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Prologue

 


Alexander Kelly took a swig of coffee
more out of habit than any real desire. The action filled him with
immediate regret when the cold bitter brew filled his mouth, barely
avoiding his gag reflex.

He’d been driving for hours with no
real destination in mind, agitation rubbing him from the inside out
like sandpaper. A major decision had had to be made and he’d taken
the step. He had nine more days with the Seattle PD and then he’d
be moving on. The job prospect in Minneapolis had become a concrete
offer late last week.

And his best friend was not happy
about it.

Grimacing, he shoved the travel mug
back in the cup holder and wiped his mouth with the back of his
hand.

It didn’t matter. He did
what had to be done. He was leaving his home and everything he knew
because he had no choice. He had
to leave. Choice wasn’t something he had the
luxury of. He couldn’t, he wouldn’t, wreck things for
Jesse.

Rolling his neck, Alex hoped to feel
the release of tension in the popping of muscles. It didn’t
help.

He guided the truck over the darkened
highway with familiar ease, eyes always moving, alert despite over
22 hours of wakefulness. He’d drop like a stone once his bed was in
sight, but until then, instincts, coupled with his turmoil, kept
him vigilant.

He turned onto a narrow road splitting
from the main artery and maneuvered the truck up the winding
incline, steering from memory as much as from what his headlights
revealed. With the exception of college and four years in the army,
he’d grown up in the area. The woods and surrounding mountains were
his safe spot, and adulthood had yet to change the warm settling
inside whenever he headed home.

Knowing he would be leaving it soon
ate away at him.

Less than a half-mile from his
driveway, the shoulder widened on the west side, leaving a long
rutted area for turn arounds and parking for a handful of vehicles
during hunting season. A couple of beater pickups and one SUV took
up the normally deserted space and Alex frowned.

Big game season didn’t kick in until
fall. But then again, it could just be some folks roughing it for a
couple of nights. If willing and able, a hike of about 7-10 miles
could lead to camping with some spectacular views.

Alex’s gut didn’t line up with that
possibility though.

He pulled behind the SUV. One bumper
sticker proclaimed, “I’m hung like Einstein and as smart as a
horse,” while another warned, “Keep honking, I’m
reloading.”

Alex rolled down the window, cut the
engine, and listened for a moment. A brisk wind kicked up and sung
through bristles of towering evergreens, but on the ebb, the faint
sound of drunken guffaws reached him.

Definitely not the norm at 4:30 in the
morning on a Monday.

His stomach seesawing, he reached
across to pull his sidearm from the glovebox before grabbing his
flashlight from the footwell behind the driver’s seat. Climbing
from the cab, he stepped lightly, securing his holster in an
automatic motion. He swept the area with the low beam, following
the partial footprints, narrowing his eyes at the sweep of marks in
between. Unless his guess was off, these guys were dragging
something.

All senses prickling to alert, Alex
paused and debated calling it in. Hesitating, unease twisted low in
his belly and a chill seeped into his blood.

If his hunch was correct, backup would
be slow to react in a situation like this. It wasn’t uncommon for
many cops to not even bother. They looked at it as good riddance to
something that shouldn’t exist to begin with.

Anger bubbled inside and he pushed
ahead to follow the narrowing path leading deeper into the woods.
He wasn’t a stupid man, so when it came to vampires, trust was not
something attainable. At the same time, the creatures were still
protected by law, much as humans were. Torturing or killing them
was a felony.

On paper at least.

Of course, he could be completely off
the mark, too. It remained to be seen. He doubted it,
though.

He shoved through the foliage, careful
not to twist an ankle in ground cover that pushed back against the
trail. Despite the steady assent, Alex quickened his pace. Dark
gray began to ease out the rich indigo of night. Dawn wasn’t far
off now.

Fifty or so yards further led to a
small man-made clearing and Alex paused at the edge to assess the
situation.

Four men stood in a semi-circle around
another who sat on the ground, hands tied behind him, securing him
to the trunk of a storm-broken tree. His face hung forward, dark
uncombed hair contrasting with the grey-toned skin.

Puzzled, Alex squinted at the
scene.

