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      Pepper Lowrance, formerly known as Penelope Francis, continues her search for the miscreant vampire who stole her life and her humanity, transforming her into a vampire. With the master of the Lowrance brood at her side, she takes the first steps towards toppling her father’s empire in order to protect her new kind and spare her mother from a fate worse than only death.

      But when someone unleashes a horde of newly turned and hungry vampires on an unsuspecting Manhattan, Pepper pursues her role as a seeker of justice for the dead and a protector of the living. Taking to the streets as the Silent Stalker is only the beginning of the hunt for the culprits behind the deaths plaguing the city.

      To find the answers she needs, she must embrace what it means to be Emerick’s partner in life and beyond death while also accepting everything she has become—including being a vampire.
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            She bit me.

          

        

      

    

    
      For the first time since rising from a shallow grave, I woke before the sun set. Emerick slept, using my shoulder as a pillow. A shadow moved in the darkness, and I tensed.

      The toothpick of a stake I’d carved in the days before challenging my father flared to life, illuminating our bedroom in the golden light of the rising sun. Unlike morning’s burning rays, the glow warmed me and offered soothing comfort.

      Emerick’s maker, Clarke, hissed from the corner he skulked in and shielded his eyes.

      I dislodged my husband and sat up, careful to keep my bare chest covered. Emerick snorted and jolted awake.

      “It’s just Clarke,” I said, wrinkling my nose at the interruption to our sleep. “Hasn’t anyone told you that walking around when the sun is still up is rude, Clarke?”

      Emerick’s master chuckled and relaxed. While my stake continued to illuminate the room while offering me its warmth, the old vampire relaxed his stance and lowered his hand from his face. “It’s done.”

      The worry I’d carried around with me since meeting my father over a week ago flowed out of me on a relieved sigh. “How did she handle it?”

      “She bit me. Repeatedly.”

      My mother had bitten Clarke? My eyes widened. “Is she okay?”

      “Your enjoyment of vampiric blood must be genetic. Once she gets a hold, she does not like letting go. I must be like candy to her,” Clarke complained, and he showed me his pristine left wrist. He pointed at a spot. After closer examination, I spotted a hint of red in the shape of a crescent, exposing my mother’s bite.

      “The situation is worse than we feared,” he announced.

      How could the situation get worse? Clarke had waged war against my father to steal my mother out from under his nose while I’d issued a challenge as a distraction. That accusations of involvement hadn’t yet been leveled my way astonished me.

      Then again, I had a solid alibi along with the rest of the Lowrance brood. How could we kidnap my mother when we’d been keeping my father close company?

      “What’s wrong with my mother?”

      “There is nothing wrong with her, but it is probable she is turning into one of us. I suppose if she does not wish to become a vampire, there is a great deal wrong with her. Someone has fed her vampiric blood, likely in her meals. As far as I can tell, the culprit has been disguising it as cow’s blood, like you get with a rare steak. There is also the possibility of the blood having been hidden within sauces. She did not know she is primed to become one of us. Two days after I removed her from her home, she began showing symptoms of withdrawal. On the third night, shortly after sunset, she attacked me. When I took her from her home, she bit me during the struggle, but I hadn’t thought anything of it. She has not developed her fangs yet.”

      I lowered my head, muttering curses under my breath and debating how to handle the news. “Are you saying someone has been experimenting on my mother?”

      “Yes. She was unaware, but she is addicted to vampire blood now, much like you are addicted to young Emerick. Unlike your mother, you made an educated decision to bind yourself to him. You have been working to strengthen your bond with him as much as he has been working to strengthen his bond with you. Yours is a mutual choice. She had that choice taken from her. I have some of my brood on call to make certain she has access to blood if she needs it, but I fed her well before coming here. She is not emotionally sound at this point, but after she attacked me, she understood I hadn’t lied to her. I need to return to Europe before she needs more blood. I have spoken to her about her choices. She is not a vampire—yet. But she has been exposed enough turning may work even without needing a great deal of blood. She might not even need to face death to begin the turn. This news couldn’t wait. Pepper, you may have been experimented on, too.”

      I scowled. In the days following my meeting with my father, Emerick and I had progressed to sleeping however we felt like at the time. In my case, it had involved randomly deciding if I would wear pajamas to bed. I’d also discovered I suffered from touch starvation, and I sought out attention from him at every opportunity.

      I hated myself for making idiotic conditions on when we could indulge in our status as a couple.

      We’d get there—hopefully sooner than later.

      But first, I needed to deal with the problem of Clarke’s implication there was more to me becoming a vampire than we’d believed. “You think there’s more to my survival than drinking so much vampiric blood when I’d been turned?”

      “I do, but I can’t know for certain. Your mother has been eating a lot of rare meats, especially cow, to the point it has been barely seared. Her food had been served with various sauces, often on the cooler side, likely the temperature needed for fresh blood to maintain its integrity. She has a ravenous appetite, much like the newly turned. She even mentioned that she has been avoiding dairy. She did not seem to know vampires are lactose intolerant. She just stopped eating it because it made her feel unwell. There are other signs she is transitioning, too.”

