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​Prologue
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I'm a Guardian. My job (if that's what you want to call it) is to protect people. Because that's what vampires do. 

I know, I know. You're thoroughly confused now. I bet you even think this is some kind of trick to lure in you, gain your trust, and then drain you of your blood. I assure you that isn't my goal. But before I can tell you why I brought you here, you need to understand some key points if anything I say going forward is to make any sense. 

The first is this basic truth: Common folklore is egregiously false and further complicated by mainstream books and movies. Secondly, (and you're going to think I'm contradicting myself but stay with me): at the core, folklore is based on some fact. We do drink blood and bright sunlight is our enemy. But, and thirdly: The shared consciousness of what humans believe they know about the supernatural world isn't only wrong but is filled with misconceptions that can cost them their lives. 

So sit back and listen carefully. Because clearing up all those misconceptions is essential to the future of your kind. I can assure you my story will be challenged, but all I have to say is true. And more importantly, regardless of what anyone else believes, it is time you knew. 
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​Chapter One
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"Celeste! Have you heard the order?"

I groaned as I punched the button on my phone. My last assignment had been disastrously boring, and I had been looking forward to at least twenty-four hours to myself. A chance to feed, relax, and find center before I returned to duty. I should have known better, but knowing has never stopped me from dreaming. 

An error on my part, sure, but I've never been good at learning from my mistakes. A character flaw I planned to remedy. 

"Celeste! Did you hear me? You know the Order doesn't take kindly to waiting." 

My lip curled back to expose my fangs, but Drusilla was neither impressed nor deterred. Shaking my head, I rose from the chaise. "Yeah, I heard. Don't let your blood curdle." 

With a toss of her long golden hair, Drusilla rolled her eyes and started for the door. "You can't expect them to dismiss your attitude forever. You may be one of the top guardians, but you are far from the only one."

"I don't expect anything," I muttered. I didn't have to wonder if she heard me. That was something humans got right – we do have excellent hearing. But Drusilla wouldn't respond, and that was fine with me. 

Drusilla and I weren't friends, and never would be. Competition was fierce among the guardians for two reasons. First, and simply, we come by it naturally, especially among our own kind. Some consider it a weakness or a flaw, most of us consider it a necessity. 

The truth was probably somewhere in the middle. 

And secondly, the Order encourages this natural trait. Our charges are assigned to us based on rank, and that rank among us is absolutely fluid. We mess up, we lose rank, we get assigned some lowlife to guard. No one wants to guard a lowlife. 

These two factors make friendships among vampires rare and trust rarer. It's not a problem. You don't miss what you've never had. 

I opened the large, ornately carved door, heavy by human standards, and stepped into the hall. The Order was richer than any human or government, with a wealth that had been amassed since the beginning of time and was well-managed. Each of our campuses reflected this fact in some manner. 

In the residency area, the Order's campus was more contemporary in design with clean lines and minimalist furniture. Large artistic chandeliers hung from the ceiling, and conceptual art of paint splattered in complimenting colors hung from the walls. There were a dozen doors lining the hall in this wing, identical to the other four branches. Each stemmed from the central atrium. 

Our campus was small compared to the many others located throughout the world. While each could be operated individually, the Order as a whole was intricately connected, as were the rankings among each division. It provided a complex structure to an essential organization, but also made competition that much fiercer. 

Like I said, it's a vampire thing.

I hurried down the hall, mindful of how alone I was. Most guardians were most likely in the sanctum, awaiting their assignments. The Order didn't condone tardiness, but I often was. But as one of the oldest guardians, and one of the fiercest, the Ascendency often allowed me some liberties. I'd like to say I didn't take advantage, but I did. On occasion. Drusilla wasn't wrong about that much.

The double doors at the end of the hall opened to the sanctum's outer chamber—a circular atrium with a stone floor, walls painted tan, and an enormous fireplace that was intricately carved and purposely positioned between a pair of double doors that would soon open. I took stock of the chamber, where I was no longer alone. All the campus' guardians were in attendance, with the exception of any who remained on assignment. 

