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We met a few times, but I don’t remember your name. I do remember the fact that you put yourself through the trouble of going to college for a degree in writing because you liked Twilight that much. This book is dedicated to you.

This book is also dedicated to anyone who has picked up a pen to write because of vampires. Who would have thought?

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1


[image: ]


If I may boast one talent, it’s my ability to craft a convincing disguise. I blend with students at the campus café as well as anywhere. I’ve mastered the walk, the lingo, and the wardrobe. Social media? Let’s be friends. GPA? Dead on 4.0. Wild parties? Not yet, but first thing’s first.

I retrieve my new Mac Book and open it to reveal some credible homework. I’m good at homework. The studies relax me and help me focus on the other things in my life. This digital worksheet is for Tectonics and World Regions, one of my favorite classes here at Mountain State University in Northern California.

My fascination with maps is as genuine as my new love for a catchy song. I’m a hundred percent Portuguese, so you could say that exploration runs in my blood. Leaning towards the screen, I take some of my thick, black hair between my fingers, and I twist it through my fingers in a semi-intentional seductive pose. You never know when the right guy is going to show up. The right guy being Jordan Miller, my latest project and surprise obsession. 

Jordan never visits the café. He prefers a night in with pizza and root beer to using up his meal plan. I guess campus life in general grates on him. But that’s not going to stop me. Jordan is practical, sensible, and directed in everything he does. Besides that, he’s surprisingly mature for a college guy.

“Sol? Is that you?”

I pivot on my high stool. The official school colors of MSU are blue and gold. That scheme blends in well enough with my naturally preferred palette, but Brigitte LaCroix stands out as being pasty and misplaced here on campus with an old pink sweater and an ensemble that looks a generous thirty years out of date. She skips before me with an affected bounce, trying to imitate the carefree stride of California girls.

I press my fingers to my forehead. “Mom jeans. You’re wearing mom jeans,” I say. “Don’t you know ugly clothes are basically a criminal offense over here? What are you doing?”

Brigitte looks decades older than I do. That’s why they chose me for this assignment. If she tried, Brigitte could pass for a professor, though I couldn’t guess what she’d teach. College kids in general don’t like the idea of capital punishment, assassination, or dart-throwing accuracy, all of which are Brigitte’s personal specialties. Drinking blood wouldn’t be high on their list either. Brigitte is a vampire, and an old-school one at that. She has a modest French accent that refuses to fade after full centuries of living in the states, a natural seductive appeal that has won her everything she’s wanted for hundreds of years. Once upon a time, Brigitte was the mentor assigned to me by the Council of Vampyre shortly after I was turned. These days we’re more like peers. Brigitte and I are what you might call field agents, specialists sent out to investigate disruptions around the world and cull them before anyone finds out. We do this to protect humanity. Few would consider vampires to be especially humanitarian, but given our reliance on humans for culture, sustenance, and excitement (and on occasion food, but for most of us that ended a long time ago), we do what we can to protect them.

Brigitte sits down on the stool across from me. “What are you drinking?” she asks.

“It’s called a vanilla latte,” I tell her. “Actually, it’s delicious. Hot, too. Want to try?”

She wrinkles her nose and pushes my cup away. “Disgusting. What about Jordan Miller? I want to meet her. Is she coming?”

“I doubt it,” I say. “Besides, it isn’t a she. Jordan is a ‘he.’”

Brigitte’s eyes widen. “He? A man?” She claps her hands together. “Oh, that’s awful. Terrible! You’re going to need a new plan entirely.”

To fully understand our mission and why I enrolled in a mid-level university in the middle of the woods, you need to understand the town of Midnight Valley. Midnight Valley has a population of about fifteen thousand. The small city is situated in an isolated region of Northern California near the Redwood Forest, cut off from other communities and abandoned largely to the whims of nature. 

It’s also the cold case capital of the world. People go missing in Midnight Valley every year, to the point where some darkly joke about its being a yearly tradition. Occasionally people are found in Midnight Valley as well, but always dead and mangled in the most terrible ways. Not a case has been solved so far. No hero has stepped forward with any answers—any believable answers, that is. No culprits have been apprehended, and the residents of the town appear overwhelmingly peaceful and disturbingly content to remain in such a hazardous area. 

