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Prologue

A sound startled Donal awake. He opened his eyes to darkness, sleep muzzy and confused. He raised himself up on one elbow to look over the single room of the house. Whatever noise had woken him, he did not hear it now. The fire had burned down to embers, leaving everything in dim, shadowy light. Nothing seemed amiss – wooden cups and bowls still stacked where Sarah had put them, the cast iron pot hung on its hook and the door was firmly latched.

Donal relaxed a little, then more when he still heard nothing. With a sigh, he settled in to stare at the thatch and waited to drift back to sleep.

His eyelids had begun to droop when he heard the sound again. He held his breath at the same time his eyes came open, listening.

Outside. The sheep, bleating in a panic, now closer and louder, now far and quiet. With his breath held, Donal could just hear their hooves thudding against the ground.

Damn wolves.

Sarah tensed beside him and snuggled close. Likely awakened by the same noise.

“Wolves after the flock.” He brushed his lips to her cheek. “I’ll chase them off.”

She set a hand on his arm. “I don’t think it’s wolves this time,” she murmured. “Listen.”

Frowning, he paused. Over the pop of the fire and the desperate cries of the sheep, he heard nothing. The last time wolves had attacked, he’d been woken by the sounds of snarling, barking, howling. Now – none of that. The sheep might have been terrified of the moon. A cold shiver crawled up Donal’s spine.

Witchery? Or the demon dog the old women told stories of, the Cu Sith . . .

He refused to consider it. Nonsense. Tales to frighten children with, to scare one another at festivals. But his hands were unsteady as he pushed himself off the pallet.

“Whatever it is, I’ll chase it off. I’m not of a mind to lose the flock to wolves or witches.”

Sarah sat up with him. “I’ll help.”

Donal set a hand on her shoulder, holding her there. If it were something other than wolves, he did not want her out there.

“Don’t you worry,” he said, forcing his voice calm. “If I need you, I’ll holler. Don’t imagine it’ll take many to run them off.”

Her lips tightened as though she might insist. Donal waited for it, already forming arguments in his mind – but she only nodded, her cloudy blue eyes glinting in the firelight. He squeezed her shoulder briefly, though he longed to climb back into bed and hold her close.

Instead he crept across the hard-packed dirt floor, cold on his feet. At the door he paused, thinking. He’d left the pitchfork along the wall outside; if he went quietly enough, he should be able to find it before he tried to chase anything away. Wolves or demons, he wanted some sort of weapon.

He stepped out into the chilly dark, wishing for more light. The stone walls of the house, the wooden fenceposts – all were uncomfortably shadowy. The gray shapes of the sheep ran madly inside their pen, scattering, then recollecting. No darker shapes bounded after them, no sign at all of any wolves.

Maybe just one, Donal told himself. That’s why no howls, no movement. It has no mates to call to and it has one sheep down already. 

Repeating that to himself, he put his hand out to feel for the pitchfork and slipped to the corner of the house. His hand brushed a few wooden handles; the shovel, his staff. Searching by feel seemed to take far too long. He tightened his jaw and kept groping for the pitchfork.

The sheep had collected in one corner of the pen now, shoving against each other to keep back from the thing that had their mate. The silence in the pen made Donal pause. Perhaps the beastie had run off, leaving no need for the pitchfork. He turned, slowly, and felt a small relief when he saw only the sheep in their pen.

Until he saw the eyes.

A single pair of them, too high up to be something small like a wolf. He had missed them before, looking too low. They glowed brightly despite the dark, set in a shadowed shape Donal wanted to call “man.” But no man had eyes like that.

Demon – Witch – Dear God!

Donal choked and grabbed for the pitchfork. His fingers hit it too hard, sent it tumbling instead of catching it. The wooden handle cracked against the ground, out of reach.

“Damn!”

He snapped his mouth shut over the curse and shot a look at the pen.

The eyes turned toward him, as if they had not noticed him until that moment. Donal swallowed. A trickle of sweat ran down his temple.

In a flash of movement, it came for him. Donal fell to his knees, slapping the ground for the pitchfork. The shadow-man vaulted the fence easily. Donal could not make out the face in the blackness. If those terrible eyes could glow in the moon’s light, he should have been able to see the face.

His hand landed on rough wooden tines. The pitchfork!

A cold hand landed on the back of his neck. It pulled him up and off his feet. The pitchfork slipped from his hands to land with a dull clatter. He found himself facing hard gold-brown eyes.

Now that he could see the creature he wished he could not. He saw only a man’s face, shockingly ordinary, except for those eyes. Wild, animal eyes that did not belong to a person. Donal trembled.

“Don’t hurt me,” he whispered.

It jerked him closer.

Knives stabbed into his neck. He yelled out, like a frightened sheep himself. In a disconnected part of his mind he realized he was screaming for Sarah to run. He only wished she would hear.

Arms too strong to be a man’s held him to a cold body. The knives withdrew from his neck –

Not knives, he realized numbly. Teeth. 

It had bitten him.

Donal struggled, but those arms held him tight. A mouth – cold as ice, but a soft, wet mouth all the same – touched his neck, searching out the wound there.

Almighty God, what devilry –

He felt a gentle suction at his neck, then heard the wet sound of a swallow. It was drinking his blood. As he might drink from a waterskin.

“Sarah! Run!”

His struggles grew weaker while the arms that held him became impossibly stronger. His voice slowly failed him, until he called out in confusion for a reason he no longer recalled. The world around him faded to gray, then into emotionless black.

* * *

He surged awake to pain!

Every limb, every inch of skin, every fiber of muscle burned from inside out. Donal screamed. The pain faded as fast as it had happened, leaving only a searing memory.

He lay crumpled on the ground while the thing that had attacked him fled, a dark shape vanishing into the night.

Shaking and weak, he forced himself to his feet, only to cause another jolt of pain. He cringed as it stabbed through him, centered in his stomach. A dull, heavy, hungry feeling.

Hungry. Starving. That must be the cause of the pain. He stumbled back to the door. Hunger didn’t matter. Pain didn’t matter. Sarah mattered.

He fell as he stepped inside and could not find strength to push himself up again. He heard her footsteps as she ran to him. Heard her crying his name.

