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      Connor Dickson didn’t find Las Vegas that bad a place to hunt vampires. In fact, except for the harsh summers with the scorching heat and blazing dry wind that seemed to dry him up into dust every time he set foot outside of an air-conditioned oasis, he tolerated the sinful playground quite well.

      What red-blooded male wouldn’t? During the day, the hotel pools filled up with girls in skimpy bikinis that left little to the imagination, although he didn’t witness that sight very often as he worked nights. During the dark hours, things always got interesting. Still a lot of flesh to be seen, and he appreciated that.

      Beneath the bright lights, the beauty of the showgirls, and the bells and whistles of the slot machines that blinded most visitors, lay another world. Usually it was hidden from the tourists—unless they went looking for it. Hookers, pimps, and johns played a game with the police that amounted to nothing more than hide and seek. Drugs and money exchanged hands, gangs fought over territory, and just about anything could be bought or sold, if the price was right.

      However, nothing could have ever prepared him for what lurked in plain sight in the tourist areas. Some nights, what he witnessed proved far more deranged than anything he’d seen in the underbelly of Vegas. Other times, it seemed so normal to him, he wondered why he bothered getting up every night.

      His alarm on his phone went off, letting him know midnight approached. He rolled over in bed in his studio apartment just off the strip. The building housed mainly drug dealers and prostitutes, and that had been the reason he’d chosen to live there. Like him, they worked at night and preferred quiet during the day.

      When he rose from the double bed, the frame creaked and groaned, as if it had been struggling to hold his weight and could now relax. He stretched his arms above his head and glanced at the mold spot on the ceiling. The area around it sagged and the paint bubbled, and he expected that part of the sheetrock to end up on the floor at some point soon. He only hoped it missed his bed, especially if he was in it.

      The three hundred and fifty square feet he called home would never win any designer awards. In fact, it wouldn’t surprise him if the city deemed the building uninhabitable in the very near future.

      Jamming his feet into his slippers so he didn’t get splinters from the old, wooden floor that had lost its sheen eons ago, he moved to the bathroom where not a door, but a red curtain, separated the area from the bed. A sky-blue, plastic shower stall sat next to the matching toilet.

      He removed his slippers and his boxers, relieved himself, then stepped into the shower where he quickly brushed his teeth, soaped up from head to toe, rinsed, then shut off the water before the tepid spray dove into artic temperatures.

      After running the old, white, stained towel over his head, he quickly dried off his body, slid his feet into the slippers, moved back into the bedroom area, and picked up the clothes he’d worn last night from the floor.

      He’d survived worse conditions than these. As a marine, he’d been all over the world and had seen some pretty scary shit. Iraq. Afghanistan. Turkey. He’d been to all of them and made it through combat in two of them virtually unscathed. What he hadn’t been prepared for was what happened while on a recon mission deep in the jungles of Guatemala. No solider would have been equipped to handle that.

      After zipping the fly on his jeans, he sat down on the bed and pulled on his boots he’d lifted from Goodwill. He reached for the bulletproof vest and slid it over his T-shirt, latching the straps tight. Then he grabbed the black button-down shirt and slipped it over his arms. Standing, he met his reflection in the mirror as his agile fingers worked the buttons closed.

      In desperate need of a haircut, he tried to finger the four-inch strands into something that looked halfway decent.  He kept his body military-strong through religious push-ups, sit-ups, and five-mile runs. With his hazel eyes, high cheekbones, and full lips, he knew he wouldn’t have any trouble hooking up at the nightclub with some pretty woman looking for a good time.

      However, he wouldn’t be coming home with anyone. In fact, his sole mission would be to protect those very women from a much more dangerous predator than him.

      He counted his money. Thirty dollars would get him through the door of the club he would stake out tonight and also buy him a drink. As he ate an energy bar and sucked down a Red Bull, he realized he’d have to pick a few pockets at some point in the evening. He needed to eat, and he also wanted to be able to continue to monitor the vampires and make sure they didn’t hurt anyone. Both required money. How the clubs got away with their sky-high door charges, he’d never understand. But, he supposed it was Vegas, and everything was expensive, so the visitors expected it.

      However, he felt certain that none of them would ever expect to have their blood sucked out of their body by a vampire. Just call him Superman, the great protector and avenger of those innocent, unknowing tourists who had come to Sin City to have a good time.

      Grabbing a mid-thigh, black leather jacket, he headed out the door, his night’s work about to begin.
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      As Connor stared at the crowd in the nightclub, his whole body pulsed with the beat of the music. Strobe lights and lasers flashed around the room, allowing just enough illumination so that one could see where they were going. He stood at the bar on the top floor, wedged between two groups of people, keeping his body firmly planted while fisting his whiskey and coke. Not that he’d drink it—he needed to be as sober as possible—but it kept his place at the bar.