He’d suspected what he’d find, but he
hadn’t expected to see a vampire so subdued. The creatures were
strong enough to break through such modest bindings with ease, but
this one didn’t bother. Drugged maybe? Alex wasn’t sure if that was
even a possibility, didn’t know enough about their metabolism to
make that call. As he watched, the man turned his head just enough
for Alex to catch the blacked-out eyes and sharp cheekbones of a
starving vampire. The others hadn’t noticed him, but Alex stood
upwind. The creature could easily smell him and it dawned on Alex
he hadn’t taken any V-Guard over the weekend. He inwardly cursed.
With any luck, two days off from the department’s mandatory vampire
protection wouldn’t get him killed.

It didn’t matter though. It had become
too late for second thoughts the moment he pulled off the
road.

The men stood around, drinks in hand,
hips cocked to the side in snide indifference. One stepped forward
to drizzle beer on the vampire’s head and one of the others gave
him a congratulatory slap on the shoulder and hooted. Two of the
four held rifles and all of them looked barely old enough to
shave.

There wasn’t a whole lot of time. Dawn
would soon light up the sky and the vamp would smolder and
combust.

His badge clipped to his belt, Alex
removed his handgun from its holster and stepped forward. The
situation could take a sudden grave turn if the vamp decided to
fight back. All four boys would be dead before they could
contemplate the lack of wisdom in their actions.

And he’d be caught in the middle.
Collateral damage.

Ignoring the tiny voice inside that
firmly insisted he was a dumbfuck, Alex edged forward with his
weapon out and announced his presence in a strong, clear
voice.

All four boys froze, staring at him
with wide eyes as he stepped from under the canopy. A moment later
they all started babbling at once, voices high in denial and
excuses.

“We were just—”

“He’s
okay. We
didn’t do anything—”

“Just goofing
around…”

They all began to panic, gesturing at
one another with broad strokes and Alex sighed.

“It was Bobby’s idea. He
said it wasn’t no big deal. Said we’d just give ’im a little
tan.”

“Shut up, asshole!” His
companion snarled at him, rubbing at the scruff of his cheek with
the back of one hand.

The sky grew light a little too fast
and Alex’s gaze dropped to the vampire. It swung its head toward
him but said nothing.

“All of you just shut the
hell up!” Alex bellowed over the terrified finger-pointing. He
could recite a laundry list of charges against them, but knew few
would stick. Prejudice against vamps was rampant and few judges
would “throw away a young man’s future” over someone many argued
wasn’t even alive to begin with.

“Go home before I put you
all so deep, you’ll never see daylight again. Now.”

They stared at him for only a moment,
eyes wide and bulging, before darting down the path Alex had just
come up. One by one they brushed past him and he caught the smell
of fear, beer, B.O., and cheap cologne. The sounds of branches
thrashing and cracking carried back toward him, no doubt alerting
every creature in the forest to stay clear. Engines without working
mufflers vibrated through the night a few moments later.

Shoving his sidearm back into its
holster, Alex pulled his pocketknife out and dropped to one knee by
the vampire. Cool sweat rose against his brow. He knew the creature
could smell his fear, but it didn’t keep him from sawing through
the twine that bound the man’s wrists. “You fast enough to get to
ground?”

“Doesn’t
matter.”

“Are you serious?” Alex
stared at him, but the vampire didn’t look up.

“Just go before I take you
with me.”

“Well, man, that’s not an
option. At least not today.” Pulling him up, Alex contemplated his
direction for a few seconds before heading south. Another smaller
path would shoot off from the clearing and if his memory wasn’t
faulty, there’d be a small cave to shelter the vampire for the day.
It wouldn’t be the most comfortable den, but he wouldn’t turn into
a coffee can’s worth of ash either. “C’mon.”

The vampire wasn’t dead weight, but he
didn’t exactly help his cause either. Alex found himself sweating
and swearing as he slung the creature’s arm over his shoulders and
dragged him from the clearing. Alex was a big guy. At 6’2” and 185
pounds, he kept in good condition, but the vampire wasn’t all that
much smaller than he was.

Night bled into day all around him,
but the sun had yet to poke its way over the horizon. At best, he
only had 10 or 15 minutes.

