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      A homeless woman ran out of the shadows next to the Grand Canal and straight into traffic on Washington Avenue. Brakes squealed. Horns blared. The oncoming cars’ headlights illuminated her briefly; her wild silver hair sticking out in every direction, her stained t-shirt that might have been white a long time ago, the over stretched waistband of her dingy gray sweatpants sagging well below that of her equally dingy gray granny panties. Someone shouted something about using the crosswalk. She hurried on, paying them no mind. The nearest pedestrian crosswalk was over a block away in either direction, and there was someone—something--chasing her.

      Any other night, she would have been on her way to becoming another statistic, just another lost soul who died in the shadows of Los Angeles, but not tonight. I recognized the woman. She hung around Venice and Playa del Rey, usually trying to bum a cigarette or loose change off passersby. She was polite enough. She didn’t deserve to be hunted down and killed.

      I could sense him, it felt like a him, getting closer. The woman was half a block away at least, but distances like that don’t matter when you have superhuman speed. Cats hunt the same way, playing with their food. The difference: I like cats. I left my spot leaning against the real estate office wall and rounded the corner, blocking the vampire’s progress. He stopped short, eyes wide. Older vamps didn’t show surprise often. This one had to be new. I took a step toward him and he took an involuntary step back.  Make that very new. He looked over my shoulder at the homeless woman’s retreating back, then back to me.

      “What are you doing?”

      “What does it look like?” I took another step toward him.

      His eyes widened.

      I didn’t understand what he said. It sounded like “Yur-hur.” Maybe a relative of the famous chariot racing Ben?

      He turned to run, but I wasn’t about to let him get away. I had superhuman speed too. My fire rose, effusing every pore. The moment I touched him, he charred and smoked like a steak on a grill.

      I stepped back onto the sidewalk a few minutes later. A small pile of ashes was the only evidence the vampire had ever existed. I buzzed with energy. My senses were even sharper than usual. I could hear the hum of the neon lights mixed with the traffic noises and music from nearby bars. Food aromas floated out of the restaurants on the boulevard. Italian was closest, but Mexican and Cuban scents wafted on the breeze.

      There weren’t any other vamps in the area that I could sense, so I wandered down to the end of Washington Blvd. and out onto the fishing pier. It was mostly deserted. Just a few people cast their lines out into the darkness. I liked the pier, the part that was upwind of the fish cleaning station, anyway. It was lined with streetlights, but just enough for safety. Beyond that was the black on black of the Pacific under a night sky. A few stars, those bright enough to combat the light pollution from L.A. pierced the darkness. Otherwise, it was impossible to tell the water from the sky. I inhaled the ocean air and felt the breeze lift my hair. The surf crashed into the piers below, but much closer, just over my right shoulder, I felt him. He didn’t hit my senses the way other vampires did. They were all pulsing crimson power, visible as well as physical. Grey felt different because he was different.

      I turned, and he was there, much the way I first saw him, leaning against a light post. “Hello, Katrina,” he said and smiled.

      My heart beat double time. Greyson had a good smile, full lips under a sharp nose, high cheekbones, very green eyes and dark, almost black curls. He looked a bit like Jim Morrison, but more rugged. Morrison’s face had always had that soft, youthful look.  I had yet to meet an immortal of any significant years who still looked soft.

      He closed the space between us. “You’re beautiful,” he said softly, close to my ear. I shivered. Blame the cool ocean air. It couldn’t be anything more than that. We’d been together for a few months now. He said he loved me once. I said… nothing. Maybe that’s why he only said it once.

      “You’re not so bad yourself,” I said.

      “Are you finished for tonight?”

      “Finished hunting, yes.” I ran my fingers through his curls. Damn, he had great hair. “As for you, I’m just getting started.” I leaned in and kissed him. His arms tightened around my waist, pressing our bodies together. My hand stayed in his hair, the other arm across his shoulders. I had the feeling, as I often did, that we couldn’t possibly get close enough. I could crawl up one side of him and down the other, and it still wouldn’t be enough. I didn’t do this. I didn’t kiss guys in public. I didn’t crave closeness this way. I’d always been the frantic tumble and then goodbye sort. Then again, I didn’t get involved with vampires either. All sorts of personal rules had gone out the window when I met Grey.

      “Your place or mine?” he asked when we, well, when I came up for air. Grey breathed in order to talk, and that was about it.

      “Mine,” I answered. His apartment was closer, but it was a subterranean room with no morning light allowed in. I hated waking up there. I needed sunlight as much as Grey needed to avoid it.

      “Let’s go.”  Was that urgency in his voice? I was impatient too. For the millionth time, I considered selling my house in the hills and moving to Venice. I was always here anyway, and Abbey, my housemate, worked in Playa del Rey. A move would save us both time in traffic. The problem was, Venice was a tight community, and I survived by being anonymous.