      “Like attacking you?” I muttered more curses, and not really caring if Emerick gave his maker a show, I stole our blanket, grabbed clothes from the dresser, and headed for the bathroom. “Give me five minutes. I need clothes for this conversation.”

      Emerick sighed. “What about my modesty?”

      “You have modesty? Pretend you’re a peacock and show off your feathers. I’m the modest one. You’re the peacock. Go be a peacock.”

      “He is not the one I want to show off to, Pepper. I have no desire to act like a peacock in front of my maker.”

      “You can show off to me later. Put on a suit or something. That counts as showing off like the spoiled peacock you are. If Clarke helps you, it won’t take you long to get appropriately dressed.” I dragged the blanket into the bathroom and closed the door before taking the quickest shower of my life and getting dressed. In my hurry, I’d grabbed a set of silk pajamas without realizing it. Dressed was dressed, and I’d worry about becoming socially acceptable after I found out more about what had happened to my mother—and if my father had been involved.

      I did take the time to brush my teeth and tame my hair, buying a few extra minutes trying to figure out what my father was up to—or if someone in my father’s household had decided to attack my family in a rather ruthless fashion.

      Before I’d been killed and turned into a vampire, I had eaten a lot of rare steaks, as it was among one of my favorite foods. Fancy sauces with unpronounceable names had been a staple, something my father had always insisted he couldn’t live without.

      I feared what we would learn if we kept scratching at the surface.

      Bracing for the worst, I left the bathroom, returning the blanket to the bed. Clarke adjusted Emerick’s tie before giving his approval. The classic black suit with white shirt suited him, and I appreciated the amethyst cuff links and tie clip.

      “Pajamas?” Emerick asked with laughter in his voice. “You put me in a suit and picked pajamas for yourself? You are a wicked woman.”

      “In my defense, I wasn’t fully awake when I went to the dresser, and once in the bathroom, I figured it was better than running around naked.” I shrugged, and went to my nightstand, picking up my toothpick of a stake and sliding it in the tiny leather sheath Emerick had acquired for me. I wore it on a silver chain so it rested near my heart.

      “You let her do that?” Clarke asked with a raised brow. “Did you not see what it did?”

      “You mean its sunlight trick? Indeed. I have seen it. Did it exert itself when you came in?”

      “I received the message of a clear and present danger if I did not secure its approval. After I bullied your brood into letting me in, I skulked around waiting for sunset. It started to glow when I came into the room, and it was monitoring me the entire time. It only glowed in earnest when I startled your wife awake. It intrigues me that its light does not seem to bother your Pepper.”

      Emerick chuckled, came over to me, and lifted the chain and my tiny stake, rubbing his thumb over its sheath. “It does its best to comfort her. One day, she will be able to walk in the light of the sun, but it is aware of her longing. She didn’t choose this life. It was born in the light, and it has figured out how to share that warmth without hurting her. I appreciate its efforts.”

      “If anyone finds out how sentient her stakes are, she will be in even more danger.”

      Emerick nodded and eased the stake back to its spot next to my heart before kissing my cheek. “Do not mind my maker. He is always edgy when he has young vampires in his care and cannot immediately attend to them. It seems he has decided your mother is his. He also has a few other younglings, although they are all male.”

      I could think of worse caretakers for my mother, especially as I had Clarke to thank for my ongoing survival. “And my mother’s opinion on this?”

      “Before or after she decided I was her next meal?” Emerick’s master asked in a wry tone.

      “Both.”

      “Before, she viewed herself as the victim of a kidnapping and was not at all receptive to listening to my reasons for plucking her out of the ivory tower. Then the cravings started in earnest. She didn’t understand what she craved. When she attacked me, it clicked. She understood. I have no proof who is behind it, but someone did a true evil to her. During her attack, she fought with a human’s strength, but desperation gave her an edge, hinting at her future preternatural power. It was a challenge to restrain her, as she had not consumed my blood at that point. Once I realized what ailed her, I allowed her to bite, and once she consumed enough of my blood to control, I monitored her until I determined she had enough energy to be sustained. This is only speculation, but I feel she has been receiving blood daily for at least a few months. The dependency is significant.”

      “And to vampire blood only?” Emerick asked, narrowing his eyes. “Have you tried other bloods yet?”

      “She is not sickened by other blood types, and I will be making sure she is adapted to drinking all types of blood. Even now, my other children try different blood types with her, preparing her for the reality of her new life. But this is a cause for concern. As far as I can tell, she had no idea someone had experimented on her. Fortunately, she is convinced I would never do that to anyone. My children helped with that some.”

      Emerick’s smile had a grim edge. “You showed her some of your temper?”