The path sprouted two others and Alex
paused to remember. His brain fired frantically, hoping he hadn’t
misjudged his location. Breath rasping in his ears, he took an
educated guess and continued on.

No, it was this way. He was sure of it. Over the years, the foliage must have
just grown over the opening. It had to be just beyond the V of
those two Spruce trees…

The vampire let out a low moan and
folded forward.

Without thought, Alex stripped off his
jacket, tossed it over the vamp’s face and hunched to take the
man’s weight across his back in a fireman’s hold. Stumbling when
his foot caught in a surface root, he recovered his balance and
pushed forward.

It had to be just a few more
yards…

Around the next bend, Alex saw a crack
of blackness against a steep incline. It veered just to the right.
His muscles screamed as he asked more of them, stepping up his
gait.

They’d both have to hunch over to
enter, but the cave burrowed into the hillside deeply enough to
keep the vampire safe until nightfall.

At the mouth, he dropped the man to
his feet, grabbing him by the wrist as he did. Early morning sun
sent its first tendrils of light and warmth siphoning through the
woods and sudden intense pain knifed though his palm. Alex let go
with a loud oath and gave the creature a hard shove forward before
following him in.

Summoning what little energy he had
left, he dragged the vampire to the very back wall, dropping him
under a rock overhang. Dimly, he could smell the nauseating aroma
of burnt flesh and wondered to what extent the damage
was.

It didn’t matter. He did what he
could. He’d done his job. As far as he could tell, the vampire was
still alive.

With one last glance at the man, he
headed to the exit. Pausing, he gathered a few branches to hide the
opening, gasping at the slice of pain in his hand.

Alex flipped it over, wincing as he
inspected his blistered and oozing palm. He pulled a handkerchief
from his pocket and gently wrapped the burn, knowing it could have
been so much worse. With slow, careful steps, he hiked back to his
truck.

****

Fifteen minutes later Alex pulled up
his driveway and cut the engine in front of the garage. With a low
groan, he rested his head against the steering wheel and relived
the vampire rescue in fast-forward.

What the hell had he been
thinking?

You know exactly what you
were thinking. You can’t seem to help yourself, you sanctimonious
bastard.

Or was it something else? Had he been
purposely reckless?

He recalled Jesse’s face
when a new realization dawned. “It’s not
about a new opportunity is it, Alex?”

The accusation burned him. Not that it
wasn’t true, but he couldn’t figure what he could have said or done
for Jesse to call him on it. Sure, he’d always been friendly to
Dana, she was his best friend’s wife after all, but what cue had
shoved the truth out into the light?

He couldn’t think for the life of
him.

Not that it mattered now. He vaguely
wondered if Jesse had said anything to her, but doubted it. What
would even be the point?

With a heavy cleansing sigh, Alex
stumbled from the truck and plodded up the path to his front door.
The place was a modest design, courtesy of the 1950s, but its
isolation and the back deck overlooking the creek made it a keeper.
Of course, it had belonged to his parents, who sold it to him below
market price when they decided to trade in the leaky faucet of the
Northwest for the sun-filled dryness of Arizona. He couldn’t
imagine what they’d been thinking, but they’d never really seen eye
to eye on that sort of thing. Now they seemed to appreciate golf
courses in lieu of spiring evergreens.

He’d thought about selling the old
place, but couldn’t bring himself to do it. Renting it out was the
only thing he could handle.

The aroma of paint and pine cleaner
stung his nose as he let himself inside.

Great new weekend project
he had for himself now.

Alex shook his head and, ignoring the
growing stack of boxes, he stepped toward the galley kitchen his
mom had always complained about. The kitchen window view of forest
and creek had always stifled any real sting from her
words.

Exhaustion clouded his eyes and
exacerbated every single ache in his body, but he needed sustenance
first. He also dimly registered the need to treat and dress his
hand.

One thing at a time.

He gathered what he needed to make
himself a sandwich and plopped down at the table. A cold beer
tempted him, but he figured drinking at 6:00 in the morning was
kind of messed up and settled with plain water.

A moment before his last bite, his
cell phone buzzed to life in his pocket.

