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    SUMMARY


     


    Death is only the beginning…


    



    Better to be a hunter, not prey.


    



    Ever since my partner got kidnapped, I've been on a personal mission to get him back. To do that, I'll need to capture the vampire responsible for destroying my life.


    In order to have a snowball's chance at success, I'll have to team up with my most loyal friends—including a certain vampire in black with a provoking talent for distraction


    



    Old cravings aren’t easily quenched, nor past passions. With knowledge comes danger and I'm at risk on all sides.


    



    I won't go down without a fight!


    



    Arm yourself and join the hunt.
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    Decoy


     


    A brisk ocean breeze slid up my bare arms, leaving goose bumps in its wake. Fane had an unnerving way of inching up to my side as we closed in on Henry’s ornate townhouse in Bootleggers Cove.


    He propped a hand against the door, fingers splayed, blocking me at the threshold.


    “Ready to do this?” he asked. “It could get rough.”


    I raised my chin. “Promise?”


    Fane shot me one of his half-smirks as his hand balled into a fist. He pounded on the door.


    Here’s hoping Mason hadn’t beat us.


    If Noel, Fane, and I were to succeed in capturing Jared, we required bait. Using Jared’s wayward daughter Giselle was out of the question, leaving us with Option B: The Setup.


    Jared wanted Giselle. Melcher wanted her finished off. All we had to do is start a rumor that Giselle would appear at a certain place at a certain time. And for that, we needed a venue in which to lure Jared—a trap he couldn’t resist.


    That’s where Henry came in.


    A few seconds later, the unsuspecting vampire answered the door dressed in slacks and a polo.


    Fane pushed him backward before he had time to react to our arrival.


    We were quick, Fane and I, busting inside Henry’s home and slamming the door behind us with a crack that reverberated across the immaculately clean living room.


    Henry barely regained his footing before I took three swift steps across the tiled entry and punched him in the face, relishing the burn across my knuckles on impact.


    Henry howled as I shook out my hand.


    His face contorted. He started toward me, but Fane stepped in his way.


    “Not a good idea, mate.”


    I looked Henry up and down, lips curling back. We might need him, but that didn’t change the fact that he’d drugged me the night before. He’d accused me of being a vampire hunter and Marcus’ killer. Okay, yeah, I was in fact a vampire hunter and I did kill Marcus, but that didn’t forgive his methods or the fact that in order to throw him off my trail, Fane had bitten me. It had turned into a minor sex show starring Aurora Sky: College girl by day, paranormal porn star by night. Not a chance!


    The jackass was lucky we had use of him and had arrived in time to save his uppity ass. Melcher’s orders were for Mason to haul Henry back to base. Good thing we got there first.


    Fane leaned into Henry’s face. “I’d say you had that one coming. What do you think, Aurora?”


    I dropped my chin, zeroing in on Henry’s groin—another area just begging to receive bodily harm.


    “I think we should make him bite himself, but I suppose I’ll have to settle for punching him in the face.”


    Henry’s non-swollen eye widened in alarm.


    “I told you that was business,” he said. “Six months of investigating Marcus’ death and I keep hitting dead ends. Richard Stanton is getting impatient. Not to mention all the evidence pointed to you.”


    “My red scarf?” I asked incredulously. “You’re grasping at straws.” I glanced at Fane. “We need to go.”


    He nodded, hand shooting out, grabbing Henry by the arm. Henry tried unsuccessfully to break free from his grasp. It was comical to see his attempt to dip down and pull back. Not much of an effort, as he probably didn’t want to wrinkle his fancy shirt.


    “Look, I apologized. I won’t bother you again.”


    “Save your apologies,” Fane said. “There’s a vampire hunter on his way to grab you right now. It’s time we split.”


    Henry stopped struggling. “Marcus’ killer?” he asked.


    “Your killer if you don’t shut up and come with us,” I said.


    Good thing Mason hadn’t shown his face already. He wasn’t as fast as his partner, Levi, who had taken Dante’s dog Tommy before Fane or Daren could make it in time. The only thing Noel’s suck buddy Daren had managed to do is provide me with a quick blood rush, immediately quashed by the reality check that came with it.


    Ten months ago, my life had ended. Jared hadn’t just run me off the road, he’d removed me from the human race. Time could not touch me, and neither could sickness or starvation. Eating was optional. All my body required was a fresh supply of human blood. As with mortals, blood provided the undead with key nutrients essential to our survival.


    Melcher kept his agents’ hearts pumping the scientific way—through transfusions. I could understand why vampires preferred the direct approach. Nothing quite beat the high of drinking it from the source, whether it originated from a vein or a blood bag. As it slid its way down my throat, my senses had become supercharged, my state of mind euphoric.


    Melcher could try to control his agents all he wanted, but in the end instinct always prevailed. At what point would he admit what he’d done to us?


    Fane grasped Henry by the collar, easy enough given Fane’s superior height. I led the way out, casting a quick eye down the road for Mason’s Hummer. Once I’d verified that the coast was clear, I charged down the walkway to the Pontiac Catalina idling along the curbside. Noel sat at the driver’s seat, waiting.


    I held open the back door as Fane shoved Henry inside and climbed in behind him. Once I’d given it a firm slam, I sat beside Noel up front.


    “Let’s blast,” I said.


    “Where are you taking me?” Henry demanded.


    No one answered.


    It remained quiet until Henry suddenly asked, “Noel? Is that you?”


    Without turning her copper highlighted head, Noel answered, “Yep.”


    “You’re in on this, too,” Henry remarked sullenly.


    “Afraid so.”


    “What do you want with me?” Henry asked.


    A sick sense of satisfaction filled me from the front seat. I liked being in charge—sure as hell beat following orders.


    I turned all the way around, resting an arm on the seat back. I didn’t have a seat belt on. Why the hell would I? I was undead. Sure, I could get hurt—I could even die—but I had the kind of immune system that rejected sickness and pain. The kind that quickly repaired itself and regenerated with human blood. As Dante once said, we were superhuman.


    “It’s your lucky day, Henry. We found out who killed Marcus.”


    Henry sat up, suddenly all business. “Who? How? I want a name.”


    “Jared,” I replied.


    Henry’s brows knit in confusion. “Jared who?”


    “This isn’t a knock-knock joke. Just Jared.”


    Except I knew better. Jared had a last name. He had a different first name, too. Xavier Morrel.


    Henry frowned. “How do you know this?”


    “It doesn’t matter how I know,” I snapped. “Do you want Marcus’ killer or not?”


    “What kind of proof do you have?”


    Noel glanced at me briefly. Proof, right, like a cross pendant. Jared was far more clever at deception than I.


    “Jared’s the kind of guy who covers his trail really well,” I said. Truth. “Why do you think you haven’t found him yet?”


    Henry moistened his lips. “You have my attention.”


    “Good. Now listen carefully. You’re going to speak with your employer and arrange to host a party at the palace next weekend.”


    Henry’s eyes nearly left his head—the one good eye, anyway. The one I’d punched had formed a faint blue circle around the rim, like the rings around Saturn.


    “We can’t have a party at the palace,” Henry said. “Those ended after Marcus died. It would be tasteless. Besides, Mr. Stanton is out of town.”