Midnight Valley is uncanny. Its mysteries are also very hard to investigate from the outside, since most residents never leave the town and few move in. The Council of Vampyre has grown increasingly concerned about it, and for years I’ve known that either Brigitte or I would be sent in to take a tour. 

Someone is preying on these people.

Someone much less than human.

Introducing our catalyst, Jordan Miller. We found Jordan’s name on his college acceptance letter, and the news was almost too perfect to believe. Jordan Miller was intelligent, observant, and excellent at communication. Jordan hailed from a middle-class family right near the middle of an upper middle-class district of Midnight Valley and was scheduled to start college in the fall. There was one thing that we overlooked regarding Jordan: he’s a dude. The original plan was that I would transfer into the school one or two years into “her” education. I’d befriend her, try to become roommates with her, and search for an excuse to visit her family with her. My act was simple and involved little physical danger. 

Then we had our first class together, and I knew my good fortune had come to a stop.

Jordan’s incredibly friendly. The two of us have perfect chemistry and hit it off the day we met. Despite the unconventional twist in my plan, Jordan was also romantically available, and we started dating two weeks after we first met. By “dating” we basically just hang out around campus together and meet up for cafeteria or fast food dinners whenever convenient. I’ve avoided anything physical between us. Not even so much as splitting a milkshake. I tell Jordan that I want to wait for marriage, and he is surprisingly respectful of that. 

I’ve asked Jordan everything I can about his family and his hometown, and he’s told me a little. It turns out that he’s not originally from Midnight Valley himself. His family moved in when he was in middle school. When I bring up that I’ve heard of someone going missing there, he says he doesn’t know much about it, but quickly changes the subject.

But now it’s time to take action. Jordan is very certainly visiting his family over fall break, and the council expects me to join him. It’s my break, my chance to slip into Midnight Valley without needing additional cover. But I haven’t asked Jordan about this yet, and I can’t say if he’d accept my abrupt proposal. We’ve only been dating for a month. Hence my now meeting with Brigitte, so I could explain everything in exchange for feedback.

“So you see why I’m having a hard time,” I explain after relating my personal dilemma. “I don’t know what his family would think meeting his new girlfriend, and I don’t want to put him in any bad situations. Not to mention, I think it would be a little conspicuous and out of character for me to become so overt and coy with him so suddenly. I’ve been playing the modest, sweet girl so far. And I think that’s what he likes.”

Brigitte bats her eyes. “Oh, come on. He’s a red-blooded male, isn’t he? You can afford to be a little seductive with him. Relax, Sol. Put your arm around this boy. Whisper sweet things into his ear. Touch his hand, like this, and take him to bed—”

“Nothing physical,” I correct. “I’m not into that. And neither is he.”

Bridget tilts her head to the side and looks incredibly French in the moment. “Not into that? What else are you not into? Breathing, sleeping? You need to come out of your shell, Sol.” She pauses and reaches forward to take my hand. Hers carries a uniquely icy chill. “Oh, darling Sol, you’re still in love, aren’t you? It’s Sebastian, right? That scoundrel?”

“Sebastian ended hundreds of years ago,” I say. “This has nothing to do with him.”

“You’re blushing.”

“Drop it,” I say.

“What a hopeless romantic you are,” chides Brigitte. “I had no idea it was this deep.”

“No,” I say. “It isn’t. Romance isn’t for me. Never was. And a serious relationship really won’t help anything.”

“But we’re not talking about serious relationships,” says Brigitte. “This is your work. It’s a job, a sexy profession. And if it makes you feel any better, you can enjoy an extra sweet payout when you’re done.”

“Payout? What do you mean?” I ask, lowering the screen of my laptop.

“You know what I mean,” she teases. 

“Not sex.”

“What? No!” She bats her eyes again. “I’m talking about the good stuff. Sol, how long has it been since you’ve enjoyed a sip of the real thing?”

By the real thing, Brigitte means blood. Human blood. I stiffen and glance around to ensure no one else is listening in on our conversation. Fortunately, the loud rumble of the smoothie machine drowns out most of the nearby noise.

