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      “Talk to me, Red Leader. What do you see?” Dan’s voice crackled over our Bluetooth communication links as we slunk in the near pitch darkness through what was known as the graveyard. In actuality, it was the holding stop for my former  vampire clan’s supply trucks. It still felt strange being on the opposing side to my vampire brethren, but they had started this war, not the Hunters. I could not blindly follow Mr. Heartsong and his Ucigas clan mercenaries anymore—war or no war.

      “Why do we have to be a boring color like red?” Hope complained to the air and, by default, Dan, who manned the radio safely back at the Hunter Academy. “Why can’t we be something fun like pink or glitter?”

      “Glitter isn’t a color, stupid,” her sister, Angel, hissed from my left.

      “I’m not stupid, you’re stupid,” Hope whined. She tried to reach around me to punch her sister in the arm, but I held her back.

      “That’s enough,” I warned. “We don’t need a mini sibling squabble in the middle of a real civil war. If you two can’t behave, you’ll stay behind on the next mission.”

      “Sorry, Mama E,” the girls chorused.

      “Still waiting for an answer here,” Dan’s voice reminded me. I wasn’t quite sure how I got stuck being ‘Red Leader.’ Though as the only adult vampire on the Hunters’ side, they expected me to take up some leadership role. I knew the clan’s methods and movements. I was an asset … or so the Hunters kept telling me. I suspected their real motive was to make sure I did not defect to the other side.

      “We see four supply trucks,” I told Dan. “Perhaps a fifth, but it is smaller. Less of a cargo van and more of a pickup truck. What do you see on the radar? Has the clan figured out we’re here yet?”

      “Not yet, but it’s only a matter of time,” Dan admitted. “They always seem to know we’re coming.”

      “That’s because someone is still tipping them off,” Darren’s voice said over the comm link. We had split up to run the mission and gone into different entrances. I had Hope and Angel with me, and he had Parker. “Maybe you should have stayed back at base to keep an eye on your boyfriend, A.”

      “Caden isn’t compromised anymore,” Angel protested. “And, even if he was, he wouldn’t remember if he’d tipped off Mr. Heartsong or not.”

      “That’s why he’s still dangerous,” Darren insisted.

      “Stick to the mission,” Dan warned. “How are you doing, Park?”

      “Giving a shout out to your boyfriend is what you call sticking to the mission?” Darren grumbled. “Real mature, Danny. We’re counting on you to keep us safe and you’re playing verbal footsie with⁠—”

      “Only problem I see with the mission is we have four supply trucks and only two people who can drive,” Parker said, his voice calm as he ignored Darren’s griping. “And no keys. I doubt Heartsong or his lackeys would leave the keys in the ignition waiting for someone to steal their food and weapons.”

      “Leave that to us,” Hope announced. She grabbed Angel’s hand, and they zipped toward one of the trucks with the aid of their vampire speed. “Door’s open! Awesome!”

      “Be careful!” Darren instructed. “It could be a trap.”

      “Everything could be a trap,” Angel scoffed. “Well, guess what, Darren? We’re still alive.”

      “But you’re not invincible, girls,” I reminded them. “No one is.”

      “Maybe not, but we can be useful.” Hope fiddled with something near the truck steering wheel before the engine sprang to life. They high-fived each other before clamoring down the line of trucks, repeating the process as they went. I hoped the noise of the van engines would not alert anyone to our presence.

      “Okay, you’ll never hear me admit this again, but that’s some seriously impressive shit, girls,” Darren said. “Where did you learn to hot-wire cars?”

      “Cambodia. 1972,” Angel said. “We can sort of drive too as long as it’s in a straight line.”

      “Four trucks, four drivers. Great job!” Parker said appreciatively as he and Darren joined me near the trucks. They each picked a truck to drive. I climbed in next to Hope. I hated leaving Angel or anyone alone, but Hope would be the one most likely to get distracted and crash if it came to a chase. Being with her gave me the chance to protect her. Even with Dan’s real-time surveillance from the base, I still had my doubts about our group getting out of here unnoticed.

      “We told you we could be useful, Mama E!” Hope settled into the driver’s seat of one truck, her feet barely reaching the pedals.

