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  Chapter One

Carter


Darkness. Everything was painted in shades of black and gray, making it difficult for Carter to distinguish one thing from another. He took a step forward, squinting against the gloom before he glanced to his left and then right. The emptiness around him felt heavy and full with some unspeakable possibility. 
“Hello?” he called. The sound of his voice was snatched away as if it traveled faster than usual. The sentient air toyed with him. He then felt as if he was being watched. “Faye?”
“Carter.”
A sudden gust of wind carried the whisper of his name, and it forced him to whirl in the direction of the sound. He breathed a sigh of relief, knowing he wasn’t alone and that Faye was with him. He needed to find her.
However, his relief shattered when he saw Tristan’s unblinking eyes. His bronze hair, normally sleek and somewhat styled, now looked disheveled. His skin had a pale glow to it, and Carter thought if he reached out to touch him, his body would have the coolness of death.
Instead he took a step closer, unsure of the madness he saw. His gaze followed along the ground until it was met again, but this time by Salome’s hardened stare. He froze and his heart raced in a frantic tempo at the sight of her. Something was terribly wrong. He wanted to close his eyes and force himself to wake up, but he had to find Faye.
“No.” He couldn’t look away from Salome’s crystal-blue eyes. The fire which had previously burned in her icy stare was now replaced with frozen indifference. Dusk stood next to her, his lips twisted into an ugly smirk. It was easy to differentiate him from the rest of the family, due to his height and brown dreadlocks. They used to move so freely but now they lay haphazardly on his shoulders.
“Carter.” He heard Faye’s voice again.
“Faye!” he called back as the hair on the back of his neck stood straight. As Dusk and Salome faded from his sight, he reached out his trembling arm and forced himself to step into the darkness. He didn’t understand why this dream, which felt more like a nightmare, exposed his deep sense of fear in this way. 
“Carter!” This time, Faye’s voice screamed.
“Faye, where are you? If you can hear me, follow the sound of my voice.”
“Carter!”
He placed his agitation aside and lunged deep into the darkness. He actually felt it seep through his fingers until finally he felt the tips of her fingers flutter over his own. “Don’t let go!” He groaned and reached until he grabbed her hand and pulled her out of the darkness. Her worried eyes came into view and her lips, normally turned up at the edges in a smile whenever she saw him, were now parted in fear. 
“Carter, where are we?” She looked around.
“I don’t know.” He shook his head, overwhelmed. “Tristan, Salome, and Dusk are here. I saw them and then they just… disappeared. Stay close. We need to figure out which wa—” His voice broke when her grip faltered and then he watched as her skin turned a sickly gray right before his eyes. 
“Faye?” He reached out again, but this time there was nothing there except for the miry skin which dripped away in large globs.
There was nothing left before he had the chance to scream out her name again. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Carter sat up with a gasp, tears streaming down his face. It was a dream, and like the others he had earlier in the week, it felt all too real.
He pushed the covers back and sat on the edge of his bed with his head in his hands. As he regained control of his emotions, he raked his hand through his hair. His room was still a mess. He hadn’t unpacked all his boxes, and Pookie, his miniature schnauzer, preferred the corner of the room to his bed. Plus, he smelled something fierce from his armpits, signaling he was in desperate need of a long, hot shower. He groaned and ran a hand over his face, cringing in disgust at the clamminess of his skin and the dampness of his pillow.
“Gross,” he whispered.
From just outside his bedroom door, he heard the sounds of life. The clanging of dishes and the scent of eggs and bacon meant Salome was in the kitchen, attempting to make—or in her case, burn—breakfast like she did every morning. Still the sound and smell drew a warning grumble from his stomach and he debated going downstairs to eat versus staying in bed.
Pookie jumped onto his lap, her big brown eyes glued on him, and despite still being unnerved from his nightmare, he found himself smiling at her. “You couldn’t have woken me up a little earlier?” He then ran his hand through her coarse fur and let the rhythmic rise and fall of her back soothe him for a moment.
“Okay, girl. I gotta’ get up.” 