    “Hey, Henry,” I said, snapping my fingers in front of his face. “Do you want to deliver Marcus’ killer to Mr. Stanton or not?”


    Henry glared at me so hard I could practically read his thoughts. He wanted to lunge for my neck and rip into me. That would be a very big mistake. He thought I was human. Vampire or not, my blood was poisoned. I’d been juiced up with the agency’s post paralytic “antidote” before leaving boot camp two and half weeks earlier.


    Normally I wouldn’t snap in an angry vampire’s face, but I was in a shit-ass mood. My partner and best friend had been kidnapped. His dog Tommy had been taken without a trace. Earlier, Melcher and his minions had pushed me around without a shred of sympathy for Dante or Valerie, to say nothing of myself. All that and the realization that I’d been undead all along after I sucked blood from Daren’s open wound.


    So yeah, it was one of those bite a boy on the neck, punch a vampire in the face kind of days.


    Fane cleared his throat. “All we have to do is get him inside the music room. One hour with me and he’ll sing.”


    I didn’t want Jared to sing, talk, or otherwise make a peep. I wanted him bound and gagged, ready to drop off at Giselle’s doorstep. But only after she gave me Dante. Until then, Fane said our plan would go a whole lot smoother if Henry trusted us.


    I was more in the mood to coerce than sweet talk.


    Noel slammed her foot on the brake as the light at the first intersection turned red. I quickly turned and threw my hands forward, catching myself before I hit the dashboard. Henry slammed into the back of our seats. Fane didn’t move an inch, like he’d braced himself all along.


    I glared at Noel.


    “Sorry,” she said sheepishly. “The brakes on this thing are really stiff.”


    “That’s nothing. Sometimes they don’t work at all,” Fane said from the backseat.


    “And to think you could be driving a Lamborghini.” Noel sighed and shook her head.


    Splendid, one of their private jokes. I’d decided to make peace with Fane sucking Noel’s blood at the palace. He’d done it to confirm a suspicion that Noel, and everyone else Melcher recruited, had been infected and turned into vampires. I also knew that Fane had helped Noel out of a jam, the details of which I had yet to uncover. But it still ruffled me to listen to their banter.


    Rather than laugh at Noel’s Lamborghini joke, Fane addressed Henry.


    “We have to lure Jared into the open. In order to do that we need him to come to the palace.”


    “And why would he walk into a trap?” Henry asked.


    “He’d come if someone fed him information that a certain vampire he’s after was attending.”


    That’s where Noel came in. The three of us—Fane, Noel, and I—had done some fast formulating, which led to a quick grab-and-go at Henry’s townhouse. He happened to live only a few blocks away from the palace. What else did Richard Stanton employ him for? The man had reportedly been head over heels for Marcus. But who kept the wealthy gallery owner cold at night with Marcus out of the picture? It wouldn’t surprise me if Henry was gay. The only interest I’d ever seen him show in women had to do with the blood pumping through their veins. The first time I met him, I thought he was charming, but appearances could be deceiving.


    I’d never forgive the sucker for drugging me at the lodge. If Fane hadn’t shown up when he had, it might have been me in the back of Henry’s car being transported against my will.


    Fortunately, Fane, Noel, and I had joined forces. We now had our in.


    Noel’s job was to report to Agent Melcher that parties at the palace were starting back up—that and she’d heard a blonde fitting Giselle’s description had been seen with Henry. Now we needed to resurrect the parties in truth. Enter Henry.


    “You expect me to put a guest’s life at risk?” Henry asked.


    “She won’t actually be there,” I said.


    The light turned green. Noel floored the gas pedal, causing the tank to squeal in response. She glanced in the review mirror at Fane.


    “It might be time for a tune up,” he said.


    “Time for a new car,” Noel muttered under her breath. She had on the same strappy pink and purple checkered dress she’d arrived in earlier after coming home from an all-night party in Girdwood. I had to give Henry credit for recognizing her from behind. I still hadn’t adjusted to Noel’s preppy new look.


    She cranked the wheel through the intersection.


    “Where are we going?” Henry asked again.


    “Somewhere safe,” Fane said.


    “And where’s that?”


    “You’ll see.”


    “Noel,” Henry called out. “Where are you taking me?”


    “You’ll find out soon enough. Try to relax,” Noel answered calmly.


    “This is outrageous. Since when do you kidnap vampires, Francesco?”


    “This is for your own safety,” Fane said, an edge to his voice.


    “Even if Richard gives me the okay, how am I supposed to plan a party in one week?” Henry demanded. “It’s been over six months. All the regulars have moved on. And what do I tell them? It’s beyond tasteless.”


    The springs on the backseat squeaked when Henry threw his back against them.


    “I’ll help with the planning,” Noel said. “We’ll tell everyone that Mr. Stanton believes Marcus would have wanted the party to go on and he’d want his partner to move on as well. Mr. Stanton doesn’t have forever. Maybe he’s starting these parties back up because he’s looking for a new mate.”


    I found that bit particularly genius. Noel’s twisted mind came in handy when least expected.


    “How do you know so much?” Henry asked suspiciously.


    Noel shrugged. “You’re not the only one with a demanding employer.”


    “Oh yeah, and what does your employer want?”


    “Doesn’t matter,” Noel said with a slight shake of her head. “I’m working independently on this one.”


    “We all are,” I said.


    “Why do you care who killed Marcus?” Henry asked in a clipped voice.


    I could almost see his eyes narrow on the back of my head.


    “Because he tried to kill me, too,” I said. “That and we need to deliver him to a vampire named Giselle Morrel. He killed her entire family.”


    “Is she your employer?” Henry asked.


    Employer, commander, puppet master—same thing, right?


    “Like Noel said, we’re working independently.”


    “Both Noel and Aurora are vampires,” Fane supplied.


    “But…”


    “You and Gavin did say my blood tasted odd,” Noel said. “Remember?”


    “I’d heard rumors about AB blood, but nothing definitive,” Henry said. “How come you never said anything?”


    “Because I didn’t know.”


    Henry’s voice softened when he spoke next. “I apologize, ladies. No one knows at first.”


    Finally, a genuine apology. It made me less likely to punch out Henry’s second eye.


    Noel pushed through the next intersection, narrowly avoiding a second round of whiplash. Soon we were approaching Westchester Lagoon. Noel took the steep exit ramp, climbing slowly up the hill until we came out at West High School. I’d been a student there for what? A month?


    Noel took a right. My grandmother’s condo was to the left. I avoided the topic of Dante whenever my mom called to check in. Neither of them could know he’d gone missing. My mom would rush home in half a heartbeat. I needed her in Florida. I needed her safe. That meant lying.


    I drummed my nails against the door’s armrest.


    We snaked our way past posh neighborhoods. Before hitting Northern Lights Boulevard, Noel pulled into a large apartment complex, and slowed inside the parking lot.


    “Drive to the far end,” Fane instructed her. “You can park behind the maroon station wagon.”


    As Noel neared the far end of the lot, a beat-up station wagon came into view. From the looks of it, the only thing keeping the back bumper attached to the car was a full roll of duct tape. The right backlight cover was smashed and rear passenger’s window outlined in more thick gray tape.


    Noel and I sat up in our seats.


    “I take it back,” Noel said. “Your car is great.”


    I glimpsed Henry’s teeth as his lips curled in the review mirror.