Yanking it out, he curled his lip,
only to let it drop as a strange blankness washed over
him.

Sam Cleary.

Why the hell would Jesse’s
father-in-law be calling him at six in the fucking
morning?

Hesitating just a moment, he hit
accept.

The man rambled in stops and starts,
the flip side of his usual measured and articulate method of
speaking. Horror and despair threaded his words together into a
congealed mess and Alex felt everything inside grow
cold.

Long after the call ended, he sat and
stared through the small window above the sink, the slender fingers
of early morning sunlight caressing the new growth of spring
beyond.

In a sudden burst of emotional energy,
he threw the phone against the wall, the screen shattering on
impact before the expensive device smacked the floor.

He wasn’t going anywhere.

Unless circumstances negated it, he
had a promise to keep.


Chapter One

 


21 months later

Alex pulled in front of the pretty
robin’s egg blue bungalow and cut the engine of his truck. Dormant
perennials awaited rebirth in the small front yard, while a few
hardy winter flowers bloomed to pick up the slack. He didn’t know
one from another, but admired their courageous fight for life as
temperatures snapped with frigid cold.

In some ways, they reminded him of the
woman living within the walls of the little house. Seemingly
delicate, but tougher than most would ever believe.

Hesitating, he peered up at the
windows for a few more moments, aware she’d know he was out here
with a knowledge that had nothing to do with a simple peek through
the blinds. Anger he’d been trying to suppress threatened to bubble
over and he took a long, cleansing breath.

He’d stopped calling her for this kind
of thing. The toll it was taking on her had become much too
apparent. The damn “gift” she’d been left with after the accident
was slowly starting to eat her alive. Of course, Dana, being Dana,
would never admit it.

Nope, he hadn’t contacted her, but his
captain had. That phone call had put him in an awkward position.
She wouldn’t say no, but at least Alex could be there for her and
try to protect her the best he could.

With a low chest growl, he grabbed the
evidence bag off the passenger seat and hopped out of the truck. A
brisk wind pushed at his coat and tousled his hair, but he took
another deep breath before stepping toward the bungalow, lava rock
crunching under his boots.

Dana Chambers pulled the front door
inward on his approach. Dressed casually in jeans and a flowing
black tunic with some kind of beading around a V-neck, she had her
dark chestnut hair pulled back from porcelain features into a
single braid. When she offered him a genuine smile, something
fluttered deep in his belly. Something not quite appropriate,
considering their history.

“Hi. I thought you were
going to sit out there and brood all night.”

His own lips pulled to the
side, answering her with the smirk he knew she’d anticipate.
Climbing the few steps onto the porch, he felt the smile slide
before he regained it. She looked good, her complexion peaches and
cream, but he knew it wouldn’t last. He’d watch the healthful glow
bleed away tonight. “Nah, maybe next time though. Need to keep my
hobbies honed … and that came out sounding more than a little creepy.”

The throaty silk of her laughter swept
over him and he couldn’t help but grin at her. Despite the
circumstances, he could listen to it all day.

“I’m sure. Oh, gee. You
even brought me a gift!” She teased when her gaze landed on the
plastic bag in his hand.

Sobering, he said nothing, anger
surging once more. He tamped it down to keep her from noticing. She
stepped back, holding the door for him.

Alex followed her in, sweeping the
interior with his gaze. “Hey, Bo.”

The big shepherd/malamute mix sidled
up to him for pets and he automatically scratched one shaggy ear.
Tiny sounds of ecstasy escaped the dog’s throat. There hadn’t been
a bark out of him. He knew Alex well.

Not much changed. Comfortable space,
with warm hued walls, original wooden floors, area rugs matching
the slightly oversized furniture. Photos lined the mantle of the
fireplace and he didn’t have to look close to know he was in a
couple of them. Jesse’s guitar still leaned in its rack in the
corner behind the sofa and Alex had a quick flash of a last
gathering of friends and family. “He shouldn’t have called you. I’m
sorry for that.”

She studied him for a moment before
waving him to take a seat. “Curt obviously thought this one was
important.”

They were always
important. They always would be for a politician in training. A
tidy record of putting criminals away would go a very long
way.