“I’m here, love, I’m here.” His voice was small and cracked. She pulled him close and held him. Her hands felt red-hot, scalding where she touched.

“You’re cold,” she said, “you’re cold, come by the fire, get warm.” Her tears thupped hot against his skin.

Another wave of agony pulsed through him. “I’m here, love,” he said again. “I’m all right. I’m so hungry. Please love, is there any stew left? Any at all? I’m so hungry.”

“I’ll look.” She leaned forward to kiss him before she stood. The pain surged through him again. Pain mixed with desperate need.

“Donal?”

He found himself holding her, his hand clenched at the back of her neck, found himself –

– biting her.

Stop!

He could not stop. He was so hungry, so hungry, and what he tasted now sated him in a way bread or water or even wine never had.

He tried to pull away, horrified at himself – his body would not obey. Against his will he swallowed. With every sip, he felt himself healing, strengthening. He only needed a little more –

– blood.

“Donal, stop!”

Stop!

Impossible.

An eternity seemed to pass. At last Sarah fell, drooping across his chest, gasping. At last the hunger began to fade, letting him take hold of his own body and release his wife.

He sat up holding her. A dizziness swept over him as he did, an exhaustion so intense he could feel himself falling asleep. He sank back to the floor, holding Sarah tight.

“Sarah, love, can you hear me?” His voice came out an intoxicated blur. She weighed heavy in his arms and did not answer.

“Sarah, I’m all right now, I’m sorry, did I hurt you?” His concern flagged as his eyelids drifted shut. He had fought himself as hard as he could, surely he hadn’t hurt her. Surely all they both needed was to rest.

“Donal?” she said, a breath of sound.

He stroked her hair and let his eyes close. “I’m here, love.”

“Donal, I love you.”

Her voice sounded weaker than his. She must be even more tired.

“Sleep, love,” he murmured. “Sleep.”

The feel of her hair and the sounds of the room faded into black. Donal fell deeply asleep.


Book One


Ian

The woman’s head seemed wrong somehow. I stepped back from my easel, paintbrush in hand, frowning. I wanted an abstract self-portrait, mostly in greens and blacks. The background looked right – downtown Seattle, melting in the rain – but her head wouldn’t cooperate. It seemed misshapen. Her face looked how I wanted, and her hair seemed fine close up. Except when taken all together, she looked wrong. I scowled and resisted checking the mirror to see if I had some deformity I didn’t know about.

With one eye shut I took another step back, hoping maybe I was being too critical and if I looked at her head objectively it would come out right. It didn’t seem chopped off on the top . . . didn’t seem too round or too thin . . .

“Ian!”

Hands grabbed my shoulders! I shrieked and whirled, striking out with my paintbrush like a dagger –

And left a gray acrylic streak across Kent’s face.

He put his hands up in surrender and backed away laughing. I stomped my foot and flicked my paintbrush at him.

“Don’t do that!”

He faked a flinch, still grinning. “You should have seen the look on your face!”

I wrinkled my nose at him. “You should see yours. Starting a new fashion statement? Tribal acrylic?”

He wiped at the gray steak and only made more of a mess. “Totally worth it.”

I stuck my tongue out at him for good measure and turned back to my deformed woman. As soon as I turned, I forgot to pretend to be upset with Kent. She was messed up. I stared at her staring at me.

“Dammit.”

“Painting’s not your strongest suit,” Kent said behind me. He sounded patient and understanding. Trying to convince me to feel the same way.

I shrugged.

“Why don’t you work from the sketch I saw you make?” he asked. “You seem happier with your paintings when you do.”

“Threw it away,” I mumbled.

“Why?”

I shifted in my spot. “I feel like I’m on crutches when I work that way. I should be able to paint from my head.”

“But that’s your technique.” Kent set his hands on my shoulders. “If someone said they should be able to draw without copying from real life first, what would you tell them?”

I sighed. I knew the answer. “I know, it’s just not the same –”

“What would you tell them?” he insisted, squeezing my shoulders gently.

I sighed again, harder. “I’d tell them they have to learn somewhere.”

Kent laughed. “Hey, it’s your own advice, remember? Be patient with yourself. You have a long, long time to figure this out.”

“Yeah.” That didn’t make me feel a lot better. I wanted to create masterpieces now. I put off saying more by dipping my paintbrush back into the paint. Kent let my shoulders go and stepped back, watching. In a matter of seconds, pretense became real, and I was distracted trying to get her head right. If I added some more hair and smoothed it all out, she might come out okay . . .

“Meow!”

I turned and smiled at Gypsy, weaving her way between Kent’s legs in a desperate bid for affection. I didn’t know how he could resist her. She was the cutest little black kitty in the tri-state area. But he ignored her.

“Kent, pick the kitty up,” I chided – the look on his face stopped me.

His eyes were far away, glistening red, the corners of his mouth turned down. It took him a second to notice I’d said his name. When he did, the expression on his face vanished, turning guilty instead. “Hm?”

“Everything okay?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Shouldn’t it be?”

“What was that look for?”

“What look?” he asked, all innocence.

I screwed up my face to mimic the intense, thoughtful expression he’d had.

He shook his head. “Just thinking.”

“About what?”

He smiled again, but a heavier, less playful smile this time. “When you’ve lived to be two hundred and twenty-five, see if you don’t just stand around and think about stuff sometimes.”

“Yes, oh ancient one,” I intoned, raising my hands over my head. “I hear and obey.”

He aimed a finger at me. “And don’t you forget it, little girl.”

I dropped the worshipful pose. “So what were you thinking?”

He glanced at his watch instead of answering. I sighed and waited for what I knew he’d say next.

“We better get ready and go if I don’t want to be late.”

Right on cue. I pouted, but Kent grinned at me, and I dropped it so I could get my brushes soaking. No point in trying to get him to talk. He’d just keep repeating himself.

“Late like last time?” I asked over my shoulder. “And the time before that, and the time before that, and . . .”

He rolled his hand in the air. “Yeahyeahyeah. Let’s go.”

“Do I get to get dressed first?” I struck a pose in my over-sized paint-splattered tee shirt and ripped jeans.

“What, no nudity?”

I rolled my eyes and brushed past him out of my studio. “Whatever my mother thinks, we are not that close.”

