video evidence (as a vampire she’s not incapacitated) before subduing and zip-tying him.
When Claire acknowledges her anger over the violence against human women, another character tells her, “The things that make you angry should anger more people.” Anger against evil is nothing to apologize for, and that’s part of what Claire’s story is about.
If you are a survivor of sexual violence, know there are those who’ll come alongside you and help:
NSVRC (National Sexual Violence Resource Center):
https://www.nsvrc.org/survivors/
RAINN (Rape Abuse & Incest National Network): 
800-656-4673, https://www.rainn.org
Please take extra care viewing resources if you believe your devices might be monitored. I hope and pray you are able to find support, safety, and healing.
Love,
Charlotte






  
  One


If Claire weren’t already sure of her destiny as a perpetually single woman, she’d be taking notes. This party was the definition of making tradition work for you, personalizing a custom and deepening a community. 
“It’s so them,” Hannah said, directly ahead of Claire on the narrow dirt trail. “Up at the crack of dawn to hike a nature preserve. Literally nobody picks this for a bachelor/bachelorette party.”
“Except Ryker and Leslie,” Logan called from farther down the trail.
Everybody cheered. From the front of their single-file group, Ryker waved back at them with a grin. Laughter rippled up and down the line of people and faded into the roar of the distant waterfall.
If Claire did intend to get married one day, how would she make this party her own? Maybe she’d bring everyone horseback riding. Or maybe that was too obvious.
All around, while their group of ten celebrated the bride and groom, the city of Alderdale, Virginia celebrated spring. Trees were bursting with blossoms, and the humans in the group sneezed occasionally. Birdsong filled the air, though most of the birds stayed invisible among newly leafy tree branches. The wedding party had been hiking up an incline for the last half hour, but the glossy paper map folded and tucked into Claire’s backpack promised an abrupt slope within the next half-mile, the waterfall’s basin at the bottom.
“Who’s hiked here before?” Philippa’s voice came from the back of their group. “It’s new to me, and I didn’t know it would be so pretty.”
“What?” Hannah slowed her pace to turn back.
“Pilippa wants to know who’s hiked here before,” Claire said.
“Sorry!” Philippa called. “I keep forgetting to raise my voice for y’all!”
Turned out, the strangest part of a coed bachelor/bachelorette party wasn’t the mix of men and women; it was the mix of vampires and humans. Jake and Hannah Farthering had joined eight vampires on the moderate-difficulty hiking trail, proving themselves to be two of the three gamest humans Claire had ever met. The third was of course Ember Reed.
“We don’t mean to be a nuisance,” Hannah said, face flushing so hard Claire caught the scent of her blood in her cheeks. “I’ll try not to ask every time.”
“No worries,” Claire said, but Hannah only bit her lip and turned to face forward again, all but jogging uphill to catch up with Jake. Claire matched her pace. “Hey. Hannah. I mean it. I don’t mind repeating stuff until the rest of these vampires learn the habit of raising their voices for you.”
Hannah’s steps slowed again as she considered. “Huh. You haven’t forgotten all morning.”
“My best friend of the last two decades is human.”
“Oh, right! You’re the vampire who knows Ember. It’s my absolutely favorite wink from the universe that your best friend moved to my little town, and now my best friend is half-moving here. Like we were all destined to meet or something.”
It wasn’t Claire’s favorite wink from the universe. Not by a long shot. Hannah continued up the path, and Claire squashed the melancholy that tried to open like a toxic flower in her chest. She loved Ember’s new life…for Ember. For herself, she hadn’t yet filled the hole. She suddenly wanted to dart ahead, alone to the waterfall. But she wasn’t alone. Everyone on the hike today—they weren’t only Ryker and Leslie’s friends. They were hers too, many of them belonging to her heart for years before Ryker or Leslie ever met them.
Well, with one exception. One very avoidable exception who currently hiked at the back of the line. He had just enough courtesy in his little finger to have ignored Claire since everyone convened in the parking lot of the state preserve six minutes before the trails opened for the day. He’d been uncharacteristically quiet all morning, though now he spoke to Nova in tones low enough that Claire had easily avoided overhearing.
Ignoring each other was easy while they hiked single file. When they reached the waterfall, when everybody jumped in for a swim, she and Tai would have to say hello, if nothing else.
Which was fine, of course. She was a mature twenty-nine-year-old woman who would bite her own hand off before she embarrassed her friends by snubbing their other friend. In fact, she wouldn’t give Tai a chance to say hello. She’d say it first.
As they neared the top of the incline, Hannah and Jake breathed harder, and their sweat grew stronger in Claire’s nose. She didn’t mind, but she couldn’t fail to notice.
“Now that Ryker’s a fixture in Harmony Ridge,” Hannah said around breaths, “will we be seeing more of you too? We’re getting downright blasé about vampires these days. You could totally come visit.”
“I have a few times,” Claire said. “But if Ember and I want a long weekend to ourselves, it’s easier on everybody for her to come here.”
“Ohh, you mean because she’s mated to a wolf.”
“Right.”
