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            HOW BAD OFF ARE YOU IF YOU NEED PROTECTION FROM A VAMPIRE?

          

        

      

    

    
      So, she’s cute.

      That doesn’t mean Isaac Malcomb should have to protect her.

      Does it?

      Yet that’s exactly what he’s doing. Protecting Amy, a nurse-slash-fairy at Jackstone Foundation. And she’s got big problems. Her friend was attacked, and she knows who did it.

      Amy really shouldn’t think that Isaac is cute—he’s a vampire, after all. They are the scum of the mythical world. Maybe it’s that old psychosis of being attracted to her protector.

      That’s a thing, right? Sure, it is. Because otherwise she’s got the hots for a vampire, and a fairy as old as she is should know better than that.

      Yet she’s got a psycho-slash-mythical after her, and to save her friend, she has to stop him.

      Somehow.

      Guess she’s going to have to let a vampire protect her.
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          TWO MONTHS AGO

        

      

    

    
      Being a vampire sounded like fun.

      Up all night.

      Sleep all day.

      Drink the blood of thine enemy.

      Whatever the hell that was.

      Yeah. It all sounded fun. Hell of a lot better than being shot at or bombed. Or expected to obey without thinking.

      Then Isaac Malcomb became a vampire.

      And he learned quickly that it wasn’t nearly as much fun as he thought it would be. What with the whole obeying, starving, and exhaustion.

      And the immortal.

      Like forever, he would be like this.

      That was really going to suck.

      Both literally and figuratively.

      Far too many times, Malcomb watched his sire roll around with humans, fuck them, eat them—and not in a sexual way—then discard the bodies.

      Blood everywhere.

      Starving for blood, and his head would throb with hunger while he’d have to hear the heartbeats of the dying victims as Melios fed.

      And his sire would expect him to stand there as a guard. Watch. But not move.

      Because it amused the fucker.

      If Malcomb was lucky, Melios would have thrown him an arm or something to drain the last of the blood out.

      He wasn’t always lucky.

      Especially not now. The hunger pulsed under his skin, and it put him on edge. Like pretty much all of them. And there were a lot of hungry vampires down here.

      Surrounded by a room full of smelly, stinking vampires, midafternoon was when everyone should be sleeping. Instead, they were gathered around a table—like a war room in most respects.

      It kind of was a war room.

      It’s where he and the rest of his little squad of vampires got their orders.

      The building in downtown Liverly that Melios had commandeered to make his nest sat among a half-dozen other old or beaten down buildings. An abandoned warehouse that no one paid any attention to on the river. They kept tearing down notices of the upcoming auction at Melios’s request. Maybe the vampire thought if he removed them, no one would know the building was going to auction in a couple of months.

      The only people who came down there were local independent filmmakers and photographers who wanted a depressed, dramatic background. It didn’t take much to scare them off.

      Or have a meal. Either worked.

      If Melios was feeling generous. Most of the time, though, he wasn’t. He kept all the new blood for himself. The rest of them got scraps.

      “Gather,” Melios said. Lean and slender, he had a particular other-worldly look. Like he wasn’t from the neighborhood. He held out his hands, and it was almost hypnotic, watching the way he’d move.

      All the vampires circled their master. Melios had sired every single one in the room. There were more he’d sired that weren’t in the nest. The actual number he’d made around the world throughout his multiple-century existence, Malcomb had no idea.

      Malcomb, like all the others, was newer to being a vampire. And everyone stood elbow to elbow, waited to hear what was coming.

      The whole place pulsed with anticipation. They could all feel it.

      Malcomb could really feel it. On top of the hunger, this anticipation seemed to radiate off some.

      He glanced at Jake Reynolds, his friend.

      Commanding officer.

      But a friend first. Sort of.

      His face was neutral, and he didn’t seem to know what was going on, either. No one seemed aware.

      Except maybe Washington. But Washington always looked like he knew what was going on, whether he did or not.

      Melios’s gaze passed over them all. “An attack is imminent. The Templars are moving on me and my nest. I imagine they will arrive at dark. Chivalry at its finest,” Melios snorted.

      Malcomb resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Stupid, really. He would have attacked while the vampires were at their weakest—during the day when they couldn’t go outside.

      Advantage of the situation, and all that.

      Melios glanced at Malcomb, then to Reynolds. “SEALS, defend me.”