Turned out I wasn't as late as Drusilla had me to believe. As my eyes roamed across the chamber, I found her sitting majestically in one of the leather chairs in the center of the room. She neither looked at me nor talked with anyone else. She was a jealous one. 

A few vampires idly chatted in small clusters, most likely comparing notes on their charges—the one thing we did share without prodding. Others were scattered and standing or sitting alone, completely unconcerned by their solitude as they sipped red wine, grape juice, or water (another misconception—yes, we can drink anything we like, as long as we're adequately fed). 

I didn't bother collecting anything from the far bar. I was hungry and becoming ill while speaking with the senior members of the Order—the Ascendents—didn't appeal to me. I'd feed after the ceremony. There'd be time. 

Five minutes passed and the large doors opened. We filed in, according to rank. I was first in line. The inner chamber resembled more of what humans generally pictured when they thought of vampires with medieval architecture with high flying buttresses, classic stonework, even a few suits of armor. The senior-most ranking members of the Order had been kings, parliamentarians, and other government officials. Some were the oldest of our kind. All had been vetted and deemed just and uncorrupt before being assigned to their senior vampiric Order positions. They were fair, but not to be questioned. To do so came with harsh penalties that few in all of our history dared to risk. And despite my penchant for pushing boundaries, I had never come close to breaking our laws. 

I didn't particularly have a thing for torture. 

I sat along the first curved row of red velveted chairs, looking onto the Ascendents' table across from the theater-style rows of ornate seating. Between us was an open area with pristine stone flooring, immaculately constructed and maintained. Most new vampires found this area intimidating, but the rest of us knew better. 

The chamber remained silent as the rest of the seats filled, none of the chatter humans might expect at a large gathering. And unlike humans, we found peace in the silence. As guardians, our existence was filled with noise and chaos. The very nature of our lives meant quietness was difficult to find, and we reveled in it when we could. 

Once every vampire was seated, our senior-most governing Ascendent stood to address us in his measured, baritone voice. "Guardians," Royake said. "The battle is intensifying. There will be losses but those can be mitigated through our vigilance. At all times, humans must remain unaware of the world in which they truly reside. And, at all times, it is their lives that will ensure the world's survival. It is required for some of you to join the guerillas in meeting the enemy where they are."

Now that was a surprise. Duties among the vampire population were never shared, and guardians never took on the role of our army-like guerillas. It was considered below our ranks, something we were far overqualified for. The fact that it was being done was reason for great concern. 

"Those of you who are handed a directive will report to the compound in the Washington northwest. Please do so with the utmost of urgency." Five low-ranking vampires moved through the crowds, passing out small envelopes sealed with the Order's triangular mark. "Finally, those guardians who will remain here will receive new assignments, beginning with Celeste." 

I stood in silence and obediently waited. 

"Celeste, you are being assigned to Logan Hanover, a senator of California. He is of the utmost importance and he's a prime target for the fae. Do not let your guard down." 

"I never do." I bowed my head in reverence as I stepped forward to take the folder from Royake's long fingers. 

But if this Logan was a special target to the horrible fairies, guarding him would not be easy. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Two
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I arrived in Sacramento twenty-four hours later. I hadn't been to the city in decades and, even by the light of night, could tell a lot had changed since my last visit. And some things hadn't. 

The parks were smaller, which was unfortunate but not a big surprise. More businesses, more people, more noise.

One of the hardest things about being immortal is watching those changes. As a youngling, a vampire learns one lesson quickly: never get attached to anyone or anything. If you allow changes and deaths and the passage of time to get to you, the very act of existing can get lonely. Only, I don't. At least not often. 