      The top floor held the VIP booths, quartered off with red velvet ropes and two hulking bouncers who looked as if they ate dinosaurs for breakfast. They made him, at six-foot-two and two hundred and thirty pounds, look like the scrawny kid who gets beaten up on the playground.

      He glanced down at his watch. Two a.m. The bad boys should be coming out to play anytime. He moved to the railing and scanned the floors below him once more, but didn’t see them. At this hour, everyone there joined on the highway to complete fuckery, which he expected in a place like Las Vegas. Shots had been thrown back, drugs bought, sold, and consumed, and dancing had infused the substances within the bodies. At this hour, it became a matter of who would head home with whom, and this is when the trouble usually began.

      Looking over the dance floor, he watched bodies move together in rhythm to the hard-driven beats. The crowd screamed when the DJ told them to; they waved their hands in the air when he demanded it. They reminded Connor of a bunch of sheep following their herder.

      After a moment, he saw them.

      A group of five men, all appearing to be in their twenties. They strode into the club, their individual stark beauty catching even the most prejudiced eye. Tall, lean, muscular, dressed in the finest high-fashion of labels he probably couldn’t pronounce, they reeked of money, prestige, and power.

      The bar patrons, especially the women, noticed them as they made their way up the staircase to the VIP section. A lot of them followed, as if hypnotized, or at the very least, captivated by the aura that surrounded these beautiful males. As they entered the VIP floor, Connor heard the whispers as people tried to figure out where they’d seen them before. Were they movies stars? In a band? Everyone knew and sensed that these five were different from anyone else in the bar. They just didn’t understand how.

      He viewed this group a little bit differently than anyone else in the bar. Instead of seeing men he wanted to fuck, like the women did, or men that would ruin their nights, like the men did, he saw them for what they were—predators looking for their prey.

      The bouncers moved the velvet ropes to the side, and the five men slid into a red, velvet booth. A waitress immediately appeared with two bottles of Armand de Brignac Midas, a champagne owned by hip-hop mogul Jay-Z. He guessed the booze ran about three hundred bucks per bottle. They sat back and scanned the women who posed and primped, waiting to be selected to pass beyond the bouncers.

      All of the men had a light red glimmer around them. After a year of observing vampires, he knew that meant they needed nourishment. When well-fed, the glow would be much more pronounced. As far as he was aware, nobody else could see that cursed radiance.

      Lucky him.

      Not.

      Experience told him that tonight, they would each choose a woman, and they’d get their fill.

      He often wondered if these vampires he watched enjoyed the hunt, or was it strictly necessity? If they could live without blood, would they be in this nightclub, or would they be tucked away in what he assumed to be a mansion somewhere beyond the Vegas Strip?

      From the beginning, he’d had so many questions, and had never gotten a lot of hard answers. He had his theories, but no hard knowledge. In fact, he’d love to sit down and talk to a vampire, to find out if his hypothesis proved correct or not. However, that wouldn’t happen. Perhaps it was fear, which he didn’t like to admit, but he’d never interact with one of them unless absolutely necessary.

      When he’d first woken up after the explosion in Guatemala just over a year ago, he’d been in a Las Vegas hospital. A lot of the doctors and nurses had seemed to hold the same red radiance around them that he stared at now. At first, he’d thought he’d suffered a brain injury that had knocked his eyesight out of whack. After many tests, including MRIs and other scans, the doctors had assured him he’d sustained no head injury.

      It wasn’t until he’d actually witnessed a nurse feeding on a patient, and the utter shock and horror had died down days later, that he’d begun to put two and two together. Vampires. Who would’ve thought?

      He supposed he should have had a very visceral reaction of utter disgust, or maybe even feel a little sick to his stomach as he’d watched a paranormal entity suck the blood out of a human, but he hadn’t. Perhaps it was because he’d survived live combat and witnessed things no one should—bodies blown apart, the long, empty stare of a decapitated head, or a mother wailing while holding their bloody, dead child—a little lip and fang action didn’t amount to much to him.

      Still unable to believe what he’d seen, he’d approached the situation logically.

      He’d carefully tracked the hospital staff, noting that he never saw the red aura around any of the day workers; only the night shift. If he hadn’t been able to see the glow, he never would have even considered that vampires existed. But, over a week’s time, he’d watched very carefully as they mingled and fed, and could only come to one conclusion.

      Vampires lived and worked among humans, and they didn’t want humans to realize it.