      “Yes, sir!” Malcomb replied, along with Reynolds, Joanie Alekhine, Travis Collins, and Thompson—Malcomb could never remember his first name. Something weird. And of course, Deke Smith. The monster of the squad.

      That was just Reynold’s squad. Four men, and a woman, that he’d personally brought into the nest—he’d been the one to recruit them all.

      Melios kept two other squads as well, all former military or police of some sort. He liked having vampires who had extensive training in their mortal life, and the old sire used them for whatever operation he had going on.

      And he always seemed to have something going on—some kind of mission or intel he wanted to know.

      The rest of the vampires around the group—the ones who had been turned, and just wound up being dangerous because they were a little extra crazy—were assigned to work in different areas.

      The three squads, however, quickly planned out a defensive strategy.

      “Reynolds, you take yours over to the south wall, wait for engagement.”

      Reynolds nodded.

      “Brooks, you go north.” Washington, the oldest of all of them, one of a handful of Vietnam vets among them, “We’ll take the frontal assault.”

      “Didn’t you all learn anything from Vietnam?” Malcomb popped off.

      Washington glared at him.

      Malcomb blinked.

      Washington was on him. “Do not speak of what you do not know.”

      Slam.

      Slam.

      Boom.

      Malcomb shoved him off. “Get over it!”

      Malcomb looked for bruises that should have been there, some evidence of the fight, but Washington’s brown skin looked unmarred.

      The big vampire leaped into the air, hovered for a second, and landed again, right in front of Malcomb.

      “Your mouth will get you ashed, dumb assed SEAL.” And boom, he slammed Malcomb upside the head.

      It was so fast, Isaac didn’t see it coming.

      “What the fuck?” He rubbed his head. “And I’m not a goddamn SEAL!”

      “Here, you are,” Washington said, glaring first at Malcomb, then at everyone. “Fall out, everyone.”

      The room echoed in affirmatives.

      Washington glared at Reynolds. “Control your squad, or after this, I’ll see they meet a goddamn stake.”

      “Yes, sir,” Reynolds replied.

      Washington put his back to him and walked away.

      Reynolds glanced at Malcomb.

      And hit him upside the head.

      “Jesus, fuck,” Malcomb said. “Do you fucking mind?”

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” Reynolds fired.

      “He’s a dumb ass, as usual,” Deke piped up.

      “I didn’t see you helping me.”

      Deke shrugged. “You’re an idiot to challenge Washington.”

      “I wasn’t challenging him. I just wanted to know⁠—”

      “Yeah, we got it,” Joanie said. “You’re not funny, Malcomb.”

      “It was kinda funny,” Collins said.

      “Thanks for the support,” Malcomb replied.

      Joanie elbowed Collins. He shrugged and grinned, his elongated teeth peeking out over his bottom lip.

      Thompson shook his head. “Regardless, we have Immortal Templar Knights en route for, what, exactly?”

      “Does it matter?” Reynolds asked.

      “Kind of,” Malcomb replied. In the military, the real military, Malcomb never questioned anything. And he wound up occasionally doing some sketchy shit in the name of orders.

      He didn’t like it then.

      Still didn’t.

      “We follow orders, and worry about it later,” Reynolds said. “Doesn’t matter why they’re coming, just that they are, and they’ll destroy every one of us.” Reynolds glared at him. “You know that.”

      Malcomb nodded. Because he did.

      The Immortal Knights Templar took no prisoners. They preferred to kill a mythical rather than questioning one. And if they did hold one and not kill him? He’d wind up dead as soon as he was no longer useful.

      “They’re coming for the woman,” came a kid’s voice.

      They all turned to look.

      In the corner, was the kid. Age undetermined exactly, she was somewhere between twelve and fifteen—petite, with bright purple eyes. One minute, like now, she’d look innocent and sweet, and more like a kid than anything. Then there were other times when she didn’t.

      And she scared the fuck out of Malcomb. Vampires smelled bad. It was the lust and blood, Malcomb had figured out.

      She, however, was different.

      He didn’t know why. She just gave off a different vibe than anyone he’d ever met. He didn’t know if that was good or bad.

      She was Melios’s little pet he was raising. No one knew why.

      She, however, seemed to like the squad. Or just Reynolds. She’d never elaborated on her infatuation, and Isaac wasn’t going to ask.