    “What are we doing here?” he asked.


    I also caught Fane’s sly smile as he turned to address Henry.


    “Dropping you off. This will be your new home for a while.”


    “You’re putting me under house arrest?”


    “Trust me, you’re far better off here,” I said.


    If Mason had gotten to him first, Henry would’ve been locked in a cell on base never to be seen or heard from again. The complex before us was a deluxe manor in comparison. He’d simply have to vamp up and slum it for a while.


    Fane stepped out of the car first and opened my door. What was this? A date?


    I swung my legs out, standing carefully so as not to bump into him—he was encroaching on my space again, leaning against the roof of the Pontiac. I had to arch my hips back or else slide against his chest as I rose on my feet.


    “Ahem,” I said.


    Fane shot me a deliberate smile. Those inexplicably sensual, mismatched lips are what had attracted me to him in the first place. Time to put on the horse blinders.


    I slid around him, shutting my door before Fane could do it for me.


    Meanwhile, Noel stood beside Henry’s open door trying to coax him out. “Come on, Henry. This is for your own safety.”


    Henry didn’t budge.


    Fane walked around swiftly, a feat he managed gracefully on his sturdy, long legs. Fane didn’t ask; he pulled Henry out.


    “Let’s go.”


    Noel and I followed Fane and Henry up a flight of outdoor stairs to an open hallway. Our collective footsteps sounded like a stampede over the wood floorboards. We reached a door at the end of the hall. Fane knocked three times, paused, and knocked three times more.


    At the end of the last knock there was movement behind the door, followed by the crack of a deadbolt snapping back. The door opened two inches before catching on a chain.


    “Who’s there?” a voice boomed.


    Fane snorted. “Who do you think? I called you thirty minutes ago.”


    The door slammed shut. Fane released Henry and stretched, causing his subtle six-pack to strain through his black tee. I would have rolled my eyes if I wasn’t busy gawking. Noel had her phone out, thumbing over the screen. Boy was I glad washboard abs didn’t do it for her. She could keep her bony Goth guys all to herself.


    A second later, the door flew back. A lanky dude in baggy jeans, a red hoodie, yellow shoulder length hair and a sideways baseball cap did a series of sideways moves with his arms and hands, as though gaining his footing on top of a balancing board.


    “Yo! Fane Donado! My man. What’s up?”


    Fane lifted his chin. “Yo, Zeke.”


    “Yo!” Zeke said back louder. “Yo, yo, yo, yo, yo. Come on in, Donado and company.”


    I glanced at Fane. When he told me he knew someone who could keep an eye on Henry, this wasn’t what I’d imagined.


    Fane shot me what I assumed was supposed to be a reassuring smile—that or he was trying not to laugh.


    Noel slipped her phone inside her purse and walked in first.


    “Hey, little lady. You with Fane?” Zeke asked as she brushed past him.


    Noel pivoted, eyes narrowed. “I’m a vampire.”


    Zeke’s eyelids stretched back. “Awesome.”


    I still found it surreal to think of Noel Harper as a vampire—to say nothing of myself—and yet it felt freakishly natural, like finding out I was autistic or gay. Everything I’d struggled with over the past ten months suddenly made sense. My sensitivity to light and garlic. My loss of appetite replaced by an incessant thirst for blood.


    I couldn’t be the only agent going through this.


    I glanced at Noel, whose gaze traveled from Zeke’s broad, hopeful eyes to his neck as though considering a treat off the dessert menu. Nope, wasn’t just me.


    I walked inside the apartment next, Fane hot on my heels, bringing Henry with him.


    Zeke shut and re-bolted the door. The entry led directly into a dingy kitchen. Both the oven and stovetop were streaked with grease stains. At one point, a potato must have exploded inside the microwave and never been fully cleaned out—there were bits of it stuck all over the inner window. Dishes had been piled a foot high inside both sinks. It smelled like a full bin on trash day.


    Henry’s nose wrinkled. I was with him on this one. I was immune to infection, not smell, and this place stank.


    Fane didn’t venture in much further from the front door.


    “Zeke, this is Henry, the vamp we talked about. I need you to keep him safe.”


    “Not a problem,” Zeke said. “This is like witness protection with triple extra pad-locked security. I won’t let anything happen to him, man.”


    Fane reached around to his back pocket and pulled out a wallet. He took out every bill, handing them to Zeke, who stuffed the wad inside his back pocket.


    “And make sure he doesn’t wander.”


    “How am I supposed to eat?” Henry asked, eyeing the kitchen disdainfully.


    Fane leaned over him. “Noel will bring blood by later. In the meantime, you’ve got a party to plan.”


    “Vamp party?” Zeke asked, rubbing his hands together.


    “That’s right,” Fane said. “So don’t distract him. If he needs classical music to concentrate, put on Beethoven. And for god’s sakes, clean this place up. I don’t want to hear about any biting, dealing, rapping, or Walking Dead TV marathons. Noel will check in every day after she finishes school.”


    “Wicked,” Zeke said, eyes alight as he looked at Noel. “I’m human, just so you know. If you ever need a hit, I’m your guy, if you know what I mean.”


    “Zeke,” Fane said in a warning tone. “What did I just tell you?”


    Zeke grinned sheepishly.


    Noel looked him up and down coolly. “I’ll think about it.”


    “For real? Awesome!”


    Keep dreaming hip-hop. I didn’t see Noel sucking off a guy not dressed in head to toe black.


    “Okay, we’re good,” Fane said, nodding. “Let’s split.”


    As he, Noel, and I made for the door, Henry called out desperately, “Francesco, don’t leave me here!”


    “It’s for your own good,” Fane said. “Don’t leave the apartment. That hunter isn’t going to stop looking for you.”


    Henry shrunk back.


    Noel gave a quick flick of her wrist. “See you tomorrow, Henry.”


    I didn’t say anything. Pigsty or palace, he ought to be grateful we’d saved his sorry hide. I’d rather have rescued Dante or Tommy, but if Henry did his part, we might have a chance at killing several birds with one stone.


    As Zeke closed the door behind us, I heard him ask Henry, “Dude, what happened to your eye?”
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    Scavengers


     


    From the time we grabbed Henry to the time we dropped him off, the sky had morphed from faded pink to a rich red that bled across the pastel horizon. That’s how evening worked in the fall. Daylight was fleeting, especially come afternoon when the outside world darkened at a speed similar to time lapse photography. This one changed in real time before the naked eye.


    Once Fane, Noel, and I reached the car, I stopped in front of the hood and asked, “Now what?”


    Fane lifted his head and looked into the distance. “Now we head to the hillside and find out what Diederick’s staff knows about your partner’s disappearance.”


    My chest surged with gratitude. Having help sure beat going about things alone.


    “I’ll drive,” Fane said, holding his open palm in front of Noel.


    She rolled her eyes before setting the keys in Fane’s hand and climbing into the backseat. I slipped in front beside Fane.


    Even on a Saturday, Anchorage’s congested traffic made our progress from mid-town to the south side slow going. The Glen Alps rose above the city, their peaks poking the skyline like needles on a compass rose. Termination dust climbed steadily down from the tips of the mountains with each passing week.


    Winter was coming.


    Once we made it out of town and onto O’Malley Road, it was a straight shot along the wooded hillside. Spruce and pine trees rushed by the windows. At the end of O’Malley, the back roads turned to gravel.


