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The myths were wrong about vampires. They didn't go up like a torch in the sunlight. If they did, Ezra would have been a crispy critter as dawn caught him unawares, and his kidnappers would have been stuck collecting his ashes from a snowdrift if they still wanted to ransom him. To attempt to ransom him. His family might pay for a live Ezra but the same could not be said for an Ezra in a little glass jar.

Not that the alternative was especially good.

At first Ezra had hoped someone might find him, wandering through the wilderness, lost and alone. By now his family must know he was missing. They would look for him. But that didn't do Ezra a lot of fucking good right now as he struggled through the snow. He had no idea where his kidnappers had taken him. He could be anywhere.

There were trees. The resinous smell of pine was everywhere and he hadn't seen anything but trees and rocks and snow since he'd escaped a few hours ago. The slip of sky he caught between the trees looked grey and dismal and gave no indication of what time it was. It was the kind of weather that promised more snow. So far it was providing.

Sometime after dawn it had started. First as a few picturesque flakes that Ezra, tired but free, had paused to catch on his tongue, marveling at their delicate bite and the brisk wind on his cheeks. For one moment he'd really felt free. Beneath the aches and the lingering buzz of adrenaline was a stirring of relief. Freedom. Finally. This was what he had longed for.

Then the clouds had moved in.

The snow blew sideways through the trees. Tiny ice crystals scoured his cheeks and every inch of exposed skin. His hair was sodden, frigid water leaking down into the loose collar of his shirt. His feet were bricks in his heels. The raw skin on his wrists stung even more in the cold. Hunger hollowed his stomach.

He'd been lost for hours. He'd been hungry longer.

If he was some kind of fucking nature boy he could catch a squirrel. Or a rabbit. Ezra had stopped caring that it was disgusting and undignified. He was hungry. So, so, so hungry. He only needed one sip of blood to take the edge off. A shot of warmth. But they were all too fast and he was too tired. His knees were still wet from the last time he'd fallen. The next time it happened he might stay there.

And then ahead, barely visible against the dim grey sky, was the most beautiful hallucination he'd ever had, worthy of choirs and trumpeting angels. A house. It was dark, the pines around it so heavy with snow that their branches drooped straight towards the ground—weary, just like him—but it was a house. Four walls and a roof. Haven from the cold and the snow.

Ezra started toward it.
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FOR WEEKS, EZRA HAD planned how he would ditch the handlers hired by his family to watch his every move and ruin every moment of his fun. He'd been kept locked away like a princess in a tower and—even if he understood the reasons—he was tired of it. He wanted to live. He wanted to drink and to party and he wanted to do it without three heavily armed guards at his back. That wasn't so much to ask. Twenty-four years of obedience was enough.

The plan he and his best friend Vox concocted was elegant in its simplicity. Vox knew a witch who could cover his tracks long enough for Ezra to slip out unnoticed. After that: freedom. The night was his. There was a chance the spell and the plan could go up in very dramatic flames, but that was a chance Ezra was willing to take to get what he wanted.

He was going to escape.

It was going to be perfect.

And, gods willing, it was going to include an anonymous stranger's hand down his pants until he'd seen every inch of heaven he had been missing. A night to remember paid for with stolen time. Finally.

It hadn't been that.

Oh sure, it had been memorable. He wasn't going to forget that night as long as he lived. Just not for the reasons he'd wanted.

The club had been dark and decadent feeling simply for the fact that Ezra wasn't supposed to be there, every sticky table and elbow jabbing into his ribs heaven sent. And there were people. So many people. Humans with their human scents and their human blood, all of it in such profusion as he'd never seen before. They were beautiful, intoxicating as he made his way through them.

Eyes followed him as he passed, roving over his body like it belonged to them already, lips forming words he couldn't hear even with vampiric ears, and he had to fight not to shiver apart right then and there. They bought him drinks. Someone kissed him. A hand grabbed his ass. Then a voice was asking if he wanted to go someplace quieter.

The music was loud enough to drown out all his misgivings. The drinks made him feel like he could fly.