      Malcomb glanced around, and in the distance, he heard it—before he hadn’t noticed, but sure enough, he could hear someone in the next room.

      He took a deep breath.

      He could smell the human. Her sweat. And her fear.

      Chains tinkled.

      “Who is she?”

      The kid shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. Melios thinks she’s important.”

      “Do you?” Joanie asked.

      She shook her head. “Here,” she said and sat down a big cup on the ground before Reynolds.

      One of Melios’s drinking chalices. The ones he kept under a tap of blood in his main room upstairs.

      Reynolds raised his eyebrow, and everyone’s stomachs growled a little.

      “You need to eat before,” she said.

      “Before what?” Malcomb asked.

      She turned her purple eyes on him.

      “Before they come and kill everyone.”

      Malcomb repressed a shudder.

      Reynolds nodded. “Thank you.”

      She smiled. “Don’t die.”

      “We’ll try not to, Peanut,” Malcomb said.

      She smiled, waved, and snuck back up to wherever it was she was supposed to be.
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          SEVEN WEEKS LATER

        

      

    

    
      Slam.

      The locker door shut with a metallic chunk, and it usually would echo, but not tonight.

      Tonight, there were too many ladies in the Jackstone Foundation ladies' locker room. Several of the nurses were getting off their shifts to head out for the night, including Amy Larkspur.

      She couldn’t wait to go home and relax. Regardless that home was in the same building, but still.

      It wasn’t in the hospital itself.

      “So,” Mora asked, glancing at Lynette. “Who is it you’re going out with tonight?”

      Lynette shook her head as she fastened her charm bracelet around her wrist. “I’m not telling you vultures anything.” The bracelet twinkled and sparkled on her arm.

      “Oh, come on, please,” Amy said as she grabbed her bag from her locker. She was so ready to get out of there tonight. But she was curious to learn who Lynette was seeing.

      Now she wanted to know even more.

      “You’ve been hinting about it for a week, and every time we see you—” Amy said.

      Lynette pulled out her cell phone, and the bracelet clattering against the hard, blinged-out, plastic case.

      Amy grabbed for the phone. “You’re on your phone!”

      “No!” Lynette said, laughing as she pulled it away. “You stay away from me, fish!”

      Amy tossed her head back, chin up in regal fashion as her grandmother taught her. “I’m not a fish. I’m a siren. My song will charm you into doing my bidding.” She waggled her eyebrows when she said the last part.

      Amy opened her mouth to sing. “Doh—Ray—Meee⁠—"

      Lynette plugged her fingers in her ears. “Nanananananana. I can’t hear you! Nanananananana!”

      Amy waved her arm. “I wasn’t going to do it. I mean, it takes more than warm-up notes to make something happen.” Plus, she didn’t like to tap into what limited access to fairy magic she had left. She wasn’t technically a practicing fairy anymore. One of those little distinctions in the rules where she’d found a loophole. She hadn’t properly retired, so she still had her full fairy wings.

      “I forget,” Lynette said. “There’s so many nuances to all you all mythicals.” Lynette was one of very few humans who worked for the mythical side of the Jackstone Foundation’s hospital. Her family had a rather scary run-in with a bunch of vampires when she was a kid. Very traumatizing for a kid to see her mother get almost drained by a starving vampire. By Almighty Grace, her mother did survive, but Jackstone had kept an eye on her family ever since, covering medical bills and other things. Having grown up knowing about the mythical side of the world, Lynette wanted to work with them, to understand them better.

      Now she was a nurse on Jackstone’s mythical hospital.

      And a damn good one.

      Mora laughed. “You’re not a full siren, though,” she said. “I thought you were a Fairy Godmother before you became a nurse.”

      Amy nodded. “I was. Full wings and everything. My grandmother was a siren.”

      Lynette laughed. “I bet you never got away with anything when you were a kid.”

      Amy shook her head. “Nope, Grandma would just sing a few lines, and poof, I’d spill my guts.”

      “You know, I always wished I had some fairy in my history,” Mora said. “I’m kinda glad I don’t.” She brushed her hair out of her eyes. Her heritage was plain on her face—the widow’s peak a clear sign of her werewolf blood. Her small pack had moved into the Liverly area only a decade or so ago, and Mora was one of three werewolves in her generation, and she was the only girl. And the only one who hadn’t found a mate yet, either.