I sat on the rooftop, looked across a city lit in sparkling lights and moving vehicles that marched like ants down the roads and highways. A world busy with life morning, noon, and night. That hadn’t changed, not one bit, in more than a century. Humans were always going, always busy, always with something to do. I wondered, sometimes, if humans ever wished they could slow down. If they did, I'd never know. 

The Order designated guardians for humans, but we never grew to know our charges very well. We guarded them from a distance, where our charges didn't see us, didn't interact with us unless absolutely necessary. There were many reasons, not the least of which was that they couldn't ever know the truth behind a supernatural world they enjoyed imagining but must never know a truth they couldn't understand. Our speed, stealth, strength, and ability to blend in ensured no one noticed our presence. 

I scaled down the building, moved like a passing breeze between the shadows among people oblivious of my presence as I passed them on the busy sidewalk. No one bothered to see what they unconsciously felt. Humans are blissfully unaware of small details. If it doesn't affect them directly, they tend not to care—a trait that makes my job easier. 

I scanned the street, listened to each conversation.

A man, dressed in a suit and overcoat, stepped out of a stopped taxi. Tall and lean, he matched the description from my files provided by the Order. Not surprising. The Order never made a mistake. I watched as he entered the luxury apartment building after being greeted by a doorman I was sure he knew well. I waited for a gap in the traffic and zipped across the pavement and snuck through the door behind another resident to take in a lobby I would need to be familiar with. Every nook and cranny, every shadow, every element could be a hiding place for a fae and its pack. 

They were clever and hunted together like wolves. Nothing could be overlooked or dismissed.

The lobby resembled that of a hotel more than an apartment building. A service desk sat to the left where a young woman, likely in her early twenties, tended to an older woman who screamed obscenities regarding a delivery she'd expected them to hold. Ahead, a pair of elevators, complete with a bellhop, waited to take residents to the penthouses above. A coffee shop, closed at the moment, sat in the far-left corner, and in front of it, a posh restaurant permeated scents of steak and seafood. 

I was thankful I had eaten before I arrived. The inviting aroma would have been enough to make me retch where I stood. 

I counted the employees and quickly memorized their faces. There were others whose voices I could hear—I'd add them to my roster later after I had a chance to explore the rest of the building and learn every inch of Logan Hanover's apartment. 

Within the hour, I'd know more about Logan than his own mother, and within seventy-two hours, I'd know nearly as much about every resident and employee who lived and worked at Ibis Towers. And none of them would have any clue who I was outside of a passing glance. The exception was this first day during my reconnaissance of the building: how Logan moved about from point A to point B, and back again. What was his routine, whom did he talk to on a regular basis, where any nooks or crannies existed that a fae might wait in ambush. Not many details escaped me, but even I wasn't perfect. And as much as I hated to admit it, fae were astute predators. If they targeted Logan, they would be a challenge. But if I'm to be honest (which is the whole point of my story), a challenge I enjoyed because I was still better, faster, and smarter than a pack of killer fae. 

And, from what I heard, they were afraid of me. That was good stuff there. 

The elevator was large and provided a smooth ride upward. Good to know. If the ride became rougher, that could raise a red flag that a fae or two were in the elevator shaft. 

It finally stopped on the nineteenth floor, opened to a large, circular vestibule with two doors on opposite walls. 1901 and 1910. Logan's neighbor lived in 1901 and then 1910—that was the one I was most interested in. At least for now. 

I listened for a few seconds, then pulled out my iron door pick and slid it into the lock. It easily unlocked and I headed inside and scanned the bright foyer for an alarm. Pleased Logan didn't feel the need to further protection via a home security system in what was already guarded by several human means, I tucked my pick in the pocket of my black pants and took in the room. 

A dividing wall was set in front of me, decorated with a painting and table. Fresh flowers rested in the vase and left a pretty aroma to fill the space between the marble floors and tray ceiling. Open doorways (one on either side of the wall) led to the same open floorplan. Immediately to the left set a kitchen with a large table dividing it from the living room. To the left and beyond a stenciled archway sat the dining room. Straight ahead, floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the city. Logan's design taste was rich, of course—humans have a thing about money—but simple and not over the top. I could appreciate that. By appearances, the man was more interested in living than he was in showing off. Not a bad trait. 

