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  Dedication
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For my beloved mom, who has been my unwavering support and source of inspiration. Thank you for your everlasting belief in me. Your love and encouragement have shaped my journey. This book is a testament to your faith in my dreams. I am forever grateful. 
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My mother named me Chamomile, after the taste of my blood. 
Even though she’d never tasted the red liquid running through my veins, they had. It was tradition for a creature like me to be named for how my blood bloomed over those monster’s tongues. That’s what I was told, anyway. It must be true since they called my mother Pepper. Pepper Eirian.
I lived in a little cage under a big house filled with screams. Until the day before my twelfth birthday, it was all I’d known.
“Miles, get up.” Mother shook me awake. She’d never called me Chamomile. Always Miles. I guessed because she didn’t like what my full name represented.
My eyes snapped open. “It’s not my day.”
Once a week, they would bite my arms, my neck, and my legs. Tomorrow was my day for the demons to feed. For them to drain the blood from my veins. For me to die of a thousand needles embedded in my flesh.
“Do you trust me?” Mother reached for me and pulled away the green army blanket serving as a comforter.
I nodded. “Yes.”
Her emancipated arms gathered me onto her chest, and I wrapped my spindly legs around her thin waist. The sheer, plain cream dress was my favorite because it had pockets. Pockets carried secrets. Secrets like candy, small toys, and even weapons like little knives.
Mother carried me past the door of my cage, and down the aisle of barred cells. Most the other rooms were empty. We passed by a moaning man, spread across his cot, recovering from the night before.
Fewer people than normal slept or recovered from the night before in their barred stalls. Even down in the cellar, I could hear the screeches over the music. The pleading and laughter. The smell. I didn’t want to find out where it came from.
My mother rushed through the hall and came to an abrupt halt. A door creaked, and Mother’s hands shook. I tried to look, but she pinned my chin to her shoulder so I couldn’t turn around.
“Eli…” she said. “Let me through.”
Eli Florentine. It took me long years of listening to snippets, but Eli was the head recruiter for regular blood slaves known as “drudges.” If one of the enclave members requested a certain blood type, Eli brought in the body. Not a dead one, but the person he brought might as well be. Even though I knew he was bad news, Eli was also the only one who hadn’t sunk his fangs into me.
Eli’s calm voice chilled the room. “Let me take her.”
“No!” Mother gripped me tighter and took a step back. She shuffled me to one arm, but I was too heavy for her to hold. I started sliding down her side.
Behind us, I saw a shadow, the outline of a man. I couldn’t make out much except blond hair, a shushing finger over his mouth, and blue eyes pleading for me to stay quiet.
“Momma—” I said.
“Liebling—” Eli began at the same time as he stretched a hand with clawlike nails toward me.
Soon as my feet hit the ground. Mother jerked her hand and pulled out a silver pen.
“Wait!” Eli threw up his hands, blocking his face. “Pepper! Don’t scare her!”
“How do you know what she’s feeling?” My mother bared her teeth. Her shaking hand holding mine tightened, promising she wouldn’t let me go. Her other hand aimed the pen level with his head.
“You’re spiraling.” He lowered his hands. “The others will know something’s wrong.” His eyes glittered. “I can take her and get her out safely.”
I held my mother’s waist and hid my face in her dress as I willed her to say no. I didn’t want to go with the demon.
“You didn’t answer my question.” Mother seethed. “How dare you touch my child!”
“Pepper, I wouldn’t—ahhh!” Eli threw up his hands as a beam of red light formed a dot over his fingers. Red light, thin as paper, split the darkness. Eli cursed and pushed his face to the wall, covering his left eye.
“Fine then, woman! I’ll do what I can.”
Mother ran with me in tow. We passed stairs, down the hallway. Down to a place I knew all too well.
They called it the medical bay. I called it hell. It held an empty counter, locked cabinets, and a table with straps to hold a “patient” down—for my safety, they said. I think they didn’t want me flailing and scratching their eyes out.