      “What?” Grey asked.

      “Just dreading the drive without you,” I said.

      He smiled. “Let’s hurry up then.”

      We turned toward land, our fingers still laced together. I inhaled the ocean air again, catching a bit of Grey’s earthy scent and his cologne. There was little else on my radar right then, just the lights ahead of us, my bike parked a few blocks up in the lot off Venice Blvd. and a thought as to where Grey had parked his smart car.

      My fire flashed hard and bright. It burst from the inside out, increasing my night vision and pulling the world into sharp focus. I had enough presence of mind to jump away from Grey. At the same time, he jerked back from me. Energy, similar to my own, tugged at me from the north, up in Santa Monica.

      “Trina, what the hell?” Grey said. He stared at me with wide eyes. A bit of a glow surrounded him too. It was an after effect of drinking my blood. My fire echoed in Grey. He said it didn’t hurt anymore, but it wasn’t exactly comfortable either.

      “I’m sorry,” I gasped.  “It wasn’t me. It was…” I looked northward again. “You need to get inside,” I said, still only half looking at Grey. “Go to my house. Abbey will let you in.”

      “What’s going on?”

      I stared at the Santa Monica Pier. I could see the lights on the Ferris wheel and the roller coaster. Who could be up there? Zak and Wes, my makers and mentors, were on the other side of the country. It had to be someone else.

      “Trina!” Grey gripped my shoulders. I finally focused on his face and nothing else. “Tell me what’s happening.”

      “Another Odonata,” I said, sounding dazed to my own ears.  “Up there.” I jerked my head to the north.

      Grey’s eyes widened. “One of your makers?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Then who?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know anyone else.” Zak and Wes had kept me apart from others of our kind. Odonata were a cantankerous lot who did not suffer the young lightly, or so they said. We were supposed to be solitary in nature, keeping to our own territories. Now here was someone invading mine. “I’ll find out, and meet you later. Call Torré and tell him to stay in, just in case.”

      “You shouldn’t go alone.”

      The other Odonata’s power was an itch under my skin. I wanted desperately to find the source and douse that flame. Biting back my impatience, I shrugged off Grey’s hands but held contact with his eyes. “It’s too dangerous. I need you to be safe, and that means knowing you’re at my house with Abbey. Will you please go there, right now?”

      I felt another pulse of energy an instant before the echoing fire flared in me. Irritation rose. That would be two vampires this other Odonata just destroyed. Two vamps from my area. “Go!” I ordered Grey and hurried down the pier without looking back.

      I should have stopped to get my bike, but my temper had flared along with my fire. I ran up the beach, leaving only footprints in the sand as evidence of my passing. Anyone watching wouldn’t have been able to track my progress. There were plenty of advantages to being superhuman. When I reached the original Muscle Beach, I veered off the sand and onto the sidewalk. The other Odonata was on the pier, but not too far out. The energy drew me to the carousel building, through doors propped open in the night air. The ride was too bright after the darkness of the beach. I blinked in the glare. The jangly music grated on my overwrought nerves. Where was…? There. Riding in the chariot. He glowed brighter than his surroundings, making the smiling children and young adults around him look dull and insignificant in comparison. His eyes locked on me and stayed there until the ride took him out of sight.

      He came around again, and I got a good look. Blond hair didn’t reach below his collar and framed a face that was entirely too handsome. He stood and moved toward the outer edge of the ride and hopped off, ignoring the conductor’s direction to “please stay seated while the ride is in motion.”

      He jumped the barrier with ease and approached me moving gracefully with something arrogant in his gait. Cold blue eyes swept over me from head to toe and back again. His full lips twisted into a sneer. “Took you long enough,” he said and brushed past me, out into the night.

      I turned and followed. He was off the pier already, headed down the boardwalk. I ran past him, turned and planted myself in his path. He regarded me exactly as before, as if he could see everything, right through to my core with just a glance. “Who are you?” I demanded. I had never seen him before, but there was something…

      He brushed past me again. I caught his arm and let his own momentum spin him around. Irritation crossed his face, but it was nothing compared to mine. “What are you doing here? This is my town.” Ridiculous to call Los Angeles a “town,” but too bad.

      He gripped my chin and tilted my face upward. I tried to knock his hand away, but it didn’t budge.

      “Do you think yourself a monarch with lands and territories?” His voice was a smooth tenor, but cold and arrogant as his eyes. It sounded like… what? I couldn’t think.  “Time to grow up, princess.”

      Survivors have all sorts of triggers that bring back bad memories. A bruising grip on my chin was one of mine. The fingers being hot instead of ice cold made no difference. I didn’t like it now any better than I had over fifty years ago. He might have been bigger and stronger, but there was always one advantage women had over men, and I took it. I swung at him with my right hand. He blocked with his left and I brought my knee up between his legs. The air rushed out of his lungs and he crumpled, leaning with one hand against the building beside us. “Bitch,” he said through gritted teeth.