Alex said nothing, keeping his
thoughts and frustration to himself. She wouldn’t take it well if
he decided to be blunt. “Are you up to this tonight? Last time
seemed a little rough.”

She stared at him, her searching gaze
steady on his. Her eyes were a rich, whiskey-brown and depending on
the light, he could sometimes see gold flecks within. He thought
she might be attempting to read more into his observation, but he’d
kept his tone conversational.

After a moment, those beautiful eyes
warmed and she shrugged. “Some are harder and that’s all it is. I
get home afterward, drink some orange juice, grab some sleep and
then I’m good as new.” Her words hastened toward the end of her
reassurance and she dropped her gaze. Reaching out, she stroked her
dog as the animal rested his muzzle on her knee.

A strong sense of foreboding settled
inside, weighing him down. He didn’t like being lied to and felt
that’s what she’d just done. Or at least she’d lied by omission. It
didn’t matter though. He knew if he opened his big mouth, she’d
just shove right back. He wondered what her late husband would
think of all this. Although he’d been gone for almost two years,
Alex could easily foretell his best friend’s reaction. He’d be
pissed off. He’d resent Dana allowing herself to be used this way.
Of course, naturally, she didn’t see it in that light. She saw it
as some kind of masochistic call of duty.

Dana wasn’t the only one with a
masochistic streak. Even now he wondered why he did it to himself.
If he were smart, he’d be looking for another opportunity. That
place in Minneapolis had wanted him and he knew damn well there
would be others just like it.

But he also knew deep in his flesh,
muscles, and bone that he could never leave.

Without another word, she held out her
hand. “I presume everything’s set?”

Alex nodded. He had uniforms and
plain-clothed on standby. Some had been through the routine before
and allowed her a certain awed respect, while others would watch
her like she was some kind of circus curiosity. Occasionally, a cop
would wear their animosity right near their badge. Her reputation
brought a mixed bag of reactions. Still, he hesitated.

She frowned, reading his reluctance.
“C’mon, Alex. Hand it here.”

He inwardly sighed and held the bag
out to her.

Her fingers curled against the plastic
and her face tensed. Blood stained the T shirt. Not much, just a
fine spray. He knew she wouldn’t ask. She never did. As far as he
understood, her talent didn’t fill in those gaps, and he was
thankful for that. Dana broke the seal, reached in to brush the
fabric with her fingertips and jolted.

Bokken barked in alarm and Alex pushed
to his feet, but when she just shook her head, he lowered himself
back into the cushions. Tension rippled through him and the muscles
at the back of his neck bunched, but he willed himself
still.

She touched the cotton again, careful
to avoid the dried blood. Her brows pulled together, tiny lines
creasing the flesh for several moments before her face went lax,
eyes sliding into the eerie blankness he’d come to
despise.

Dew drops of perspiration broke
through her flesh and her breathing went choppy. A violent tremor
vibrated through her and Alex cursed softly under his
breath.

“So young. Such a dark
aura,” Dana murmured. “Black soul. Nothing left.”

She was right. The man they hunted
tonight was barely out of his teens.

Her knuckles whitened as she clung to
the fabric, some inner electrical connection holding tight. “Still
here. Close. Hiding. Scared, but angry. So much rage.”

When she rose, her
expression didn’t change. She seemed unaware of the movement, but
Alex followed, noting her slight limp with a frown. Had it been
there when he’d first arrived? So many
painful souvenirs from the accident.

He grabbed her coat from the rack by
the door and gently placing it over her shoulders, made sure to
lock up behind them.

****

There was a time early on when his
reaction to her gift had been dubious. How could it not be? But
she’d threatened to go on her own. He’d tagged along and now knew
that night had opened Pandora’s Box. Worried, he weighed calling it
quits tonight. It was doubtful she’d even have the energy to
complain. She huddled in the passenger seat of his truck, a small
fine-boned woman who could pass for a teenager. But not now. The
hunt aged her. Her face gaunt, pale, her eyes hollowed out. No one
could ever mistake her for a healthy woman.

“The turn’s coming up
soon, Alex.”