“Sometimes I like your mom’s ideas,” he shouted after me.

“My mom doesn’t like you.”

“I didn’t say I agreed with all her ideas. Just the naked ones.”

With a short laugh I tromped down the stairs into the basement. I flicked on the light in my room, eyeing it suspiciously again – I thought vampires were supposed to have nifty see-in-the-dark powers. If we did, Kent had never said anything to me about it.

A lot of legends aren’t true, I reminded myself. That’s probably just another one. 

I pulled off my paint-stained clothes and threw them on the floor. I’d already picked something more appropriate for Kent’s show tonight. He sang for an industrial band called Dark Rage and they had a gig at the Half-Moon, the fetish club in Seattle. So I’d gotten out my red mini dress with the leather buckle straps and very little fabric – silk, of course. With it went some fish-net tights and my favorite pair of knee-high black leather boots. My hair went up into a bun with an ornamental pair of hair needles, and a little black eyeshadow and red lipstick finished the look. The dress slid on like a second skin, but I couldn’t reach the zipper in the back. I knew this from the last time I’d worn it and only tried briefly to see if I’d gotten more flexible since then.

Boots in hand, I flipped off the light and ran back up in stocking feet. I found Kent waiting upstairs in the disaster area that we called a living room. Walls over-crowded with paintings, sketches, masks, scarves and stuff that inspired us; floor covered in LPs, CDs, guitars, sound equipment, sketch pads and pencils. We each had our own studios, but that didn’t mean the mess stayed there. Kent had a delighted Gypsy getting a good chin-scratching in his arms. His face was streak-free.

“Zip me?” I asked.

He raised an eyebrow, still scratching Gypsy. “The red one? How cliché.”

“How not cliché is that black one you always pick?”

He gave me the “sage wisdom” face. “Dahling, vhat you do not know is zat vee ver vearing black long before zee mortals picked up on how chic it is.”

“This one shows off my legs,” I insisted. “The black one’s long. Come on, zip me!”

He sighed and let Gypsy hop down. “Ah, vell, I never said I chose you for your taste,” he said, and zipped up the back.

“Bitch, please.”

He slapped a hand to his chest, all wounded dignity. “I’m just trying to give you good advice. You look as zo you are dressed for laundry day, a vampire all in red! Dahling, really!”

“Dahling, black is no better.” I waved a hand at him. He was in all black. Though on him it added to his “tall, blond and handsome.” Sprayed-on black shirt over his defined muscles, black leather bondage pants, heavy engineer boots. Yummy. It was almost too bad I didn’t want to complicate our friendship with sex.

“You vill make a mockery of me yet,” he complained. “Zo you do look lovely – for a mortal.”

“For a mortal!” I slapped him on one broad shoulder.

Listening to him laugh, I stomped over to the couch to yank my boots on. Once I had the first one half-laced, Kent came over, squatted beside me, and started lacing the second knee-high beautiful monstrosity. After helping me lace myself into my wicked-ass boots, he stood and offered me a hand up.

“You know I kid,” he said, using his deep singer’s voice. The tone that always gave me delicious shivers. Which he knew. “You look delectable.”

Smiling, I let him pull me up and followed him out the front door to the car.

We joked and teased as usual on the way to his gig, making up roles to play or pulling out old ones we’d used before. Ancient Transylvanian Vampires just introduced to the modern world, Vampire Daddy and Vampire Daughter, old man lecturing a whippersnapper, the works. We pulled into a public lot down the block from the Half-Moon, laughing for almost no reason, unable to stop.

As we got to the door, Kent made exaggerated “quit it” gestures at me, slicing at his neck with a finger. I slapped my hand over my mouth, sniggering, while he tried to hold his own giggles in. The bouncer, a large man dressed in funereal black, did not find us funny.

“Kent Durand, with Dark Rage . . .?” Kent gave the name a soft “G,” pronouncing “Dark Rage” as if it were an expensive French meal.

Raising his eyebrows, the bouncer scanned a clipboard in his hand. With a shrug that said he didn’t control who the owner hired, he let us in before the people in line. We slid in the door and I managed to stop laughing.

The Half-Moon was huge and dark. The building was an old warehouse-turned-club, the walls painted black, the steel rafters left exposed. Spicy smoke hung in the air from a fog machine, along with the dizzying smell of wine and sweat. A handful of green marble tables lined one wall, lit only by the strobe lights. And the crowd! They filled the club, and every one of them looked like they had their own personal wardrobe staff. A wiry-thin pair of blond andros looked me up and down in their skin-tight leather and David Bowie makeup. A dark-skinned, dark haired woman floated past, all luxurious curves wrapped tight in a red corset. She met my eyes and touched her tongue to her upper lip as she went by. I knew no one else here was like me, but I felt like I had dropped into a vampire movie.

“Told you you’d like it.” Kent leaned close to my ear to be heard over the music. I grinned.

The music already had me twitching. The dark and smoky floor invited me in, bodies moving together under the strobe, throbbing in time to the music.

“I’m gonna dance,” I yelled to Kent. “When are you guys on?”

“Nine,” he yelled back. He leaned close, letting me smell the musk and spice from his hair. “I’ll see you after, okay?”

I nodded and blew him a kiss as he backed away. He caught it, then vanished between the dancers.

I slid into the people on the floor. Body pressed to body, I found how to move with them. Between the hard beat, the soft skin and the thick air, it didn’t take long for me to stop thinking completely and just feel. My mind was gone, better than any drug could do to me anymore. I danced, breathing in the heavy smells and feeling my stomach rumble faintly in response. I didn’t feel all that hungry, but maybe feeding tonight would be fun.

A long, long time later someone called my name. Blissed out on the music, I barely heard it. By the time I noticed, I got the feeling that they’d called me a few times.

“Ian!”

Kent’s voice. He sounded anxious. I turned to find him, but I couldn’t see him anywhere. Just dancers, crowding in and living their own personal high. I shook my head and tried to find the warm place again.

It was like trying to find a radio station out of range. My body couldn’t find the beat. People jostled into me instead of moving with me. I had one ear half-tuned for Kent’s voice, in case he called for me again. My focus had turned to static.