    The temperature dropped the higher we climbed. I hugged my arms against my torso. Fane glanced over. Without a word, he turned up the heat. For the briefest moment I almost believed I was still a human girl out for a ride with her friends. But we were a car full of corpses—two perfectly poised and one shivering.


    Heat blew from the vents. At top speed, it was also top volume. It filled my ears with the force of a gale.


    Fane leaned back, one muscular arm manning the steering wheel, the other relaxed on his thigh—perfectly at ease, as always.


    He had on a T-shirt, and Noel was wearing a damn sundress. Maybe I really was still human.


    “If I’m a vampire, how come I feel cold?” I asked.


    “The mind is a powerful force,” Fane said. “Your body no longer requires food. You’re immune to cold the same way you can’t get sick. Hunger, chills—it’s all in your head. It takes a few years to adjust.”


    “And then what?” I asked. “One day I’ll wake up as numb and detached as Jared, Giselle, and all the other unfeeling vampires of the world?”


    Fane remained silent a moment before answering. “I’m a vampire and I’m not indifferent.” He turned his head toward me. “Far from it.”


    I shivered. “Well, my brain’s still telling me I’m cold.”


    Actually, it was telling me to scoot over to Fane’s side and show him I wasn’t indifferent, either. Not when it came to him. Not ever. But I played it off as a reaction to the temperature—rubbing my hands together for emphasis even as liquid heat swarmed my insides.


    I crossed and uncrossed my legs. The ache of Fane’s bite still throbbed on my inner thigh. His teeth marks were still red and raw.


    His love bite.


    And there went my mind again, whispering nonsense, teasing me relentlessly. I could never turn the damn thing off.


    His nearness made me wild with hunger. Fane was both familiar and foreign—like a rock star I’d lusted after from the sidelines, never believing I’d get my hands on him. And yet, he was still out-of-reach, off limits while Dante remained at large.


    While I’d been away at boot camp it had been Dante who kept in contact with my family—he even helped my mom move. He’d asked me to give him a chance. He’d never gotten it, and I didn’t intend to give him one. I just didn’t love him that way, and I never would. But I never got the chance to tell him, and it didn’t feel right to make a move on Fane so long as Dante was in captivity.


    Noel’s phone dinged with an incoming text. My body did a brief jolt, but, once again, it had more to do with my turmoil at Fane’s proximity than surprise at the sudden interruption.


    A couple seconds later, she said, “It’s from Melcher.”


    I turned down the air vents.


    “We need to turn around,” she said. “He has an assignment for me tonight.”


    Fane’s posture didn’t change, nor did the set speed of the car as it continued up the dirt road. “Not yet. We’re almost there,” he said.


    I glanced from Noel to Fane, once again grateful for his steady presence. When I looked back at Noel, she frowned.


    The lodge’s valet and butler wouldn’t know Dante’s whereabouts, but even the tiniest detail regarding his departure was better than nothing. Had Giselle drugged him and dragged him out? I rubbed my lips together. Doubtful. When I left the tasting with Fane, the valet had made sure it was by choice.


    At the very least, we could recoup his Jeep. It paled in comparison to Dante’s dog, but it was something and it was a start. I wasn’t supposed to be up there snooping around, asking questions. Melcher wanted me to return next weekend. He wanted to put a permanent end to the tastings.


    “What’s your assignment?” I asked Noel, half curious and half hoping to distract her from asking Fane to head back down.


    When Noel didn’t answer, I turned in my seat to find her reading back over the text. Her eyes lifted briefly and met mine. She turned off her phone.


    “What the matter?” Fane asked. “Afraid I’ll try and stop you?”


    “I’m not in the habit of sharing classified information. It doesn’t matter anyway. I’m only gathering intel.”


    I eyed Noel curiously, wondering how it felt spying on vampires now that she knew she was one of them.


    Fane must have been thinking the same thing. “It must be difficult working for these people now that you know the truth."


    “The agency isn’t all bad,” Noel answered. “It’s just mismanaged.”


    I snorted. That was the understatement of the year.


    Noel scooted forward on the back bench. “Aside from the underhanded way they’ve recruited some of their agents, they’ve also done a lot of good. We’ve saved lives. The agency has issues, but did you ever stop to consider what would happen if it shut down altogether?”


    My jaw tightened.


    “No,” I said, turning my back to Noel abruptly.


    The agency hadn’t bothered to consider my future. Why should I give two twigs about its?


    The anniversary of my car crash was a little less than two months away. At the end of last year I’d been a straight-A senior in high school. Single. Virgin. College bound.


    Earlier, Noel confided that she’d slit her wrists and the agency had saved her. Well, they hadn’t saved me. They’d run me off the road and infected me while I was unconscious. There was only one word for that. Evil.


    That kind of planning took cold calculation.


    “Melcher must have a reason for turning us into vampires and keeping it a secret,” Noel said. “Maybe this is a probationary period and he’s waiting to tell us once he feels we’re ready. Or maybe the antidote didn’t work the way it was supposed to—his scientists slipped up. They’re still figuring out how our blood reacts with their toxin. Melcher wasn’t a hundred percent sure AB positive blood would paralyze a vampire the way type AB negative did… not until my initiation.”


    Right, because being one of Melcher’s guinea pigs made everything all right. The rabies vampire I killed during initiation had nearly killed Noel first. The toxin hadn’t protected her from the slobbering fanatic. Being a hunter had its pros.


    “Are you sure you want out?” I asked Noel. “Because it sure doesn’t sound like you do.”


    Noel didn’t hesitate. “The day I became an informant, I made a commitment to protect people from vampires—even if that means protecting civilians from the agency. No one should be a target based on blood type. We’re in this together.”


    The anger inside me dissipated upon hearing Noel’s heartfelt words. I looked over my shoulder. Noel’s hands were folded in her lap, head bent.


    I’d been so preoccupied with Dante’s capture and my new found discovery that I hadn’t stopped to consider how Noel was taking everything. When I first returned from boot camp, she appeared all peaches and cream, which was why I hadn’t worried about it until now.


    The agency might have killed me, but it had saved Noel and given her a sense of purpose. What would she do without the agency?


    From the moment I discovered Noel and I were both new recruits, she’d proven herself a sensitive and loyal friend. When I’d been abducted by Renard and his cohorts, she’d put my safety before the secrecy of the agency by calling in help from a vampire: Fane.


    And she’d never succumbed to blind hatred of vampires the way Melcher and Dante had. Noel knew there were shades of grey and that vampires who didn’t kill didn’t deserve to die at our hands.


    “What will you do if we manage to take the agency down?” I asked.


    That was a big if… a big as if.


    Still, it didn’t hurt to talk about the future in case we did manage to somehow outsmart Melcher—even with his unlimited resources, funds, assassins, and government backing.


    “I’m not without options,” Noel said. “I’ve made a lot of connections over the past year. Fans of the undead society are much more motivated to help out a lady vamp than a human girl. I’ll get by.”


    She said it like she believed it.