“Mama?”
She whipped us around a corner, knelt to my level, and put a finger to her mouth.
Wide-eyed I nodded.
A gust of wind passed by, and Pepper peeked around the corner. She led us through the dark hall into the one room I hated most of all. The flat metal table, now a bed of nails, stood in the middle of it. Using their sharp canines, demons had ripped into me here until I went unconscious. It was not my favorite room.
Before I could complain, Pepper pulled out folding stairs and set them under the slit of a window. She climbed the steps and pushed the glass pane. It opened, and she took a stuttering breath. “Thank all, he did it.”
An opening! We could escape!
She climbed down and knelt by my side. “Listen, Miles, you need to go now, okay?”
“But you’re coming too?” My hands cupped my mother’s face.
A great roar echoed off the walls, and thunder shook the house.
Mother wasted no time. She hauled me up the ladder and guided my head through the opening. The metal frame squeezed the sides of my face. It felt like getting a wind burn. My ears scraped against the window frame.
A door banged, and my mother’s hands were ripped away.
“Let her leave!” Mother cried.
I couldn’t turn to see even if I wanted to. My head remained pinned between the window frame. If they pulled me back, that might hurt. A lot.
I heard scuffling, and growls.
“Grab the child!” someone screeched. “The child!”
“No!” Eli roared. “It’s too dangerous for her to stay.”
With added effort, my head came free, but the rest of my body teetered inside. Someone shoved me through, the scraping of the window cutting into my chest, then my stomach, and finally my knees until I could claw the rest of the way through.
Long streaks of blood dripped from my head. My knees were scuffed, and the sharp metal in my shoulder ached where I’d squeezed through the window frame. The threadbare gown I wore, stained from grass and blood, felt paper thin against the cold autumn sky. Sunlight. A wash of white obliterated my sight.
“Momma…” I turned around and, in my illogical sense, made to pull my mom out of the hole that I had squeezed through. But I didn’t have time to hurt, to tend my wounds, or to help my mother.
“Miles, run!” Mother cried.
I’d never forget the terror in my mother’s eyes. Monsters swarmed, and as she reached for me, they engulfed her. Pepper was whisked away from sight and replaced by piercing blue eyes that scowled at me through the crack in the window.
“Do as she says, little morsel.” An old dagger and a brown paper bag were tossed my way.
Fleeing wasn’t hard. Ashamed, I took the package and scrambled away without my mother. I did what she said and ran.






  
  Chapter 1

[image: ]

Nine years later…
A PAIR OF YELLOW EYES followed me as I walked from the dirt parking lot near the edge of festive university students. When I pulled in, desert partygoers were dancing, socializing and walking the grounds in full Gothic regalia. Everyone here craved being watched. I didn’t. I’d only gone to the rave for information about my mother’s whereabouts. 
I pulled out my cell with a hot pink Hello Kitty phone case and started scrolling for messages.
“Scared?” Lilly, my friend and fellow college student, moved through the parked cars like a cat on the prowl. She wore jeans and a knitted white bikini top. Her red hair bounced with every footstep, and her sparkling blue eyes fixated on me.
“Of course not.” I scoffed.
I had nothing to fear from humans claiming they were vampires, posing with fake teeth and drowning in black lace. Real monsters were out there, and none of these coeds hit the mark.
Unbeknownst to humans, vampires were only about five percent of the world’s population. It was unlikely one of the undead roamed a college party. Yet, here I was, in fancy jeans and a white blouse, because Lilly found someone that could give me information about my mother. That and a few clients encouraged me to come.
Turns out there was a market for blood by these wannabe vampires, and they’d pay handsomely. It was enough money to pay for a room, college tuition, and necessities. It was also easy. Trying to look for my mother and holding down a job and school was too much even with hiring a PI, but I didn’t donate solely for money.
Mostly, I wanted information. Any scrap of gossip that might let me find the one person who’d put my life before her own was worth a night of being bled. Mother, I will find you.