      “So I’ve been told,” I agreed pleasantly, rubbing his fingermarks on my jaw. “Now let’s begin again like civilized people. Start with your name.”

      “Sebastian,” he gasped. “My name is Sebastian, damn you.”

      I was so happy to have caused him pain. Just the sight of him wincing as he tried to stay on his feet pleased me. Yeah, I can be a petty little brat. So what? “So, Sebastian, are you in Los Angeles for business or pleasure?” I asked through gritted teeth, sounding like a hotel desk attendant who hated her job and people in general.

      He glared at me. “Why do you think?”

      “There aren’t any gangs here. I destroyed the last one and so far, no other group is organized enough to take control.”

      “You think you destroyed them,” he said. “You barely made a dent in their numbers.”

      I leaned down, bracing one hand on the brick wall and stopping just inches from Sebastian’s still convulsing lips. “Their master, Alistair, is gone, dead. So are his two highest ranking lackeys and close to a hundred minions. The humans he was using as currency are free and have returned to their lives.” Well, most of them had. I never did find Walter, nor the vampires who took him away to some other den.

      “Alistair is not the master. He is–he was a–what did you call them? High ranking lackeys? He was one of them. This isn’t a gang, princess, it’s a legion. And what’s more, they have a description of you.” He rose to his full height. I stepped back. Ice seeped into my pores. “The first rule of taking out a vampire den is ‘leave no witnesses.’ Even you should know that. Your juvenile attempt at fighting the monster in the dark has endangered us all.”

      I thought of Walter again. What was it he said about me? “She glows like the sun. Humans don’t do that. She’s something else.” His ability to see things that others couldn’t had landed him in a mental institution, but these vamps had valued him. Could he pick out other Odonata? If Alistair had just been a lackey, did his master know about us?

      Like vampires, our safety was ensured by our secrecy. Odonata were an old, mostly forgotten myth. Only very old vampires, like Grey for example, had even heard of us. We were strong, but we had our vulnerable times too. “I-I…”

      “And as for this being your town, I was hunting these streets before you even started your miserable human life. Don’t presume to order about your betters. Your makers should have taught you that.”

      “You know them?” I asked. Was there some kind of Odonata network out there? When would I be old enough to be a part of it?

      “Weston and Zakir? Of course I know them. You can tell them the same thing I’m telling you. Stay. Out. Of. My. Way.”

      He was gone in a blink. I didn’t follow. It was getting late. I had to walk back to Venice to get my bike and still make the drive home. I needed to conserve my energy for the multitude of questions waiting for me there.

      I hit the button on my key fob to open the gate on my driveway. It didn’t work. Muttering, I leaned over to the keypad and typed in my code. The gate opened, and I rumbled into my circular drive. Grey’s blue smart car was parked off to the side. I parked in the garage and entered through the mudroom. Abbey was in the kitchen already, having heard my approach. The smell of fresh bread was pretty standard for us, but I never tired of it. She stirred a pot on the stove and turned the burner higher. My three cats rushed over to greet me with Grey following at a respectful distance. The cats sniffed me and waited to be scratched behind their ears before wandering off to do whatever cats do. All except for the youngest, Arwen, who rubbed against Grey’s leg and waited for a pet from him as well. Cats didn’t normally like vampires. Arwen was unusual.

      Grey looked me over quickly, checking for injuries, no doubt, before brushing my lips with his. He ran a gentle finger along my chin and raised an eyebrow.

      I shook my head. “It’s nothing.”

      He frowned, but let it go and pulled out one of the bar stools for me. Abbey took three small round loaves of bread out of the oven. They were golden and beautiful, glistening on top where she’d brushed them with oil and spices.

      “I’ll ask, if no one else is going to,” she said, giving Grey a look. “What happened?”

      I was distracted by the bread. Odonata are always interested in food. It takes a lot of energy to burn like we do. Sunlight is our main source of power, and vampires are sustenance, but regular food plays a large part as well.

      Abbey cut round divots out of the first loaf, sliced that up and passed it over to me on a plate.

      “You’re like a little kid,” she said, not without affection.

      Grey snickered.

      I might have said something, but I was overwhelmed by the bread. It was still hot, crusty on the outside and soft inside, precisely the way bread should be. The crust tasted like olive oil, black pepper, garlic and a bit of salt. Abbey had rolled other herbs into the dough. I tasted rosemary among them. God, it was good.

      I opened my eyes, not realizing I had closed them, to find Abbey smiling as she slid over a dish with olive oil and spices for dipping. Oh, hell yes.