“Hey,” Philippa called, this time with enough volume for the humans, “nobody answered my question. Who’s hiked here before?”
They went down the line with their answers. Of course Hannah and Jake, living in the bride’s hometown, were new visitors. The vampires were split. Mackey, like Philippa, was new to the place. Nova and Logan had been here countless times. Leslie and Ryker had found it a few months back and turned it into a frequent haunt.
“What about you, Claire?” Hannah said as they hit the summit of the trail and began the gradual descent to the roaring waterfall.
“It’s new to me,” Claire said, “but I like it. I guess I need to get outside more.”
“That’s something I’m learning from Leslie,” Ryker said from the front.
“What?” Hannah said, then laughed at herself while Claire laughed along and repeated his words.
“Tai?” Leslie said from the front. “You didn’t answer the question.”
“New to me too,” came his unmistakable voice from the back.
Of all the facets of Tai that made Claire grit her teeth, his voice was near the top of the list—though not at the top, obviously. Tai’s voice was a warm baritone that must curl the toes of every woman who didn’t have reason to steer clear of him. It was smoke and honey. It was infuriating.
And now she couldn’t shut it out.
“You were saying,” came the bothersome baritone.
“Right, anyway,” Nova said, “I’m working on an article for Vampire Today that’s probably going to be controversial, because I want to sort of call out that tradition of self-protectionism and explore where we could go as a society if we’d all work harder to get past it.”
Trust Nova to introduce social issues to a morning hike in nature. Claire shook her head but had to smile. They’d met online thanks to a firecracker of an article by Nova. They’d kept chatting thanks to their shared passion for justice, though they acted on that passion in different ways.
Very different ways.
“You don’t find that idealistic?” Tai said.
“Oh, it probably is.” Nova laughed. “Ask anyone here, and they’ll tell you I’m a stubborn idealist.”
He laughed along, and yes, his laugh was one of the other things near the top of the Tai’s Flaws list. Deep, rich, disarming.
“I can admire that,” he said, “but how far have you dug into the history? Apex to apex, I mean.”
“I’ve read a lot of books.”
“Written by vampires?”
“And by humans.”
A pause fell behind Claire, and she kept herself from pivoting to give away her curiosity. The others were listening too, given how all other random chatting had ceased while Tai and Nova talked.
“Well?” Nova said. “Out of thoughts?”
Now his laugh came so quietly, Hannah and Jake wouldn’t hear it even if the waterfall suddenly went dry. “I think your research is missing an entire voice if you haven’t read any wolves.”
“I don’t disagree, but try to find a sociology book written by a wolf—especially one that’s more than five years old.”
“Fair point, but I hope you’ll find a way to include them. They typically live at least a full century, which means a lot of their elders alive today saw some terrible things. Their self-protectiveness makes a lot of sense.”
“You sound like you know them.”
“A few, yeah.”
Claire was fairly certain Tai knew almost everybody. If he had a superpower, this was it: his ability to convince people he truly, deeply saw them. He’d done it to her, after all. Had her believing she’d found a true friend. She tried to turn her focus from the discussion behind her to the beauty in front of her.
Hiking at human speed, reaching the base of the waterfall took about twenty minutes. Everybody began stripping off clothes and shoes to reveal their swimsuits beneath. Claire stripped down to her blue-and-burgundy floral one-piece and waded out into the clear, icy water.
“It’s too cold!” Nova shrieked. “Too cold for vampires!”
It was vastly less comfortable than the heated public pool near Claire’s condo, but she waded in farther. Across the basin, a slim black-haired form leaped from the ground onto a high boulder that jutted over the water. A portion of the waterfall constantly splashed the rock, and now it splashed him too—until he sprang off the boulder and made a slicing, shallow dive that shot him from one side of the basin to the other. The water was clear enough that he was easy to watch under the surface in his bright-blue shorts.
Hannah and Jake cheered and clapped.
“That was so cool,” Hannah said.
“Tai can’t help being cool.” Leslie was laughing.
Of course, of everyone here, he would be the one to show off. Not that it counted as showing off, because leaping less than ten feet into the air and diving into some water was hardly an impressive feat for a vampire. Claire held back her eye roll, though. She’d made a resolution with herself while driving from her downtown condo. From the morning hike to the afternoon art festival to the dinner they’d reserved at Ryker and Leslie’s favorite tapas restaurant, no one would ever guess how strongly Claire disliked Ryker’s best man.
Tai surfaced on the other side of the pool and shook the water from his hair. Jake and Hannah clapped, and Tai’s dark eyebrows shot up. If Claire didn’t know better, she’d think he hadn’t noticed his audience until now.
“Nice,” Jake said.
Tai shrugged.
Ryker was chest-deep in the water already, but now he crouched and sprang from the pool up to the same boulder.
Leslie’s musical laughter rang over the water. “Look what you did, Tai. Now my fiancé has to outdo you.”
“Of course he does,” Tai said. Without waiting to watch, he slipped under the water and began roving the bottom of the pool like an actual fish.