The celebration was an invite-only rave. Lucky me. My clients requested me, and Lilly organized this event so I could talk to one Diego Sanderson.
Everyone was tight-lipped about what went on during these events. Not that anyone was doing anything illegal out in plain sight. The more illicit goods and services were hidden out of sight in tents. Police might have an issue with my boot knife, but if anyone besides our inner circle knew what went down, it was likely the police would show up, and not only because of the contraband.
If my vanilla-mocha-drinking butt got put in the slammer… well, I’d heard women inmates were hard core. I shuddered, not at the company I might have behind bars, but because small cages reminded me too much of my past.
For the fifth time in twenty paces, my eyes traveled back to my faded-blue Honda sitting in a cleared field doubling as a dirt parking lot.
“You won’t find any answers in your car.” Lilly’s topaz eyes sparkled in mischief. She had the bluest eyes I’d ever seen, and a body built for sin.
“Do you think this Diego will know anything?” I stood at the ragged edge of the last line of parked cars and glanced at the throng of people. A sea of black lace and topless guys in leather pants mingled in the center of a horseshoe ring of tents.
“He works for one of the echelon, so you want to ingratiate yourself.” Lilly turned pouting with her hands on her hips. “I went to the trouble of making this appointment. Don’t you have faith in me?”
Lilly knew enough about me and my mission to find the Florentine vampires. A house of real vampires. Not these college students that put in capped teeth, went to raves, and tried desperately to convince everyone around them they were children of the night.
Hopefully, this Diego would point me in the right direction.
My fervent wish was to find my mother and get her out of the hellhole she’d selflessly gotten me out of. I had to keep believing she was still alive.
I’d tried to find the Florentine vampires, but they moved frequently, and I had no way to track them down once Child Protective Services pulled me off the streets after my escape. I’d ceased being “Chamomile” and shortened my name to “Miles” to throw off the monsters. My twelve-year-old brain thought that would be enough to keep my past from finding me, but I needn’t have worried. No one searched for me after that night Mother helped me flee the Florentines.
This appointment was a long shot. I had to try. For my mother’s sake.
“Lilly, I have faith in you. I just don’t have much optimism for anyone else.” I self-consciously pulled the delicate gauze scarf around my neck higher. The fuchsia accessory hid ugly scars. They were my calling card—both the scars and the scarf. New clients recognized me as the girl with color around her neck. That’s how my contact would recognize me. Pink would stick out in a place smothered in black.
“Darling, I’m sure Diego can help you.” Lilly pulled out a small perfume bottle and held it up. “Now stay still. This brand is all the rage.” She sprayed two pumps under my chin and tucked the fragrance away.
Lilly had some major skills in the makeup department. If I ever needed a disguise to get out of town, she was the person I’d call.
From inside the edge of partygoers, the same pair of yellow catlike eyes dared me to enter the fray. The man attached to those yellow eyes was a gorgeous tall blond pretender wearing a blue suit. He was surrounded by a sea of black lace, Gothic motif, and people wearing a range of iris-color-enhancing contact lenses. He wasn’t the only one wishing to be somebody else, something else. Anything else but human.
The monsters I’d dealt with did everything within their power to fit in. These people were doing anything to look like movie vampires, or what they thought demons looked like. If only they knew the reality.
Vampires look exactly like humans. The hair, the eyes, the skin. Most bloodsuckers are beautiful and employ various talents of seduction to lure their prey. What they have that people don’t, what really gives them away, are a set of canine teeth that get exposed when they are ready to feed.
Dentists call it hyperdontia. The condition means that someone might have one or two extra teeth. Those are humans with extra calcium. Anyone that has a set of canines extending behind the flat human-sized ones are vampires.
Mr. Gorgeous Pretender smiled and flashed a pair of porcelain “sharpies” far longer than any humans. Implants? Dentures? Stick-ons maybe. They were out for show. Underneath the Lestat impression, this man possessed allure. Also, he wasn’t wearing pure black—a clue he might be my contact.