    Being a vampire appeared to have put a spell over Noel. She exuded confidence and style. Maybe she had a massive freak out when she first found out. I’d run from her and Fane when Noel’s initial realization hit. I’d missed her big moment. I thought I’d walked into something entirely different. Afterwards, I’d disappeared for six whole months. While I was at boot camp, Noel was coming to terms with what she was. I hadn’t been there for her, and now I was playing catch up—trying to figure out who this new version of my old friend had become.


    “How do you feel about being undead?” I asked. “You seem to have accepted it rather well.”


    “Because for the first time, I feel alive,” Noel said. “I spent almost my entire life acting like a timid little mouse, hood over my head, hiding in the corner. There are two types of people in this world: criminals and quarry. That’s what I used to believe until I became an informant and a vampire. Once that happened, I realized there was a third category of being: champions.” Noel lifted her chin. “I don’t owe my family or the agency anything. I have no fear. My purpose is clear and that is to do what’s right at all costs.”


    Fane turned my way. When I looked over his eyebrows jumped. “Is this when we applaud?” he asked.


    “Shut up,” Noel said with a laugh. “And hurry, will you, so I can get home and change.”


    “Into your warrior princess costume?” Fane asked.


    Noel snickered. Even I cracked a smile. It was becoming easier to relax around Noel and Fane now that our secrets were out in the open. Well, maybe not Fane, but that’s because my heart did funny things in his presence.


    “By the way, you forgot a fourth category of people,” Fane said. “Loyal subjects. You stole a couple of mine. Daren. Reece. How are my old groupies?”


    “More like quarry,” I said.


    Noel shrugged. “Even a champion’s gotta feed.”


    As the stone pillars marking the mansion’s driveway appeared in the headlights, Fane slowed the car. The road smoothed out as we rolled onto the paved driveway leading up to the three story stone mansion.


    “Just don’t get carried away like these fools,” Fane said, nodding at Tasting Headquarters.


    Three gray stone chimneys rose from the towering rooftop. One was near the entrance of the mansion, another on the west wing and a third on a separate possible guest home, which the driveway skirted and disappeared around what I gathered was a hidden parking lot or industry-sized garage.


    “Holy smokestacks, look at this place,” Noel said, leaning against the back window. “It has to be five times the size of the tasting Dante and I crashed in Fairbanks. It’s as big as a castle.”


    “I call it the lodge,” I said.


    “Cozy,” Fane said. “We’ll take three mugs of warm blood in front of the fire.”


    “Can I have marshmallows in mine?” Noel asked.


    The Pontiac squealed to a stop in front of the stone stairway. We stared in the direction of the big bay windows flanking the entrance.


    “Where’s the valet?” I asked.


    “Obviously not expecting company,” Fane remarked.


    He exited the car and slammed the door shut. Noel and I were right behind him. We followed Fane up to the front door, where he pounded against the wood.


    The butler answered. If he was surprised to see us, he didn’t show it. He held the same aloof posture and spoke in an even voice. I wondered briefly if there was such a thing as boot camp for butlers.


    “Mr. Donado, may I help you?”


    He even remembered Fane’s name.


    For the price vamps paid to partake in the tasting, I imagined the staff was as knowledgeable about their esteemed guests’ names as the wine selection.


    Fane smiled. “Our friend went home with a woman last night and asked us to pick up his car.”


    “Ah, yes,” the butler said.


    I leaned on the tips of my toes listening closely for the butler to say something about Giselle. Instead, he retrieved one of the wicker baskets from the wall and pulled out a cell phone and keys.


    “Mr. Dante’s Jeep is parked in back.” He handed the phone to Fane. “Wilkins is off tonight, but if you wait out front I will bring the car around.”


    The butler held the door open for us. Fane swept a muscular arm out for Noel and I to go first. As he followed, he paused in the doorframe and looked back at the butler.


    “Say, Smithers, I hope my friend wasn’t too far in his cups. He’s a bit… new. I trust he behaved himself upstairs? Didn’t get kicked out for misbehavior? Or dragged out for drunkenness? ” Fane lifted one eyebrow.


    The butler stiffened.


    “I assure you, your friend behaved himself perfectly. He was in a bit of a hurry to leave with the blonde, but in no way disorderly.”


    “And did you see what kind of vehicle they left in?” Fane asked.


    I held my breath waiting for the answer. How long would it take to search every driveway in Anchorage if we knew the make, model, and color of Giselle’s car? Too long, especially if she stowed it inside a garage. But we didn’t have a whole heck of a lot else to go on.


    “I’m afraid I didn’t see. Wilkins would know.” The butler frowned. “Sir, is something the matter?”


    “Not at all,” Fane said.


    “Very good. I will bring the car around.”


    “Smithers?” I asked Fane once the three of us were alone, waiting in the drive. I could have sworn the guy’s name was Foster or Forester.


    “Veronica’s butler in the Archie comic books,” Fane said.


    I rolled my eyes. “Your knowledge of pop culture astounds me.”


    “I’ve been in America longer than any living American.”


    “Now you’re just bragging.”


    Fane smirked.


    Noel cleared her throat. “He wasn’t dragged out against his will. She must have tricked him or threatened him in some way.”


    “Or invited him home,” Fane said under his breath.


    A bolt of outrage jolted me. My insides boiled at Fane’s suggestion. “Dante would never leave me behind in the middle of a mission.”


    Fairbanks didn’t count. His departure had been part of the plan, which he was up front about from the very beginning.


    Noel nodded her agreement. While I glared at Fane, she looked him over with a disapproving frown. “Aurora’s right. Dante wouldn’t do that.”


    Fane made no answer, no apology. He gave a slight shrug that suggested his disinterest in Dante’s motives or true character.


    Headlights cut across us like laser beams when the butler drove the Jeep into the front drive.


    Noel stuck her hand out in front of Fane. “Keys.” When Fane made no move for his keys, Noel said, “I don’t know how to drive stick so I’m stuck with the tank.”


    Fane handed over his keys.


    The butler stepped out of the Jeep, keeping it running.


    “We hope to see you and Mr. Dante again soon,” he said to Fane before heading back to the lodge.


    “Aurora?” Fane asked softly. “Will you ride with me?”


    I twisted my lips to the side, considering. Part of me really wanted to. Another part was totally annoyed by his implication that Dante tried to leave the party to hook up with another woman.


    As flirtatious as Dante could be, he’d waited six months for my return from boot camp on the off chance there might be something more than friendship between us. If he thought I was in trouble, he’d drop everything in an instant to come help.


    My eyes met Fane’s. “I’ll ride back with Noel.”


    He stared at me a long moment before answering. “Okay,” he said before turning toward the Jeep.


    I watched his long, lean, muscular form as it moved away. My heart dropped as he receded into the fading light. Why did it feel like I was the one who had insulted him?


    The Pontiac started up with a squeal that jolted me out of my reverie. I hurried in beside Noel who threw the car into drive—jerking us forward.


    “So you and Dante,” she started in immediately, as though the words were a breath she’d been holding in. “That’s real?”


    I shook my head before realizing her eyes were on the approaching stone pillars.


    “No. I love him as a friend, but that’s all.”


    “Good,” Noel said without pause. “You should give Fane another chance. You obviously still care for each other. Plus now you know you’re both vampires. I realize I wasn’t supportive of the relationship in the beginning, but that was before I knew we were all undead. Personally, I’ve decided only to date other vampires. Daren and Reece are casual, you know? Suck buddies.”