      “You’re so cute, though, little and petite,” Lynette said. “You’d be like the cutest fairy ever.”

      Amy smiled. “Not every fairy is little and petite,” she said. She gestured to herself. “Case in point.”

      Lynette laughed. “So, you’re tall.”

      “I could use Mora for a chin rest,” Amy said.

      “And you have,” Mora replied.

      Amy laughed. “Nice job deflecting, Lynette. You still haven’t said who you’re going out with.”

      Lynette shook her head. “I’m not telling. I could get him in trouble.”

      “It’s a doctor!” Mora said.

      “It’s a married doctor,” Amy said, raising her eyebrow.

      Lynette shook her head. “Nothing like that.” She started pulling down her braids that had been twisted all day on top of her head, so they hung down her back. “He’s just, you know. Known.”

      “Like a celebrity?” Mora asked.

      “I can’t,” she said, shaking her head. “It probably won’t wind up being anything anyway. It’s just a guy.”

      Amy picked up her bag. “You know, I could find out,” she said as she opened the door to the locker room to leave.

      Lynette raised her eyebrow. “You won’t.”

      Amy opened her mouth. “Tell me your secrets, and I’ll tell you mine,” she sang as she stood in the doorway.

      Both Lynette and Mora paused.

      Lynette put her hands over her ears.

      The melody still hung in the air for a moment, as siren magic did.

      Mora didn’t think to cover her ears. “I’ve always been attracted to you, Amy.”

      “Aww, thank you,” Amy said, blushing. Not what she was going for, but nice to hear.

      Mora dropped to the bench and put her hands in her face. She growled, and when she glanced at Amy. “I should punch you for that.”

      Amy shrugged. “Honesty is always the best.”

      “Besides,” Lynette hit Mora on the shoulder. “That’s not much of a secret. You wolves like what you like.”

      Mora glanced at her. “Really?”

      Lynette nodded. “It’s not like dating a werewolf beta.” She slapped her hands over her mouth, and her charms jingled.

      Amy’s eyes widened. “Who?”

      Lynette shook her head.

      “The pack, then?”

      Lynette shook her head. “I can’t believe I did that!”

      “You should not be able to do that,” Mora said, her brow furrowed, glancing at Amy. “Seriously! You could fuck up someone’s life!”

      Amy waved her hand. “When has honesty ever screwed up someone’s life? Really? In the long run, the truth really will set you free.”

      She walked out, letting the door close.

      It was true, though. She lived by her honesty.

      She kind of had to. Her magic was pulling the truth out of people. It was the only spell-song she knew how to use. True, when she sang, it got attention, and not always the best kind, but spell songs were what brought out the real siren power. The only one her grandmother taught her was the honesty song.

      Her grandmother believed that if she had to use her power, that was what would save her.

      Amy walked out into the empty hallway. There was a small sitting area with planters atop a half wall that framed the area and a vending machine nearby. Nicknamed the Spouse Lounge, it’s where significant others waited for their nurses or doctors to come off shift and get changed.

      No one waited for her out there—not that she was complaining. Boys equaled trouble, and mythical ones were the worst.

      She adjusted her bag’s straps on her shoulder and began walking past the seating area.

      A man with piercing eyes—the kind that seemed void of existence—stared at her as she walked by. She’d seen a lot of people over the years. Men and women. Very few truly could seem soulless.

      This man looked like he didn’t have a soul. The widow’s peak on his forehead outlined his dark hair that was brushed back in a sleek style. On someone else, the hair would look hot. Dapper, even.

      This man?

      It just looked wicked. Not in a good way, either. Amy shivered. This guy seemed dangerous.

      Amy continued on her way. There was something familiar about him, but she wasn’t sure what it was. Not that she wanted to find out.

      One did not live to be over 400 years old and discount gut feelings. This guy rang every single one of the warning bells in her head.

      Like all of them.

      “Wait,” he said, walking toward her. “I’m Joe.”

      Hell. Amy slowed down. “Can I help you?” She was still wearing her badge, so she did look like the staff. Maybe he just needed help and was lost.

      Yeah.

      Not one part of her believed that.

      “I have to tell you my secrets.”