“Dear Lord, is that Diego Sanderson?” I whispered over my shoulder to Lilly.
But she was gone. Nothing but wind caught my question.
Typical. She always left the fun part to me.
I took a deep breath and wandered to the edge of the fray. Let it be known that I, “Miles” Chamomile Makayla Evans Eirian, was not a flake. I held my end of the bargain. My word was my bond. If I broke a bargain with someone, that meant I was unreliable. If I became undependable to others, I became unreliable to myself. Then I wouldn’t be good to anyone.
“What’s your name?” Mr. Gorgeous spoke without a lisp that real people with removable teeth could not imitate without practice. Lots and lots of practice. He held an air of superiority in a blue suit that could make a girl swoon, but he loomed over me soon after I approached.
Mr. Gorgeous reminded me too much of the monsters that had drained my kind dry over and over. His vertically-slit yellow iris contacts were fake and disconcerting, and his needle-thin canines were in front and not hidden in the back, but he had the aura down flat.
He stared at me, waiting for an answer, bemusement curving his lips. I couldn’t tell if his canines extended or if he thinned his bottom lip to make it look like they did. Still, panic struck me.
Catatonic helplessness rooted me to the spot. I tried shaking off the rising terror, assuring myself with the laser pointer in the pocket of my jeans, reasoning myself out of this spiral of fear, using all my experiences with real vampires to calm down.
He’s not real. He’s not real. He’s not real. My instincts didn’t believe a word I told myself.
Run. Run. Run.
His slit pupils didn’t dilate. His teeth weren’t doubled, but everything else he had right. The motions, the look, the insufferable confidence. Everything was too coincidental for him not to have at least seen an eternal damned.
Which was who I was looking for because only a vampire would know about other vampires. If I could find one bloodsucker, then I might be able to find my mom. But Mr. Gorgeous’s near likeness threw me off and made me revert to an twelve-year-old child. Alone. Afraid. Running from monsters with nothing more than an antique blade. The heirloom was more than the size of a pocketknife but shorter than a throwing blade, and part of a life I’d left behind.
His smile faded, and a film of concern clouded his face. Then he blinked and wrapped his hand in mine. Mr. Gorgeous radiated heat.
“Hey,” he said, his tone soft. “Are you all right?”
A true vampire could imitate life, but his human reaction made me feel better all the same. I broke out of my fright and started breathing again. “Fine. I’m fine.”
He smiled with his sharp teeth once more in impish delight. “You seem new to the scene.”
“And you seem to like scaring the crap out of people.” I flashed an angry glare at him.
“Guilty.” Mr. Gorgeous laughed, releasing my hand. “I do like watching people’s reactions. But I like frightening beautiful young ladies the most.” He gestured to himself. “Thomas.”
A wave of relief let the last of my tension go. He wasn’t the man I was supposed to meet. Not that I wouldn’t go through with the deal if he were.
“Miles.” I gestured to myself.
“Beautiful name for a beautiful lady.”
Oh, a charmer. One never knew where a client would come from. “Thank you.”
I started looking around. Diego, the person I’d made an appointment with, said he’d be wearing a suit. Which was why I thought Thomas was my contact.
“What brings you here, Miles?” Thomas, not Tom, purred my name.
Rule number one about vampires, fake or real, don’t abbreviate their name. It’s rude. They get offended. Real vampires are known for flying off the handle and starting fights that spill gore over everyone and everything for shortening their illustrious name.
“I’m meeting someone.” Within the ocean of vampire Goths, I hoped Diego would wear something other than black.
“How much for an ounce?” He eyed my neck.
I faced him with a smile. “How do you know I’m not here to buy?”
He raised his hand and tickled the ends of my scarf. “You’re not the only donor who wants to cover their marks.”
“I already have an appointment.” I winced and pulled away, wanting to find a mirror to see if my scars were showing. “I’m sorry, but another time?”