    Daren and Reece weren’t my idea of a hot threesome, but now I understood what Noel really wanted them for. I’d gotten a taste, too. We were blood-sucking vampires and it was Melcher’s damn fault.


    “Only vampires, huh? Any vamp in particular? Say, Gavin?”


    “I’ll help with his rescue, but he had his chance with me, and he blew it.”


    From the sudden flush in her cheeks, I didn’t buy it. I’d told myself something similar about Fane. Now I wasn’t so sure.


    I pressed my back into the seat. “Before I do anything I need to talk to Dante, which is impossible at the moment since he’s been captured.” I said it as much for my own benefit as Noel’s.


    Noel glanced over quickly. “I want to get him and Gavin back as much as you.”


    She pointed the Pontiac down the gravel road outside the stone pillars. Anchorage lit up below. The city lights extended to Cook Inlet, where the mountains across the ocean dimmed against the impending twilight.


    A second pair of headlights reflected off the Pontiac’s review mirror as Fane followed us in the Jeep from a distance.


    “This not being able to drive thing is really starting to blow,” I said.


    Noel made a puff sound when she exhaled. “No kidding. Why don’t you do something about it?”


    I grinned. “Driving the convertible might help motivate me.”


    “No, way,” Noel said. “My baby isn’t a practice car.”


    I glanced at the Jeep in mirror. “Maybe I’ll start with the Jeep.” Dante wasn’t around to object. Besides, he’d once told me to get back in the saddle.


    “It’s stick,” Noel said.


    “Yeah, well, why do things the easy way when you can do them the hard way? Speaking of which, want to tell me about this secret mission tonight?”


    Better Noel than me. I’d had enough excitement for one day.


    When I looked over, Noel made a face.


    “Nothing exciting. Just some vampires dealing drugs at a party on the eastside. I’ve been keeping an eye on them ever since the doors of the palace closed. Not my favorite assignment.”


    “I thought you said Melcher didn’t have much work for you these past six months.”


    Noel shrugged. “Just the usual informant, spy stuff. I’m playing it cool. What about you? You have to go back up to that place next weekend?”


    “One last time,” I said, barely audible.


    I stiffened as Melcher’s voice echoed through my brain.


    “We’re going to shut down Diederick’s tastings permanently.”


    I wanted no part of it. I especially did not want to partner with smug-mouth Levi and the lackluster Mason. No, I wanted to team up with Noel and Fane to rescue Dante and take down Jared and Melcher.


    Hopefully I made it through the next mission in one piece to carry out my own.

  


  
    [image: *] 3 [image: ]


    Defensive Measures


     


    Once we reached home, Noel yanked the keys out of the ignition and thrust them at me.


    “Give these to Fane, will you? I’ve got to dash.”


    The moment the keys slipped from her fingers into mine, Noel rushed off to the house. I waited in the driveway, expecting Fane to pull up in the Jeep at any moment.


    He didn’t.


    I planted my feet firmly over the concrete and swung my hips in figure eights to keep busy and stay warm. When a car drove by, I stopped until it passed and started again as though slow dancing with myself.


    What was taking Fane so long? Did he decide to upgrade to the Jeep? Sure, insult a man’s integrity then keep his ride. Real sportsmanly… and so not Fane.


    The door to our house slammed shut as Noel raced toward her convertible. I blinked when I saw her dressed in black fishnets covered in a knee-length, high collared purple Gothic jacket.


    “Halloween isn’t for another month,” I said.


    Noel grimaced before answering, “I’m blending in.” She opened her car door and squinted into the dark street. “Fane’s not back yet?”


    “No.”


    “Why don’t you wait for him inside?”


    “Because then I’ll have to invite him in,” I said. That wasn’t why I waited outside in the cold. The real reason I stood fidgeting in the shadows had more to do with guilt over not riding home with him after he asked so nicely.


    “Yeah? And?” Noel said and chuckled. “Invite the man in. I won’t be home for hours.”


    She winked and dove inside her car before I could respond. As the convertible zoomed down the road, I groaned inwardly.


    Sure, invite Fane inside. Why not invite him to spend the night again while I was at it? Meanwhile, who knew where Dante was? I was still waiting for a phone call. I’d told Giselle I wanted to talk to him and make sure he was all right. She said that could be arranged. When? My phone had yet to ring with Dante’s voice on the other end. Where was Giselle keeping him? And where was Fane?


    It wasn’t as though he’d get hungry along the way and stop for pie. That was Dante’s M.O.


    I checked my phone for any missed calls or texts, but nothing new had come in.


    Impatience finally got the better of me. I called Fane.


    It was a relief when he answered, even when he skipped the pleasantries to say, “Be there shortly.” With that he ended the call.


    Fine. No sense standing around in the dark.


    Once inside, I paced around the kitchen and listened for the Jeep. Fane obviously knew how to handle a stick shift. Big surprise. If I asked him to teach me, I knew he’d agree. He was the one who’d started my car rehabilitation. He might as well finish it.


    The Jeep didn’t announce itself the way the tank did, with a start-up or stopping squeal, which was how I missed its arrival. Plus Fane parked it on the street rather than in the driveway.


    The sound of his pounding fist kick-started my heart rate. He had been doing that all day. No doorbells for Fane Donado, no, he liked things more hands-on.


    The porch light lit up one side of his face and cast a shadow over the other side, making it appear as though he were wearing half a mask like the Phantom of the Opera. Goosebumps rose to the surface of my skin.


    “Did you run out of gas or something?” I asked.


    “No, I stopped by Frigid North Company to pick up a security system for you.”


    Fane turned his head. That’s when I noticed the big box on the porch. In bold lettering it said: EXTREME SERIES. Complete 2 Camera Pro Security Camera System.


    For me? I thought, my eyes lifting quickly up to Fane’s. My brain fuzzed over briefly and my heart flipped. Nothing said “I care about you” like an extreme series security system.


    “Do you have a ladder?” Fane asked. He pulled out a pocket knife, crouched beside the box, and slid the blade through the wide tape.


    I stared at him, unable to answer as my throat constricted.


    “Or a stool?” he asked.


    “I’ll check the garage,” I said, quickly turning before he could see my face. My eyes had an annoying tendency to tear up when my emotions flared. Kindness was hard to come by and his filled me with affection. Car rehabilitation could wait.


    Searching the garage gave me time to collect myself. When I failed to locate a chair or stool in the garage, I returned with a dining table chair. In the meantime, Fane had unpacked the box and laid out the cameras along with the extra pieces and parts on the porch.


    “I couldn’t find a ladder,” I said. “Hope the chair works.”


    Fane grinned. “Good thing I’m tall.”


    Tall, dark, and so damn hot. I’d had a thing for Fane ever since I first saw him stroll by at Denali High School in his black garb and blond mop of hair on top of his head. He was the only Goth boy I’d ever seen who didn’t dye it all black. No, not Fane. He went for Barbie blond. And like a little girl, I had a sudden urge to play with it—more specifically, run my hands through the thick patch up top.


    At times, I felt like our time together had only been a dream. A fantasy. A figment of my imagination. Two weeks together. Not nearly enough time.


    Fane moved the chair by the far corner of the door and stepped on it—effectively transporting his hair out of reach from my twitching fingers.


    “Will you hand me one of those cameras?” he asked.