The "someplace quieter" looked empty when they got there, one of those big lavishly barren kinds of buildings, an entire block of nothing but glass and metal and polished floors that echoed to show how much money someone could spend on nothing at all. He was familiar with the type. He came from the type. His heels snapped like firecrackers against that stone floor as he walked in. The echoes shattered the perfect minimalist stillness. The air had the stale quality of long disuse.

He'd turned around to say as much. But the dark voice and the dark eyes that had been behind him a second ago were gone.

That's when they jumped him.

Humans, at least four, poured from around a corner, dressed in tactical black and moving with practiced precision. Ezra froze.

The sheer surprise, the what-the-fuck of it all, kept him still for a second too long, and when it was over there was a bag over his head and a zip tie around his wrists. Everything faded away so fast he didn't even realize he'd been drugged until he woke up hours later with a headache and the terrible realization that he had fucked up worse than ever before.

He had no previous experience to judge against but, as kidnappings went, Ezra assumed it had been well done. Carefully orchestrated right down to the second. He didn't even know how they'd found him so quickly.

None of that preparation was going to save them once his family found out. Mother didn't take kindly to threats. Her retribution would be swift, vicious, and probably squeezed in between her afternoon appointments with the council. Ezra might have worried about what his own punishment might be, but first he had to survive this ordeal.

He only regretted that he'd been so desperate to get free that he hadn't thought to feed on one of his kidnappers before he'd fled the house and into the snow. He could have used the food. And a coat. His best fuck-me boots and a black chiffon shirt that was more suggestion than fabric weren't nearly so useful in a blizzard. If he froze to death five feet from the doorstep of some shitty little cabin in the woods, he was going to come back and haunt every one of those fuckers.

Ezra tottered closer to the darkened cabin.

Fell.

Tottered again.

His foot sank deep into a snowdrift and he pitched forward onto his face, every inch of skin all the way down to his waist burning red from the cold.

"Motherfucker!" He spit snow from his mouth and gave up, crawling the last few feet to the wooden steps of the veranda that wrapped around the cabin, fingers biting so deep into the wood that they left marks as he pulled himself along.

The door was locked. When his pounding received no answer, Ezra aimed one sharp heel at the latch and kicked it open, splintering the door frame with a satisfying crack, before continuing his wobbly progress inside. It smelled empty. Stale air and the lingering scent of wood smoke and life. Spices. Vanilla. Warm and comforting. As though someone had baked cookies before shutting up the place for the winter. Ezra wanted to curl up in that smell.

He couldn't even remember what warm felt like.

With the door closed, the interior of the cabin was dark and cold, but it was dry. Whoever owned it had left a faded afghan across the back of the couch. He wrapped it around his shoulders. His blood moved sluggishly in his veins. His feet throbbed red hot and angry as they thawed and feeling returned.

A fireplace stared dolefully at him from the wall, a stack of wood beside it, a box of long matches perched atop that like a cherry. Taunting him. The first two matches broke before he ever got them lit. His hands were shaking too badly. The third he dropped, burning a tiny black spot onto the floor as it extinguished itself with a hiss. It felt like a tragedy. Maybe that was why his eyes were suddenly stinging and the room was swimming. He sniffled. Scrubbed a hand over his face. It came away wet, but that could just as easily have been the snow. Then he crawled back to the couch in defeat, slinking into the embrace of the cushions, and curled into a ball.

He was asleep in seconds.
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MORGAN SWORE AND CLUNG to the steering wheel as the car rocked, buffeted by the wind. The snow came down so fast and in such enormous cotton-candy clumps that no matter how quickly the windshield wipers swished across the glass there was nothing to see. Just white. Even the dark lines of the trees bordering the road were caked white with snow. The world was reduced to a thousand shades of white. His car crawled along. It might take him ten years to get to Trevor's cabin, but Morgan hadn't disappointed his parents and two-thirds of his extended family only to end up as roadkill while running away from the consequences.

In the backseat, his bags of groceries crackled and made a bid for freedom as they pitched off the seat and into the foot well. His apples were going to bruise. He should have put everything in the trunk. He also should have waited to tell his family his big news until after Christmas. Clearly he had no one to blame but himself.

And now he was in the middle of nowhere, in a snowstorm, because he'd been too angry to check the weather before he stormed out and then too stubborn to turn back when he realized what he was driving into.