“So formal.” Thomas smirked. His fangs pinched his lower lip.
From twenty feet away, a pair of glasses shimmered. Black eyes fixed on me. A dark-haired, olive-skinned kid in a black blazer and khakis came strolling over. His lopsided smile and shorter stature disarmed any panic button.
“Excuse me,” I said, dismissing Thomas and stepped up to the new guy.
“Hello,” New Guy said. “Are you Miles?” His gaze roamed over my fuchsia gauze scarf then glared over my shoulder as if he was mentally saying to Thomas, Back off.
“Yes,” I said, aware of Mr. Gorgeous stepping up behind me. “Are you Diego Sanderson?”
The kid’s attention refocused on me, and he nodded with that disarming grin. “That’s me.”
Oh, thank the Lord.
Diego was no taller than my own five-foot-nine height. Messy short black hair, nerd glasses that hid his dark eyes, and a face that screamed naïve—take advantage of me made a world of difference relieving my apprehension. Donating my blood to wannabe vampires paid the rent but made for nerve-wracking first meetings.
Behind me Thomas’s buttery voice sent my spine rigid. “Sanderson.”
Diego flicked his eyes over to Thomas, grinned, and nodded. “Hi, Tom.”
Ouch.
In etiquette terms, Diego might as well have slapped Thomas in the face. Shortening a vampire’s name, even a wannabe vampire, was like telling him his rank and title were worthless. I even knew of some humans that didn’t like their names shortened.
“I was not done talking with the lady.” Thomas snarled and stepped closer to my back, and dread sank all the way to my feet.
“She came here at my request.” Diego extended his elbow, inviting me to slip my hand into the harbor of his arm.
Thomas’s warm hand settled on my shoulder, and words whispered in my ear. “Don’t go with him, Miles.”
Diego remained smiling, but his eyes grew intense. He wasn’t looking at me, but at Thomas.
The pause in conversation sent the tiny hairs along my neck to stand on end.
“Another time, Thomas,” I said.
Thomas’s hand slipped off my shoulder, and Diego broke out in a triumphant grin.
“Miles, let’s talk away from prying eyes.” Sanderson swept me away from the crowd and toward the parking lot.
I looked back to find Thomas ramrod straight, lips pressed thin with a look of pity in his eyes. “It was nice to meet you, Miles.”
Damn. Why did I feel like I made the wrong call?
I wanted to get Thomas’s contact info, but it didn’t matter. He backed away and disappeared into the fray without a trace. Freaking Thomas had vampire mystic in spades.
Diego knew him, so maybe I could get Thomas’s cell from him if Diego’s intel didn’t pan out.
I pulled myself together as Diego navigated us through the parked cars. He marched like a man on a mission, but I didn’t let my guard down.
“Excuse me, Diego, that’s far enough.” I stopped and pulled him to a halt.
He turned and flashed wide eyes of worry but managed a pleasant grin. I was beginning to see how he used his innocent look to his own favor.
“This is as far as we go.” I held out my palm.
Diego took my hand in both of his. Black doe eyes peered into my soul. “I understand. I know you have reservations, but we’re almost there.”
His puss-in-boots power of cute harmlessness nearly undid me. Voices in the back of my mind, soft but insistent, offered assurances. Diego won’t hurt you. You can trust him. There’s nothing to fear. Go with him. Gentle, invisible hands pulled me forward to a glowing white limo among the sedans and sports cars.
“Stop.” I closed my eyes and pushed away those whispers in my head, giving a half-hearted attempt at pulling free from his hold.
Diego didn’t release me. I knew I should be wary of him, but I couldn’t pinpoint why.
His eyes widened as his lips parted and his face paled. “There is something different about you.”
I tried tugging my hand free again, but he held it firm.
“Let me go.”
With that he dropped his hold. “You don’t want privacy?”
My head cleared, and I started going over my survival checklist. “I have a rule. No private places until I know you.”
Diego searched my eyes. His sad imploring set off all my warning bells.