Hating himself, he’d followed her
quiet direction into a part of South Seattle that still offered
somewhat affordable real estate at the expense of drug deals,
prostitution, and the occasional murder. Many formerly beautiful
homes now sat forlorn and in need of a caring touch, with the
exception of the occasional scrappy senior citizen who’d planted
their heels during the glory days and had no intention of ever
moving.

“Okay.” Through his ear
piece, he noted the restlessness of his men. Shuffling, gum
cracking, the occasional dirty joke.

“Next left.” She pressed
her lips together and grimaced. “No, wait. One after
that.”

“Maybe we should have had
her sniff Hayes’s boxer shorts.” A gravelly voice broke out from
the background noise just as another told him to shut the fuck up.
Alex approved of the reprimand. It saved him the
trouble.

“About a half block, on
left,” Dana murmured, eyes closed, forehead creased in
concentration and pain. “He’s agitated, jumpy.
Watchful.”

“What have we got?”
Another voice called out. Alex flinched at the sudden crackle in
his ear accompanying it.

“Small one-story ranch,
set back from the street, two front windows, probable basement,
porch light off, but lights on in front room. Empty lot north,
can’t tell what’s behind. And my grandmother’s house is just south
of it.”

“What?”

“Kidding. Just looks like
my grandma’s house with flowers, a donkey cart and those creepy
lawn gnomes. That kind of stuff. No activity from what I can see.
Grandma and Grandpa probably went to bed.”

“You know what to do.”
Alex broke through the banter, bringing everyone to
ready.


Chapter Two

 


One van passed him and continued
toward the house in question, stopping at the next block, lights
off, engine running. Two more unmarked followed suit. Others spread
out to net the area.

Broken streetlights allowed winter
darkness to press down upon them. Shadows of towering firs
flickered when clouds thinned and exposed the moon, only to congeal
once again. The neighborhood remained quiet, but Alex knew it could
shift too quickly.

“Anything else we need to
know, Dana?” Alex peered into the woman’s face, uneasy at her
pinched expression.

“Yeah, like are there any
vamps in there? That would be a good thing to know, ya think?” The
gravelly voice blared in his ear again. “Those fuckers are
formidable.”

“Hell, you have nothing to
worry about. You probably took twice the dose of
guard. You even smell
bad to me.”
Another voice broke through, guffaws following.

“Nah, man, he always reeks
like that. That’s how pussies smell.”

More boisterous laughter crackled in
his ear and Alex winced.

“Of course I took my dose.
Being cautious doesn’t make me a pussy.” The man sounded defensive,
sulky, but in the face of fellow cops, it quickly turned to
bravado. “My mom and dad only raised one idiot and that one’s my
kid brother.”

“Sure it is.”

“Shut up.”

“Okay guys, knock it off.
There’s no evidence he associates with vampires.” Alex sighed
against the banter. Many cops automatically lumped crime with
vampires, but in Alex’s experience, most of the time it wasn’t the
case. More often than not, the creatures kept to themselves,
shunning the general populace. Nonetheless, as a precaution,
procedure dictated every cop take a dose of department
issued V-guard before going on duty.
“Roy? How’s that warrant coming? Who we got
tonight?”

His partner’s voice cut through the
nervous chatter. “Judge Kramer’s up.”

Alex nodded out of habit, despite
knowing Roy didn’t have a visual on him. Relief paraded through him
on little cat paws. Kramer had stood in their corner before. Some
judges were a lot more skeptical.

She hadn’t responded to his question
and Alex’s worry heightened. Dampness broke against his brow
despite the cool temperature. “Dana? Anything else we need to
know?”

Her dark eyes flew open, expression
anguished. Her hands shot out and grabbed his arm, fingers pressing
in. She was stronger than she looked. “Alex, there’s an
innocent.”

Shit.

“Can you separate
it?”

“Innocent? LT, what does
that mean?” A separate, younger voice filled his head. The
rookie.

“Most likely a kid,
although a compromised adult is possible.” Alex responded, steady
gaze still on the woman beside him.