      “I swore to her I would present the severed heads of those responsible for it. I may have crushed some furniture in my moment of temper. I then apologized for such violence.” Clarke’s smile lacked any edge, and something about his eyes softened. “She joined me in destroying furniture, and then she took a piece of wood and asked if I had a knife. She thought it was a shame to just waste it. It is obvious where your Pepper inherited her inclination for being a carver. Her mother is a being of creation. I believe she is making herself a collection of crochet hooks and knitting needles at the moment. Her eyes lit up with the vibrancy of the sun when I promised I would provide fiber or spun yarn for her use.”

      The memories of my mother finding solace in weaving, knitting, or crocheting hurt. “It is her escape. My father thought it was an acceptable hobby for a woman of her status. He sometimes praised her for it, and he even took one of the blankets she made to work. It was a masterpiece, and only that one was good enough for him to display.”

      “It is an escape I will continue to nurture, and I will accept anything she makes with pride at having been chosen to receive her gift,” Clarke promised. “But this is still a problem. Does this pathetic excuse for a human understand what was being made in his own home?”

      Emerick took his time thinking about it, and while I waited for him to break the silence, I checked on my stakes, making sure none of them had gone missing in the night. All were accounted for, and I spread them out on the dresser and dusted them off.

      “I am not certain I understand what she is becoming,” Emerick admitted.

      “A masterpiece of preternatural strength.” Joining me, Clarke admired my stakes, clasping his hands together in front of him. “Have you been teaching her to care for them, or does she still work by instinct?”

      “It’s a mix. I am easing her away from bad habits as needed, but she has few of those. Her instincts are remarkable for her stakes. She takes longer to bond with stakes others have made, and she is more likely to develop a relationship with ones I carved.”

      “That is a promising sign. How are they taking to you?”

      “Well, I have not been turned to ash for joining my wife in our bed as of yet, so I consider myself blessed at this point in time.”

      I recognized when Emerick teased me, and I displayed my middle finger for his enjoyment. “They understand I would become heartbroken if I lost my next meal. Is there anything else I should know about my mother, Clarke?”

      “Yes. Considering the circumstances, I spoke with her about you at length. She made some concerning comments. When you were younger, you showed a strong preference for vegetarian dishes or white meat; you loathed steak as a general rule. You would accept pork, but you preferred chicken. Around age eleven, that changed. You began becoming more adventurous. By the time you moved out of her home, you had become a voracious carnivore, and you had a very strong preference for rare steaks. In her words, you would be happier if it was still mooing on your plate. Your father also insisted you have dinner with him at least four days every week, more if able—or lunch.”

      I nodded. “I don’t remember much about my childhood or what I liked to eat, but I can verify that my father insisted I have dinner or lunch with him often. He would have one of his chefs handle lunch at work, especially if we had business meetings, I guess. I think he sometimes cooked as time allowed. He likes cooking. I’d say I was forced to share at least ten meals a week with him. If it was breakfast, he tended to indulge me with steak and eggs.”

      “Served rare.”

      “Yes.”

      “She used to be a vegetarian?” Emerick asked, his tone soft.

      I’d been around him long enough to understand his rage boiled within him, ready to erupt at the slightest provocation.

      “Not quite, but close enough. I suspect her transition to chicken would have been the result of being exposed to vampiric blood. But how was she initially exposed? That is what we were not able to figure out. It was easier to pinpoint when her mother was targeted—and it makes me believe that Pepper’s father has been fooling everyone.”

      “He’s not a vampire. He goes out in the daytime often,” I said.

      “But are you sure?”

      I blinked. “What do you mean? There’s been no evidence he might be a vampire.”

      “And at first glance, your maker tricks others into believing he isn’t a vampire. He can walk under the sun despite being young,” Clarke countered. “If one can do it, there’s no reason to believe another vampire can’t—or that your father is dabbling in even stronger magic than I believed possible. I can walk under the sun and mask my status as a vampire quite well. I choose not to. Emerick can as well. He also chooses not to.”

      “There is a flaw with this,” Emerick stated. “She has no capacity for resisting the sun.”

      “Oh?” Clarke asked, and the vampire’s toothy smile unnerved me.

      “Why are you smiling?” I asked, afraid of the answer but refusing to allow my discomfort to stop me from pursuing the truth of my situation.

      “I could throw you into the desert without a spec of shade in sight, and you wouldn’t burn. You would sleep. It took talking to your mother to figure it out. While you were made by another vampire, it was my blood that strengthened you and allowed you to live—but now that I know more, I think you would have risen even without any blood at all. If your mother is correct, you were maybe aged five when someone decided you would one day be a vampire. The practice might work, Emerick. We might not lose any if we were to try it ourselves, but with consent.” Clarke strolled to where my stakes waited on the dresser, picking up the one that had killed Carnegie, the nastiest of the prey I’d drained dry. “She rose faster, stronger, and attuned to sunlight. Instead of trying to kill her, the sun’s light cherishes her, and comforts her into a deep sleep. Any potential burning would be due to so long without any sunlight exposure, not because of magic. I paid attention when her stakes glowed. The stake worked magic—magic that eased the sun’s hold on her. Someone went too far with the protective magic, so she hibernates instead of burns. Pepper, did your mother’s personality change during the day compared to at night?”