He carefully stepped around the unpacked boxes before making it to the door. He felt guilty whenever Faye came in and her eyes slid over them. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to unpack, but he hadn’t yet been able to truly settle in, especially with his reoccurring dreams. 
He thought he heard Tristan’s voice just outside the door, but that was impossible. Dusk had left a week earlier to hunt for Essie, and Tristan followed days later, believing Dusk needed backup.
It was just Faye, Salome, himself, and Pookie. Oh, and Gunther, whenever he decided to stop by unexpectedly.
In the bathroom, Carter stared at himself in the mirror. “Am I really ready for this?” For a moment, he thought it would’ve been cool for his reflection to reply back in an answer. Perhaps his subconscious knew all answers to every question he had about wraiths, the supernatural, and how he felt about Faye. Most importantly, it would tell him if he was right to dig deep into the past of his dead parents. They were the enemy, or so he believed, and they were in possession of the Shard of Anu before they gave it to DeLeon, who later tried to kill Faye and her family with it. The magical trinket sat in a metal container on a nightstand next to his bed. 
It was a pain in the ass, but he didn’t have the choice to not be the keeper of it. He really wanted the thing as far away from the house as possible, not because of his dreams, but because of what it did to wraiths.
He actually considered throwing it away, but something had stopped him every night since. But no matter how great the desire grew, he knew he couldn’t do that and risk someone else finding it. Faye’s family had been betrayed enough. 
While Faye encouraged him and said she’d stand by his side, he wasn’t sure if he wanted to find out the truth. He still harbored guilt for what had happened to her and her nomad family. Had he known what was really going on, he could’ve stopped it before it all started. Still, he was thankful it was all in the past and they had made it out alive.
He leaned against the sink and stared at his reflection in the mirror. Despite having slept, he didn’t look any better.
“Carter?” Faye stood in the doorway of the bathroom. “Are you okay?” She wore a long white shirt that reached past her knees, and her gaming headset rested around her neck. She was always beautiful to look at, especially in the morning when she was supposed to be sound asleep.
He didn’t know and he didn’t want to lie to her. “Yeah, I’m fine. Were you up playing games all night?”
She smiled. “Yeah, I managed to get past the third level. Wasn’t easy, though, but I did it.” She wrapped her arms around his waist. “Carter.” She pulled back. “When was the last time you… you know… showered?”
Being a wraith meant her sense of smell was beyond superb. He could never get anything past her.
“Was it hot in your room last night?” she asked. “You smell like sweat.”
“No, it was fine,” he answered. “And yeah, I’m pretty ripe. I’m going to shower.”
Her eyes filled with concern. “Was it another dream?”
He nodded. “Yeah, but I’m fine.” He wasn’t a stranger to the occasional bad dream, but they had never been this pronounced or often before, and rarely did he remember them as vividly as he had been these past few weeks. 
“We should really move the shard out of your room,” she suggested. “Bury it in the backyard or something.”
“Don’t worry.” He placed his hands on the side of her face.
“Well, maybe we can bury it somewhere in the trees, like a million miles from here.”
“I wish, but Dusk wanted me to keep an eye on it… for you and the rest of your family,” he replied. “But I never thought bad dreams came along with doing it.”
“What was it this time?”
“Faye, don’t worry,” he said again.
“I can’t help but to worry about it.” She sighed, then kissed him on the cheek. “You need to tell me, okay?”
He nodded. She could ask him to jump off the highest mountain in the world and he would, in a heartbeat.
“I’m going out to hunt in the back woods. Care to join me?”
“Absolutely I’ll go with you. But...” He sniffed his right armpit.
“Yeah, shower.” She smiled. “Oh, and eat. Salome has probably cooked way more food than you can devour. I’ll wait for you outside, just inside the line of trees.”
He watched her skip back down the hall and to her room. The smile on his face was more genuine now as she gave him a small wave before disappearing from view. Carter turned back to the mirror and tried to ignore the lingering sense of wrongness he still felt. 
He turned on the cold water and splashed his face to cool himself. When he looked in the mirror again, he realized Faye was right. His collar was soaked with sweat, and there were mild stains under his armpits. He had never sweated so much from a dream in his life.