“Miles, I will not hurt you. I promise. You know my word is good, right?” His words settled in the air with a powered electricity, and I knew Diego was more than human.
“Are you a vampire?” The words spilled out of me.
If I’d asked that of anyone at the rave, they’d immediately say yes, but Diego considered me before answering.
“A demon is a demon no matter if they take blood or… something else.”
My body started shaking. Breaths came in heaving swaths. My legs itched to move. Adrenaline dumped into my system making it hard to stay still, but I didn’t have a doubt.
Diego was not human.
My bladder was ready to give out. My knees shook. The queasiness in my stomach churned, and my mouth started tasting acidic. I looked everywhere. Escape. Where was my car?
Diego’s face went slack. The white sclera in his eyes turned black, and he swallowed.
“Don’t run,” he whispered.
I wanted nothing more than to hightail it out of here. Lilly had her own ride, and she was safe in the crowd. She didn’t need me. Monsters lurked here.
No, Miles, I admonished myself. The little girl whose mother told her to run fast and far was now grown. I wouldn’t die from blood loss, but I could still feel pain. I held firm and hid my quaking stomach. This could be my only chance to get the whereabouts of my mom.
“I’m your donor. I’ll trade information—”
“What are you?” His face twisted in a snarl, the features morphing a little more angular. Claws, short and hooked, sprouted from his fingers, and he held his hands up to show me. “I don’t have this reaction to just anyone.”
I gritted my teeth. Did he try to compel me? Little prick. His I’m-so-innocent act pissed me off. How many victims succumbed to his pleasant demeanor and those innocent eyes? This was a true monster. “I could ask you the same thing.”
“No.” Diego leaned against the limo door and pointed in the opposite direction. “This is as far as you come. You’re not getting your hands on him.”
“What?” The adrenaline made me shake. Now I was angry. “You think I’m the danger?”
“Who sent you?” Diego’s innocent mask faded into anger. “No,” he chuffed. “I know who sent you. Tell that lying snake of a bitch that she’s never going to get her hands on him. Not while I’m protecting him.”
He obviously had me confused with someone else, but my fear turned to resentment. Attending this party for nothing wasn’t an option. How much longer could my mom last? I’d been searching years for her. “I came here to trade for information.”
“I’ll pay you to leave.” He snarled. “Name your price.”
How did this turn into me being the monster? A bout of rage about toppled me over. I was not a flake. I was not a bloodsucker. I would do the job. Plus, Diego was the type of person—demon—I was looking for. “How about you answer some questions, then I’ll go.”
“One question. Then leave.” Diego threw a clawed finger toward the crowd of people.
The window of the limo cracked part way, and a deep, slow, musky voice resonated power with a single word, “Diego.”
The demon snapped his attention to the slit in the window. “I’m sorry, sir. We’ll leave.”
“No. Let Miss…” The voice floated into the air, and the man behind it waited for my name.
“Evans,” Diego answered. “Miles Evans.”
“Miles…” the voice said. My name over his tongue sounded erotic, enticing. “Come in if you like, but don’t waste my aide’s time. Diego is very busy.”
The window went back up leaving me and this guy’s aide staring at each other.
Diego cursed.
“It wasn’t you this appointment was with?” I clenched my fists. Slow understanding dawned on me. Diego was here to bring me to this guy.
Oh, so careful with his words. Of course, Diego wouldn’t hurt me. This was why demons were infuriating. Diego couldn’t even be straight with me about who would imbibe my blood for information.
I needed to tread carefully. Vampire etiquette bore no resemblance to human conventions. Vampires were calculating. Patient. Economic at times. Easy to offend, and very deadly. Bottom line, even though I desperately wanted to know, there was no way I was going to ask who was in the limo. That would be offensive because it would be expected of me to know. Especially if he were an old vampire. And, no, it didn’t make sense for a society that wanted to play itself on the down-low.