“Kent Durand, please come backstage, Kent Durand, please come backstage.”

The voice cut through the piped-in music, jerking me to a complete stop.

Something’s wrong.

A sensation of ice washed over me.

Nothing’s wrong, I told myself. Kent’s just late again. That’s all. 

I glanced at my watch, a delicate silver thing mixed in with some bangles on my wrist. I always wore some sort of watch since the change. Nine-thirty. Kent had been on his way backstage. Being late was one thing. This was ridiculously late.

My hand went for my pocket automatically, reaching for my cell to send Kent a quick text, find out what was up. This dress didn’t have pockets. I didn’t have my cell. I could have stowed it in a clutch and carried it with me, if I didn’t hate keeping track of purses. I glanced around instead, hoping to maybe find him making chit-chat with the andro twins, trying to grab a quick bite before the show, losing track of time. I didn’t spot him. He was too tall and too blond and too handsome to miss, and I didn’t see him.

I did notice Dark Rage’s drummer, Angelo, talking to a guy in a suit. I took the suit for the owner or manager. Whatever Angelo had to say involved a lot of hand motions. Mostly calming ones. I started to push my way over, intent on finding out who saw Kent last and where. If he was feeding, I needed to be the one who found him.

The warm, soft bodies I’d danced with a minute ago were all elbows and knees and in my way now. I used my thinness to get between them, slipping in and out of free space like a fish, and finally made the stage.

“Hey, Ian,” Jason said. Angelo kept talking with the suit.

“Hey, Jason – you know where Kent is?”

He flipped long brown hair out of his eyes and shrugged. “Naw, I ain’t seen or heard from him all night. You know where he is?”

“I came here with him,” I said. “I left him on the floor. You sure none of you guys saw him?”

“No one’s seen him since we got here.”

“Hm,” I said vaguely. “I’ll see if I can round him up.”

My chill came back. Temperature didn’t affect me anymore; this was sheer worry.

He’s out feeding, that’s all. I’ll go find him before people start looking for him and catch him with some poor hapless mortal . . . I shrugged at Jason, turned to make my way through the crowd again –

And saw her.

I found myself looking at a woman on the other edge of the floor, straight into her silver eyes. I didn’t know why I’d turned to look at her. Didn’t know why something in those eyes grabbed me and made me keep looking. Without knowing why, I stared at her from between people and froze like a rabbit that knows it’s been spotted.

She was beautiful. Those huge, nearly glowing eyes were set in a delicately sculpted face; soft, kissable pink lips gave me a pouty smile. Honey blond hair spilled over her shoulders, down over the shoulders of the man she held in front of her.

Kent?

My eyes popped. It had to be. His curly blond hair, his broad shoulders, his skimpy show-it-off shirt.

“Kent!” My voice didn’t make it over the music. I started shaking.

“You ain’t gonna find him like that, it’s too loud in here,” Jason told my back. I ignored him.

I tried to push through the people, watching Kent and the woman. She saw me coming.

She smiled. A wide, poisonous grin that made me stop short.

While my skin tingled, she shot away, taking Kent with her. The way she moved startled me. Slick, like a rat or a snake. Kent’s head flopped to one side as she swept him away. My stomach climbed into my throat.

“Kent!” I screamed, with no more effect than the first time.

I started shoving people aside. I didn’t back-talk myself. Kent’s head kept flopping forward limply in my mind, over and over. Despite all the people in the way, I somehow got to the quiet little corner she’d been standing. She was long gone by then, but I saw which way she’d gone.

I turned to go after her. My first step landed in something wet. A lot of something wet. I knew I was going to slip one instant before I did.

Shit.

My foot went out from under me. My teeth cracked together as I sat, hard.

Dammit! Somebody’s spilled drink . . .

Furious at whatever idiot had tripped me up, I started to pick myself off the floor. A familiar smell stopped me.

Blood.

I knew it. The scent made me faintly hungry. I hadn’t slipped in a drink. I leaned in for a better look. The liquid gleamed red, but the lighting of the club turned everything red. I sniffed again – I didn’t want it to be, begged it not to be – that smell could only be blood. As I pulled away, the scope of the whole puddle came into my view. I had to measure it in feet.

Never reveal yourself, Kent had told me, over and over, and this, I was hysterically sure, would reveal me. Sitting on the floor beside a huge puddle of blood obviously meant I was a vampire. I had to get away.

Before I could, a dark, red lump caught my attention, lying in the middle of the giant puddle of blood. It could only be a heart. Nothing so neat and tidy as a valentine. More like hamburger.

A pig’s heart?

The thought died as soon as it came. I knew the sweet-iron smell of blood all too well, and that wasn’t animal. Animal blood smelled weaker, saltier.

This wasn’t human, either, I realized. It smelled too rich. Vampire blood. But the only vampire here besides me was Kent.

Kent’s . . . oh, no. I skittered back from the puddle, choking and repeating that to myself. No, no, it can’t be him. It’s not. 

“Oh, my God!” someone said somewhere above me. The noise startled me, made my throat clench closed.

Never reveal yourself! Kent’s voice drilled in my head.

Woman. Kent. Blood. Crowd.

Get away. Get away! 

I scrambled to my feet and ran.


Outside

Sebastian stood at the end of the line against the brick wall, arms crossed, watching. This club frequently offered easy feeding or he would not have been there. Too crowded. Too loud. He didn’t intend to go inside. The few people leaving alone gave him plenty of opportunity.

When the girl came pounding out of the club, eyes wide, he barely glanced at her. Just long enough to notice that with every other step, she left a red footprint.

Odd.

He checked her face, searching for signs. He couldn’t be certain, but she was pale. He thought he saw the points of two sharpened canines under her lip.

What could this be?

Casually, while people called after her or asked each other questions, Sebastian pushed away from the brick wall and followed her.


Ian

I ran to the car without looking back. I was sure that if I let myself, I’d see someone behind me. I could practically hear footsteps following me. But I made it to the car and no one got me.

With shaking hands I felt at my hip, looking for my copy of the car keys – except I didn’t have them. No pockets. I’d left my keys at home, on my dresser. Right next to my cell.

“Dammit!” I slid my hand down my hip again, then again. “Dammit, dammit, dammit!” I punched the side of the car.