Ryker ran across the wet rock and launched himself into the air, flipping two somersaults before entering a dive that created considerably more splash than Tai’s had done. This time the cheering came from the whole group, accompanied by laughter.
“My turn!” Logan and Nova shouted in unison. They launched out of the water at the same moment, landed side by side on the glistening boulder, and grabbed one another’s arms in an attempt to push each other into the pool. They were as identical as fraternal twins could be—corn-silk blond hair, aquamarine eyes, impish noses and angular limbs, freckles spattered across pale cheeks. When they finally tipped over the edge into the water together, vampire balance kicked in and ended the squabble. Midair they tucked their limbs and rolled through the impact with the water, graceful as any synchronized diving team.
Across the pool, Hannah and Leslie treaded water side by side. Hannah said, “I’ve never seen you do that.”
“Which part?” Leslie said.
“The way they all move, the smoothness. Do you hide it at home?”
“Part of growing up in a human town,” Leslie said. “But I’m getting more natural at it. Want to see?”
Hannah’s hands dripped as she clapped them just above the water. “Yes please. Hey, everybody, it’s the bride’s turn!”
Leslie grinned, then pushed off the nearest underwater rocks and shot out of the water. Hannah gasped as Leslie landed on the boulder, then gasped again and gave a little cry as Leslie crouched, sprang, and twirled a full circle in midair. Her body arched out over the pool and then dove deep.
Claire joined the applause. Ryker put his fingers to his lips and whistled, and that earned laughter too. Everyone was so at ease—the twins splashing one another, Mackey floating on his back slightly separate from the group, Philippa sitting on the edge of the pool with her feet in the water, still fully clothed. Tai had been underwater so long, Claire could hardly believe he hadn’t bobbed to the surface encased in ice. Ryker met Leslie in the center of the pool when she surfaced, and they shared a light kiss that garnered more applause.
It was all so…good. Sure, Tai was here, but so what? Claire was with the friends she loved, friends that had become her family. She floated on her back for a minute, let the goodness of the morning soak into her while her bones soaked up the cold of the water. Every vampire’s teeth would be chattering when they finally got out to dry off. She wouldn’t trade her physical abilities for anything, but sometimes she wouldn’t mind borrowing a wolf’s elevated body temperature and near-inability to feel the cold.
After Hannah and Jake climbed up to the rock and did cannonballs into the pool, Leslie swam over to her. “I know you helped Hannah with some of the planning for today. Thanks.”
Claire waved a hand. “My pleasure.”
“Want a turn on the diving board?” Leslie gestured to the boulder. “Ryker says you’re a great swimmer.”
Until now Claire had felt satisfied watching the rest of them have fun. Maybe Tai hadn’t been showing off when he got the diving party started; maybe he’d simply seen the boulder and wanted to enjoy a dive. Claire vaulted out of the water onto the smooth, wet rock. She angled toward the waterfall and leaped as far as she could, and the cheers of her friends echoed in the basin behind her as her body parted the veil of the falling water and she dove deep into this darker place.
Of course as a vampire, she didn’t need light to see. She ran her palms over the submersed rocks that formed the bowl beneath the falls, avoiding the slimy algae. Silver minnows flitted overhead, closer to the surface. A few larger fish—she was no expert, but they looked like trout—watched her from the shelter of an underwater outcropping. Claire scissored her legs, and her body cut through the water, fast and effortless, exhilarating. She didn’t have to breathe. The cave behind the waterfall was deeper than she’d expected. She pushed farther back, into true lightless monochrome that would leave a human blind. Her toes brushed against an unsuspecting turtle’s shell, and it snapped at her but missed when she yanked her foot away faster than it could strike.
Her vision snagged on movement at the back of the cave. Through the water, which was still crystal clear, a pair of vampire eyes met hers.






  
  Two


Claire thrust both her arms down and gave a full-strength kick that shot her body to the surface. She exploded halfway out of the water with an enormous splash that not even the vampires outside the cave would hear over the waterfall. Ten feet farther into the cave, Tai surfaced too, though less dramatically. 
“Sorry to startle you.”
“You didn’t,” she said.
His mouth tilted, but he didn’t call her on the obvious lie.
Tai’s eyes were always noticeable, but they were more so in the dimness of the cave. Unlike most vampire eyes, which came in jewel tones—purple, blue, green—Tai’s were mostly colorless, not gray but not exactly silver either. The glint of his irises was constant, as if he had two actual orbs of metal in his head and someone had polished them to a sheen.
Okay, enough. They were just eyes. Watching Claire too closely, taking her measure. “You were here first. I’ll leave you to…” She shrugged.
“Just exploring,” he said.
“Right. I’ll leave you to your exploring.” She pivoted in the water and kicked off toward the sparkling curtain of the waterfall and daylight beyond.
“Claire.”
She wanted to pretend for a moment her hearing was no more acute than a human’s, but of course that ruse was thin. And immature. She turned back. “Yes?”
Tai cocked his head to study her, his face expressionless. “This is what you want? Avoiding each other all day?”
“I’m not avoiding you. I just don’t have anything to say to you.”