"Making all the good choices right now," Morgan said as he leaned towards the windshield like that might help him see more clearly. Visibility was still nonexistent. As far as bad ideas went, this one was quickly climbing the ranks towards number one. Even with the heat on high, his toes were going numb in their boots. He was the only car on the road. Like a fool. He hadn't seen another soul in an hour, not since he'd turned off the highway. The road was one long stretch of nothingness.

The turnoff for the cabin came out of nowhere and Morgan took it too fast, his whole life flashing before his eyes as he fishtailed. "Traction. Traction. Looking for some traction here." The tires slid and then caught, crunching along the pristine ribbon of white road. The pines soared on either side of the drive like a giant's fence. Between them the wind dropped and he could almost convince himself that the blizzard was slowing down.

The trees parted, the sky opening overhead in a wide snowy grey circle, and the cabin came into view. It was a squat little box almost swallowed up by the blizzard. Snow had piled up on the shallow steps in the front and it was impossible to tell if there was any kind of walk leading to them as he drove around the side of the cabin in search of the shed. He had to wade through the snow to get the doors open and his toes were tingling cold in seconds despite his boots and wool socks, but as promised the shed was big enough to fit his car. Barely. He whacked his head on a shelf as he maneuvered around inside, hunting down the shovel, and the spare key to the cabin hidden in a ceramic gnome in case of emergencies, before shutting the shed up again.

The next problem arose when he mounted the steps to the cabin. There was a long line of splintered wood, like an open wound, along the side of the doorframe where it had been broken.

He thought it was a credit to his patience that he didn't unleash the string of profanity that bubbled up at the sight. It was long. Full of interesting and anatomically improbable acts, the likes of which were heretofore unknown. Trevor would have been impressed. Morgan's sister, less so. He set the bags of groceries down as gingerly as possible and went back to the car to retrieve the bag from his trunk.

The cabin door opened with barely a squeal of disused hinges. The interior was dark. Just as nice as Trevor had promised though. Clean. Homey looking. Cold, but that was fixable. Morgan had only visited once, years ago when the cabin had still belonged to Trevor's father, and it took a minute to adjust his faulty memory to the reality.

He checked behind the door before he closed it and moved on. There were no suspicious creaks or scuffs of surreptitious movement from any of the other rooms. Maybe the broken door had a perfectly innocent cause. Unlikely, but life was strange sometimes. He knew that better than most. He took another step forward.

There was a body on the couch.

It was curled in on itself in a tight knot and swaddled in a blanket of rainbow yarn, a mess of blond waves visible over the top, lips faintly blue. Perfectly still.

Of course there was an unexplained body on the couch of Trevor's "very relaxing getaway cabin." Because that was exactly the kind of day Morgan was having. He stood watching for a long time, waiting for the chest to rise and fall. Nothing.

A search of the rest of the cabin showed it was empty. Every window locked. Everything in its place as far as he could tell. If anything had been stolen, it had been done carefully.

He returned to the front room and the couch.

The body hadn't moved. He aimed a jab at the shoulder, but even before his fingers brushed flesh he could feel the radiating cold. That struck him as not... good.

The corpse's eyes snapped open. They were a brown so dark it was nearly black. One icy hand caught his wrist, yanking Morgan off his feet and over the back of the couch. He hit the floor in a heap with the corpse crouched on top of him, hissing and spitting and freezing. Ice cube lips latched onto his wrist. Sharp pain ran up his arm like it had been injected straight into his veins. A hot trail of blood ran down towards his elbow and then a cold tongue lapped that away too. Moaning. Words partially lost in the jumble of teeth, and shivering, frigid weight sitting astride Morgan's chest.

What the fuck?

Trevor hadn't said shit about his cabin being infested with vampires. That should have been in the brochure. First line even. Not only does it include a full stove and all amenities, it comes stocked with fucking vampires. No need to defrost.

What the fuck.

He really couldn't stress that enough.

What. The fuck.

Morgan shoved upwards, catching the vampire on the jaw so hard that their teeth snapped together with a click. The vampire wailed mournfully as they fell backwards onto their ass. Which was also a little weird but then again so was the amount of blood










d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
J. EMERY

R
DIGSS>
san*mei

Ié@.vu...

b7





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