“It’s away from the
others. Back room. So soft. Probably a sleeping child.” A moment
passed before Dana met his eyes. Hers were filled with terror and
dread. “His darkness is overwhelming. Two others are with him,
beside the little one. He could snap. You have to be careful.
Please.”

“Okay.” He squeezed her
shoulder with a gentle hand. “It’s time to get you the hell outta
here.”

Roy’s voice filled his head. “Alex, we
have the warrant.”

****

Somewhere between White Center and the
freeway entrance leading north, Dana lost some time. During the
effort of the hunt, her head threatened an implosion, so
unconsciousness was a sweet relief. The blackness offered no
worries, no pain and no memories. Sometimes she wondered what it
would be like to escape permanently, just let the darkness rise
over her and pull her into its depths.

“Ms. Chambers?”

Someone caught her arm and shook it.
She wanted him to stop and let her continue to ride the peace of
the tides. He persisted and she managed an irritated
grunt.

“Ms. Chambers!” The voice
sharpened and the grip on her arm tightened into borderline
painful.

When her eyelids fluttered
apart, the worried face of a young man hung over her. His blue-gray
eyes were huge and fearful. Oh, that’s
right. This was the rookie Alex had had
bring her home the last few times.

“I’m okay.” Her voice
sounded hoarse and far away. She cleared her throat and tried
again. “Really, I’m fine.”

He frowned, dark lines cutting into
his youth, adding a few extra years before her eyes. “Maybe I
should take you to the hospital.”

“No.” She shook her head,
a little dizzy at the action.

“The LT is going to kick
my ass—”

“No. He’s
not.” She blinked the
currents of darkness away. “There’s no reason. Look, I’ll get some
rest and it’ll all be good.”

Frowning, he eyed her. “No offense,
Ms. Chambers, but it seems worse, somehow, this time. Are you sure
you shouldn’t get checked out? Just to be safe?”

“I’m fine. Don’t worry
about the Lieutenant. I can handle him.” She hoped. Each hunt it
got much more difficult to shrug off his worries. It alternately
touched and annoyed her.

Torn, he continued to watch her for a
few long moments before giving a curt nod. “I’ll walk you up
though. Just so you know, if the LT kills me, I’m gonna come back
and haunt you.”

A smile twitched at the corner of her
mouth. “Fair enough.”

She let
Davey—his name was Davey,
right?—take her arm and help her from the
car. Dana knew Alex had a reputation of being overprotective of
her, and the kid’s fears were far from unwarranted. Alex just
didn’t need to know everything.

Dana gently pulled from his grasp,
pausing to squeeze his arm in gratitude. Her body trembled, but
cool droplets of fog coated her face, helping to soothe the
thumping in her head. She sucked several full breaths in, savoring
the metallic sweetness of impending rain and trying to shake away
all the worries battling for dominance.

He followed her up the short path
toward home, shadowing a little too close for her taste. She
climbed the few brick steps leading to her front door and pulled
her key ring from the pocket of her coat. The kid’s loyalty to Alex
was admirable, but she needed space now. Well, as much as she ever
got.

She tried not to consider Alex’s
growing level of discomfort. Things were getting harder for her,
she couldn’t deny it, but his adamancy that she stop came from
somewhere else. She just wasn’t sure how to handle it.

Unlocking the deadbolts, she used her
shoulder to push the heavy door open and stepped into the
comforting warmth of her entry, taking a moment to disarm her
security system. Bokken greeted her with happy little whines and
pushed at her hand. He wriggled with pleasure when she scratched
him. “Hey Bo, how’s my boy?”

While the big dog smiled his canine
smile up at her, she turned to the young man eyeing the animal with
a trace of wariness. Bokken knew him as a friend and unless the boy
did something stupid, that wouldn’t change.

“Thanks, Dave, I’m think
I’m good.”

“No problem. Don’t forget
to lock up.” He continued to watch the 82-pound dog.

“Will do.” Dana didn’t
hear the clunking of his boots on her front steps until she’d
thrown the last deadbolt. She sighed when the roar of the police
car’s engine met her ears.

“Bo, you need to pee?”
Dana looked down
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“ Gifes are noc always beauciful...
Gifts cannot always be returned...
For some gifts are destined to evolve...
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