      I considered protesting his claim, but I kept my mouth shut and took the time to consider his words, thinking back on the past I wanted to forget. “She was always more relaxed during the day. At night, she’d be edgy—wary. She would knit as much as possible after I got home from school or work. During the day, she preferred other crafts. She made my father’s blanket at night when he was always hovering.”

      I realized what bothered me.

      My mother had acted like prey at night.

      “Prey instinct,” I finally whispered. “It’s prey instinct. She would relax during the day because she wasn’t threatened, but the instant night fell, she became so wary, as though monsters would come out of the closet.”

      “She detected a predator, and she reacted accordingly. That predator might be your father—or someone near your father. But there is no way that your father wouldn’t have been aware of your changes. At the very least, I believe him to be complicit in your making. While he will not be the one to make your mother into a vampire, she had the choice taken from her regardless. While I do believe that the amount of blood factored in Pepper’s swift recovery, the extended exposure to vampiric blood is part of her strength. I come bearing other news.”

      Emerick exhaled a gusty breath. “Do I want to know?”

      “You do.”

      “What news, then?”

      “One of my brood’s wives was old and dying. We attempted to raise her as she was dying anyway. We had nothing to lose.”

      Emerick stiffened, but while he waited, he said nothing.

      “She woke yesterday after sunset, and while she is not as resilient as your Pepper, she has begun her second life. We used twenty pints spread across two broods. We assured her she would not be inducted into any brides brood, and the brides brood handled most of the blood she required, although all members of my brood contributed blood, myself included. Normally, I would have stayed in Europe for a few more days to attend to her personally, but this was too important. We changed our tradition, and so she lived. She will be welcome among the brides, but she will never be asked to leave the man she has loved for her long but mortal life. It is only one success, but we have a second proof of concept. I have already notified the other brides broods, but I have made sure that they understand that the method is not guaranteed to work, and that your brood is still leading in research on how best to approach future turnings.”

      “I cannot express my gratitude for coming when you have a new turning,” Emerick said.

      “We all understand the importance of me discussing this with you personally. It doesn’t guarantee we can raise other women, but it’s a start. I do need to leave soon. I must make it back to Europe before Pepper’s mother thirsts. At this stage, I want to directly monitor how she consumes blood. That I need to take control to quell her impulse to drink now is not a good sign for the future.”

      “Her predatory instincts are already awakening,” Emerick replied in a troubled tone.

      “Yes, and I suspect her other appetites will waken soon as well. Her taking directly from my vein may have been a mistake.” Clarke set the stake down and picked up another, rolling it between his hands. “This leads me to my next request. Pepper, I would ask you to make a stake meant for your mother. If it’s carved with your hand and imbued with your desire for her ongoing survival, it might be the safest for her should she fall to her thirst. We have no way to realistically age the stake properly, and I do not want to make a lethal mistake with her.”

      I already had a stake that met his requirements, and I went to the dresser, picking up the first one I had ever carved, stroking my fingers along its length. “This one, then. It was the first I made, and when I carved it, I grieved for losing her, fearing she would hate what I had become. I just wanted her to be free from my father and have a chance to be happy.”

      As always, the wood warmed against my skin.

      “Yes, that will work well. It was carved with love, and that’s the intent that is needed. May I take it? I do not wish to hurt her, but I am concerned. I expect she will have a difficult time adapting in some ways. It could also be that her body is ready to make the transition and she’s hunting for her first meal. I simply don’t know.”

      I gave the stake a kiss before holding it out to Clarke. “Yes, of course. Has she taken the news of me becoming a vampire well? Had my father told her?”

      “He had not told her, but when I spoke of Emerick and how you settle here, she seemed relieved.”

      “I escaped to a place he can’t reach me.”

      “Yes. I believe she has realized she has likewise escaped. When I left her to come here, she was busy making my home her home.”

      Emerick’s eyes narrowed. “Do you intend to pursue her?”

      “I admire her tenacity, much as you admire your Pepper’s tenacity, and unlike that monster she had been trapped with, I understand the importance of freedom. More, I respect her right to choose. She will be the one to decide if she is pursued. Will I play my cards in such a way I may become the victorious man? Of course. After learning what I have, that monster falls, and I will crush him so completely the world will understand that ambition and greed at the cost of a wife and a daughter will be punished beyond even the law.”

      “He’s mine,” I warned Clarke.

      Emerick’s maker grinned and showed off his fangs. “May the best vampire win then, Mrs. Lowrance. I will take my leave now. Consider these next few weeks to be a head start. When I return to these shores, I mean to wage war, and I will not show mercy solely because you wish to be the one to secure justice.”