“Something I can help you with?”

I whirled, throat closed tight. Someone had followed me. A young man, late teens, maybe; tall, dark blond, and too lovely for his own good – big blue eyes and delicate features. He wore an utterly bland expression, watching me freak out.

Running was my first impulse, followed by the urge to stiff-arm him like they showed us in Women’s Self-Defense. I got hold of myself before I could act on either one. He was probably just a curious bystander, looking out for me. No prob, right? Yeah. Right. Okay.

My breath came out too hard. I tried to breathe gently.

“No, I don’t think so,” I lied. “I left my keys at home, I guess, my roommate and I share this car, so it really is mine, except he drove here, with me, of course, and he ditched me is all, and I didn’t figure on him ditching me, so I didn’t bring my own set, and now I don’t know where he is, you know, probably with some bimbo or something and I guess I could just call a cab. Thanks, though.” I heard myself babbling and clamped my teeth shut. Tried to make it look like a smile.

A small handful of people peered at me from behind him, all dressed for the Half-Moon and all watching the show. Just what I needed. An audience.

The kid raised an eyebrow, a gesture so exquisite that despite everyone staring at me, despite the craziness going on, I myself taking a long look at this pretty boy.

Yum. Very pretty boy.

Except he’s not buying it.

My throat tightened again.

He gestured at my foot. “You look as though you need a doctor or a police officer to me.”

I followed the sweep of his hand. Blood. All over my boot. It went up my leg and ended below my knee.

“No, no, I’m fine . . .” I faltered.

My mind centered on one, clean, easy thought: Run for it. 

The kid leaned closer to me. I leaned away, giving him a glare meant to make him back off. It didn’t work. Running seemed like a better and better idea.

He sniffed. Eyes pinned to my boot, he sniffed me like a dog.

“Excuse me!” I shouted, ready to slug him.

Deep blue eyes came back up, meeting mine and holding me as tight as if he’d grabbed me.

“I have a car,” he said mildly. “I could give you a ride. It would save you cab fare.”

“I don’t think –”

He smiled. Not a friendly smile, or a manic grin – no, it wasn’t even a smile. He’d simply pulled back his lips and I’d mistaken it for a smile.

Despite having a pair myself, his fangs shocked me. I jerked away and gasped like an idiot. He dropped his upper lip and cocked his head at me.

“Sorry,” I managed. “I never –”

He glanced around suddenly. Looking around at the people surrounding us. People watching and listening, wondering about the blood on my boot. I shifted uneasily and trailed off.

“It is never wise to accept rides from strangers,” he said, holding my eyes. I knew what he meant. Not here. “I promise you, I am only out to help.” 

Help? I blinked once. Did he mean that, or had he said it for the people listening in? Did he have any idea what I needed help with? Oh, please!

“I . . . I suppose I could use a lift,” I said.

“This way,” he said, and turned.

I blinked at his back. I hadn’t thought Seattle had any other vampires . . . well, I’d never thought about it. I’d never seen any; why think about them?

But stranger or not, vampire or not, he kept walking, and he was all I had. I ran to catch up.

The car he led me to belonged in a movie, a sleek, fast-looking thing like an action hero would drive. Blue-black, the windows tinted too dark to see inside. It came up to my waist, if that. He remotely unlocked the doors as we approached. I didn’t realize how bad I’d started shaking until I watched my hand quake as I reached for the door. I got in and almost fell into a seat that was just about on the ground. He started the car and pulled away from the Half-Moon, leaving curious eyes behind.

“What happened?”

I blinked, rubbing at eyes that had started to mist over with blood. “I’m sorry. I just . . . I’ve never met another . . . another one. Of us. I didn’t mean to jump. I hope no one noticed.”

“In the club,” he informed me. “What happened in the club?”

Oh. That.

“Someone grabbed Kent. There was blood all over the floor, and a heart –” I looked at my bloody boot. Now it had made a bloody mess on the floor of his fancy car.

“Did you see who grabbed Kent?” He was apparently unconcerned about the blood.

“A woman,” I told him. “A scary looking woman.”

“Whose blood was on the floor? You do know the difference between our blood and mortals’.” He looked at me, the look you give a little kid when you’re not sure they’ll understand a question.

“Of course I do,” I said, a touch defensive.

“Whose was it?”

“A vampire’s, I don’t know whose. Why are you leaving the Half-Moon? Kent’s probably still there. We have to find him, we have to make sure he’s okay!”

“He is not likely to be okay,” the young man said. “At this point, if he is still alive we can do him no good.”

He said it without any hesitation, so for a second I thought I hadn’t heard him right.

“No good!” I yelled. “You turn this car around right now, you hear me? Now! What do you mean no good?” My fingers clutched the edge of the seat.

He didn’t turn the car around. “I mean that if he has lost his heart, he is dead.”

His words punched me in the chest, in that sudden way where you know you’ve been hit but you can’t feel it yet. I waited for him to tell me he didn’t mean that, or ask what I thought he said.

He didn’t speak. Just watched me, waiting for me to freak out some more. When I sat and stared, he turned back to the road. “We can survive quite a bit, but losing a heart or a head will kill us instantly. If Kent has lost either, he is dead. I am guessing he has.”

“No, no, no, no.” I shook my head. “Our hearts . . . I mean, they don’t even beat. How could that . . . how could he die?”

“I do not understand it myself,” the boy said in a flat tone. “I only know that it is true. Heart wounds are fatal.”

I didn’t say anything to that.

Fatal.

“I’m going to leave you on the corner here, with the car,” the boy said. “I’ll be back to pick you up. I’m going to go back to the club to find out what happened. Do you understand?”

I stared out the windshield, frozen. Dead. It didn’t feel real.

He pulled over to a side street and parked.

I stayed still. Dead. 

“My name is Sebastian.” He held out one hand. I took it automatically, letting him shake my hand. “What’s your name?” he asked carefully.

“Ian.” As soon as the word made it out of my mouth, my eyes welled up. Dead. No, no, no. I just saw him, he couldn’t be . . . 

“Ian,” the boy repeated, watching me close.

Dead. Gone. Lifeless. Not coming back.

“I’m going to leave now,” he said, and I realized he’d said it before. “I’m going back to the club to look around. Don’t leave. Understand?”