    I crouched down, grabbed a camera, and handed it to Fane. I stood below watching his every move as he hooked up the security cam. Once finished, he inspected his work, flashed me a pleased grin, and jumped off the chair landing in front of me with a thump.


    “Smile, you’re on camera.”


    I stuck my tongue out at the camera, instead.


    Fane chuckled. “Grab the chair. I’ve got one more to install by the sliding glass door in back.”
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    After Fane finished installing the second camera, he lingered inside the living room. He didn’t sit, nor did he show signs of leaving.


    “So Noel’s out on mission?” Fane asked.


    “Yeah.”


    He took a step closer, both eyebrows raised in question. “Want me to stay over?”


    Did I want Fane to stay over? Did bears shit in the woods?


    If I wasn’t so worried about Dante, I’d say we most definitely deserved a do-over. But the timing was never right. I’d once spent the night at Fane’s. He’d taken the couch and given me his room. His bed. The week before, he’d slept on my couch, not that I’d known he spent the night until the next morning. One of these days we needed a sleepover that involved actually sleeping together—same room, same bed.


    I cleared my throat. “That’s nice of you to offer, but I have a lot of sleep and homework to catch up on.”


    Fane smiled slightly as though seeing right through my excuse.


    “I won’t bite this time.”


    My cheeks burned. I screwed up my face and scowled. Smug bastard.


    “How’s your thigh?” he asked, eyes dropping to the tender spot near my groin.


    “How’s your tongue?” I shot back. He’d bit it hard enough to draw blood.


    “As good as new. See?” The fiend ran the tip over his upper lip.


    Rather than recoil with indignity, my body quivered in hunger. Blood cravings were one thing. Fane cravings were a hundred times more demanding. He had a knack for getting under my skin anytime he desired.


    Before I could respond, my phone rang.


    Relieved by interruption, I moved away from the heat surrounding Fane to fish my phone out of my pocket.


    “Hello?”


    There was a moment’s pause. Fane raised one eyebrow.


    “You wanted to speak with Dante,” Giselle said through the speaker.


    “Yes,” I replied, my heart rate speeding in a new direction.


    “You have one minute.”


    I held my breath. Was Giselle really going to let me talk to Dante?


    A door groaned open, followed by a low thump. The sound of creaky footsteps increased in volume until they stopped.


    “Aurora?”


    Dante’s voice flooded me with relief.


    “Dante! Are you okay? Has Giselle harmed you in any way?”


    Fane folded his arms and leaned back, watching me. I turned my back to him.


    “I’m okay,” Dante said solemnly.


    He didn’t sound okay. His voice was withdrawn and moody. Well, what did I expect? I’d feel the same way if I’d been imprisoned against my will. I thought he’d perk up a little if he heard my voice.


    “We’re going to get you out of there. We’ll have Jared this Friday. Once we capture him I’ll demand an exchange.”


    “Tommy,” Dante said as though he hadn’t listened to a word I’d just said.


    My chest tightened.


    “Tell me you didn’t forget him.”


    Far from it. The golden retriever had been running around in my mind from the moment Melcher told Levi to scoop him up.


    “Of course not.”


    Dante breathed a sigh of relief. “I suppose I can hang tight a little longer, though the accommodations leave something to be desired.”


    “Where is she keeping you?” I asked, eager to move away from the subject of Dante’s dog.


    “In a basement with a vampire.”


    Oh god, if Gavin was locked up with someone he thought to be human…


    “He hasn’t tried to…”


    “She gives him plenty of blood,” Dante said. “The vamp’s not interested in me, anyway, says this is what he gets for going out with Valerie. Is he a target?”


    “No, but he and Valerie are going out.”


    “The girl said she stabbed Valerie, and she’d do the same to anyone who didn’t do what she wants.”


    “Melcher said Valerie’s going to be fine,” I said.


    “And you? Are you all right?”


    I balled up my toes inside my sneakers.


    “I just want to get this over with and get you back,” I said, regretting my word choice as soon as I finished speaking.


    I wanted to get Dante back safe and sound, not back, back—as in back together. Not that we’d been together, though Dante had tried and I’d never gotten a chance to set him straight.


    My shoulders hunched into my neck. Hopefully Fane knew what I meant. I turned and found him staring at me steadily, expression unreadable. I cleared my throat.


    “I want to help you,” Dante said, “But the she-vamp won’t let me out.”


    “I’ll get Jared.”


    “You need me,” Dante said.


    “I’ve got help.”


    The sound of a door creaked open on Dante’s end. He sighed.


    “Vampire Hitler wants the phone back.”


    “Just hang tight, Dante,” I said quickly. “We’ll have you out of there in no time.”


    God, I sounded cheesy. That’s what bad circumstances did to speech—reduced words to lace covered bull crap full of holes.


    Dante didn’t say “bye.” The next words I heard were Giselle’s from afar.


    “Set the phone on the middle stair and back away.”


    The speaker picked up light movement before Giselle spoke into my ear.


    “Are you close to securing Jared?”


    “This weekend,” I answered.


    “Good.”


    “I want you to release Dante once we get him.”


    “That wasn’t the deal,” Giselle said.


    “I need Dante’s help to trap Melcher.” Heck, I’d probably need a whole army of hunters to get Melcher.


    I didn’t like the way Giselle played the game, but at least we had a shared interest in the end results.


    The line went quiet a moment.


    Finally Giselle said, “I’ll think about it.”


    That answer gave me about as much hope as a “maybe.” I’d take it.


    “And can you please give Dante some real food?”


    “Unnecessary,” Giselle said. “He’s a vampire.”


    This was true, but Dante didn’t know it.


    “He likes to eat,” I said.


    “I’ll think about it,” Giselle repeated. “This will be the only time I contact you,” she said next. “Call me at this number when you have Xavier.”


    Giselle ended the call, apparently not requiring an answer. I set my phone on the kitchen table, frowning down at it.


    “That was Giselle, she…”


    “I think I got the gist of it,” Fane said.


    I lifted my eyes. Fane frowned. Okay, Mr. Moody, sorry to interrupt our earlier conversation-slash-flirtation with this hostage situation.


    “In that case, I guess there’s nothing more for me to say,” I said peevishly.


    Fane’s shoulders dropped. “That’s not what I meant. I’m not happy because I’m not in control of the situation. I don’t like Giselle calling the shots.”


    “You and me both,” I muttered.


    “But I do like the plan of capturing Jared.”


    I nodded.


    Fane stepped up to me and touched the side of my face gently.


    “I don’t want you anywhere near this freak on Friday.”


    I inhaled, holding my breath for several beats. “I can’t go to the palace, anyway. I have to be at the lodge.”


    Fane nodded grimly. “I don’t want you there, either, but at least you’ll be far away from Stanton’s place.”


    It sounded weird hearing Marcus’ home now referred to as Richard Stanton’s. It had always been Stanton’s, but it never seemed that way. It was the palace, Marcus’s domain. Bet he never expected this raven-haired teenager would take him down. I hadn’t seen it coming, either.


    “At least I’ll have an alibi when Jared’s abducted,” I said. Had to stay on the positive side.


    “I’ll let you rest up,” Fane said. “Call if you need me.”


    Oh, I needed him, all right, but I didn’t call. I didn’t catch up on homework, either. Instead, I slept through all of Sunday.