The open floor plan and lack of a balcony minimized the opportunities for fae to conceal themselves inside, something I appreciated even more. 

After opening a couple of doors (one for the pantry and another for the washer and dryer), I headed down the hall from the kitchen to find two bedrooms and a bathroom, along with a back door that was no doubt a fire escape. I would have to come back to that. It was a way into the apartment that may not be as heavily monitored. But for the moment, I strolled through the rooms where the typical bed, dresser, closet, television set-ups were stationed, along with single armchairs and writing tables. After examining the closets, it was clear both rooms were no more than guest rooms. Like the presumed fire escape, a standard area but also one that wouldn't be paid attention to as well as more public sections of the house. 

I'd have to monitor them more closely. 

Heading to the opposite side of the living room, I walked through the dining room with its well-appointed table and sidebar, then down an adjacent hall to find the master bedroom and bath. Like the rest of the house, it was clean and tastefully decorated, though something appeared off. Putting the pieces together in my mind, I headed to the large walk-in closet to find it divided just as I suspected. Men's clothes on the left, women's on the right, and another pretty flower vase sitting on a middle storage unit. 

Logan did not live here alone. 

But that was wrong. The Order had no information on a wife or girlfriend. They could miss an overnight fling, that was something we often discovered on the first day's sweep, but this was far more than a fling. I've seen many bachelor pads, and while they didn't all equal sloppy housekeeping or a month's old pizza growing mold in the fridge, there was a different flavor to the look of them. I hadn't been looking for it when I first entered the apartment, but every inch of Logan's place was touched by a woman's delicate eye, not even the kind of thing that happened overnight. Whoever the woman was, she'd been living with Logan for quite some time. 

I pulled in a breath and stepped out of the closet, careful to close the doors behind me. The job just became far more complicated. While he was my charge, by default, the woman fell in my hands as well. Unless another vampire had been charged with the woman, and I hadn't seen any hint of another guardian on the case. Since that was something we would have communicated to one another, I could only there were no other vampires to work with. That meant the first thing I needed to do was determine who the woman was Wife, girlfriend, friend with benefits—didn't matter to me. Their business was their business, but if I was to protect them both, I needed to know every detail. 

Laughter outside the apartment caught my attention. Logan and his partner were home, and it was time to meet my charge for the first time. I couldn't do it, though, if he felt threatened, and that meant getting out of the apartment. I darted to the back door, let myself out just as I heard his key slip into the lock I had jimmied a half hour earlier. 

I'd learned a lot, and it was going to prove interesting to meet the man face-to-face. I also needed to get an idea of who, exactly, the woman in his life was. Once I did, familiarizing myself with the rest of the building would have to wait until a later time.

Someone would need to answer for the oversight, and that meant an immediate visit to the local branch of the Order. Such errors could not be overlooked. 

The hallway outside the back door was carpeted and spotless with one fireproof door located at the end of the short passage. No other apartments shared the space, and with only one way in and out, it, too, was far more secure than I could hope for. The security of the Ibis Towers was impressive and would make my job much easier. 

I hurried across the hall, out the door, and down a concrete stairwell to the outside of the building that opened up onto the busy streets. I plucked my phone from my pocket and quickly dialed Violeta, my contact in Sacramento. 

She answered on the first ring. "Hello, Celeste."

"Listen, I don't have a lot of time right now, but I need to call an emergency meeting. Logan is not as single as his report stated."

"There was an error in the file?" Her voice echoed the confusion I felt standing in that closet. "That's highly unusual. I will gather the Ascendents in the area, and we will get to the bottom of the situation. You are not required to be in attendance if you are otherwise occupied with Logan. Can you give me some details I might pass on?"

"I can be in attendance once I meet Logan and learn who exactly she is. Can I call you back shortly?"