      Clarke left. The door leading to the reception opened and closed. I scowled.

      Emerick laughed. “Your mother must have put up quite the fight when he picked her up. I have not seen my maker this lively in well over a hundred years.”

      “But she’s still married to my father, Emerick.”

      “Do you think that marriage would survive for long once she learned you lived and your father had used you to further his businesses? You did not get your fire from your father. May my maker be wise in his future steps, because I suspect he will find himself having bitten off more than he can chew.”

      “Oh? And what about you, Mr. Lowrance?”

      “Your rules vex me, but I look forward to the day you confirm we are a bonded pair.”

      My rules vexed me, too. “One of these days, I will learn to think before I speak,” I complained, heading for the dresser to find proper clothes. “Hurry up and get bonded already. You’re slow.”

      Emerick laughed. “Give it a few weeks of daily blood exchanges, and it will happen. There is something to be said about savoring the hunt, although I do find the current situation slightly frustrating.”

      “Only slightly?”

      His glare promised some form of future retribution, and with a grin, I picked a pair of tight jeans and a nice blouse.

      “One day soon, I will enjoy making you pay for that, Mrs. Lowrance.”

      I looked forward to it.
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            I always did my best, even when I failed.

          

        

      

    

    
      As it liked to do, my stomach opted against breakfast. I held some hope of being able to eat like a normal person again one day, but I expected a few long months of skipping meals until my stomach decided to cooperate with me.

      I wanted Emerick’s waffles and bacon, but I settled with sipping at Wagyu blood and watching him eat what I longed to have.

      “According to your expression, you want to steal my food, but you have learned what happens if you steal my food when you’re not hungry.” Emerick broke off a small piece of bacon and offered it to me. “Just a taste, and if you end up needing to throw up, try to make it to the inferior bathroom first.”

      Cleaning up the marble bathroom took a great deal less time and effort, and appreciating he understood the problem, I nibbled on the piece of bacon. While my stomach grumbled a complaint, it behaved itself. “I wish this part of things would end sooner than later.”

      “You’re due for your next feeding tomorrow, if our predictions are correct. I also have a list of things we can try if you’re game to see if we can readapt your stomach to regular food again. It involves the glowing kettle I received in the mail last night.”

      “You ordered a kettle?”

      “I did not just order a kettle. I ordered the twin to Kennwick’s kettle, so you might be able to enjoy glowing adventures into the realm of hot cocoa at your leisure.”

      I laughed, as Emerick had all but admitted he’d either stalked the other brood master or had asked for the specific model so I could have one, too. “How is Kennwick doing?”

      “He is well. Once we get to work today, I expect he will call me with an update regarding what his brood has learned regarding your father’s operations.”

      I scowled. We had sent my father a hefty stack of paperwork to review, which revealed how much we had learned about his operations solely from public records. Emerick wanted to make it appear as though I had not disclosed any of my father’s secrets—or that even if I had, I had not revealed anything other than what the law forced him to expose to the public.

      I expected it would be a few more weeks before we received a response by courier, assuming he replied at all. With a tentative alliance on the table, I held some hope he would see reason.

      As I refused to allow my father to ruin my second life, I lifted my chin and asked, “Do you think they found anything?”

      “I think your father made a critical mistake. If Kennwick’s brood hasn’t found anything, his allies will have. We’ll have something to work with tonight. What? That I can’t tell you. But there’s something related I’d like you to start working on.”

      Finally. I needed work, and the transition had mostly involved me becoming familiar with Emerick’s general operations and evaluating to figure out where I’d best fit. My rise to Emerick’s wife complicated the situation, too.

      If Emerick needed to step away for any reason, I needed to be ready to take over until his return—if he returned.

      If something happened to him, I would become the heart of the Lowrance brood. I needed more time to think about the ramifications of marriage to him, but I would make the most of the situation. I would do my best.

      I always did my best, even when I failed.

      “What do you need me to do?”

      “I’d like you to reevaluate your father’s position considering the new information we’re getting. There’s also the issue of the victims of failed raising attempts. I want you to see if there might be a link to your father’s operations.”

      Considering my mother’s situation, and the possibility I had been experimented on since I’d been five, I expected to uncover a shitstorm. Perspective mattered, and when I viewed a problem under a new light, I always found something new to pursue. “I can do that.”

      Emerick sighed and pushed a piece of waffle across his plate. “That leads me to the next issue, and I do not like it.”

      Anything that threatened Emerick’s ability to keep any of his brood safe tripped his trigger. I’d only needed a few nights with him to learn that lesson. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, except the vampires behind these failed attempts to raise women have gotten blatant about it. The bodies were in poor shape.”

      “In poor shape as in mutilated?”

      “They were mutilated, among other things.”

      Thanks to how Emerick raised his vampires and handled his brood, every vampire in the Lowrance brood loathed abuse, and nothing stirred their ire faster than rape. “Raped?”