He shrugged, one hand skimming the water with a light splash. “And if I have something to say?”
“Well, do you?”
“I mean today, generally, if I have something to say to you at any point.”
“You don’t need to ask about Slake It Off. You see the accounts every month as is your right.” A right he was about to lose in the next few weeks, but he’d get no heads-up from her. He probably wouldn’t try to stop her, but just in case, Claire planned to spring it on him only when she was ready to sign the paperwork.
“You’re doing great,” he said. “Growing profits every month.”
“I’m good at my job.”
He nodded.
“And there’s nothing else we could possibly need to talk about.”
Tai latched a hand onto the back of his neck as if she might actually be getting to him, though his expression didn’t change. “It’s not about needing to talk. It’s about not needing to avoid.”
“Well, like I said, I’m not avoiding you.”
He made a scoffing sound that echoed off the cave walls.
Refusing to snub the best man, engaging politely—all her resolutions evaporated. She slapped the water between them and wished it were something more solid and satisfying.
“Look, Tai, if you really want me to say it, I will. I’m not interested in a friendly chat with someone whose word can’t be trusted.”
The first ripple of a feeling passed over his face, tightness in his mouth and around his eyes. “I honored our contract to the letter.”
So Ryker was right. This idiot still believed the contract was the thing that mattered. “And our dreams for the business? Our partnership and our vision—did you honor that?”
Did you honor our friendship?
“You changed the vision, Claire, not me. You woke up one morning and decided our café and record store was now a blood bar.”
“And I had every right to do that.” Curse it all, why did he still have the power to make her mad? “I own the building—not half of it, all of it. You’re literally an investor.”
“Exactly,” he said.
She blinked. “What?”
“You own the building. It was your choice. I never contested the decision.”
“You didn’t bother. You never cared in the first place what I did with the business. It wasn’t a vision to you. It was money. To you, everything is money.”
“No,” he said.
“And you found some other shiny opportunity that would make you even more money, as if you don’t already have an obscene amount of it.”
“No.” His measured tone didn’t change, but his eyes flashed. “I wanted to be part of the original idea, and I wasn’t interested in the new one. That’s it, Claire. You can tell yourself whatever you want—about me, about money—but I’ve never lied to you, and I’m not lying now.”
They faced off for a long moment, the waterfall roaring behind her, both of them treading water so smoothly beneath the surface they appeared motionless from above it.
Tai shook his head. “Do what you want. Avoid me all day or don’t.”
She rolled her eyes. “You don’t care one way or another, is that it?”
“If I didn’t care, I wouldn’t have mentioned it.”
She couldn’t argue with that. She couldn’t argue with him at all most of the time; he was so consistent, so deliberate, and at least some of his account was true. He’d never pushed back when she decided to go for what she really wanted—a community space made by vampires, for vampires, a place they could be themselves…a place Claire could be herself.
But she’d had no way to predict that instead of pushing back, Tai would pull away. Entirely, overnight, refusing even to meet her at her first appointment with a vendor. She’d bounced on her toes in anticipation of building her tasting menu, texted him the address, and this man she’d thought was becoming a close friend… He simply said no. Completely and finally, not about the vendor but about the entire concept.
And all the things she admired and enjoyed about him charred in the flame of her humiliation at being so thoroughly abandoned by her first business partner. Humiliation and…hurt.
“We’re not friends,” she said.
“You’ve made that very clear.”
“But I guess there’s no reason to avoid each other.”
“Okay.”
“Small talk only. For Ryker and Leslie. So their day isn’t awkward.”
“Okay,” he said.
“Okay.”
As she ducked beneath the water to swim back through the falls, Tai submerged too. Claire was already changing direction and nearly missed his abrupt posture shift. Tai’s body balled up, knees pulling to his chest, and one of his hands shot down to grab the side of his foot.… No, to grab the jaws of the snapping turtle latched onto the side of his foot. Of course his grip was stronger than the turtle’s, and in seconds he’d pried his foot free.
When the turtle tried to bite him again, Tai caught it by the shell and shoved it away, gently enough not to injure it but hard enough to give a clear message of superior strength. The turtle glided off through the water, toward a shelter of overhanging rocks, while Tai relaxed in the water, his arms floating out to his sides. Then he jerked his head up, and his eyes met Claire’s. He must have thought she’d left the cave.
Tai shot away from her underwater, toward the darker depths. Claire pursued with no idea why or what she wanted to say. Even for a vampire, he was a fast swimmer. She had to work to keep up at all, much less catch him. But she kept after him, all the way to the back wall of the cave. When he had nowhere else to go, he bulleted to the surface with a single powerful thrust of his legs and arms.
Claire followed, and they surfaced closer than she’d meant to, only a few feet apart. 
Water dripped from his black hair, clung to his thick eyelashes, formed droplets on the sharp points of his cheekbones and the indentation above his upper lip. His steely eyes held hers.
“How long was that turtle latched onto your foot?”
“A few minutes.”
“The whole time we were talking?”
He still hadn’t looked away from her. “About half the time.”
“You idiot, why didn’t you say something?”