I was not keen on going inside, but a refusal might get my throat cut, which would be fine. I’d live. Or… come back alive at least. They might decide to scatter me into pieces. Not a boundary of my screwed-up “superpower” I wanted to test. Bleeding to death was fine. Piecing myself together… that was more undead territory.
Diego scowled at me then lifted two fingers and waved them in the universal code for “I’m watching you.”
I huffed and stepped back.
Lord help me. When Diego opened the door, anger was the source of my strength as I climbed into the limo.






  
  Chapter 2
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THE INSIDE OF the white stretched BMW was nothing like a typical party car for graduation. The usual long bench seat stretched down the long side and curved around the end. The opposite side sprouted a cubby-hole minibar, a screen, and a table. USB ports hid behind the plush white seats. Cords connected a laptop to the wall. The interior looked more like an underground office than a place to kick back while riding to the airport. 
“Thank you for joining me, Ms. Evans.” His voice vibrated inside me. Any college girl would bask in the rich, intoxicating vibe.
I gritted my teeth and focused on the man at the end of the limo. “A pleasure being here.”
Skin, a pale sheen found only on walls and real vampires, contrasted with inky-black hair falling in a skillful artlessness long enough to blend into his black suit. A blood-red tie splashed the only color against the matching black shirt. High cheekbones, a straight nose, and thin lips could place him in almost any ethnicity. His red-gold eyes looked through me in a timeless stare.
What stopped my beating heart was the expression on his face. Overwhelming sadness. Lost hope. A warrior knowing he fought a meaningless war. One whose anger had bled out long ago leaving an empty shell of a man. The desolation he carried was palpable. Yet his voice remained immune to the silent, accepting misery within his eyes.
Those red-gold eyes watched in patient melancholy as I adjusted into the seat. He reminded me of a young corporate accountant, one that had seen enough soul-sucking depravity yet retained enough humanity to feel the wrongness of it all. Trapped, unable to extricate himself due to the contract he’d signed with the wrong corporation.
The door slammed, and I jumped at the force of movement. I jerked back keeping my eyes on the predator in the car. He might seem sad, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have to eat.
In my position, it was much better to show patience and say nothing than put my foot in my mouth. I waited him out in silence. Vampires liked to boast about themselves. All I had to do was give him time. Two minutes passed, and I neither moved nor looked away. Easy breaths measured my heart rate, but my mind raced.
I’d been catfished. Diego made our appointment for this man. Not himself. Now that I was in the car, I felt like a fool. They could drive away, and I’d be at their mercy. Never let it be said that human desperation couldn’t surmount difficult choices. My mother was out there, being tortured by these monsters and if I wanted to get her out, I had to calm down, breathe, and trade for information.
I had to be careful. If they found out what I was, what I could do, then I could very well become a prisoner once again.
The man—vampire—lifted his hands and covered his mouth. “What can I do for you, Ms. Evans?”
The bottom of my stomach dropped, but it was now or never. “I don’t believe we’ve been formally introduced.”
If a real vampire was going to feed on me and leave me for dead, I wanted a name.
My question gave him pause, and his eyes shone in interest.
Perfect. The old ones were the worst to offend. They expected to be known, and I’d insulted him by not hearing about the great such and such.
Playing the waiting game wreaked havoc on my bladder. I blinked, and he was suddenly a foot closer, facing me with an arm slung over the back of the stretched seat.
Frayed nerves pumped even more adrenaline into my blood stream, and I inwardly cursed at my rising libido.
He tickled the ends of my fuchsia scarf and said, “My name is Warren Coroner.”
Oh great, I’m totally dead. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Coroner.”
My sincerity would have been convincing had my voice not cracked.
His eyes studied me until he filtered everything he could from my reaction. In a slow, exaggerated cadence, Warren asked, “Why are you here, Ms. Evans?”
“In-information.” I fumbled with the knot in my scarf.
Warren’s eyes fixated on my clumsy fingers until I removed the accessory and exposed my abused throat. I knew what he saw. A neck under siege of human bite marks with a colorful
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