      Amy blinked. Oh shit. He’d heard her. She wanted to kick her own butt for not looking to see if someone had been in the hallway when she’d sang those few notes.

      “You don’t have to,” Amy said. She cleared her throat, ready to sing the notes to release the spell.

      “But I do,” he said. And he got closer to her. “You need to know.”

      “Really, I don’t.”

      He came closer, still.

      Amy kept the half-wall between them and started to sing the words to stop the spell.

      The man leaped at her.

      “Don’t you dare stop me,” he said, his hand over her mouth. He shook his head. Hissed. “I’m going to tell you my secrets now.”

      Amy nodded. Get this over with. And damn, she’d make sure she looked before singing ever again. “Then tell me.”

      Okay, maybe honesty wasn’t the best policy.

      “I cheated on my wife.”

      Amy cringed. That wasn’t so bad. “Okay.”

      “I embezzled money from my business.”

      So he’s a scumbag, she thought. “You should go home and apologize to your wife and return the money.”

      “That’s not all the horrible things I did.”

      Amy shivered, not sure she wanted to know. She hadn’t sung for that long. Surely she hadn’t prompted this much from him.

      Not that Joe gave her a choice. “I am the destroyer,” he said. “I make sure there are no loose ends.”

      Amy blinked. Great. That’s not terrifying at all. She took a breath. She could do this. Talk her way away from him. “Thank you, and you can let me go,” she said.

      “You don’t get it.”

      Amy tried to wiggle away. “I don’t need to.”

      His voice made her pause. “Do you know what it’s like to crave something?”

      Amy nodded. Not that she really knew, but maybe if she agreed, he would go away.

      “No, I mean to need it. To want it. To hunt.” His voice was low, deadly in her ear.

      “What do you need?” Amy whispered. Though she was pretty sure she knew.

      He sniffed her throat. “I crave them,” he said.

      “Who?”

      About then, the locker room opened again, and out came Lynette and Mora.

      In a blink, Joe released her and turned toward the women coming out.

      Joe spun around toward the women. His craving was evident. A predator stalking his prey, his gaze zeroed in on Lynette.

      Instantly, Amy knew who Lynette’s date was. Her expression revealed it all, and she started to walk toward Joe.

      But she only got a couple of steps.

      “Joe, what are you doing here?” Mora asked.

      Lynette paused.

      “Mora,” he said, his gaze tearing away from Lynette to Mora, the expression shifting as he did, going back and forth between the two.

      “What’s up?”

      “Introduce me to your friend,” he said, gesturing to Lynette.

      Mora raised her hand. “Lynette Lenning. We work together. Lynette, this is my brother-in-law, Joe Greyson.”

      Lynette accepted his outstretched hand. “Pleasure,” Lynette said, and she kept looking from Joe to Mora then back.

      Amy rubbed her throat and prayed she was wrong. Surely, she was wrong. Surely this wasn’t the date.

      But Lynette ’s body language said enough.

      Joe was her date. He absolutely was.

      The man she wasn’t supposed to talk about was the beta to a pack of werewolves who were known to be the most ruthless weres in Liverly.

      Lynette started to walk away, while Mora and Joe continued.

      Amy didn’t wait. “Lynette, come here, I need to show you something,” she said, pushing her into the nearest room.

      She glanced back and saw Joe glaring at her.

      “What? Wha?” Lynette said.

      As soon as the door closed, Lynette spun around on Amy. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “That’s him, isn’t it?” Amy said. “The date? That’s him.”

      “So what if it is? What’s it your business?”

      “Don’t do this,” Amy said.

      “Do what? I’m not doing anything, thanks.”

      Amy glanced outside the window, and sure enough, Joe was with Mora, the two of them talking about something. Joe, however, knew exactly which door they’d gone in because he kept looking that way.

      “He’s not a good person,” Amy said. “Don’t go out with him.”

      Lynette grimaced. “You don’t know anything.”

      “I do, actually,” Amy said, as she saw Joe walk away. He looked into the office where they were standing, but Amy wasn’t sure if he saw the two of them. She put her hands on Lynette ’s arm. “He heard my song too, and told me things.”

      Lynette waved her off. “Listen, I’m gonna do what I want. I am grown. If he wants to spend money on me, then I’m going to let him. I don’t care if he’s married.”

      “This isn’t about that.”