      [image: image-placeholder]With a spatula in her right hand, Salome flipped over the egg when Carter walked into the kitchen. 
He noticed her clothing, a shirtwaist blue cotton dress covered in small white dots. It wasn’t unusual for her, yet it still took a little bit for him to get used to. She always appeared her best when trying to please the rest of her family, which now included him. Besides Faye, she was the only one who truly accepted him as one of their own. He and Tristan still had their differences, and Dusk, well… he tried to support Faye’s decision to be with him even though he still had reservations about their relationship.
Her dark hair rested over her shoulders, and she smiled briefly at him before pointing at a plate full of bacon on the table. The smell was nearly overwhelming, and his stomach rumbled with hunger
“This time I didn’t burn them,” she said. “You like them a little crispy, right?”
He grabbed one piece and studied its charred sides. They weren’t as burnt as the ones she cooked yesterday. “It’s fine, really. You know, you don’t have to make breakfast for me every day.”
“Oh, posh. Sure I do,” she replied. “I don’t mind it. Just because I am what I am doesn’t mean I don’t enjoy the fine things I liked to do when I was still human.” She placed her hands on her petite hips. “I used to make breakfast for my husband before he hired a maid. I cook for Gunther. He really enjoys my scrambled eggs.”
Carter’s thoughts moved to Gunther who, besides himself and his friend, Wallace, were the only humans Salome spoke to. He didn’t say anything since Faye and Salome argued about him only yesterday. He was a sore subject among them, and Faye believed Salome had only befriended him because Dusk wasn’t around. It was uncomfortable to see her smiling and giggling while Gunther spoke about his garden or other meaningless subjects. However, Salome didn’t see it the same way. She and Gunther shared one common interest: peonies. He grew them on his own plot, a few miles down the road. She respected his gardening tips and she said that because of him, her garden was able to flourish.
Her friendship with him was unusual, to say the least, but Carter avoided getting in the middle of Faye and Salome’s arguments. He’d been in that spot before, back when he’d first met Faye. The family didn’t approve, unless Faye considered him an endless snack supply. Leeching a little of his essence here and there was sufficient enough for the rest of the family. Now, Faye held the same stance for Salome when it came to Gunther, who always came over uninvited. Carter knew that if Dusk and Tristan were there, they would never allow Gunther to get so close to the family.
He was a bit taken aback when he saw a plate on the kitchen counter stacked high with pancakes. “Wow,” he said through an exhale in awe. He had no trouble conjuring up a smile for the woman who had become a surrogate mother figure for him.
Salome chuckled softly, but her twisting hands belied her nervousness. “You smell good.” She lifted her head slightly in the air. 
“You should’ve smelled me earlier.”
She placed the cooked egg on the plate and turned off the stove burner. “Would you like some orange juice? I picked some up last night.” She then grabbed the plate of pancakes and set them both on the table.
Before he answered, she opened the fridge. “I wasn’t sure if you liked it with pulp or pulp free.”
“Salome, I’m fine.”
She set the juice on the table. “I just want to make sure everything is okay, Carter.”
“I’ve been here for over a month now. If things weren’t fine, I would’ve said something by now.”
The smile wilted from her face. “It’s just… with Dusk and Tristan away, I want to make sure you are content with us.”
Carter grabbed the orange juice. “I am.” 
“And with what happened to Maddy and Essie, I can’t be too overly cautious.”
Simply mentioning Maddy or Essie usually sent Faye’s entire family into silence. Maddy was Maddy, as Faye used to say, and her death at the hands of DeLeon triggered all the bad things they faced while new to the town of Hueman. It also didn’t help that he now occupied Maddy’s old room, thanks to Tristan, who refused to allow him to sleep with Faye in her bed.
They had believed it was Essie, the only other human besides him who knew what they were, whom they struggled with the most. She had told them Hueman was safe. She had urged them to move to the quaint Texas town. She placed them all in danger.
They hadn’t heard from her since she left and, quoting Tristan, “she had a lot of explaining to do.”