      “Now that you’ve had a mouthgasm, answer the question,” she said.

      “What question?” I asked. “Wait. Did you say mouthgasm?”

      “That’s what it looked like to me,” Grey said. Abbey giggled.

      I had a few responses for that, especially for Grey, but elected to dip another piece of bread into the oil and eat it instead. Grey did the same and filled three goblets with fruity iced tea, another of Abbey’s concoctions, while he chewed. He didn’t have a “mouthgasm” being unable to taste like a human much less an Odonata, but he did appreciate Abbey’s cooking. Everyone did. People made special trips to the strip mall in Playa del Rey to buy Abbey’s baked goods.

      “Hello, Katrina, anyone in there?” Abbey said. “Are you doing this purposely to build suspense?”

      I shook my head and resisted taking another bite. “No, I’m hungry.”

      “You’re always hungry. Talk now. Eat later.” She tasted the contents of the pot. It looked like a creamy soup from where I sat. She shook her head and continued stirring.

      “What do you want to know?”

      Abbey spun around to glare at me. “Seriously? You tell Grey there’s another Odonata in the area and you ask that? Who was it? Did you know her? Or was it a him? What did you say? What did he or she or they say? You really are impossible. Have I mentioned that lately?”

      “It was a ‘he.’ No, I never met him before.” That sounded wrong to my own ears, but I couldn’t justify saying anything different. “And he was an arrogant ass.”

      “You have a gift for first impressions, don’t you?” Abbey muttered. The soup was finally to her liking. She ladled it into the bread bowls and passed them out. She came around the island and sat next to Grey so I could see them both while I talked. “It’s hot. Wait a minute,” she admonished me before I could get the spoon to my lips. “Okay, so it was a guy. What did he look like?”

      I sighed and put my spoon down. “Tall, blond, good looking in an angelic sort of way, until he opened his mouth, that is.”

      Grey was listening intently. He arched an eyebrow at my description. I wasn’t into blonds, which he should have known. Dark hair and green eyes were my weakness when it came to men. Fortunately, Grey had both of those. I squeezed his hand just for a bit of reassurance anyway. I’d probably feel the same way if he described a beautiful vampire, not that I’d admit it.

      “What did he say that was so wrong?” Abbey asked.

      She had to wait until I tasted the soup. It was creamy and delicious, with celery and other vegetables in it, but no broccoli which she knew I hated. The salt and pepper were within reach, but we didn’t need them. As usual, Abbey had seasoned everything perfectly. “Damn, Abs,” I said.

      “Glad you like it.”

      “It’s excellent,” Grey agreed. “I especially like the bread.”

      Abbey grinned.

      “If I may ask,” Grey said to me, “Why is this other Odonata here, and how long will he be staying?”

      If only I knew the answer to that. “He wasn’t exactly forthcoming with answers to any of those questions,” I said. “I left messages for Zak and Wes.” Three actually, one on each of their cells and another on the house phone before I remembered the time difference. “I’m sure they’ll call in the morning.”

      “Still, it’s kind of exciting, isn’t it?” Abbey said. “I’ve wondered what other Odonata are like; haven’t you?”

      “Not especially,” I said. Zak and Wes had always been enough for me. They had been my whole world for many years. I hadn’t needed or wanted anyone else. Humans came and went, but we three were family forever. I didn’t want to worry about what some other immortal thought of me. I had the acceptance and seemingly unconditional love of the two that mattered.

      “Forgive me for not sharing your enthusiasm,” Grey said. “I’m not pleased to hear that there is another creature in this city that could destroy me.”

      Surprise crossed Abbey’s face at this unusual testiness from Grey. “Well, damn,” she said. “There are lots of creatures in this city who could destroy me.”

      I hid a smile behind my hand. The Abbey Marquez I’d rescued in an alley would have never stood up for herself like that. Maybe I was rubbing off on her after all.

      Grey opened his mouth and closed it again.

      “You’re in less danger than you think,” I assured him. “You don’t have a trail like a… like other vampires. I didn’t know what you were until I saw your fangs.”

      “No offense, love, but you aren’t very observant.”

      Abbey snorted while drinking her iced tea.

      “I’m observant!” I objected over the coughing fit that ensued.

      “I’ve got iced tea up my nose,” Abbey choked. Merriment danced in her brown eyes. “Trina, you’re as observant as a garden slug.”

      That didn’t even make sense. “Did you just call me a slug?”

      “The point is,” Grey continued calmly, “another Odonata might notice the difference between me and a human more quickly than you did.”

      I shook my head stubbornly. “Only if they were close enough to notice you didn’t have a heartbeat, and in a crowd of humans, that’s not exactly easy.”

      “Vampires have different abilities. Do you think Odonata are any different?”