"Yes, of course. That will allow me time to reach out to the elders. Can you get back to me in a half hour's time?"

I agreed and ended the call. The last time I entered the building, I had done so with the sole intention of remaining unseen. This time, aside from the doorman, I didn't mind as much if people noticed me. 

Blending in is key. That's why all those romantic ideas of seductive vampires were such a farce. If we're all inhumanly gorgeous, that would cause us to stand out in the worse possible way. The truth is, whatever we looked like in our living lives, that's what we look like as vampires. And us guardians? We're all average. In my line of work, standing out for any reason would make the job near impossible. 

Once I snuck past the front door, I strolled through the lobby met with a few quick glances but no real interest. I was inside, so I must belong, and was dismissed accordingly. A successful trial. 

I waited for the elevator I didn't use on my first trip to the apartment. Once back on Logan’s floor, I stepped into the vestibule, and made my way to the door. Logan was bound to be surprised by my presence, as the desk downstairs and the doorman would be required to log a visitor. But that, too, was a way to monitor what happened when someone snuck past the norms, and what the reaction those peculiarities elicited from both residents and employees when it happened. Was the apartment building strict, lenient? I would need to know if my human counterparts provided any balance in the role of guarding the illustrious Logan Hanover. And either way, my cover as a government agent with the Secret Service was bound to lower the degrees of concern. 

I knocked and managed to plaster on a smile as a man with brown hair and brown eyes answered the door. Attractive with a charming smile. No wonder he was a politician. "Can I help you?"

"I wanted to take a moment to introduce myself. I'm Celeste, and I'm part of your Secret Service detail." 

"Secret Service? I wasn't expecting to be in touch with anyone from the agency yet."

"I apologize for the lack of communication. I don't want to take up too much of your time. At this point, I'm just confirming the information I already have in your file to ensure nothing was missed." 

"Yes, of course." He stepped aside, motioning inside with an outstretched arm. "Come in, come in." Logan ushered me into the living room. "Can I get you anything to drink?" I shook my head, no, I was fine. "Please, make yourself comfortable. I'll just get my wife and we can discuss whatever it is we need to go over." 

I nodded and offered another brief smile before he disappeared past the dining room. Once he was out of sight, I shook my head. The Order never made mistakes. Never. And leaving a wife out of the file or not being aware of her at all? That was a huge error that even younglins wouldn't risk. 

I pulled out my phone, pulled up the electronic file I stored in its memory. The vampire who'd signed off on the paperwork was one I knew well, and Magena wouldn't have made such an oversight. She was nearly as old as I, well-respected, and thorough. I gently rubbed the back of one ear. All very strange, indeed. 

Logan returned to the living room with a woman nearly my height sporting long, box-blonde hair and an athletic figure. I knew from the file he was forty-six and thought she must have been about the same age, although she wore it well. In fact, neither looked their ages, I noted. Good genes or strong self-care practices, either way, they appeared able to take care of themselves should we ever need a hasty escape. I could deal with that.

"Celeste, was it?" I nodded. "Yes, well, this is my wife, Traci."

I offered my hand, which she promptly shook. "Traci. It's a pleasure."

They moved to the couch and sat, both on the edge, while I settled on an armchair. "I won't take much of your time. I just needed to confirm names, birthdates, you know, basic information. Then I'll take this back to my boss and from there, we'll take all the steps to protect you. Most of the time, you won't even know we're there."

Traci nodded with a smile. "I like the sounds of that. I don't mean to be disrespectful, but I don't want my life to drastically change. Not that I try to be a difficult woman, but..."

I held up one hand to show her I understood. "Of course. My job is to leave your lives as undisturbed as possible. You're not the president, so my presence doesn't have to be that of, shall we say, full visibility?" Logan squeezed his wife's hand, and I was able to note two things: one, she wasn't fully on board with his career choice but instead probably agreed because she loved him and two, he adored her. 