      “It is probable. One was two months pregnant, and her body showed signs of long-term stress.”

      If I rolled with the worst-case scenario, we dealt with a serial killer, one who held hostages and got rid of the victims when they no longer served a purpose. “I don’t know if I can be silent about this situation, Emerick.”

      “I was more thinking that I wanted you to send a silent message in the bodies of the culprits. We have a bounty for the killer, but proof has to be collected. So, you would have to find the killer and acquire proof of wrongdoing. But, yes. I am asking you to help hunt this killer.”

      Relief washed through me. While I enjoyed legal work, I missed the hunt for those who harmed others—and I wanted to get a hold of Jeremy Breckenan and wring the unlife out of him. “While I’m aware we are not technically dead, it makes me very happy thinking about throttling the unlife out of that man.”

      “I’m not sure if Breckenan is the one behind these failed raising attempts, especially considering what we learned about you and your mother. The bodies started showing up the night after we met with your father.”

      A chill swept through me. “Do you think they were experimented on?”

      “I’m not sure what I think, which is why I need you to go out and see what you can find about this killer. You will not be going on this hunt alone, mind you. I will be shadowing you. In part, I will be recording what I can around you, and I do not want to leave you unprotected on a dangerous job. When you were turned, there were other women killed, but the dynamic has changed.”

      “Because one of the women was pregnant?” I asked.

      “Yes. Unborn life tends to be more sacred to vampires in some ways.”

      “Please explain,” I requested.

      “A vampire woman has to fight every day for the life of her child. A single mistake will kill the unborn child. A child to a vampire is nine months of sacrifice. From even before the child’s conception, the child must be planned for. If we were to have a child, you would begin to consume additional blood from willing human women, preparing for conception. This continues until delivery. A single day missed can kill the child. There is no such thing as an unwanted or unexpected child among vampires.”

      I could understand the shifted perspective. “Right. I think you had told me about that.”

      “Our women are educated about this reality before they’re turned, but with so many failures lately, the good masters won’t approve any attempts to turn a woman into a vampire. That my maker even tried with the wife of his vampire tells me she was already on death’s door and only had days to live.”

      I nodded, as I had picked up on that implication. “Could it really be that simple? More blood and the assurance the woman has her choice of partner in the future?”

      “I have my doubts, especially after what we learned about your mother—and you. I suspect that the woman just turned has consumed vampire blood over the years, even if it was a little here and there by accident.”

      “Play biting might draw blood.”

      “Or even just kissing a wound in comfort. And if their relationship is a little on the rowdier side, he might have bitten his own wrist to allow her to partake of the blood binding. I allow it in my brood, but only light scratches—never enough to accidentally start a turn, and I ask that they only indulge in that no more than once a month. But it’s a symbol for vampires if their beloved bites them as they often nip their mortal lovers.”

      “Vampires will bite mortals when in bed?”

      “Only with consent, but yes. Some elements of lovemaking extend to mortal women as much as it does to other vampires.” Emerick stabbed his piece of waffle, the tines of his fork clicking against the plate, and then he chomped on his food, taking his irritation out on it.

      I glared at my bottle of Wagyu so I wouldn’t think about his mouth accented with maple syrup. I took a long swig of the blood. “I am willing to be experimented on if it means I can have waffles and bacon every morning. Or sausage. Or scrambled eggs—or anything that isn’t red and recently came from an animal or person.”

      “After you have your next binge, we will begin doing just that. Giovanni suggested that we infuse your meals with magic to see if that will help you digest the food. If it works, that is something I can do. I have some forms of non-vampiric magic that I can use, so I would handle adjusting your breakfast so it is infused with the appropriate magic. His current theory is that because you consume magic as well as blood, the magic is sustaining your body, and your body only allows you to eat food on a limited basis when it can’t provide the appropriate nutrients in the quantity you need. It looks like your body tears through the nutrients you gain within five to eight days. You’ve been without a meal for about a week, but you’ve been getting a stable supply of blood. The blood I’ve been taking from you you’ve been replenishing from me, so you haven’t had a deficit.”

      “Where you’re tired because I keep treating you like my personal blood bank.”

      Emerick chuckled. “No, I’m tired because I keep getting up in the middle of the day trying to teach you how to dance, along with some other secrets, which I look forward to you discovering in time.”

      Damn it. “While I’ve been naked?” Emerick was a sneaky, sneaky man. “Okay, I will acknowledge that I did not think before abandoning my pajamas this week. I am also impressed with your restraint and drive to make sure I will not shame you for the upcoming ball.”

      “The past few days have been quite pleasant, but it’s a double-edged sword, for I am a man of my word. It has been very much look and no touch. I’ve been making you get dressed for our dancing activities, although I have been restoring you to a pristine state before tucking you back into bed.”

      Tricky, tricky man. “I hadn’t noticed.”