      The blow of that realization had shocked him more than any amount of gore ever could. How long had this been happening? Why didn’t the humans fight back? Why did they go on with their lives as if nothing had happened? Could he truly be the only one with the knowledge?

      Oh, yes. Those blood-suckers proved very sneaky as they took their nourishment, and he’d developed a couple of theories on that after getting out of the hospital and reading up on vampire lore.

      Apparently, vampires could erase memories, and he believed that to be true. He’d witnessed too many feedings, and the human had been none the wiser.

      Like now. The bouncers had let in a pretty blonde woman with short, spikey hair. She moved into the booth, and one of the men seemed quite enamored with her as he smiled, brushed his hand up her arm, and hung on her every word as if she spoke the gospel and he was looking for God. He placed his arm over her shoulder, drawing her even closer. Three more women were chosen and let into the sacred circle, all with short hair, or cuts or styles that exposed their necks. They, too, scooted into the booth and received the same treatment.

      The vampire leaned toward the blonde woman, as if he whispered in her ear. As the crowd began to thin out and people went back to the dance floor and their drinks, she giggled. This went on for a couple more minutes, but then the scenario shifted slightly, and no one would notice, unless they paid attention.

      Connor’s heart pounded as the vampire lowered his head toward her ear again. He’d seen it happen more times than he could count, but it still fascinated him, and if he were honest with himself, he found it exciting to watch. It reminded him of the nature shows where the big cat stalks its prey for a while, and then when the time is right, he pounces.

      He glanced around the bar—no one paid the five in the booth any attention. He was the only one who knew what was about to take place, and it made him want to scream at the woman to run, but he didn’t. He kept quiet as he held his breath and waited for the bite.

      The vampire placed a soft kiss just below her lobe, then dipped his lips to her pulse.  Connor saw a brief flash of white fang sink into her milky skin. She stiffened for a moment, but then relaxed as the vampire took his fill, the red glow around him growing more pronounced with each passing second. No drama, no screaming, no wailing. The woman didn’t push him away. To the untrained eye, it looked as if he merely placed an adoring kiss on her neck.

      The woman began to pant and her eyes fluttered closed as if she had become sexually aroused. The vampire continued to run his hand up and down her arm. To those around them, it probably seemed as if he whispered raunchy promises of passion to come, and she responded with a small groan. The biggest sin in Sin City wasn’t happening with the hookers and pimps, the drugs, or the gangs shooting each other up … no, the biggest sin was happening right here in this club. A shiver coursed through him, shaking him to the core like it did every single time he caught sight of one of those leeches feeding.

      What did it feel like to have someone sucking the lifeblood out of your body? She definitely looked as if she enjoyed being a meal, but he knew one thing—he had no interest in finding out. The only way to ascertain what it felt like would be to become an open buffet for those blood-suckers, and he liked his blood right where it should be: flowing through his veins and not down someone’s throat.

      The vampire finished his snack, and over the course of the next hour or so, the others took their turns on the women next to them. The red glow around them grew stronger, brighter than any strobe light going off around the dance floor downstairs, and Connor had to look away as his eyes began to hurt.

      He checked his watch. He’d been at the club for three hours, and he guessed the vampires would be leaving soon to avoid the morning sun.

      As if on cue, they stood and made their way toward the door without any humans in tow. Connor followed, trailing them for just a bit out of the club and into the neon-lit streets. Music blasted from the casinos, and he weaved through the streets crowded with the drunk, late-night revelers as he followed them. They walked the strip for about a mile, then headed back to the casino, where he assumed they’d get in their car and head to their caves or graves, or wherever they lived. The sun would rise within the next couple of hours, so they needed to get to wherever they spent their daytime.

      The vampires he’d watched tonight had minded their manners, and relief washed through him, relaxing his shoulder muscles he hadn’t realized had been tensed. The night had been boring and a fantastic waste of time, and as he headed back to his own apartment, he hoped he didn’t come across anything in the papers tomorrow. The last thing he wanted was to read about a death where the victim looked as if they had been bitten, or worse. He was only one man and couldn’t be everywhere at once, but he did the best he could to protect the human population from the paranormal entities they didn’t know existed among them.

      He’d become used to the solitude, although sometimes, he did miss the company of others. Growing up in a Catholic orphanage, there had always been someone to talk to. After turning eighteen, he’d headed to the military where he’d mainly followed orders screamed at him, but he’d rarely spent any time alone. His knowledge of vampires had him on self-imposed isolation, because he didn’t know who to trust with the information, and then there was always the chance that he’d just lost his mind. Perhaps he resided in an alternate universe, like some of the homeless people who populated the streets who talked to others no one else could see.