“We were having an important conversation.”
“Are you bleeding?” She ducked beneath the surface. No blood in the water, but the side of his foot already bore a sizable black bruise. She surfaced in a splashing burst. “Tai, seriously. If you wanted to be all tough and unfazed, you could’ve pried it off you without me knowing. Our feet are plenty strong enough.”
“Strong enough, but less precise than our hands. I could’ve injured its jaws.”
She slapped the water with both hands. “You are unbelievable, Tai Kristiansen.”
A slow smile lifted one corner of his mouth. “You’re actually upset that I got bit by a turtle.”
“Oh, please. You’re not even bleeding.”
“Which you felt the need to check on for yourself.”
“I had a theory your toes must look like worms, for a savvy reptile to bother gnawing on you. Wanted to confirm or rule it out.”
“And what were your findings?”
“Definitely the ugliest toes I’ve seen. Very worm-like.”
“Hmm,” he said, as if deliberately reminding her just how appealing his baritone could make even single syllables.
Her name, for example.
Which did not matter even a little bit.
The moment lengthened between them, and a throb passed through Claire’s chest. They could have been friends. Real friends, comfortable and safe and…and yes, in time, maybe more. But he’d let something come between them—something abrupt and final, a blunt barricade that left nowhere to grow.
“If you knew why, you’d understand,” Ryker had told her. She’d hissed in Ryker’s face. Demanded to know what possible excuse Tai could have for giving up on their plans. “Not excuse, reason,” Ryker had insisted. Then he’d insisted he couldn’t break a friend’s confidence, because in the end he’d simply chosen to side with Tai. When she was honest with herself, she admitted this had hurt too.
Now here her nemesis was, treading water mere feet from her, still infuriatingly attractive. Here he was with his deep voice and his flashing eyes, freeing his foot from a snapping turtle with enough care not to harm the animal.
“Anyway,” she said, “it’s official. We’re not avoiding each other. If we actually need to speak, we can, for the duration of this event.”
He should appreciate her olive branch, but instead his face blanked hard. With his shiny irises he looked almost robotic in the dimness of the cave.
“Understood,” he said.
Then he slipped under the water and swam toward the daylight past the waterfall. After a moment, Claire followed. When she emerged into the main pool, Tai had already joined Philippa on the side. He shivered as he grabbed a dark-purple beach towel from one of the haphazard piles of gear they’d all shed. He didn’t look at Claire.
Sometimes she wondered what might happen if she could meet him fresh for the first time, see if their magnetism still worked without the driving force of a dramatic falling out. But she couldn’t do that, and she couldn’t trust someone who threw her dreams in the dirt and walked away, who missed the hurt she’d shown to his face, who saw her as nothing but the other side of a financial contract. So just as he claimed to, Claire had told the truth this whole time too.
They weren’t friends.






  
  Three


Tai had come to his best friend’s coed bachelor party knowing he was a minority of one. Ryker and Leslie didn’t count; they were the guests of honor. Among the rest of the group, Jake and Hannah belonged to the bride, and everyone else were clearly friends of both Ryker and Leslie, though they’d known Ryker considerably longer. The thing Tai figured out within the first hour of their hike—these vampires weren’t only Ryker and Leslie’s friends. They were Claire’s too. Every last one of them. 
When Mackey was cool toward him, Tai hadn’t flinched. The guy seemed cool toward everybody, even Leslie, who drew people to her quiet, wise warmth without effort. When the twins, Logan and Nova, were equally frosty—though Nova seemed to forget she was supposed to be as long as they were discussing social issues—Tai got curious and made a few test approaches. Then Philippa gave him a smile that didn’t reach her eyes, and Tai knew.
Claire had told all of them. She had painted him as greedy, arrogant, fake—and those were only the charges she’d leveled to his face. No doubt, to her closest friends, she’d called him other things too.
It hurt. Physically. Deep in his chest.
Which was ridiculous, because he’d chosen not to enlighten her. For the best. Only choice, really.
By the time they reached the waterfall, the twins had relaxed enough to tell him about themselves, and for a few minutes Nova seemed to forget all over again that she wasn’t supposed to get along with him. Idealist, indeed. Then the party moved on to the indoor art gallery, and she remembered.
Tai stopped trying to make friends and instead focused on the art. He’d been here a few times to socialize with potential foundation donors, but he never got tired of the permanent exhibits and always found some work in the temporary ones that moved him.
Here was one such artist. He read her biographical information, framed on the wall beside her featured pieces. Mariah Davis from Atlanta, fifty-three years old, both a sculptor and a folk musician who played mandolin, dulcimer, guitar, and fiddle.
No wonder she captivated him.
Tai shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans to keep his fingers from trailing over the breath-stalling creations in front of him. Mariah took old, broken musical instruments and repurposed them. Here she’d turned a violin into a hollow house for hammered-brass butterflies to pour out of. Here she’d half-melted an unrepairable flute and shaped the melting half to resemble ocean waves.
Fluttering notes. A sea of music.