I gasped and started breathing. Hard. Sebastian watched me, patiently, almost curiously.

“He might be all right?” I choked out. “He might still be alive, right? Just maybe?”

Sebastian’s eyes flashed – briefly – then darkened. “I will admit a possibility. I do not know whose heart you found, or if you saw correctly.”

“I saw a heart!” I snapped. “I know what I saw, and I saw someone’s heart lying in a puddle of blood!”

He nodded gently. “Unless Kent killed one vampire and then was subdued by a second, he is most likely dead. You said the blood and heart were a vampire’s, and that Kent was taken by a woman. If there is a second vampire, or if you did not see correctly, Kent may still be alive.”

The logic of that made too much sense. Sebastian waited for me to say something else, popping the door open when I didn’t. Watching me like he expected me to bolt, he got out, shut the door, and left.

I thought about bolting, except that I felt too stunned to move. And what would I do if I did leave? Call the police? And tell them what? If anyone listened to me at all, I’d get locked away for sure. Go home? I’d just sit in my house, wondering what happened, and never find out. I had nowhere to go, no one to call, no one to tell about this except the boy who’d just left.

I hunkered down in the seat and hugged myself, shivering and gulping back heavy breaths.


Club

Sebastian left the girl – Ian – with the Vector and walked back to the Half-Moon. If Kent were dead, he knew he wouldn’t find the killer there. The evidence, however, should still be fresh and mostly untouched. He felt a surge of excitement as he approached the club; it had been decades since he had last pitted himself against a dangerous opponent. Used his skills as a trained hunter. He found, now, that he’d missed it.

Human police officers had arrived, as expected. It would be near impossible to get inside and examine this puddle Ian had described. No matter. In all probability any blood or organs had turned to dust by now. Sebastian had not thought it prudent to say as much to the girl, but her father must still have been alive for her to find his heart. A few minutes of survival would not change the end result, however.

Sebastian joined the crowd of mortals that had gathered and craned his neck. Several squad cars had blocked the street in front of the club as well as an ambulance, though Sebastian didn’t see any wounded being loaded onto it. That implied reports of injuries but no injuries found. A vampire normally decomposed immediately upon death – that would account for both those circumstances.

On a hunch, he slipped away to the alley behind the club. No one noticed his presence in the crowd, no one noticed him leave. At the mouth of the alley he paused to let his eyes adjust to the dim light, then made his way to the back door of the club. The kitchen and delivery door – where the staff threw out refuse.

Aha.

Thrown to one side of a large green dumpster, loosely concealed by a plastic bag, he found it. As he’d thought. The killer had no interest in hauling the victim away, nor did the killer mind if the police discovered a dead vampire behind the club. This was a body, however, where Sebastian had expected a pile of dust. Had he found Kent, then, another vampire, or a mortal? All possibilities certainly existed. Wherever vampires lurked, one tended to find bodies.

Sebastian knelt beside the body and lifted the bag. White-blond hair tumbled down from the head. Crimson pooled and spilled from a gaping hole in the chest. The blood obscured sight of internal organs, bone, muscle. Vampires held so much blood. Sebastian had met Ian’s father only once before. Even so, he recognized Kent. He did not know why –

Steel gray eyes flicked toward Sebastian, cloudy, but aware.

Alive. Interesting.

“Ian . . .” Kent managed, sputtering. Fresh blood leaked from the hole in his chest. More dripped from his mouth. Perhaps not so aware – his eyes did not move again, or focus. “Find Ian . . .” he barely whispered, then lost his breath in one gasp.

Unexpectedly, the sight flung Sebastian to another time, another place.

He heard himself draw in a single breath of his own, echoing, a thunderous sound.

In less than a second he came back to the alley, that other time lost. Kent had already started to lose form, turning to dust.

Letting out that single breath, Sebastian watched. “I have,” he told the corpse before it vanished entirely.

Impressive. Only one other vampire he knew had survived losing his heart, and that had been for much less time than Kent had apparently hung on. Sebastian stood, scattering the dust with a flick of the plastic bag.

The sound of footsteps warned him of the arrival of the police. He slipped out of the alley in silence before they could discover him there.


Ian

I stayed in the action-hero car the whole time Sebastian left me alone. Thinking of Kent smiling, or dancing, or singing, or anything. Turning it over.

Dead.

Kent was my family, my dearest friend, my everything. Well, I still saw my real family. I would drop in unannounced for a night occasionally, then vanish again. My mother, my father, my sister . . . I cared about them, but they couldn’t replace Kent. He’d changed me, cared for me, taught me, loved me.

“Ian.”

Sebastian got in the car, started it, and pulled into traffic. A light, hopeful feeling rose in my chest. Maybe Sebastian would tell me Kent was okay.

“I’m sorry, Ian. Kent is gone.” Sebastian didn’t look at me.

The airy feeling stayed a moment. Giving me hope, filling me with the urge to yell, you’re wrong, you’re wrong. And then it deflated. I already knew. Something deep inside me had already begun mourning.

“Oh . . .” My chest tightened. I wanted to go home. “Do . . . do the police have him?”

Sebastian gave me a strange look, face blank, eyes curious. Like he didn’t know why I would ask that.

“No. The police do no have him.”

“Then where’s . . .” I didn’t want to finish that sentence. I didn’t even want to think the last words.

“Vampires return to the earth upon their deaths.” He didn’t look at me. “Kent is gone.”

My jaw worked a couple of times, like I wanted to talk, except I didn’t. Return to the earth. He meant we decomposed instantly. Kent had mentioned something like that in passing. Dust. Gone. I couldn’t pinpoint why, but learning that there was no . . . body . . . somehow that piece of information upset me even more.

“I’m going to take you to my home,” Sebastian said. “I am not certain yours will be safe.”

I wasn’t certain my home was safe either, and I didn’t care. My eyes burned and red tears blurred my vision. Kent was gone. My handsome, funny, talented best friend was gone.

“He told me to . . . he wanted you to know he loved you.”

Those words felt like a punch in the throat. I glanced at Sebastian. He watched the road, not looking at me or giving me any clue how he felt. Kent loved me. While in pain, dying, his last thought had been of me. I started to cry.