      He stopped short when he noticed a man in a wheelchair sitting in front of his door, accompanied by another man in a tracksuit. Dressed in a suit and tie, he certainly didn’t look as though he looked for the drug dealers or prostitutes.

      Connor narrowed his gaze as he approached them.

      When the man in the wheelchair saw him, he smiled and pushed his glasses up his nose. “Mr. Dickson!”

      It wasn’t a question. He knew Connor, so no point in denying it.

      For a moment, he thought about running, then briefly considered what it would take to beat them both senseless if the need arose. The guy in the wheelchair seemed pretty harmless, but the other dude looked like he could do damage, if necessary.

      He didn’t see the bulge of weapons on them, but that didn’t mean they didn’t carry any.  Considering he didn’t have one on him, he hoped his assessment proved correct.

      “Yeah?”

      “My name’s Joe Smith. I was hoping to have a moment of your time.”

      He checked the guy from head to toe one last time. No, Joe certainly didn’t look dangerous, and it seemed as if he really did just want to talk. “What’s this about?”

      The man folded his hands over a manila envelope in his lap and grinned. “Vampires, Mr. Dickson—something I know you’re quite familiar with.”
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      Well, color him all surprised. For a moment, he swayed in his boots, completely lightheaded, unsure if he’d heard the guy correctly. He really wanted to talk about vampires? Maybe Connor wasn’t the only one who could see them. With his curiosity piqued, they walked down to an all-night pancake house down the street. His apartment was far too small to hold three grown men—one of whom sat in a wheelchair.

      Joe led them over to a corner booth that offered privacy as the restaurant sat practically empty. Connor nodded at a few prostitutes he recognized from his building, and they smiled at him. Like him, they were winding down their night, and in a few hours when the rest of the world had come to life, his small apartment complex would be as quiet as a morgue.

      Once they were seated, the waitress asked what they wanted. He placed her in her fifties, or maybe older, with deep bags under her empty, green eyes, slashes of red lipstick across her mouth, and pale skin that sagged around her jaw, reminding him of a basset hound. She seemed miserable, and he was reminded just how dismal his own life had become.

      He ordered a vegetable omelet with two sides of bacon and a coffee. Joe and his bodyguard—or whatever the guy was; Connor hadn’t figured out the relationship quite yet—requested only coffee.

      He squirmed under Joe’s scrutinizing stare as he stirred a bit of sugar in his java. How did this guy know about vampires, and what exactly did he know? How had they found him?

      “What do you guys want?” he finally asked, meeting Joe’s perceptive blue gaze.

      “Yes. Let’s get down to business,” Joe said. “As I stated, my name’s Joe Smith. I’m aware of your gift of being able to see the vampires that walk among us. Based on what we’ve seen of you, you seem to fancy yourself some type of Lone Ranger looking to make sure everyone plays by the rules. Am I correct on that?”

      He arched his eyebrow, the word ‘gift’ not sitting well with him. “I think of it more of a curse than a gift.”

      And how the hell did Joe know about this ability of his, to start with? Could he have a connection with the hospital, maybe seen his records and the battery of tests done to ascertain he didn’t have a brain injury?

      The bespectacled man studied him intently. “And why is that?”

      Connor looked around the restaurant to make sure everybody was minding their own business and not trying to eavesdrop on this whacked conversation. He leaned in and spoke in low tones to be sure he couldn’t be overheard. “Because I’m the only one who seems to be able to see the fucking things, and sometimes, I wonder if I’ve lost my mind.”

      Joe nodded and smiled. “I can assure you, Mr. Dickson, that you haven’t. I have it on good authority that vampires are very real.”

      Connor sat back in his seat, feeling both relieved and afraid. Relieved that he wasn’t crazy, and afraid that he wasn’t. If he had been, then he could at least chalk what he’d seen up to hallucinations, but from what Joe said, he couldn’t. Therefore, he’d been right all this time, and he once again wondered how and why he could see them.

      “Who’s this authority?” he asked.

      Joe smiled and laced his fingers on the table. “We’ll get to that in a minute, Mr. Dickson. First, I would like to hear what you believe your role to be in this world as you know it.”

      What, seriously? This guy seemed to crave a lot of information, but didn’t want to give much up.

      As he stared at Joe, he tried to figure out why he trusted the guy so much, and if it could be a mistake to do so. His gut told him he could, and he always listened to his gut. From the second Joe had said he wanted to talk about vampires, Connor had been on board. Maybe it was because he’d been unsure of his own sanity for just about a year. Now here sat Joe across from him, validating what he’d come to believe.