He loved the images. He could hear them, his mind forming melodies and counterpoints to match each vision. His chest grew heavy, though he wasn’t saddened by the beauty of what Mariah made. He was inspired. He longed for his violin. If he drew his bow across the strings right now, it would all be there in the song—Mariah’s magical art, the way it buoyed him…and Claire’s words behind his back, the way they cut him.
“Tai?”
He blinked himself out of his reverie and faced Philippa. He’d caught the scent of a vampire approaching but hadn’t bothered to look away from the art, assumed it was Leslie or Ryker.
“Yes?” he said.
“Sorry, I just…I thought you were…but you’re fine, I guess.”
“I’m not following,” he said, “but yeah, I’m fine.”
“Of course.” Philippa looked from him to Mariah Davis’s exhibit. “Wow. She’s really good.”
He nodded.
“Oh, you were having a moment. I’m sorry, I didn’t realize. I shouldn’t have interrupted you.”
“Philippa, what are you talking about?”
“It was the art, right? It made you emotional.”
Ryker liked to tease Tai that he knew “at least a thousand people,” and while this was an exaggeration, knowing a lot of people was part of his job. He had an alpha wolf from Tennessee in his phone contacts, though they’d had only one conversation. He had socialized with nearly every vampire in Virginia and quite a few beyond.
So it took less than three seconds for Tai to thumb mentally through his knowledge of people in general and vampires in particular and answer his own question. “You’re an empath.”
Philippa nodded. “I thought you were, um, sad. Never mind. I’ll leave you to the art.”
“Even if I had been,” he said, “why come over?”
She bit her lip, and her lavender eyes flashed. “Because I trust all my friends, and opinions on you are…varied.” She shrugged. “I’d like to know you for myself.”
“I appreciate that.”
“And because I never want to leave someone in their sadness, if I can help.”
A smile found him, maybe the first he’d felt in hours. “I appreciate that too.”
“You love music,” she said, nodding to the art again.
“I do.”
“And you play piano, right?”
She couldn’t possibly know that, so Claire must have mentioned it at some point. Which was…odd. He’d never imagined her telling them anything but how untrustworthy he was. “Piano, violin, a little guitar.”
“Okay, I’m officially impressed. Do you have a favorite? I mean, does one speak more to you, or however that works? I’m not a musician, so I’m probably saying it wrong.”
His eyes settled on another repurposed violin, the neck turned into a tree trunk, the body painted to resemble deep spreading roots, and the strings woven up around the pegbox in an impressionistic cluster of leaves and flowers.
“I started with piano as a kid, and it’s still my main voice,” he said, surprised to be telling her, then not surprised at all. Empaths were nearly impossible to stonewall. “It’s the one I choose most often for composing.”
“So you’re also a songwriter.”
He smiled. “Strictly a composer. I don’t do lyrics. What about you? If not music, what’s your preferred art form?”
“I’m not like you and Leslie, all traditionally creative. But I’m a licensed stylist, and I’ve redeemed some disasters and taught many a woman how to nurture her hair. And I love events where everybody comes in to get their best look—chignon, beehive, fishtail braid or braid out—you name it, I can do it.”
“Well, for the record, in my book, what you just described is absolutely art.”
“It really is.” Her grin lit her eyes, and they flashed like amethyst as her full vampire nature peeked out despite the public venue. “Thanks for saying so.”
When Philippa moved on, Tai lingered, taking in every detail of the featured exhibit one more time until another vampire joined him. This time he checked his peripheral vision, and everything in him went still. It was Claire.
After their hike and swim she’d donned a silver wrap dress that flattered her every line and curve. In spiky hot-pink heels, she stood nearly as tall as Tai. Her espresso-brown hair was still damp, blunt cut just above her shoulders, and he couldn’t help flashing back to the moment she surfaced beside him in the cave, water streaming from her hair to make little runnels into the dips of her shoulders.
She studied Mariah Davis’s work, and her lips pursed. From the day he’d met her, Tai had wanted to taste those lips. He still did, because he was just that pathetic.
“Oh,” she whispered. “Look at these.”
He nodded.
Claire wandered a few steps to a guitar that had been cut into pieces and reshaped to resemble cracking ice. A single musical note appeared sunk into the sound hole, the source of the cracking all around it.
“She doesn’t just use instruments to make art,” Claire said. “I mean, tons of people upcycle old trumpets and flutes into lamps, you know?”
“She uses music to make art about music,” Tai said.
“Yeah, that.” She met his eyes for a moment, then looked away, focused on a mosaic made of broken bits of vinyl records. She gave a little laugh. “Whoa, major breakage. Kind of hurts to look at this one.”
Her tone was bothered only by the literal shattered records in the art piece. She didn’t intend alluding to their record store that never was. But when he didn’t respond, Claire’s eyes darted to his, flared with sudden emotion and understanding that deepened their blue-purple to a royal shade. Then she looked away again.
“Tai, I… When everything happened, Ryker told me there was more to it. I didn’t believe him. I still don’t, to be honest.”
He could only nod.
“But if you ever want to prove him right, I’ll hear you out.”