      “Then what is it? Because you’re really sticking your nose into my business.”

      “Lynette, please, I’m telling you, he’s dangerous.”

      “Of course, he is. He’s mythical. You all are.” She waved her hand, and her phone chimed. She checked it.

      “Please don’t go out with him.”

      “One date at a nice restaurant won’t kill me.” She walked out of the little office.

      Amy, however, wasn’t so sure about that.
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      Memories were a damn thing.

      A life before one became a monster.

      An existence that wasn’t filled with vampiric cravings. Then there was the turning, when he became a monster in the night, among the men. The cattle he was to feed on.

      Or so he’d been told. It was a great sales pitch, the whole thing. Immortal.

      Humans were nothing.

      Be a king of the world.

      It was quite a pitch. Isaac Malcomb fell for it. He, Jake, and the others. They all fell for some form of the golden existence in the picture painted for them by Melios. The world, through their sire’s rose-tinted glasses.

      Or maybe they were more blood-tinted.

      Because blood stained everything.

      Isaac turned and tried to find an end. But there wasn’t one.

      Everything flashed before him. Panels of stories that only showed snippets of his life, of his existence, surrounded him. Like he was in a hall of mirrors.

      This is Your Hellish Life.

      Isaac reached up to touch the images and fell into them for a second. It was as though he was an invisible observer of his own life.

      Both lives.

      The human, military man. Combat veteran.

      And the vampire life.

      All the anger he’d bottled up from the combat, the frustration and self-loathing he’d carried, he had brought to the vampire. And he’d taken it out on victims.

      Just like his sire wanted.

      The images of Melios were everywhere. The old vampire was a powerful one and had tested him over and over. Tested his strength, his discipline, his hunger. Most of the time, Malcomb passed. Enough that he’d get a little bit of blood when he needed it.

      Sometimes.

      Not always, though.

      Melios liked sending Malcomb and the others on special assignments. Something that Malcomb hated, regardless that he watched everyone’s backside.

      When he wanted to, anyway.

      Isaac handled shit. That’s what he did. That’s what he’d always done, whether he was a human or an immortal. It seemed that’s what he was still destined to do.

      For eternity.

      Isaac looked up and down the hallway. It seemed endless. The images continued to stretch as far as he could see, and further still, into an abyss. “What is this?”

      A sparkle appeared in the air, the only thing that wasn’t part of the images.

      It came closer and grew before his eyes. It went from being the size of a spec of light to something he could hold in his hand.

      He could just make out an outline that resembled a form with wings.

      Oh, for fuck’s sake, he thought. “I don’t do fairies,” he said and gestured for the fairy to disappear.

      The sparkly fairy didn’t like that.

      “You have a lot left to do, Isaac Malcomb,” came a voice, a soft but somewhat stern woman’s voice. Though the fairy responded, the sound was more significant than the tiny body.

      “I’m dead, aren’t I? Is this Hell?” He gestured to the walls displaying all the battles and fighting, blood, and mayhem he’d caused.

      The fairy continued to grow, and now it was the size of a child, still hovering in the air before him.

      “You’re asleep,” the fairy replied.

      “Great. I’m crazy now?”

      “You are having a premonition, Isaac Malcomb.”

      “I don’t believe in that stuff.”

      “You are a vampire. The unexplained is your world.”

      “So, explain it,” he said, gesturing to the world. “Premonitions are the future, are they not? None of this is the future. I lived all this.”

      “Follow the light.”

      He snorted. And the little light that was floating in the room started moving away. So he followed. And seriously, wherever he was, he must have been on some good drugs, because this was trippy.

      Battles at war. Explosions. Terror. The kind that could only be understood by other veterans, the way the world smelled. How it tasted. The dark and the light. The edges of the world were all battling against him.

      Explosions.

      Carrot.

      Malcomb paused, watching an image of himself with Carrot, Jake Reynold’s military dog, playing fetch.

      Such a good dog, he thought. He reached up to touch the image. “This was the last time I saw that dog.” A pain stabbed him in the chest.

      “What happened?”

      “Carrot found a bomb.”

      “I am sorry for your loss.”

      “It wasn’t mine to lose,” Malcomb replied.

      “It is if you carry the grief.” The little fairy woman gestured around. “That is what this is, of course.”

      “My grief?”