“This is really great. Thank you,” he gushed, letting his genuine appreciation come through. 
She clapped her delicate hands together and gazed over the table. With how hard she’d tried, Carter didn’t have the heart to tell her she had burned the bacon. He bit into it and forced the small meal down, followed by orange juice.
“Do you want some pancakes?”
Carter nodded and then shook his head. “I do, but I promised Faye I’d join her outside for a hunt. She is already outside, and I don’t want her to be out there too long without me.”
“Oh, of course.” She put the plate down, but the smile never faltered from her face. Carter felt relieved that he hadn’t offended her by not eating more of the food she had prepared. “Yes… the sun.”
“But I’ll take more bacon.” He picked up a couple of slices of bacon and began crunching on them immediately. The saltiness made him want to gag, but he forced it down with more juice before pausing.
“Well,” she said, wiping her hands on a dishrag. “I should get ready for the big day.”
“Big day?” He forced himself to take another bite of the bacon.
“The garden festival.” Her eyes lit up. “I’m showcasing my beautiful peonies for the first time!”
“The ones you planted a month ago?”
She nodded.
“Oh. Well in that case, maybe I could help out once Faye finishes her hunt? I could load the peonies and anything else you need.”
Salome’s smile returned. “Thank you, Carter, but Gunther should be over in a few minutes. He promised to help me load them.”
“Oh, so he actually called this time?”
She missed his sarcasm and laughed gently. “Yes. Oh! I can’t wait. Today is going to be wonderful.”
“For sure.” He moved toward the doorway but then paused and looked back at Salome. “Oh, I meant to ask. Have you heard from Dusk at all?”
The lightness in the air quickly dissipated as her smile fell once again. Her expression turned equal parts worried and angry, and Carter at once felt bad about bringing it up. Way to kill the mood. 
“No,” she answered finally. “I haven’t heard anything from him about whether he has found Essie, or even about where he is. To be fair, I’m not comfortable using the device.” She pulled out her cell phone and held it to him, as if it were fragile. “I still don’t know how to, what do you call it? Correspondence?”
“Text messaging?”
“Yes, that’s it. These electronic devices are difficult to operate.”
He took the phone. “Let me check.” After seeing her mailbox was empty, he handed it back to her. “He hasn’t texted or called.”
“Oh, well I hope he will soon. I get beside myself when he doesn’t contact me.”
Trying to salvage the morning, Carter quickly brought the conversation back to safer subjects. “He’s going to miss the festival and your amazing plants. If there’s a contest, you should enter. I guarantee you would win.”
The subject change seemed to help lighten the mood again and Salome chuckled. “You’re too kind. Would you please go and find Faye and tell her to be quick about her hunt?”
“Yes, ma’am.” Carter smiled and gave her a salute before exiting the kitchen.







  
  Chapter Two

Faye


The wind rushed through Faye’s hair as she locked eyes onto her prey. She could vaguely hear the sounds of the forest as smaller animals scrambled for their burrows, but her focus remained on the buck in front of her. It darted between two large trees in an attempt to flee, but she was faster. Within seconds, she captured it and brought it down to the ground. 
“Told you I could catch it!” she announced to Carter, who stood nearby. Two years and she thought she had it all down. She knew what it was to be a wraith, but every day her body surprised her.
“I never doubted you,” he replied back.
Her eyes fluttered as she felt the buck’s essence seep through her fingers and into her body. Her skin pulsed with scarlet rivulets flowing up her arm, and she efficiently took every last drop from the animal. Slowly, the red faded from her arms, and the sounds of the forest bled back into her focus.
Leeching, especially in front of a human, wasn’t something she enjoyed. Regardless of how it satisfied her hunger, it was probably the worst thing about being a wraith, in her opinion. When she first became a wraith, she hated the fact she had to feed from other living things in order to survive. Dusk had attempted to console her by telling her it wasn’t different than a human eating a steak, but Faye knew better. Humans never had to stare into the eyes of their prey and watch them slowly die. Also, sane humans didn’t eat humans.