“It’s no wonder you’re having so many problems,” says Brigitte. “You can’t live off of pigs and synthetics forever. The good stuff is a must, every now and then. And this Jordan character, if he trusts you, could be a most beneficial source. It’s always sweeter when it comes from trust.”

“I don’t want to hurt him,” I say. “I mean, he’s cute, and I like his personality, and I think he can help us a lot. I mean, he is a friend at this point.”

“A friend? Bah!” she says. “All right, how about this? After this whole Midnight Valley ordeal is dealt with, you bring him to see me. I’ll take care of the rest. As far as he knows, you will never have had any idea.”

I swallow. Then I release my hair, which I’ve been swirling and tugging too much during the conversation.

“When is your next rendez-vous with Jordan?” asks Brigitte.

“He’s coming to my room to study tonight,” I say. “My roommate is going to be there, so I’m not going to try to pull anything.”

“Of course you are,” says Brigitte, leaning forward. “Aren’t there any remote hideouts around this campus? Any innocently romantic destinations? Surely even college kids have to get it on sometimes.”

“But Jordan’s not an average college kid,” I mutter. “I don’t want to rush anything.”

“No. You want to rush everything,” says Brigitte with a devious grin. “Make him feel passionate for you. Make him obsess over you. Reveal to Jordan your charm. Lose yourself to him. Let him lose himself to you. That way when he goes to see his family, he won’t want to leave you behind. You know what to do.” She rises from her stool and approaches me, giving me the European greeting of a kiss on either side of my face.

“I’ll do what I can.”

“Is that the best you can muster?” she asks.

I shrug.

“We need to work on your spirit,” says Brigitte. “Which reminds me: I recently got a new phone. A smart phone. I’d love to test it out. How about I check in on you now and then to make sure everything is going according to plan?” Brigitte wiggles her fingers in a cute wave before trotting to the front door. I rest my head in my hands and sigh.
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My roommate’s name is Sarah Smith. No, seriously. And she’s about as dull as her name suggests. Sarah has no life on campus. She attends classes in the morning, works out in the afternoons, studies in the evenings. Like me, Sarah has a 4.0 GPA and is actively involved in the honors program here at Mountain State.

I have a moment to myself while Sarah showers after her workout. I’m setting up to study with Jordan. I remember what Brigitte said about finding a place to be alone with him. I’ll try to do it, too, if I can, but I refuse to compromise the character I’ve put so much work into already. I’m dead serious about this character I play when I’m with Jordan. After all, these are very high stakes we’re talking about. Who could predict when the next opportunity to sneak into Midnight Valley will arise? I don’t want to risk blowing my cover with him. I ruined my reputation by doing something he’d find inappropriate. What we have going on now is comfortable. Fun, if I really think about it.

Sarah steps out of the steamy bathroom with a towel wrapped around her chest. She glances around at my minimal setup. “Jordan coming over?”

“Yeah, studying. If it’s okay with you.”

“I think this guy’s a good influence on you,” says Sarah, giggling lightly to herself. Her hair hangs over her shoulders in loose ringlets.

“Do you have anything going on tonight?” I ask, trying to keep her attention off myself. I am proud of how well I’ve been able to conceal myself from her since we first met. As far as she knows, we’re two peas out of the same pod.

“Oh, no,” says Sarah. “I’m going to make myself some tomato soup and read for American lit.”

“Easy homework,” I say.

Sarah nods and retreats to the bathroom to change.

I haven’t done much to set up. After my brief talk with Sarah, the space appears irredeemably cramped and cluttered. Room inspections won’t be for another week. Neither Sarah nor I are messy people, but sometimes stuff does build up. I’m a little embarrassed to look at it. It isn’t juvenile, per se. Our room is simply very, very lived-in.

Time for a change of plans. I slip my laptop into my backpack and grab a few books. I can meet Jordan out in the parking lot. Then I’ll ask him where he wants to go. Nothing will seem too suspicious about that, right?

Of course, I have to bring a prop if I want to satisfy Brigitte. She’ll want a juicy story to fawn over when I’m through, and the least I can do is tell her I tried. I hope my guitar case doesn’t provide too much of a distraction. I bring it out with me sometimes and steal a
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