      I considered this. Zak was killer fast. He fought better than anyone I’d ever seen, but that was from training and centuries of practice. I could be like that someday… maybe.

      “Since you only know two other Odonata, you cannot really say. Correct?”

      “Are you afraid of dying, Grey?” Abbey asked.

      “The longer one clings to life, the more precious that life becomes,” he answered.

      I tried to imagine my life without Grey; without his laugh, the mischievous twinkle in his eyes, the look he got on his face, full of primal desire, when we were alone together. No, I was not willing to let any of that go, certainly not for an asshole like Sebastian.

      “I’ll talk to Zak and Wes tomorrow. Then I’ll figure out what Sebastian wants and how to send him packing.”

      “Can you find him again?” Abbey asked.

      “Not unless he feeds.”

      “Are you able to prevent your power being activated if he does?” Grey asked. No doubt he had worked out the dangers just as I had.

      “I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “I’ll find that out too.”

      “Why did that happen?” Abbey asked

      “It’s a means of identifying other Odonata, and a safety mechanism. If one of us flares several times in a row, the others come running.”

      “How did it feel to you?” Abbey asked Grey. “Do you still burn when she does?”

      Grey shook his head. “I’m pleased to say that was a temporary side effect. It stopped after a few weeks. But I still… glow. It’s not uncomfortable, just strange.”

      “So did you feel this other Odonata?” Abbey asked him.

      “No, just Trina’s fire. I was standing too close. It felt like a burst of sunlight.”

      “Did it burn?” Abbey asked.

      “It was warm,” he said.

      “That’s not the same thing,” I said.

      “No, it’s not,” he agreed.

      We stared at each other. The implication was there, but neither of us were willing to state it out loud.

      Abbey on the other hand, had no such reservations. “Do you think you’re immune to Odonata fire?” she blurted.

      My stomach dropped. Grey was not the average vampire, but the idea of any vamp resisting my power was cause for alarm.

      “I doubt it,” Grey said, “I’m certainly not going to experiment to find out.”

      I could see the gears turning in Abbey’s head. Mine were spinning too. I was thinking that Walter could point out Odonata to a gang of vampires, and those vampires might become immune to our fire, maybe even to sunlight, and then what? Until I found Walter, every Odonata was vulnerable, especially around Los Angeles.  Perhaps Sebastian was right when he accused me of endangering us all.

      “I can’t blame you for that,” Abbey was saying. “Still, you’ve got to be curious.”

      “Not especially.”

      “It’s getting late,” I said. I could feel the nighttime pulling me down like an anchor. I wouldn’t be able to stay awake much longer and there were a few activities I wanted to engage in before I slept.

      “That’s my cue to go,” Abbey announced. “Leave the dishes. I’ll get them later.”

      “I’ll clean up,” Grey volunteered, never taking his eyes off mine.

      “Even better,” Abbey said. She went into the living room, turned the television up loud, and made a point of not looking back at us.

      Grey shook his head ruefully. “I think we make her uncomfortable.”

      “She’ll live,” I said, grabbing the front of his shirt and using is as a handle to pull him to me. We passed behind Abbey on the couch and headed down the hall to my bedroom on stealthy feet. The last thing I saw before sleep dragged me under was the contented smile on Grey’s face. I wanted to tell him how sexy he looked with his curls rumpled and sticking out in all directions, but I couldn’t make a sound.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      I woke to rain splashing on the skylight and Cheap Trick singing that mommy and daddy were all right. In my sleep fuddled mind, I thought it was the radio and slapped the snooze button before remembering my ringtone for Zak and Wes. The song stopped before I found my phone, only to start again a few seconds later. Of course, when I tried to answer, the damn touch screen wouldn’t cooperate, so the song got louder and louder. Finally, I managed to swipe my finger across the screen in the appropriate manner. “Hello?” My voice wasn’t any more awake than I was.

      “Sleeping in this morning?” Zak’s wry voice was the first to reach my ears.

      “It’s raining,” I grumbled, pulling the blanket off the bed with me and stumbling into the kitchen on stiff legs.

      “You call in a panic last night and then don’t answer the phone this morning,” Wes said. “What’s going on out there?”

      Great. They had me on speaker. I pulled the blanket tighter so I could hold it with my elbow and reach for the mug Abbey had thoughtfully left on the counter. Rich, thick, European hot chocolate swirled in the machine on the island. Abbey had a sixth sense about this comforting drink and always managed to have it ready when I needed it.

      “Who’s Sebastian?” I asked as I twisted the handle and watched my mug fill with thick chocolatey goodness. The first sip was heaven. The richness of the chocolate, of course, but there was an undercurrent of emotion, as there was in all Abbey’s cooking. She infused everything she made with her own energy. This tasted wonderful and brought with it a comforting feeling of home and family and safety. I needed it, because silence met me on the other end of the line. “Guys?”