“You did that really quick this time.” Carter pushed off the tree and walked over to her.
Her body still sang with the thrill of the chase. “I admit. I am getting tired of deer.”
He offered his hand to her to pull her away from the buck.
“I miss hunting in town and, you know, leeching like I used to.” She stepped over the carcass and faced him. “At least when I did that, I didn’t have to kill.” Before, she hated going into town with the family, secretly leeching off the humans they came across. She hated being a wraith in general but now, it wasn’t so bad and her life started to perk up. Her nomad family tolerated her human boyfriend, and they were no longer under threat unless she counted the damn shard Dusk had forced him to keep locked up in a metal tin. “We’re running out of deer. I’m surprised I managed to snag this buck.”
Carter gave her a soft smile. “Well, we are going into town today.”
Faye had forgotten she’d promised Salome she would help load the van and go with her to the gardening festival. It had taken Salome a little while to get the hang of keeping peonies alive in her garden, and it was her dream to showcase them.
An overhead branch moved gently in the breeze, allowing sunlight to blast her skin. She jumped and moved immediately to the side. “We should head back.”
He nuzzled his face into her hair and whispered in her ear. “Now you smell like dirt.” He laughed silently.
“I do, don’t I?” She tilted her had back and her lips met his. They linked arms and walked back to the house.
“Salome tried making bacon again,” he said. 
“Just accept it.” Faye laughed.
“And I did. Her cooking is getting better.”
“It should be. She spends most of her time either in the garden or watching those cooking shows on the internet.”
“I thought she hated anything technology?”
“She doesn’t hate it. She just doesn’t know how to use it… yet,” Faye replied. “But with Dusk being away, she has all the time. She’s not handling it all too well. I think this is the first time, as a wraith, that he’s left her side. She didn’t want him to go. Neither did I but—”
“You want to find out if Essie had something to do with what happened. I get it. I understand.”
“And Tristan wasn’t going to let him go by himself.” 
She found that simply being together with Carter still felt strange, yet she couldn’t help but treasure it. She glanced at him, hoping he felt as comfortable as she did, but his expression dampened her enjoyment. His gaze seemed far away and carried none of the contentment she had felt moments before. She could see the clench of his jaw, and her thoughts again circled back to their conversation this morning. 
“Carter, are you sure you’re okay?”
He didn’t look at her, nor did he slow his stride. Now having a hard time keeping up, she removed her arm and instead took his hand.
“I told you, I’m fine.” His answer made her feel worse.
“You know, you still haven’t told me about your dream this morning.”
Finally, he relented. “I don’t know what to do.”
She rested her head on his arm. She liked being around him. He was kind and gentle. He made her feel safe, but at the same time, there was something else there—something darker. She knew it was connected to the shard. 
“I already told you what we should do. Bury it in the woods.”
“You know I can’t.”
She halted her walk. “Do you not trust me?”
“What? What are you talking about?”
She crossed her arms and looked away for a moment to gather her thoughts. When she looked back at him, she felt determined and resolved to get to the bottom of his worries. “Look, I know this is all totally new to you, but I can’t help but worry that maybe it’s too much too soon.”
“Faye.” He walked back to her. “There is nothing you need to worry about. I’m fine.”
“No, you’re not fine. You went from a normal life—a normal human life—to learning that supernatural beings are real and your parents belonged to some super-secret organization. It’s not something you learn about and immediately get over. And now this, with the shard?!”
She dropped her arms when Carter’s expression fell, revealing some of how he actually felt. She could see the worry in his eyes, and it mirrored her own.
“You don’t have to be okay with it. You can be… I don’t know, angry or sad. Sometimes I’m angry I have to hurt other living things just so I can live, and you help me through that, so let me help you through this.”
“I… I don’t want to see you get hurt,” he admitted finally. “In every dream I’ve had, you either die or you’re dead. Do you know how much hurts?”
“No, I don’t. It is a lot to cope with, even for us, but I’m here for you.” She hated to see him look so defeated. “I’m not saying you have to tell me everything on your mind. I’m asking you to let me in, even a little. Dusk put a lot of pressure on you to protect the shard, especially after getting it from DeLeon and knowing what it can do.”