I love you, too, Kent. But I can’t have anyone tell you that. I hope you know.

Sebastian drove, silent, as if I didn’t exist. In a way, I felt like I didn’t. I didn’t notice where he had headed until he stopped.

We’d pulled into a ritzy neighborhood; tall buildings, expensive cars. He pulled his expensive car into an underground garage, and I heard the door roll shut behind us. He parked in a spot that probably had his name on it and got out. I followed woodenly, not bothering to look around. Sebastian activated the car alarm and led me to an elevator labeled “Penthouse Only.” He hit the call button and the doors slid open. The elevator had better décor than my house. Mirrors, wood paneling, thick red carpet. I sniffed and felt outclassed.

Sebastian got a key out of his pocket to put in a keyhole beside the buttons. The kid had his own private elevator. I shifted and stared at the LCD numbers above the door, watching them go higher and higher. The elevator opened silently into a plush room. The room had the same rich décor as the elevator, mostly wood, marble and shades of red. For a second I thought the doors had opened into an incredibly elaborate hallway – then realized they’d opened on an entryway that led into his living room. His place took up the entire floor.

The – apartment? – had class, which struck me as odd for someone so young. Heavy oak chairs upholstered in velvet, an oriental rug on the polished hardwood floor, gilt-framed mirrors, art pieces by Renoir and Matisse. Wide picture windows looked out over the skyline to the mountains and Puget Sound. Through a set of sliding glass doors I could see a balcony so large it held a pool. It reminded me of photos of old gentlemens’ smoking rooms. The only thing I could call modern in the whole place was a small TV. Not a flat-screen and covered in dust.

It dawned on me to wonder how old Sebastian was. As old as smoking rooms? Or older? He looked around eighteen – but Kent had looked about twenty.

“You’re welcome to stay until this is resolved. I doubt anyone will find us here.” He swung his long coat off and hung it up beside a rack of decorative knives.

I stood where I was, silent, arms crossed.

Sebastian glanced at me, an odd mix of curious and wise. His movements and expressions seemed older – older than what, I didn’t know, because every time I looked at him I saw a teenager.

“You may sit,” he said, as if I might just be shy.

I stood. I wanted to cry, or be held, or sit down, or scream, but I couldn’t decide which one and they all seemed like too much effort. Sebastian waited for me to move, then let me stand while he went over to a rack on the wall.

He didn’t walk, really, so much as float. Not pretentiously, though, like an actor or someone trying to impress. Sebastian didn’t seem to do it on purpose.

The way he moved set my alarms off, and I couldn’t put my finger on why. I shifted uneasily. I’d trusted him because of his fangs – what did that prove? He drank blood too? Reeeal good reasoning there, Ian.

While I stood, Sebastian took off a sword I hadn’t noticed before. Probably due to the long coat. He handled the large edged weapon with perfect ease, hanging it reverently on the rack he’d gone to. The nervous feeling crawled up the back of my neck.

“Who are you?” I asked, even though it was dumb. He could tell me anything he wanted.

“Sebastian Cain.” He settled into a chair. The way he moved reminded me of Gypsy.

Gypsy!

“My cat!” I said out loud.

He cocked his head at me. “Your what?”

“My cat, Gypsy. She’s still at home. Will she be all right? I mean, no one would try to hurt a cat, right? But she’s all alone, and you said the house might not be safe . . . I really should go get her.”

He gave me a funny look. Like he was trying to imagine the inside of my head.

“My cat!” I said again.

He resettled in his chair. “Your cat, I am sure, will survive one day without you. And no, I don’t think anyone would try to hurt it.”

“Her,” I said. “Are you sure? Really?”

His lip twitched when I corrected him, blue eyes blazing with humor more than his face showed. Actually, his face didn’t move much at all. “I am certain she will be fine. She is only a pet, after all, and perhaps important to you, but not to anyone else.”

I bristled. Maybe some people treated their pets like objects, but Gypsy meant as much to me as Kent. But I couldn’t think of a reply to give to Sebastian, and in this case, it wouldn’t hurt if she seemed unimportant.

“I guess if you’re sure.”

“I am.” He gestured to a chair. “Sit. You are the only witness I have to this crime and I must question you.”

“What are you, a vamp-cop?”

He smiled with his eyes again, which made me uncomfortable. His whole face stayed rock still – except for those eyes.

“No. I am willing to look into this for you, if you would like. I find it interesting, and I believe I can offer more skills than you have.” He gestured to the chair across from him. “Please.”

Tears welled up in my eyes again. I’d nearly forgotten why I came here. Now I remembered.

“Ian?” Sebastian prompted when I just stood and cried.

I dropped into the chair, arms wrapped so tight around myself that my shoulders ached. I cried. I wailed until my lungs and throat burned, crying so hard my eyes got sore. My mind ran in little circles, only adding to the pain – Kent’s gone, Kent’s gone . . . 

It didn’t go on forever. I cried and cried and thought maybe I wouldn’t ever stop, but of course I did. It took maybe an hour. Not exactly forever.

Sebastian sat across from me through all of it, fingers steepled, waiting. I stayed curled up in the chair, arms wrapped around my knees. We sat like that, watching each other.

“So,” he said. “Tell me what you know.”

I rubbed my blood-reddened eyes. Where to start? With what I knew about Kent? With what had happened tonight? Who I saw?

A shudder ran through me. I almost started crying again.

“Why would anyone do this?” Even as I said it, I knew I sounded ridiculous. Only the killer knew that.

Sebastian shrugged. “Did he have any enemies that you knew of? Did he ever talk of living somewhere else, perhaps under another name, or anything he did before he knew you?”

My instant response was “No.” Kent didn’t talk much about his past. I didn’t say that. Instead I focused on thinking back, what Kent had told me about himself. I choked on a sudden memory, gulping at a lump too hard to swallow.

“So what are you doing in Seattle?” Kent asked, leaning forward over his cup of coffee. He kept his voice low to keep from interrupting the poet on stage now. His manners impressed me.

“Going to school,” I said, turning my own mug between my hands. “And getting over a broken heart.” I added it reluctantly. Couldn’t help but reach up to touch my new and still-tender nose ring. My declaration to myself that I had become someone else.