It was more than she’d offered him…ever.
Tai had thought he’d prepared himself to see her again. Not that he hadn’t laid eyes on her in three years, but they hadn’t talked, not really. A few business phone calls and emails, and one other significant call where she’d reluctantly asked him to track down Ember Reed’s missing nephew, a recently turned wolf pup. Tai had asked why him, and she’d said everyone knew he knew everyone, vampires and wolves alike. When he came through thanks to a few mutual connections, she’d managed to thank him, but the grudge hadn’t lifted from her voice.
Now she stood beside him admiring art made of music. For three years her disdain had remained lodged in his chest like a knife, and now here they were, and she said she would listen. Not a demand but an offer.
For a teetering moment, Tai wanted to tell her.
Then reason took over, reminded him that if he told her, she still wouldn’t trust him, and she’d never come near him again either. As much as it hurt to know Claire saw him as arrogant and fake, to know she saw him as weak and defective would be a hundred times worse.
As his silence lasted, she stiffened beside him. She looked away from the art to him, and he did her the courtesy of meeting her eyes, because he could at least give her that.
“Never mind,” she said. “I don’t know why I said that.”
“I appreciate the offer,” he said.
“I love Slake It Off, Tai. I love what the business grew into and what it means to so many vampires, and I’m never going to wish I’d stuck to the original plan.”
“I wouldn’t expect you to.”
“Okay.” She waved a hand at the Mariah Davis exhibit. “Enjoy, I guess.”
Then she walked away.
And he couldn’t catch a break, because Ryker ambled up to him in less than thirty seconds. Said nothing, only stared.
“Don’t, man,” Tai said.
“Haven’t said a word.”
Tai folded his arms over his chest and pretended to study the half-melted flute he’d already committed to visual memory.
“Look, I didn’t mean to overhear.”
Tai nodded. In fairness, it was a vampire hazard whenever groups of them were in public. You could be habitually not listening and then someone happened to utter your name, and after that, tuning back out was like deciding not to think about a pink elephant because someone offered you twenty bucks not to think about pink elephants for thirty seconds. On the plus side, not a living soul knew Tai found the woman who called him her “nemesis” distractingly attractive. Not even Ryker.
“It’s not too late to tell her,” Ryker said.
“No, it’s not.” Too late didn’t factor into his decision at all, and Ryker ought to know that.
Apparently, his friend did know. Ryker rolled his eyes, gently boxed Tai’s shoulder, and then nodded to the exhibit from which Tai still hadn’t moved on. “Hey, this stuff was made for you.”
“Yeah.”
“Look at all the violins. You ought to buy one from her. It would look cool in your den at the penthouse.”
It wasn’t a bad idea. Tai smiled. He could picture several of these finding a place in his home—the butterfly-pouring hollow especially. Fleeting, delicate beauty. He felt it in his chest, the constant longing to capture what he saw and felt, the way his music so often almost held onto something while a piece of that thing remained free and fluttering just out of his grasp.
As if sensing Tai was feeling too much for words, Ryker didn’t expect any, instead nudged his shoulder again. “Can I bring Leslie over here? She’ll go nuts for these. Sculpture is her baby.”
“Of course,” Tai said.
When Leslie joined them, she spent several minutes ooh-and-ahhing, but then she and Tai talked—about art and music, the work of creation, the lifelong pursuit of beauty. As a diorama artist who specialized in realistic landscapes, she tried to capture nature, its seasons and moods. Hers was a more concrete vision than the musical tapestry that lived inside Tai, but nonetheless he loved talking to Leslie about art. Artists were all alike in some ways.
By the time the wedding party left the gallery and headed to dinner, Tai felt overfull of the creativity and beauty he’d observed today. At the restaurant, he sat on one end of their long table, and Claire sat on the other, and it was for the best.
It had to be. 






  
  Four


The club music seemed to pulse against Claire’s invisible earplugs, specially made for vampires. Without them, she’d be on the floor, probably unconscious from the unbearable volume. With them, she was uncomfortable but functional. She hopped onto a barstool and ordered a virgin margarita that looked just like the traditional kind. Over the next hour, she loosened her movements and increased the volume of her voice by calculated degrees. She listened to every conversation in the building, in the lot outside, in the cars outside. She waited to be noticed, approached. She looked like an easy target. The men in the bar had three choices. Ignore her, treat her like a person, or try to harm her. 
Saturday nights were for justice.
Specifically, the second and fourth Saturdays of the month. Maybe it wasn’t enough, but she’d had to draw a few lines for herself, around herself, back when she’d first devised this mission. Without them, things had gotten blurry; tonight they were perfectly clear. Solid lines between herself and her persona, as solid as her dramatically thick black eyeliner.
She’d been there, soaked in sensory stimulation and chatting with a few random guys who moved on shortly, for about three hours when she wondered if this was going to be a neutral night. Maybe when she left, she’d be alone. But statistics so far hinted she might get a hit tonight. It tended to happen every fourth or fifth mission, and the last four had yielded neutral results.