“And my parents gave it to him,” Carter said. “Knowing that just makes me… I still don’t know how I feel about it.”
“You were a kid. How could you know?”
“I get it. I really do. But it’s still not enough. It feels like…” He trailed off as he looked off in the distance.
Faye stayed quiet, letting him get his thoughts together.
When he turned to look back at her, his gaze was full of too many emotions to name. “It feels like they didn’t trust me enough to tell me these things. They didn’t even leave me a journal to explain what might have happened to them and what they had been doing. The Brotherhood kept journals, right? Why didn’t they?”
Faye didn’t know.
“I have nothing except the words of a killer to go by.”
“I know you probably have so many questions. So, let me share some of the burden with you so it doesn’t feel like so much on your back.”
“I don’t want to burden you either.”
“We’re partners, which means your burden is my burden, and my burden is your burden.”
Carter chuckled. “Is that so?”
“Yup,” she confirmed with a decisive nod. “So, start spilling.” 
They emerged from the tree line and approached the house.
“My dream this morning was the worst one by far.”
“What happened?”
He paused. “I saw everyone there: Salome, Dusk, Tristan. The way they looked at me was like they hated me. Like they wanted to kill me. I kept hearing you call my name but I couldn’t find you. The darkness was thick, Faye. I felt it. And when I did find you, you melted away right before me. You died, like in the other dreams. It has to be the shard. I’ve never had dreams like this before.”
Faye steeled her expression to not give away her thoughts. 
“DeLeon was out of his mind when he had it. Maybe it’s doing the same thing to me? And I know what you’re going to say, but we can’t just get rid of it. We can’t bury it. What if someone else finds it?”
“Maybe it’s not meant for anyone to have it.” She raised both eyebrows in surprise. “Maybe it needs to be buried or destroyed.”
“I don’t know.” He wiped his face with his hands.
Faye looked ahead at the house and saw Salome on the porch, speaking to Gunther, who stood by the van. Quickly her feelings morphed from contentment to annoyance. He wore a black T-shirt with faded blue jeans and white tennis shoes. “Oh God,” she mumbled. “He’s here.”
“Salome said he was coming over to help her load her peonies. She didn’t tell you?”
Faye raised both eyebrows in surprise.
“I’ll take that as a no then.”
“What the… Is she… giggling?” While their voices were too low for Carter to hear, Faye’s supernatural hearing picked up on the conversation.
Carter watched for a moment before asking, “What are they talking about?”
“He’s complimenting her peonies.” Her eyes narrowed when Salome giggled again. “And she’s blushing.” Her face expression smoothed out. “If Dusk were here…”
“But he’s not,” Carter said. “And neither is Tristan.”
Faye snorted. “I know, but still, she shouldn’t have invited him here in the first place. I don’t like him. I don’t trust him.”
Carter tried to ease the tension. “Dusk did want the family to fit in, remember?” 
Salome giggled again, and even using normal sight, Faye could see a slight flush on her cheeks. “Yeah, but this”—she covered her face—“is embarrassing. He just comes here and acts like he’s known Salome for years. She’s abnormally close to him. Carter, she’s never been close to any human like this before.”
“Maybe she’s leeching from him?”
Each explanation made her cringe further. Reluctantly, she dragged her feet toward the house. When Gunther saw them, he smiled wide and waved.
“Hey, Faye. Carter.”
“Hi, Gunther,” Carter replied, yet Faye remained silent.
“We need to go,” Salome said. “The festival starts in an hour. We’re running late.”
“We’ll meet you there.” Faye’s eyes narrowed as they moved from her toward Gunther.
“You’re going to walk?” Gunther asked. “It’s like, ten miles from here to town.”
More like run at a fast speed, Faye thought to herself.
Salome paused. “Faye.” Her nostrils flared. “You are going to shower before we head into town, right?”
“Yes, Salome.”
“And use the deodorant Carter bought for you. I like the way it smells on you… like pine trees.”
Deodorant? Wraiths don’t need deodorant.