For the time being, I wouldn't have to be concerned about mistresses and playboys. Aside from the mishap with paperwork, the job could very well be the easiest I had in quite some time. 

I pulled out a form prepared before my arrival in Sacramento. It helped to have members of the Order within the government, unknown for what they truly were, with the sole responsibility of providing what was needed to do our jobs. They deserved more credit than what they often received. Unlike guardians, they were seen every day, amongst humans, passing as one of them and evading detection. In that way, it was a far more difficult job than mine. 

I placed the letterhead on the table between us. "Logan, I believe your information is complete and accurate, however, an unfortunate clerical error excluded Traci from my documents. If you would, please just verify with your initials. Then please write Traci's information beside it. I will be sure the file is updated accordingly."

"Of course. I get it. I work for the government, too," he said with a casual wink in my direction. He was a handsome man, I noticed, and young at heart, without the excess of entitlement I had witnessed over the years from other men in his position. And, as I took in his wife, I realized I liked her, too. Surely, she enjoyed the financial position they held, but she wasn't arrogant about it. 

Washington would eat them both alive if they weren't smart. I kind of hoped they would be. 

They finished the paperwork and slid it back in my direction. "Thank you," I said as I stood. "That should do it for now, and I don't want to take any more of your time. If you need to get in touch with me," I pulled out a business card (humans liked those) with the number that would only dial into my contacts within the bureau and handed it to Logan, "you can call this number at any time. If I'm not in the office, the number below the first will go to my voicemail. Either way, I promise I'll be in touch immediately."

"Thank you, Celeste. I think this is going to work out great."

"I think so," I replied as he walked me to the front door, and I stepped out into the vestibule. "Have a nice evening." 

With the door closed behind me, I folded the paperwork in quarters and tucked it in the pocket of my black leather jacket, then headed down the elevator to the first floor and outside.

Just as I rounded the corner into the alley across the street, I noticed a woman standing alone on the corner. She didn't even notice the fae approaching her on all sides. My muscles tightened. Their breed sniffed out prey with cunning accuracy, and she didn't have a fighting chance. I drew in a breath. She wasn't my charge, and our laws stated that we were not to interfere with another guardian's assignment. But as I glanced up and down the street, I didn't notice any other vampires. Didn't mean there wasn't one there. We typically waited in the shadows to defend or attack at the last minute. It allowed humans the chance to defend themselves without becoming complacent while also keeping the fae on their toes. They never knew what to expect from us. Still, I wasn't about to allow a young woman, barely in her twenties, to be attacked by the roguish men who used their looks and hypnotic voices to disarm their prey. 

I quickly texted the local office and asked them to proceed with the meeting without me while I attended to an emergency, then tucked the phone away and moved to a closer shadow. From there, I watched as the fae began their routine of talking to her, taking her off-guard with their compliments and silver-blue eyes. It wasn't until she was fully surrounded that she began to grow nervous and, still, no hint of a guardian.

I rushed forward, prepared to take them all down when one fae stepped in front of the woman. But instead of luring her in for the final strike, he turned his back to her and spoke to his pack in words that were too shrill and too fast for her to hear. 

"We don't need this one. She's not enough. Look at the woman over there." He pointed to a crowded parking lot, but I couldn't tell which woman had caught his eye. The others turned and a murmured agreement passed through the pack, causing them to disperse as they flocked to the area that their fellow fae had motioned to. 

All but him. He turned back to the woman, wished her a good night, and encouraged her to go home, then turned in my direction with a quick nod before racing after his friends. 

I wasn't sure what just happened. I had never seen a fae or a pack turn away from a hunt. But whatever this fae was playing at, I intended to find out. 
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​Chapter Three


[image: ]


The brick building on the north side of Midtown with an alley entryway was a perfect location for an early evening meeting with an inside contact at the Sacramento branch. The few existing windows looked into the building next door, and the inside was charmingly industrialized with clean spaces, high ceilings, and black metal tables sparsely spaced. The perfect location for private conversations, ideally located off the main street away from crowded eyes. 