      “Your body is healing, you’re feeding well, and I’ve been keeping the exercises light and limited to no more than two hours. It was all muscle memory work on the basics, so you were simply getting in some practice. I hold some hope my feet may escape unscathed during your next conscious lesson.”

      I laughed at the memory of my abysmal failure to preserve his feet the last time he’d tried to teach me how to waltz. “That’s fair. I wouldn’t want to get trampled, either. Is there anything else I should know about that you’ve been hiding?”

      “Indeed, there is. But I shall keep my secrets for now. It is better for us both that way, until you can stay awake of your own accord during the day. Once you can, I won’t be able to take you over without waking you.”

      I could think of several reasons why the brood master might toy with me, and the most probable involved trying to get me to resist the sun, something I struggled to do on a good day. At my best, I’d stayed awake for ten whole minutes after sunrise. “Am I holding the record for having the hardest time staying awake after sunrise?”

      “Indeed.”

      Damn. “On the upside, I have never slept better.”

      He laughed and offered me another small scrap of his bacon. “I have a better understanding of why. It is because the sun is very comforting to you, so it is like being wrapped in a warm blanket. You have difficulties waking up when you are wrapped in a warm blanket. You dislike having to leave cozy places. Magic has always worked in mysterious ways. I believe the magic that made you and sustains you attempts to make up for the violence and pain of your turning. It does its best to comfort you. It is reflected in the protective nature of your stakes. I also wonder if other stakes will hesitate to hurt you.”

      “Stakes paralyze me, and I can’t breathe,” I informed him. “Even mine.”

      “But yours pop out the instant you no longer try to pierce yourself with them. And if you enter a stasis type of state, while you would become paralyzed and unable to breathe, you wouldn’t die. You would resume normal life as soon as the stake is removed.”

      We had talked at length about my attempts to end my undead life, and while it had upset him, he had also understood.

      He had chosen his eternal life. I had been forced.

      “Yes. I never understood that,” I admitted.

      “Magic is often about possibilities of the future, and that same magic likely saw the beauty of what your quest for vengeance could become—justice for those who were likewise abused. And that is why I want you to resume your hunt as the Silent Stalker. The miscreants you find hunting the innocent will be killed and drained at your hand. Their bounties will be paid to you as you’re owed. I will, of course, offer my blood for you as a dessert so you can get that disgusting taste out of your mouth. But while you hunt, you will hunt with an additional purpose. Your hunting grounds will be where the women have been found. With luck, we will find one of the women in the process of being turned and try to save her.”

      “By turning her?”

      “I have a list of volunteers who would share their blood with an unwilling turn to give her a chance at a life. Or at least a choice. If she does not wish for the life of a vampire, she will be given the right to choose her end in as gentle and kind a way as we can. Likely, she will be staked during the deepest part of her sleep during the day. But we will do everything we can to save any victims. Chances are, we will find them during the turn, as she is being buried. We might have a chance to supplement the blood she should have been given.”

      The idea of saving someone only to kill them horrified me, but I also understood the reason why. “But ideally, we rescue them before the turn begins, right?”

      “Yes, ideally. But the chances of us succeeding at that is very slim. And even if we do find one before the turn, her body will be so broken that the only way to save her will be to try to turn her.”

      My heart hurt for the women being targeted, understanding the reality of what she might face if she woke as a vampire. “Do you think my father is involved with this?”

      “I think there is a strong possibility, but more importantly, I believe you are the key to us learning the truth. While I do not want to awaken the memories of your turn, we may be able to solve the puzzle through looking through your past.”

      “Like my diet as a child, which changed and might be consistent with a child being fed vampiric blood.” At the rate Emerick scowled, his expression ran a risk of being fixed into place permanently.

      “We do not feed our children blood. All children born into the brood are aware we are vampires, and they are taught the truth about us, but they are human and are treated as such. They are treated as children, given toys, and allowed to play, grow, and learn. They have odd parenting at times, as their fathers are asleep for much of the day, but the parenting is handled with care. If a mother is tired, one of the older vampires will babysit and tend to her children so she can rest. We have many vampires willing to watch children during the day when they don’t sleep often. There is no lack of people to keep a close and careful watch.”

      I expected he would need to take his temper out on something soon at the rate the situation riled him up. “So, it’s likely my father has more secrets than I thought possible.”

      “It would also make the issue of your gender more important to your father, if his intent was to make an immortal empire. He would have known turning a daughter is far harder than turning a son—and that his wife might not survive the process of being turned into a vampire. It’s possible his love for your mother is such he was willing to sacrifice you in a hope of finding out how to safely turn your mother. It could be that he views you as expendable while he views your mother as priceless.” Emerick scowled. “The amount of control he exerted over your mother is consistent with men who view their wives as their owned property rather than living, breathing people. And that sort of thinking could lead to that situation. It would explain why he behaved as he did following your disappearance—he would have known you had good chances of being turned due to his preparations, and a rival vampire beat him to the chase.”

      “Do you think my father is a young vampire?”