    Apparently even vampires weren’t immune to sleep.
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    Monday morning, I brushed the tangles out of my long black hair, dressed and headed out the door to walk to campus. I wasn’t in a learning mood, but it beat putzing around home waiting for the weekend.


    When I stepped outside in my skinny pleather jacket and saw Dante’s Jeep across the yard, I half expected him to climb out of the car and come ambling up to greet me with a cheerful, “Looking good, Sky. Real good.” Wink, wink.


    If only I’d just imagined the last forty-six hours.


    I took a steady breath and walked up to the Jeep.


    “I’ll get him back,” I said to it. “I promise.”


    What then?


    Everything had changed. How would Dante deal? His feelings for me were no longer the big issue. He had forever to work them out of his system. He didn’t strike me as a dweller. He’d move on—once we freed him. At least I hoped he would.


    I knew now what I’d struggled to realize before. Dante was my best friend. I loved him to the moon and back, just not romantically. There was more than one way to love a person. I hoped he’d understand that.


    That left me with the riddle over what to do about Fane. Confusing as usual. Didn’t matter. I had plenty of time to deal with the Dark Prince. I had all the time in the world.


    There. Now I could make jokes about time, too.


    The sky was solid white. Not quite dreary, but not especially cheerful, either. I walked past the homes of my neighbors, none of whom I’d met. If the apocalypse ever hit Anchorage, I wouldn’t have anyone within an eight mile radius to count on for help or so much as a cup of sugar. Not that I needed their sugar. One juicy vein would do just fine.


    Fane said blood was enough to get by on, but that morning I’d stuck to my usual breakfast routine—toast with tea.


    I needed normal. I clung to it like a straightjacket in a sea of crazies.


    The sound of traffic increased as I approached Lake Otis Parkway. I made my way up the stairs to the pedestrian bridge, morning commuters whizzing by beneath my feet. A horn honked. It didn’t startle me the way it once would have. In fact, my fingers were itching to get back behind the wheel.


    I had no desire to spend the remainder of my undead life squirreled away like Fane’s roommate, Joss. He wasn’t cold like Giselle, but he acted just as detached.


    I needed to be able to take care of myself. I wasn’t about to call up Fane every time I had to go someplace. And I could pass on the public bus. All I required was a vehicle, and I had one temporarily. At least I hoped it was temporary—so long as this weekend went according to plan. But it was a start. Too bad the Jeep had a manual transmission.


    Once on the opposite side of Lake Otis, I made my way to Campus Drive and the stadium-sized parking lot in front of the University of Alaska Anchorage’s first set of buildings. Clearing the lot was a hike in itself. Even if I took up driving again, it would still make more sense to walk to campus. By the time I warmed up the car, waited at the intersection, and circled the lot looking for an empty spot, I would have made it by foot to the Professional Studies Building.


    I entered now, taking the stairs to the second floor, passing the journalism department until I reached my Written Communications class.


    Class started in five minutes. The room was already more than half-full of students making chit-chat.


    “Who’s the easiest math teacher on campus?” a woman asked a guy in plaid as I passed between them.


    Good question. Numbers had never been my friend. I tried to listen in, but his answer got obliterated under the smack of the next student’s textbook dropping on his desk.


    I took a seat and arranged what I needed on the tiny desk. The din continued around me. Funny how weird it seemed not knowing anyone. It wasn't as though I’d always had a friend in every class at Denali High, but I recognized their faces.


    The college students surrounding me were complete strangers. It struck me how few people I really knew.


    I’d lived in Anchorage all my life, yet a rush of loneliness came over me with such magnitude it threatened to suck the breath from my lungs.


    I rubbed the desk surface with my middle finger for no other reason than to look busy.


    Striking up conversations with strangers had never come easy to me. Not to mention it was pretty much pointless. Why would I want to make friends with someone who would up and die one day?


    The only friendships worth investing time and emotion in were with other vampires.


    Fane had no trouble befriending humans. He was a social king among society’s rejects.


    I still remembered the group of misfits that flocked to him at Denali High—Goth kids who all looked the same. At some point Fane added grunge to his repertoire of followers, as Zeke colorfully demonstrated.


    The point was, he didn’t let everlasting life bum him out. He had fun and thrived. It made me flush to think that out of his hordes of adoring groupies, he’d chosen to fixate on me. It didn’t matter that he couldn’t suck my blood. He didn’t care whether I was human or vampire. I suspected it made him happy I’d live forever… in theory.


    Even when I pushed Fane away, he loomed at the edges of my life like a shadow—backing me up one minute, gone the next.


    I frowned. The gone part was the current problem.


    Suddenly we weren’t vampire and hunter. Suddenly I knew why he’d bitten Noel at the palace. The playing field had evened out. The game changed. But where did that leave us? As teammates? A high-five, good job, see you at the next meet?


    You’re just lonely, I tried telling myself.


    Loneliness was worse than being drunk.


    I glanced sideways at my nearest neighbor, a young woman with blue streaks in her auburn hair. Her stockings were ripped—on purpose I was pretty sure—beneath a tweed skirt and tank top. A snakelike Chinese dragon was tattooed over her arm.


    Nobody talked to her. I should have made an effort to strike up a conversation. Instead, I stared at her tattoo and wondered how much it had bled.


    I opened my textbook over the desk to prevent a finger burn if I continued to rub away at the surface.


    A guy wearing a UAA Seawolves baseball cap sat down in front of me. He leaned back. Sure, why didn’t he shove his neck in my face?


    My eyes darted back and forth between my textbook and the few inches of skin between his shirt collar and cropped hair.


    I rubbed the bridge of my nose.


    Why did I have to walk over so early? This was turning into the longest five minutes of my life. What was I even doing at university? I didn’t belong here. I wasn’t on campus to make friends or date or pursue a career. I was only fooling myself.


    I got up. I had to get out of there.


    Inside, my heart raged, but nobody noticed the vampire in torment. After stuffing my textbook, notepaper and pen inside, I grabbed my backpack by the top loop. The moment I walked out of the classroom, I felt instantly better. Free.


    My feet carried me quickly down the hall, past corkboards papered in fliers, students walking in pairs, and professors headed to teach class.


    I practically ran down the stairs until I pushed through the double doors leading into an open courtyard. Students sat at picnic tables and sprawled out across the lawn while the weather still permitted. Everyone around me looked like they belonged there.


    Meanwhile, I felt like a dowager at a rock concert.


    I was an old soul. That was the problem. Even though I was from this century, I had trouble relating to my generation.


    I took my phone out and dialed Fane. Instantly, I felt less alone with the promise of someone to talk to. Better yet, he answered after the first ring.


    “Is this a mission related question or do you just miss me?” Fane asked in a devious voice.


    “I’m having a problem,” I said.


    “What is it? What’s going on?” Fane asked, instantly switching his tone. “Where are you?”


    “I’m on campus. I was in class, but I walked out. I couldn’t sit there anymore. My classmates were starting to look like walking, talking blood sacks.”


    The line went quiet. Suddenly Fane laughed.


    Once he’d regained his breath, he said, “Welcome to my world.”


    “The underworld,” I said sarcastically. “What about you? How do you fill the void now that you’re no longer Denali High’s number
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