My contact, Violeta, was quite a bit younger than me in vampire years (she had only been a vampire for about sixty years), but older than me in human years (she was thirty-two when she turned), and that was a neat little paradox we often teased each other over. We had been contacts for a number of years and worked together on several cases. But we weren't joking just then, not with substantial complications already discovered on a two-day-old case. 

"There must be some mistake, Celeste. A fae does not help a human," Violeta said as she toyed with the dark brown mug across from me. "That's impossible."

"I don't make mistakes, you know that. And I'm telling you, whoever he was, the fae stopped his pack at the peak of the hunt and saved that human's life."

"Are you sure he was fae?" 

"Of course, I'm sure." I pushed the half-eaten cinnamon roll aside. I loved the treat as a human, and still enjoyed a bite now and then when I was fully fed on blood. But I hadn't had a drop since arriving in Sacramento, and the sweet roll was making my stomach roil for the effort. "And what's worse, Violeta, is he looked right at me." 

"So then he knows you're a guardian. This isn't good this early in the case. Maybe we need to reassign you and have someone else take Logan's case." She glanced at my cinnamon roll. "Are you going to eat that?" I pushed it toward her, and she took a healthy bite with a satisfied groan. "Oh, that's good." 

I offered her a slight smile, careful to leave my fangs concealed behind my lips. "Go ahead and finish it. I still have to make a trip to the local Hive. As for the case, that's ridiculous to suggest removing me over one strange encounter. I've never backed away from any assignment because of some pesty faes. That's the very definition of being a guardian, remember?"

She took a quick sip from the coffee. "I know, Celeste. But we've never come across one who has acted so strangely. There's no way of knowing what his goal is and we can't risk losing you—"

"The Order risks losing me with every assignment, so don't be ridiculous. I didn't tell you to get pulled from a job. I only told you so the organization was aware, as is protocol with any unforeseen complication." I picked up the white paper napkin and ripped off a corner, folded and then refolded it. Complications were complications and protocol was protocol, yet this fae struck me as more than either guidepost. As a guardian, it wasn't my job to hunt the enemy. But I couldn't deny the thought had entered my mind a time or two since witnessing the strange events outside Ibis Towers.

"What's on your mind?" Violeta asked. And I knew I wouldn't be able to hide anything from her. If I ever had someone that resembled a friend, she would be it. At the very least, if anyone knew me well enough to catch a lie or know when I was hiding something, she would certainly be the one. 

That had its pluses and minuses, and at the moment, I considered it a little bit of both. 

"I just don't understand it. I've been doing this for centuries and not once," I raised my head and locked eyes with her. "Not. Once. Have I ever witnessed anything like this particular fae. If there was one that was going rogue, I would have known. Or at the very least, the Order would have heard about him before this."

Violeta took another bite from the cinnamon roll, then licked the sugar from her fingers. "Did he seem like a neonate?"

I quickly flashed back to the moment on the street and those glass-clear blue eyes. Never seen anything like those before, either. I rubbed at the bridge of my nose. 

"Something come to mind?" 

"Hmm? No. No. I don't believe he was a neonate. He was too much in control, too disciplined. New faes are neither, much like younglins."

"Well," she took another pull of coffee and nodded her head side-to-side, "it is curious at the very least. I'll look into it and get back to you. In the meantime, take care to pay extra attention." 

"I'll do that.” My eyes dropped the now remnants of pastry and swallowed back the growing craving for blood. “What about the wife? What did the Order have to say about her?"

"The only thing I've heard was the scout missed some details and has been adequately penalized." 

I nodded my head absently. "Penalized" in vampire terms meant stripped of their position and sentenced to a period of starvation. The punishment wouldn't kill the scout, but it would make them enormously uncomfortable and eventually cause great pain. It was a form of torture, at least in human eyes, but far from the worst possible consequence. The scout would be fine, even if they were demoted to the frontlines of the war. "Then I guess that settles it for now. I better get going. I can't leave my charge for too long, not with fae in the area."