      “That you carry with you.” She moved forward and materialized in front of him. Hair falling in waves, a face that looked special. Sweet. Kind. And her wings spread out, almost like a wall. “We carry what we want. You carry your sadness.”

      “My sadness makes me who I am.”

      “Don’t let it define you,” she said. “There is light out there.”

      Malcomb snorted. “Not like I can see it.”

      “Your snark doesn’t protect you as much as you think,” she said.

      “It has for years.”

      “Because you didn’t try.”

      He did not like this fairy. “There’s no light in the world. And there never will be.”

      “If you look, you will find it.”

      He glanced at the walls. Saw the pain he carried with him—the darkness in his heart.

      “Doubt it,” he replied.

      The fairy’s light began to fade, and then there was just darkness.

      Again.
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      Amy stretched her arms over her head as she walked out of the hospital. The night air was fresh, and she was glad to be outside again. At least the heat had faded when the sun went down. In the distance, she could hear water—a river ran through downtown Liverly, and while it was still several blocks away, being part siren, she could always make out the sound of the water.

      Her songs could convince people to do whatever she wanted, but that always seemed to come with a price.

      Whether she had to pay the price or the people she sang for had to, she never knew. Fates decided that, not her.

      And right now, Amy wondered if singing like she had, and hearing what that man, Joe, Mora’s brother-in-law, was her punishment for singing so recklessly.

      She should have known better! And Lynette and Mora were avoiding her, neither one bothering to answer texts. Dr. Megan Criger, one of the few doctors Amy considered a friend, suggested that she give them both space. They probably didn’t like being put on the spot.

      Amy knew Mora liked both girls and boys, but Mora didn’t talk about her personal life outside of the werewolf pack, and Amy never asked. She had always figured her friend would say something if it became relevant. It didn’t matter what Amy texted her friend. Mora still wasn’t talking.

      She hoped it would calm down soon.

      It would.

      Werewolves were notoriously emotional and primal. Mora would be okay.

      Besides, Amy was far more worried about Lynette and the secret date.

      She rubbed her head. It had been a rough day. But wasn’t that the way of it? Things either were slow and steady, or so crazy she couldn’t breathe. There didn’t seem to be any sort of in-between.

      Such was mortal life—the kind of life she wanted to get.

      A simple, mortal life.

      A little magic thrown in occasionally wasn’t a bad thing.

      Maybe a walk by the river would ease her stress a bit. Water always did soothe the siren part of her.

      “Yes,” she whispered to herself. “Water would be good.” She turned down the sidewalk to head in that direction. That sounded better than going to her empty apartment.

      It was far too quiet there.

      Besides, it was in the basement of the hospital. Tucked away from light, the sound of water, and anything resembling life.

      Especially with those vampires in a coma.

      They were creepy specimens. What they were doing and why they weren’t dead, Amy had no idea. Survivors of some battle downtown.

      But, mythicals, especially here in Liverly, were always up to something, somewhere. One incident calls out another. They seemed to run together in her head.

      She glanced around.

      The parking lots still had a decent number of cars—both staff and patients. There wasn’t anyone walking around, though out of habit, Amy glanced at the video camera high on the nearest decorative concrete pillar that lined the sidewalk. There used to be a pergola over the top of the sidewalk, but a severe windstorm tore it up a few years ago. It hadn’t been replaced yet, so now the sidewalk had these big stone pillars that always made Amy think of medieval castles, with no roof. Just security cameras.

      She saluted it as she walked by—something she’d always done just because it was funny to her. Just knowing that a guard was stuck, sitting behind a desk, watching the parking lot for weirdness, amused her.

      Maybe he’d see if there was some kind of bad guy out there. Her gaze moved over the lot, looking for anything in the shadows.

      She shivered.

      She hoped she never saw Joe again. Not near the hospital. Not anywhere. Maybe the Templars would find him. Cut his head off.

      Maybe they already had.

      And he was a pile of ash somewhere.

      She smiled. That felt justified. Human courts would take forever, and if Joe had access to the Greyson family money, then he’d likely get away with his monstrous behavior. The Greysons had money. Everyone knew that. They were wealthy and lived to show it off.

      Like a lot of people, the extravagance got more outlandish over time. It also allowed them to buy themselves out of any kind of trouble.

      So, Templar justice may be worth it.

      A few more steps along
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