      “Why do you ask?” Wes finally said.

      I could imagine the two of them staring at each other, speaking silently with raised eyebrows, widened eyes and twisted lips. They did that all the time. It drove me crazy. My aggravation from the night before returned. “Because he’s here.”

      “There?” Zak demanded. “In your house?”

      “No, in L.A. Who is he? How do I get rid of him?”

      “That’s Sebastian, making a great impression as usual.” Zak sighed.

      “Yeah, well I made an impression on him too.” I smiled a bit at the thought.

      “Trina, what did you do?” Wes sounded every bit like the disapproving parent.

      It was my turn to be silent.

      I heard typing on a keyboard in the background followed by a snort of laughter from Zak. “What?” Wes asked. A moment later, “Trina, you didn’t!”

      “Nice, kid,” Zak said, barely controlling his laughter. “Although, it’s not a good idea to go around kicking your makers in the balls.”

      “I never kicked you…” I froze right there, perched on the edge of the barstool, the mug of hot chocolate inches away from my mouth. “You’re joking.”

      “You know it takes three,” Wes said.

      Yes, I knew. The blood of three Odonata was necessary to transform a human. Now I knew why Sebastian’s voice sounded so familiar. That sneering tone. “Oh yeah, she’s stable.” I’d never gotten a clear look at his face, just heard him dismissing me, stating right then that he wanted nothing to do with me, progeny or not. I set the mug down before I dropped it. “He was the third,” I said out loud, more to myself than anyone else. “That bastard’s blood is in me? What, couldn’t you find Attila the Hun to make a donation?”

      “He’s not that bad,” Wes said.

      “Yes, he is,” Zak countered.

      “Bloody fucking hell,” I shouted. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “You never asked,” Wes answered. His inexorable British calm grated on my last nerve. “In fact, you never showed any interest in knowing any of our kind, so we never pushed the issue.”

      “And he didn’t want to know me either,” I said.

      “That as well,” Zak agreed. Wes must have glared at him because I heard Zak whisper “What? It’s true.”

      “I’m not deaf, guys,” I said, slumping back on the chair. Old insecurities had been loosed last night, and now they bobbed right up to the surface. Why wouldn’t Sebastian want to know me? Sure, I was messed up when they transformed me. But that changed… a bit. And what about last night? Did I seem so unstable now? Of course, I did kick him in the family jewels. My temper was never exactly under perfect control. Then again, he had been the one holding me by my chin. “So why is he here now? I presume you heard from him.”

      “He emailed,” Zak confirmed.

      “So you have ways of contacting each other. That’s nice. Do you have a directory or something?” When would I get my copy?

      “Stop sulking, kid. It’s not attractive.”

      “Well, shit, Zak, neither are the bruises on my face.”

      “Bruises?” Wes said.

      At the same time Zak said, “He hit you?”

      “No, but he damn near lifted me off my feet via my chin, so forgive me if I retaliated in the only way possible to make him let go.”

      Zak, ever the martial arts expert, muttered about knocking his hand away from the weakest side and using myself as a dead weight and falling backward.

      I ticked off responses. “Tried that, it didn’t work. His arms are longer than mine. And if his grip was tight enough that I still have bruises this morning, how do you think falling backwards would work?”

      “I’m going to fly out there just to kick his ass,” Zak growled.

      “Already done,” I said, smiling at his protective nature.

      “How bad are the bruises?” Zak asked.

      “Not bad. It’s just tender.  If there was any sun, they’d be gone. Can we move past this now? Why is he here?”

      “He says he’s just passing through,“ Zak said.

      “Though it’s terrible manners to feed in your area without introductions,” Wes, Mr. Proper, said. “He should have done that before he left his own or waited until he got...”

      “Got where? Where does he live?”

      “He doesn’t say where he’s going,” Wes said.

      “As if he needs to say it,” Zak muttered.

      “Guys, seriously, could you include me in this conversation?”

      One of them, I’d bet on Wes, sighed loudly. I could once again envision the silent conversation they were having with the cell phone resting on the table nearby. “Sebastian lives in San Francisco,” Zak said. “We assume he’s headed to San Diego, where another of us lives.”

      That prompted a few questions. Who lived in San Diego? Why didn’t they tell me my other maker lived so close? I settled on the most relevant query running through my head. “Did he know I was here?”

      “Yes.” That came from Wes.

      “Then why roast a vamp nearby? He had to know I would sense him. And he didn’t just feed on one. There were two, in relatively close succession.”

      “That’s right, kid. Why would he do that?” Zak asked.

      “To get my attention,” I answered my own question. The whole encounter had felt like a test, like he was evaluating me.  “But why? If he was never interested before, why now?”

      “I have a few ideas,” Wes sighed.