He aimed a finger at me. “I thought so. Let me guess – high school sweetheart didn’t know what he had? Took off on you for another girl, am I right?”

A bitter smile touched my lips. “Close. She couldn’t take being called a dyke and left me for a boy.”

“Oh, girl.” He frowned gently.“Oh, that’s rough. Hey, I’m sorry for bringing up a sore subject.”

I waved him off, tears coming to my eyes. It had been almost a year, I hadn’t thought I’d cry.

He laughed a bitter laugh of his own. “My first boyfriend didn’t understand why I didn’t want him chasing girls on the side,” he said, distracting me from my own tears. “I mean, I understood at first, honeymoon period and all, but there comes a point where you don’t take their shit anymore, you know?” He laughed again, his own eyes glistening faintly. “So, did your ice-princess have a name?”

That had been the night I met him, at a poetry reading at Crawl Café. I’d been in Seattle for a month, and Kent was my first friend here. I’d told him all about Delana. When I’d asked him about his boyfriend, he put it off and said it happened a long time ago, encouraging me to talk instead. At the time, I didn’t know how long ago he meant.

“Sometimes,” I answered Sebastian, wiping my eyes. “He always listened better than he talked. He mostly talked about funny things, or stuff I could relate to. I don’t think he could have pissed anyone off.”

“How old are you?”

“Old?” The change of subject threw me. “How old are you?”

He smiled – a real smile, on his lips this time – and didn’t answer.

“Twenty-three.” I shifted to sit on my hands.

“How long have you been a vampire?”

“’Bout four years,” I said. “Roughly.”

“And Kent related his entire life to you in those four years. How old was he?”

I didn’t answer. I got the point.

“He was sad, sometimes,” I said, mostly to myself. Like that face in my studio earlier tonight. That happened a lot with him.

“Why?” Sebastian asked it as I thought it.

I didn’t have an answer for either of us. “He never wanted to talk about it. Said he’d just seen a lot and sometimes it got to him to be so old.”

Humor flashed in Sebastian’s eyes a moment and was gone.

“What?” I asked.

“I know how he felt.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means he probably had troubles he did not wish to share with you.”

“So you think he kept secrets from me.” I bit my lip. I thought so too. Just not like this.

Sebastian’s face didn’t change. “I think you cannot tell me who this might be.”

My heart sank. “So you can’t help me?”

“I can. You’re still a witness. You can still point me in the right direction.” He sat back a bit, away from me. I didn’t notice I had tensed up until he moved away from me and I relaxed.

“So you want a description?”

“That would be an appropriate beginning, yes.”

“I saw a woman,” I said. “Right before I found the puddle. She had silver eyes, and long blond hair. My height, I think, kinda skinny.” The picture in my head made me shiver. I could still see her – and that poisonous grin.

“That doesn’t give me much. You saw her, though?”

I nodded.

“How well did you see her? Would you recognize her if you saw her again?”

“I’d know her in a heartbeat.”

Sebastian did that smiling-without-smiling thing again, where his eyes just glinted.

“That might be a problem, as we have no heartbeats,” he told me, voice flat. I thought he meant it as a joke. I didn’t laugh.

“Thank you,” he said, and stood.

“That’s it?”

His eyebrows flicked up in a kind of nod. “As I said, it would be safest for you to remain here for the time being. Whoever killed Kent may come after you. Perhaps not, but I would not take that chance.”

“What are you going to do about all this?” I asked in a thick voice.

“Stop her. I thought we had established that.”

“How are you going to stop her? Throw her in jail?”

He met my eyes with an icy stare I did not like. He’d made me nervous up until now. Now he scared me.

“I will find this woman,” he said, “and I will kill her. By committing murder against one of our kind she has forfeited her life.”

It would have had the same effect if he’d slapped me. I stared at him, mouth falling open. He watched me, waiting for my next question.

I didn’t want to know more. Not the details. Not how he thought he would do this. I had a feeling he’d tell me, if I asked.

And still he waited . . . not for me to ask anything, I realized with a chill. Waiting for me to decide. He wouldn’t go through with anything if I didn’t want him to.

I opened my mouth to say no, to tell Sebastian to back off. No sound came out. I tried to say it again, but I found myself closing my mouth. I couldn’t tell him I didn’t want his help.

“You may leave,” he said off-handedly. “This matter does not involve me unless you wish it to.”

Telling me I could still change my mind. I didn’t answer. He scared me. And I still wouldn’t open my mouth and tell him to back out.

I must have pulled in tighter on myself, because he looked at me again. Cocked an eyebrow. I shifted in the chair, trying to be small. He kept looking at me with that blank face, thinking at me, thinking –

He thinks I’m smart to be afraid of him.

A cold shiver went up my spine. I didn’t know that, how could I? It was only a guess. But it felt like such a good guess.

He looked away. “Make yourself comfortable if you like. If not, the elevator will take you to the first floor.”

And he walked out, his boots thunking away down a hall. I heard a door open and shut. Then nothing. He’d left me all alone. I couldn’t even hear Seattle from this side of the thick windows.

How could all this happen in a few hours?

What am I going to do?

Nobody answered.


Bedroom

Despite her fear, she did not leave. She was smart enough to fear him and smart enough to know she had little choice if she wanted help. Sebastian had been nothing but honest with her: he intended only to help her because her situation interested him. She, however, had no way of knowing that. He could tell it bothered her.

Sebastian sat cross-legged on his bed, in the innermost room in the penthouse. No windows. No way to sneak in while he slumbered, no way to expose him to sunlight. He listened as the girl walked around his home, examining things. He could just hear the hiss of her fingers sliding over various objects if he listened hard enough. She touched, but left things lie.

He had had very few people in his home, vampire or mortal. He wanted to ask her what she thought, what she made of him from what she saw – he knew she lacked the training to pick up information about him from his home. She would gain some clues, of course, but not what he would in her place.

The whisper of skin on metal told him she’d found a blade – probably the one he carried on him. The smaller one-handed sword hung in plain sight. She ran her fingers along the metal, letting out a brief gasp. He kept the blade sharp. She had likely cut herself. Sebastian continued listening. Whatever wound she had acquired would heal.

Ian moved on, coming down
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