“Carter, could you help Gunther with the rest of the peonies?” Salome asked. 
He quickly agreed, and Faye didn’t wait around. She headed for the front door and before she met the stairs, she heard Salome behind her.
“Faye, today is very important,” she said. “Promise you won’t ruin it.”
She spun around. “You know I don’t like him.”
“Yes, but for me?” She placed her hands together in a plea. “I’m simply asking for you to be on your best behavior.”
Pookie rushed down the steps, and Faye scooped her up in her arms. “There’s something about him, Salome. He’s just… you know he likes you, right?”
She sighed. “Yes, but that isn’t going anywhere. Right now, he’s just a friendly human who has helped me with my garden.”
“Do you at least leech from him?”
Her question made Salome stutter. “Faye, that’s not what this is about.”
“Do you think Dusk and Tristan will see it your way?” She brushed her hand against Pookie’s fur as her ears perked and her attention moved toward the door. She began to bark, which Faye took as a sign. “See,” she said as she slowly climbed the stairs. “Pookie doesn’t like him either.”  







  
  Chapter Three

Dusk


Dusk stayed on Essie’s trail as she traveled up and down the western part of the country. She spent a week in Sacramento, then headed north to a small town in Oregon. Afterward, she went back south to Los Angeles, only to travel north again, to Seattle. Then she went east, stopping in Wyoming and Colorado before she headed to Oklahoma City.  
When she left Hueman, she promised she’d keep in touch. At that time, he and his family hadn’t had any idea what awaited them in the small quaint town. She’d told them it was safe, and they’d believed her. Their home had had an interesting past, one they had discovered during their encounter with DeLeon. At one point, it had been a speakeasy, and later, an artist transformed the home into his own personal art gallery. Later, it became the scene for one of the most brutal murders in the city’s history.
Essie knew about the home’s history from the get-go and when it all came to light, Dusk had no choice but to track her down for an explanation.
He blamed Essie’s current erratic movement on the fact she knew he was looking for her. 
He wanted to be angry. How could he forgive her for lying and betraying the family? One minute he hated her, and the next he wanted nothing more than to forgive her. It pained him to hold onto his disdain for her, yet he still had to think of the family. Their safety was his number one priority, and Essie had placed them at risk. She knew the rules and she broke them.
He believed he was closer than he had ever been to finding her. There was one thing Essie loved more than anything: music. He learned from the owner of a small, rundown bar in Oklahoma City that she had left the night before to a shabby town up north called Forsan to play an acoustic set at some place called Strongfeather Bar and Grill.
Forsan sounded like some of the small, dirty little one-block towns he and Tristan used to frequent in the earlier part of the nineteenth century. And for that reason, Dusk didn’t think he’d find Essie there, but it was worth a shot. He planned to leave later in the afternoon.
For now, he remained at the small bar in Oklahoma City, near the back, as patrons walked in from the humid air to catch the afternoon entertainment. As the bartenders filled their glasses to the rims, the waitresses took orders and brought out food. Music from the speakers blasted tunes he found unbearable, while humans gyrated their bodies to the beat on the dance floor. As minutes passed, the establishment filled up with more customers, and it became impossible to avoid bumping into them.
In doing so, Dusk found himself leeching; he took a little essence here and there from multiple humans. Sometimes it was at his doing, but other times he couldn’t control it. 
He moved farther back, finding a quiet and dark area of the bar near the side entry door, which gave him a wide view of the entire interior.
“So, did Essie sell out when she played here?” he asked the female bartender.
“Yeah, the crowd loved that girl,” she replied. “She got a standing ovation near the end of her set.”
“Did she?” Dusk asked as he thought back to the first time he’d met Essie. He didn’t take her as a musical genius of any kind. All he knew was she loved to play music and had dreamed of being part of a band one day.
“Are you sure you don’t want me to get you anything?”
“No, thank you.” He figured the bartender had given him all the information he needed. “Water is fine.” He pulled out his phone to send a text to Salome. Days had passed since he last contacted her and he expected her to be upset.