      “Let’s start at the beginning, Connor. You were in an explosion while on patrol in the Guatemalan jungle. You woke up in a hospital and realized—“

      “How did you know about that?”

      Joe shook his head, as if he cleared his thoughts. “My apologies. I should have explained myself better.  I have found most of your old platoon. Brody, Lucas, Jordan, Ruben, Zachary, Garrett … they’re all alive and doing quite well working for me. However, the explosion has also affected them in very significant ways.”

      He furrowed his brow, curiosity eating at him. He’d wondered what had happened to all of them, and had asked the hospital staff many times. They hadn’t been able to offer him any information, and he’d assumed they’d died and he’d been the only survivor of the explosion.

      He was happy to hear they were all okay, but it also surprised and fascinated him that he wasn’t the only one who had come out of the jungle different. “Like what? Do they see vampires, too?”

      “No, you are the only one with that gift, or curse, as you call it,” Joe said with a chuckle. “They’ve been affected in different ways. Brody has an intricate connection with the sea and can control it. Ruben can start fires with his mind. Zachary has been left completely blind, except he sees visions of the future in the mirror every morning. Garrett can turn into a bear. We just found out not too long ago that Jordan can kill people with his mind. So, as you can see, you aren’t the only one who had been left significantly altered.”

      He stared at Joe for a moment, wondering if the guy was certifiable. However, if he could see vampires, why couldn’t what Joe told him be true? What was more fucked up? Seeing vampires, or any of the ‘gifts’ that had been bestowed on the others? He didn’t quite know, but it seemed all of them had been screwed out of a normal life no matter what way he looked at it, and his stomach clenched in anger. He’d give just about anything to find ‘normal’ again.

      “So, let’s continue, Mr. Dickson. You found out that vampires did indeed exist. What happened then?”

      “You can call me Connor.”

      “Very well. Please continue, Connor.”

      Once he’d realized that he could see vampires and become acutely aware that, yes, they did feed on humans, his first instinct had been to kill them. It angered him that they had the audacity to take something that wasn’t theirs, especially with the humans seeming to be unaware it even happened.

      However, as he read up on vampire mythology, he realized that no one really knew how to kill one. Some said a stake to the heart; others proclaimed silver was the answer, while others said sunlight. He’d watched almost every vampire movie around, and none of them offered any insight, because they all contradicted each other. In some, the vampires died in sunlight; in others, they sparkled. While some movies portrayed vampires as animalistic, greedy, narcissists, others characterized them as almost human-like, except they needed blood to live. Based on what he’d seen, he guessed the truth lay somewhere in between.

      No matter how hard he searched, he couldn’t find any concrete, scientific evidence on vampires, and that probably bothered him most of all. Could it be possible he was the only person on this planet who knew they existed? If so, why? He found the notion hard to believe, and wondered if it could be some government conspiracy. Or, maybe, he’d suffered brain damage while in Guatemala and all the scans and tests hadn’t picked up on it.

      He’d come to the conclusion that vampires needed the blood to live. The ones he’d witnessed feeding hadn’t wanted to harm the humans. That had left him with a moral dilemma—if they weren’t harming anyone and they’d been living among humans for a long time, who was he to play judge, jury, and executioner? Perhaps the best thing to do was to ignore what he saw and pretend they didn’t exist.

      One night, that line of thinking changed in a flash.

      He’d been walking to the homeless shelter in downtown Vegas to get a meal and hopefully a bed for the night, minding his own business. He’d heard scuffling from an alleyway to his right, then low snarls and hissing. Maybe he’d stumbled onto a cat fight? He couldn’t see anything as the alleyway reminded him of a black hole.

      Just as he’d been about to leave the felines to their battle, a red glow had caught his eye. He’d watched as it grew brighter and brighter, then a ‘thud’ had met his ears.

      With his heart pounding in his chest, he’d observed the glow move toward him. Fear had clenched his stomach as he’d caught the coppery scent of blood. When the vampire had emerged from the darkness, Connor had gasped and stepped back.

      Completely disheveled and looking like one of the homeless people who populated the city with its sagging pants and too large sweatshirt, the vampire had been covered in blood—his face, his hands, his clothing—all of it, red. Bits of flesh had stuck to the front of its grey shirt, and he’d panted and snarled like a rabid animal.

      .As their gazes had met, glassy eyes had seemed to look right through him, as if he didn’t exist.

      Relief had torn through him as he’d realized the vampire had no intention of hurting him, but whoever was lying in the dark alleyway had met a different fate.

      While he told Joe his tale, the waitress had come and served the food. He scarfed down a few pieces of bacon and asked for more coffee. Getting the story off his chest was liberating
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