      “I think he might be a different breed of vampire, one who has worked hard to avoid detection. It would be difficult to hide a vampire in his empire. He rigs his operations to be unfriendly to vampires who cannot operate during the daytime. But if he dabbles in certain magics, or he is of an older age, he could hide what he is with ease. And his cooks? His cooks could all be vampires. I have been told cooks live in their kitchens, and it is trivial to coat windows with the appropriate protections so they can grow their herbs and see the sun. It would cast the perfect illusion for those believing he does not value vampires.”

      “That doesn’t explain his behavior,” I replied. “Why would he make a point of calling me out as a monster if he is one of us, too?”

      “Simple. He believes himself to be the right kind of vampire, where you are not. You were not turned as he intended, so you would not match his expectations for a perfect heir. That is his loss, because however you came to be a vampire, you are as perfect as we get.” When Emerick gestured towards my collection of stakes, I held back my protest, waiting to see what he would say.

      My father liked to believe he was methodical, but I’d learned he barely scratched the surface of what it meant to be a true strategist.

      Emerick played a different game, a challenging one with ever-changing rules.

      When he refused to elaborate, I sighed and asked, “Why do you feel that way?”

      “I wanted to see if you would continue to protest your perfection.”

      Color me unsurprised. “You, sir, are something else.”

      He smirked. “Now that I have tricked you into accepting your perfection, the why of it is simple. You are attuned to the sun, one of our most lethal weaknesses. You can carve stakes, and you are attuned to them. You survive when you hunt those who sin against humanity. You thrive when you only drink the blood of the willing. It is my honor to be your preferred dessert. For someone who plays at hating the preternatural, had your father known of your perfection, he would have reacted differently, I think. You would be the perfect vampire for his empire, a heroine among the preternatural—a symbol for humanity. You would have been his jewel if only he realized what he let go. You would have been perfect for the image he wishes to present to society.”

      It clicked. “I would be an enforcer, and he would paint his operations in the light of trying to keep the preternatural community policed so humanity and preternaturals could survive together without fear. But under his control. Always under his control.”

      “You catch on. But the waters might go deeper yet. I am learning not to underestimate your father or the empire he is trying to build. I would like you to evaluate his operations through the eyes of someone approaching it for the first time but aware of everything that is in public view.”

      “I don’t know if I’ll find anything new, but I can try.”

      “That is all I can ask of you. But for the moment, we have more important prey to hunt: this serial killer. Or killers. I do not know if it’s a group or not. It could go either way.”

      “I agree. And if my father is behind these killings, we’ll find out sooner than later if we focus on that. I can research his activities when I’m not hunting.” I rubbed my hands together, considering my stakes. “But what if it’s a human who is using a vampire’s blood?”

      “If it is a human doing the murders, subdue without killing. They will face justice in mortal courts, assuming evidence can be found. We do not have jurisdiction if the killer is mortal. But if the killer is a preternatural, we can deal with the problem as we see fit, we just need proof.”

      Proof would be the problem, of that I had no doubt. “I’m going to need sandpaper for this,” I teased, well aware he would lose his mind at the reminder I would go dumpster diving for some if I needed to carve a new stake.

      He went to our dresser, dug through his collection of socks, and pulled out a pristine pack of sandpaper. “Then it is good I have learned to take such requests seriously. I have an entire toolkit for you for when you are hunting and need to make hours disappear through whittling a new stake.” He pulled out a leather-wrapped bundle from his drawer, spread it out on the dresser, and tucked the sandpaper inside before rolling it back up. “The other night, when I visited Kennwick while you were occupied caring for your stakes, we may have trialed this searching of dumpsters for things you might like, and there are a few things we found you should enjoy in the kit, including discarded pocketknives, abandoned but serviceable sandpaper, and several pairs of gloves.”

      I laughed so hard my vision blurred. “You went dumpster diving with Kennwick?”

      “We were overcome with curiosity. We were forced to acknowledge the lure of searching for treasures among garbage. As a result, we have purchased a present for you.” Emerick went to the bed, got to his knees, and pulled out several dark colored, plastic boxes. “Kennwick had several members of his brood go out and acquire these for you as a hobby you might enjoy. I paid for the venture, as I was too busy to do much more than help plan and pay for everything. Come see.”

      I went over, wondering how the containers, not much larger than shoe boxes, might lead to the start of a new hobby. “What is it?”

      He pulled off a lid to reveal a bunch of mud-covered gravel.

      Okay. I had seen everything. Curious, I poked at the gravel, confirming its state as covered in muck. “It’s dirt?”

      “This is not just any dirt. This is the dirt from an active vein of a premier mine. Each box contains gravel and rocks from different mines around the world. I have procured the tools you need to sit in your beloved bathroom and search for diamonds, sapphires, rubies, and other gemstones. There’s even a box with amethyst in it. You will go through trash searching for treasures, and should you find a facet-grade stone, you will decide
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