His explanation wasn’t good enough for her. She wanted him to forget Essie and stay in Hueman with the family. She didn’t think it was worth tracking her down. It wasn’t as if he wanted to leave her side. He hadn’t since he met her over fifty years ago, but Essie’s betrayal had to be addressed. Besides Carter and his annoying friend, Wallace, Essie was the only other human who knew of their existence. She was their current threat.
He quickly sent her a text to let her know he was okay. As he waited for her to respond, a voice came over the loud speaker in the bar that the show was about to start shortly.
Have you found her?
He replied, No, not yet, but I’m close. Is everything okay at home?
Yes. All is well here.
I wish I could be there.
A minute went by before he saw her text. Do we have to use these miniature computers? Can you just call me?
They’re called cell phones and you will get used to them.
I have yet to understand this text message thing that seems to be important.
Faye told me she would teach you how to use it. How is she, btw? How’s Tristan?
Btw?
By the way.
Faye is good.
Tristan?
Miss you. Please come home soon.
I will, as soon as this is over. I’ll text tomorrow.
He stuffed his phone back in his pocket when a female, who looked to be in her mid-fifties, strolled up to the bar to order a drink.
“The strongest vodka you have. Straight.” She raked her fingers through her magenta-colored hair before leaning against the counter. Her pallid and ruddy-looking skin were the first things he noticed before easily smelling her hair dye’s acidic scent. 
“These young bucks don’t know what they’re missing, I tell ya,” she said to the bartender. “They come here every night, looking for an easy lay, and these chicks are willing to spread their legs for them in a heartbeat.”
The bartender slid the drink over to her.
“But not me. Nope, never me.” She took a huge gulp. 
Her attention moved to Dusk, and from his peripheral, he noticed her catlike gray eyes and drawn on eyebrows.
“I’ve never seen you here before. What’s your story?”
“Leave him alone, Alice,” the bartender said. “Let him enjoy the night in peace.”
Alice ignored the bartender and moved closer to Dusk. “I’m Alice.” She brushed her finger against his forearm. “Wanna buy a girl a drink?”
“No, thank you,” Dusk replied.
“Why not? You don’t like what you see?”
Dusk edged back. “Have a good night.” He stepped away from the bar as Alice grabbed onto his wrist.
“Where you going?”
Before he could respond, a familiar voice called out to him.
“There you are!” 
Surprised, he saw Tristan standing only a few feet away.
“Tristan? What are you—”
He ran into his arms, catching Dusk off guard. The edge of his looming black cowboy hat struck Dusk in the forehead. 
“What in the hell are you doing here?” Dusk gently pushed him away. “You should be in Hueman.”
“Someone has to watch your back.” 
“You need to go back.” 
Tristan turned toward Alice, and his playful brown eyes looked her up and down. “Sorry. He’s taken, lady.” He placed both hands on Dusk’s face and pulled him in before they locked lips. 
Dusk’s posture stiffened, and when Tristan pulled back, he winked at Alice with a mischievous smile on his face. He then unzipped his dark jacket and flipped it over his right shoulder.
Feeling as though Tristan’s behavior placed them on display, Dusk took him by the arm and dragged him away from prying human eyes.
“What was that about?” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.
“This is what you call ‘fun.’” Tristan took off his hat. “And she’s off your back, right?”
“I know you’re adept in doing crazy things, but that was uncalled for.”
“But it was fun. Admit it.”
Dusk pursed his lips. “Anyway, you’re supposed to be watching Salome and Faye to keep them safe. How can you when you’re here?”
“Relax. They’re fine.” He eyed the place. “Essie’s here, isn’t she? Looks like the type of dump she likes.”
“No, she isn’t here.”
“Where is she? The sooner we find her, the sooner we can head home.”
“We?”
“Yes. We.”
Dusk hesitated before answering, “She’ll be in Forsan tomorrow night.”
“Forsan? Where in the hell is Forsan?”
“It doesn’t matter. You need to go back to Hueman.”
“I’m not going back,” he said. “You’re stuck with me. Better get used to it.” He folded his arms and smiled. “You know I can’t
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