      “Care to share them?” I asked. My patience was wearing thin.

      “This might be a conversation better held in person,” Wes said, then to Zak, “Can you get away for a few weeks?”

      “It will take some arranging, but yes,” Zak answered.

      “I can clear my schedule. Things are slowing down anyway. If I move a few things up and push a few back, it should be all right.”

      “Uh, hello? Does anyone care to ask me if I want visitors?” I was up and off the chair now, pacing nervously from the kitchen to the living room and back again. “Does my schedule matter?”

      They continued their discussion as if I had never spoken. “Her guest room is comfortable enough.”

      “The bed is a bit small.”

      “You can’t use my guest room. I have a roommate now,” I said.

      “Oh right, the human,” Wes grumbled.

      “Her name is Abbey.”

      “Can’t she stay in a hotel?” Wes asked.

      “Can’t you?”

      “Trina!” Wes sounded honestly affronted.

      I stopped pacing and stared at the ceiling. It was still raining, splashing on the kitchen skylights. “You can have my room. I’ll sleep on the couch.”

      “What about the human?” Zak asked.

      “She knows about us, doesn’t she?” Wes said that, once again disapproving of my choices. As if I’d had a choice. I’d told them a dozen times that Abbey was a sensitive. She hadn’t forgotten the vampire who attacked her. Any normal person would, but since when did I have normal people of any species in my life?

      “Look, guys, if Sebastian is just passing through, maybe we should let him do that rather than getting all confrontational.”

      “You’re awfully reasonable all of the sudden,” Wes said.

      Just as Zak, ever suspicious, asked, “Why don’t you want us there?”

      “It’s not that I don’t want you here.” I groaned. “Sebastian avoided me all this time, and he obviously wasn’t impressed last night, so why push the issue? He’s probably gone already. Come visit in the spring when it’s nice here and miserable there.” I’d loved the culture and especially the food in Philadelphia, but hated the weather.

      Silence. I went back to my hot chocolate and let them debate the idea with looks and lip reading.

      “Fine, we’ll play it by ear,” Wes finally said. “But Trina, be careful with Sebastian. If he tries to engage you for any reason… Just expect him to have ulterior motives.”

      “Use your head and think!” Zak summarized in his usual, blunt way. “Don’t trust him.”

      I don’t trust anyone, I thought. Out loud, I just said, “Okay.” Zak knew better anyway. I could count the reliable people in my life on one hand. Even then, my dependence only went so far. Zak and Wes were at the top of the list, but deep down, I knew they would always choose each other over me. Abbey was reliable to do what she could, but she was human. Grey… I trusted him more than my instincts said I should, more than I cared to admit. He’d nearly sacrificed himself for me twice. He’d been tortured for my sake, then fought by my side, killing his own kind. But he wasn’t as strong as regular vampires. His diet made him weaker than he could have been if he drank blood. No, the only person I relied on completely was myself. And even then, I knew my own limitations.

      The guys and I talked a bit longer about miscellaneous topics. How my landscaping business was doing in the real estate slump (not well), how close Weston’s latest mural was to completion. They lived in the right city for Wes’s talents. Philadelphia had more murals than anywhere else in the country. Zak ran another in a long line of roofing companies. They were slowing down as the weather cooled.

      “Send me some pretzels, would you? And not from a street vendor. I want them fresh from the source.” I had tried to explain Philly pretzels to Abbey. She had tried different recipes, but hadn’t nailed the texture yet. I was sure that if she had a sample of the real thing, she’d have her own, improved, version in no time.

      I spent the rest of the morning working, albeit without much enthusiasm. The hot chocolate did help, especially when I mixed it with a shot of espresso. Most drugs didn’t affect Odonata. Fortunately, caffeine was the exception. I wouldn’t be myself until the sun came out, which it finally did around noon.

      My landscaping business was hanging on when a lot of others had gone under. We’d taken a contract from a large bank, mowing lawns in abandoned houses so they had a better chance of selling at auction. It was basic work, not really worthy of my talented crew, but work was work. It meant they could stay employed and keep their benefits. I hadn’t taken a paycheck in a while. Wes wouldn’t approve, but Zak would. I had savings. None of my employees lived in a house in the hills.

      Abbey called in the early afternoon to ask if I’d learned anything interesting from the guys. Her disappointment was greater than my own. I was accustomed to trying to trick Zak and Wes into giving me information. She was excited, however, at the thought of them visiting.

      “That would be cool.”

      “No, it wouldn’t.”

      “Maybe not for you, but I’d like to meet them. I feel like I know them already just from your stories. It would be nice to form my own opinion minus the hero worship.”

      “I do not engage in hero worship.”

      “You do with them, though it’s offset by your authority issues. You really are complicated. Have you ever considered talking to a psychiatrist?”