Sure enough, when she headed to the restroom—looking tipsy but careful not to over-exaggerate—one of the men seated along the bar slid off his stool to follow her at what he must think was an unnoticeable distance. He smelled like sweat and beer, and Claire moved just slowly enough not to lose him in the press of dancing bodies.
She went into the restroom and waited just a minute. He didn’t come in. She checked her reflection out of a long habit that helped her remain in character when she was about to dangle herself as bait on a hook. Her long blonde wig remained perfectly in place, and her brown contacts hid her identity better than anything else could. She tugged at the hot-pink fringe dress that helped make her conspicuous. Stared another moment at the makeup that made her nearly unrecognizable to herself—cat eyes and lime green eyeshadow, lipstick to match her dress.
This wasn’t Claire Elisabeth Vanderlaan. This was Verena the Vigilant.
And yeah, maybe naming her persona something that sounded like she belonged in the latest superhero blockbuster was laughable. But it worked. It reminded her the powerlessness she had to put on was absolutely false.
She double-checked the silver daisy pin at the neck of her dress. It looked vaguely out of place with this ensemble, but only vaguely. She nodded to the brown-eyed blonde, and Verena nodded back from the mirror.
“Let’s do this,” she said.
She lowered her shoulders, hunched her head slightly forward, lowered her eyelids just a bit, let her purse fall down her arm, and stepped out of the restroom. The man had waited for her, of course, leaning against the wall between restroom doors with typical overconfidence. He was noticeably bigger than she was, around six feet tall and built like a guy who had a gym membership and showed up for more than half his scheduled days. His brown hair was buzzed short, and his eyes were brown too. He filled out his jeans and beige V-neck tee in ways that might have been interesting to another woman.
A woman who didn’t get distracted almost daily by images of a lean vampire with metallic eyes arcing his body in a clean dive off a boulder.
“Hey, baby,” the guy said as he pushed off the wall.
Claire didn’t allow herself to roll her eyes. Instead she cheesed a huge grin at him, and he had just enough beer in his system to think she meant it.
“Do you know you’re the best-looking woman in here?”
“Am I?” She bounced the tresses of the wig with a shimmy of her shoulders.
“You know what, honey, I think we should go somewhere.”
Ooh. A fast mover. Claire squinted at him as if she didn’t have eyesight five times sharper than a human’s 20/20, plenty sharp enough to watch his pupils dilate in the dim corridor as he looked her up and down. She said, “Have we met before?”
“Totally possible, if not in this life then maybe a past one. That might explain our connection, right? I felt it as soon as I laid eyes on you.”
For crying out loud, why did they all have the same script?
“I’m Max. And you are?”
“Verena,” she said.
His forehead crinkled for a fleeting moment of thought, then smoothed out as beer and his baser nature took over again. “Cool name.”
“I think so too.” Germanic for protector, or so had claimed a baby-name book at the bookstore downtown.
“So, Verena, want to get out of here?”
“Where would we go?”
“I’m here on business from out of town. My hotel’s really close, and the room’s really nice.”
Her scalp prickled, but no sign of her rage showed. She knew this from long practice, long attunement to her body. Her expression was still clueless. Her stance was still relaxed. “Maybe we could get out of the noise, at least. But nothing…well, you know. Nothing too far, okay?”
“Of course not,” he said. “Only what you want.”
“We could just talk, and…maybe a little more? But if that sounds boring, we might not have a connection like you thought.”
He drew a cross over his heart. “No worries, baby. Talking sounds great to me too.”
“Let’s go then. It’s pretty loud in here.”
She made sure to stumble exactly once on the way to his car, which had a Virginia license plate and didn’t in any way resemble a rental. He wasn’t lying about the proximity, though. In five minutes, he pulled into the lot of the closest hotel.

      [image: ]Tonight was for justice.
Max’s human vision hadn’t even seen her as she flipped him face-down on the bed and zip tied his hands, then his feet. He’d tried to fight back without the slightest chance. Claire left him on the bed and walked a few paces away from it. One more down.
He lifted his face from the bedspread to stare at her. “You’re not drunk.”
“Good catch,” she said.
“And you’re not human.”
“Two for two.”
Claire walked to the far end of the room and unzipped her purse. First, of course, she tugged on her gray knit gloves. Then she withdrew a slightly creased manila envelope from her purse. She unpinned her daisy, keeping the lens pointed at the floor as she pressed her thumb to the left side of the stem to end recording. Then she pressed the right side, and the tiny memory card popped out into her hand. She slid the memory card into the envelope.
Max was silent while she searched the pockets of his jeans and freed his wallet. She opened the flap and performed a speculative head tilt at his driver’s license picture.
“I thought you might be a Maxwell or a





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
APEX: BLOODBOUND BOOK 2

CHARLOTTE VANE





OEBPS/images/990a5760-c80b-4b9a-89df-4acb84c86a75.png





OEBPS/images/a659c40a-7279-46d3-912c-643010a86a44.jpeg
Apex: Bloodbound Book 2

CHARLOTTE VANE