"I can't argue with that. Stay in touch." 

"Yeah," I said as I stood and dropped a couple of dollars on the table. "You do the same." 

*****
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DESPITE BEING AROUND for centuries, nighttime in the city never ceased to amaze me. The lights, the sounds, the traffic, the number of humans who ignored the threat of things that went bump in the night. Every inch of the modern night prickled my overreactive senses. Believe me when I say I have strong opinions about most aspects of life—and death—but when it came to city nightlife, I walked very much on the line of indecisiveness. With enough lights, the dark of night melted away to resemble more of the daylight I once knew. That could be bittersweet. But the overabundance of noise placed an overlay of static across the lives of those who lived within it, and that could cause complications I just as soon do without. 

But another positive existed in the nightlife and the human commitment to busyness: the fact they moved between the dark and artificial light without pause meant we guardians, and the Order as a whole, were still successfully doing our job. The longer humans believed those "bumps" were cliché, the more time we had to win the war without one human ever truly believing anything on the supernatural plane was real. 

I leaned back, feet dangling in the shadows of the five-story building, arms stretched out behind me, and looked across to Ibis Towers. As of yet, the fae and their siren calls didn't appear to have an interest in my charge. But then, I had wanted a simple assignment, and aside from the few oddities, I was finding guarding Logan Hanover to be exactly that. 

My canines quivered. I hadn't eaten in more than forty-eight hours, and that was too long. Though I hadn't visited the local Hive in decades, I knew an entrance existed nearby (its location was explicitly detailed in the file) and I wouldn't be forced to stray far. The proximity prevented running the risk of fae taking advantage of an opportune attack. 

I scanned the neighborhood, searching for the abandoned building that housed the underground society intricately woven into every town throughout the world. Only vampires and contribes gained access, though most anyone—human or supernatural—never thought twice about attempting to enter. Abandoned buildings were often overlooked, trespassing signs were sufficient to give most law-abiding citizens pause. Top-notch security took care of the rest. 

For me, the building was easy enough to spot, and once I did, I eased across the rooftops and climbed down to street level. I stepped over the trespassing sign hung from a weathered chain and made my way to the metal door. The hi-tech scanner silently ID'ed me. The door clicked open and remained so only long enough for me to step inside. 

A contribe emerged from a darkened corner of the seemingly derelict building, his delicate eyes covered by night vision shades. 

"Name?" he asked in an official voice. 

"Celeste." 

He nodded. "We were told to expect you. I understand it has been some time since you last visited this location."

"Years, actually." 

"I think you'll be happy with the updates. This way, please." 

He led me past the litter of paper and the rusted metal desks scattered across the concrete floor that stretched a full city block in all directions. "The elevator has been renovated, so the ride is much smoother."

"I don't remember what it was like before, but I'm sure it will be just fine."

He continued as though I hadn't said anything at all, but that was a contribe. They were still sentient beings, but their minds were somewhat faulty. It was a terrible thing what had been done to them. "Once the doors are open, a server will guide you to a table. Just tell him of your blood choice for today." 

"Sounds good, thank you." 

He touched his thumbprint to the single button on the shotty panel, waited at my side until the doors slid open to a gleaming elevator with marble floors and welcoming lights. A rich contrast from the surface of the building. "Enjoy your visit."

I stepped inside and touched the bottom button to descend to the basement level where the Hive was located, and Sacramento's underground lived. 

The Hive is a necessity for vampires. We have to eat and, as I said, we do subsist off blood. To do so, without feeding on the human population, the Order created Hives, which are operated and maintained by contribes—vampires and human or vampire and fae hybrids who were created by fae generals in some our history's most atrocious experiments—who donate their blood for our population to feed on. No, not from the neck (our
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