      “Why? That’s what I have you for.” Abbey liked to analyze me. I only found it occasionally annoying. As for actually talking to someone, I’d tried that in a sexual abuse survivor group during the self-help craze in the 70s. It hadn’t worked out well.

      “Speaking of which,” Abbey said, “Why don’t you come by later? I’ll make a shitake mushroom Panini for you. We have these little grape tomatoes that are so juicy. They’re great sliced up on sandwiches. Throw on some fresh provolone and…”

      “I’ll be there, Abs, you don’t have to beat me over the head.” I was a sucker for food any time, but anything made by Abbey could lead me straight into a trap, blissfully unaware until it was too late.

      “Great. I get off at six.” She had switched from the afternoon to the nine a.m. shift not long after people started specifically requesting her bread.

      I had a stop to make on the way. Abbey knew that. I drove to the hospital, situated down town, not too far from the financial district. The mentally disturbed patients were permitted visitors just once a week. A few people, family members mostly, came occasionally. Many only visited around holidays. I’d been to see Laura every week since I moved back to L.A. It hurt to see those patients who were aware enough to know what visiting day was, sit there hopefully when the doors opened, only to have that hope fade as the time passed.

      So I started bringing treats with me. Caffeine was on the forbidden list, which killed my plan of chocolate chip cookies. Finally, a staff member, her name was Moira, and I came to a consensus. Graham crackers were permitted. I’d bought the best and freshest I could find, then Abbey came up with her own version. They were a big hit, especially with the staff. Abbey infused the crackers with calm feelings and comforting thoughts. I ate one and swore she’s put marijuana in them, I felt so peaceful afterwards. They were better than medication for the patients, and it gave them all something to look forward to each week. I was very popular.

      I signed in at the desk on the main floor and then again at the entrance to the mental ward. Security was tight. Understandable, since two people had been killed and a patient kidnapped in a vampire attack. The patient, his name was Walter, had never been found. The police had given up hope. I was still looking though. Many supposedly mentally ill people were actually sensitives. Walter was one of those. Others were dealing with trauma. Laura was in that category. We’d been imprisoned together by a vampire gang. My sanity stayed mostly intact. Laura was not so lucky.

      I waved to Moira as I passed. Another nurse buzzed me in. I walked through the door and every patient turned to look at me like compass needles pointing north. A while back, they had stared at me, trying to decide what I was. But now, after ending the vampires stalking their ward, I was a bit of a hero.

      “Hi, Katrina,” a few called.

      “It’s Katrina,” one patient announced to the others. His name was Bennie. “Did you bring crackers with you, Katrina?”

      “Yes, Bennie, I did,” I said, meeting his cloudy brown eyes and smiling. “Would you like to pass them around for me?”

      “Can I share the crackers, Katrina? Can I hand them out?”

      “You definitely can. Make sure everyone gets one, okay?” Most of the staff were caring and nice, but I wondered how often anyone made actual eye contact with any of these patients, let alone spoke to them like human beings.

      “I’ll make sure everyone gets one,” Bennie repeated. He took the box from me eagerly and began his circuit around the room. “Katrina says to make sure everyone gets a cracker. “ He passed one to everyone who was mobile and interested enough to come get one, then visited each patient sitting at a table or in a wheel chair, even the ones who just stared into space. “Everyone gets a cracker. Crackers for everybody,” he said, happy in his task.

      I sat at the table where Laura was scribbling with crayons on construction paper. She didn’t always know me, and even when she did, almost never remembered who I really was. Once, she had. It was easier for her to live in oblivion than face what had happened to her–to us. Sometimes I envied her that.

      “Hi, Laura. What are you drawing?”

      She slid a paper over to me and picked up another. Black rimmed eyes stared out from the page. Dozens of them, always in pairs with thin eyebrows and wrinkles between them. The room felt suddenly cold. “What is this?” My voice sounded distant to my own ears.

      “Him,” Laura answered, covering another page with the same glaring eyes.

      “Have you been having bad dreams?”

      “All dreams are bad,” she said.

      I laid my hand on hers carefully. Sometimes she didn’t like to be touched, though my hands, hot, rather than cold, were usually welcome. “Laura, he’s gone. Remember we talked about that?” I leaned in close so no one would overhear. “Alistair is dead. Duke too. They can’t hurt you anymore.”

      “You killed them,” she said, not bothering to whisper or look up from her drawing.

      I glanced around quickly. If anyone heard her, they didn’t acknowledge it. “Yes,” I said, “I killed them both. You don’t have to worry about them ever again.”

      “That’s good,” she said. “I’m glad they’re dead.”

      “Me too. So this?” I motioned to all the eyes. “You don’t need to be scared of this. It will never happen again.”

      “This isn’t them,” she chided. “This is the
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