      “I always knew you were useful, bopha,” I said. “Darren is the one who needs convincing.”

      “Well, this should help, right?” She may be a fifty-five-year-old vampire, but Hope still had the innocence and need to please of a child.

      “Absolutely, bopha.” I smiled. “I’m proud of you and your sister.”

      “We got incoming!” Dan called over the comm link. “Heat sensors show—shit—fifteen vamps in the graveyard with ten more back where they came from. Get out of there while you can team.”

      Darren threw his truck door open and jumped down. I saw the glint of weapons in his hands before his feet even hit the ground. He wasn’t planning to face off with the vampires on his own, was he?

      “Parker. Girls. Get out of here, even if you have to run some of ‘em over,” he said. “I’ll hold them off and try to give you as much time as I can.”

      “Not without me, you aren’t.” My feet were on the ground before anyone—least of all Darren—could object. “You heard him, girls. I’m counting on you, Parker, to lead the way back to base. Now go!”

      Parker peeled out of there faster than I thought possible for a cumbersome supply truck to travel. He took out a locked fence gate in his bid to find the straightest path to safety, followed closely by Angel and Hope driving their own hot-wired trucks.

      Once we were alone with the incoming vampire horde, Darren looked over at me and grinned. “You ready for a fight?”

      I clutched a fountain pen. It was the only ‘weapon’ I felt comfortable wielding against my vampire brethren. “Only if you are.”

      He shifted into a fighting stance. “I’m always ready.”

      “Twenty-five against two is not exactly a fair fight.” Despite being outnumbered, I felt fairly calm and capable with Darren beside me. At times, it felt like we could take on anything together.

      “Odds bore me.” He pivoted and landed a sharp stab in the heart of the nearest vampire. “I like results. Let’s do this.”

      I took a breath and accompanied him into the fray.
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      No matter how many vampires I’d dusted in the last decade, I still get this rush every time the first one crumbles under my hands. Tonight was no different. Months ago, the fact it was well past two in the morning would have meant I was tired and sluggish. But the day Heartsong had declared war on humanity, the Hunters went into survival mode. That meant teaming up with other bases across the country for coordinated efforts and sleeping during the day to eliminate the vampire’s nocturnal advantage.

      “Behind you!” Edith called as she slammed her fist into an oncoming vamp’s throat. It hissed a garbled sound at her before she depressed the point of the pen in her hand and slammed it straight into his chest.

      “Two down, twenty-three to go!” I called and ducked out of range of two oncoming bloodsuckers.

      “I am aware of the math,” she called back to me as a vamp with foaming lips jumped on her back.

      Once upon a time, she would have probably yelped out from surprise. Tonight, she just grabbed the asshole around the neck and flung him over her head, making him collide with his cronies like a bowling pin. I slammed my knives into more undead hearts, mentally counting them as they fell around me. Some turned to dust and ash while others were too new to their afterlives to crumble. They just fell across each other, their gazes unblinking as what was left of the blue blood in their veins pooled on the ground around them.

      “Seventeen!” I shouted to Edith as I continued to wade through bodies.

      “Must you keep score? It is so distasteful,” she chided and gestured to the last supply truck.

      I hopped behind the wheel and revved the engine. “You’re just mad, because I beat you.”

      “If you two are done doing your weird flirty thing, can you confirm you are on your way back?” Danny’s voice came over the comm link.

      “On the road now, baby brother,” I answered and followed the path Parker had made, the tires trundling over the uneven terrain created by the downed fence.

      I couldn’t help flipping off the place as we sped away. It hadn’t gone perfectly by any means, but we’d all come out of it intact and breathing. That was about as much as we could ask for from this mission.

      “Did the girls and Parker make it back to base?” Edith asked as I zipped down back roads, taking an alternative route to base just in case we’d picked up a tail.

      “Just got back,” Danny replied.

      I watched Edith’s posture relax as soon as his words came over the comm link. I understood her worry about their safety, but even I had to admit the girls had come a long way in the last three months. They’d been devoting time to training.

      “Did you know they could hot-wire cars?” I probed as I pulled down a side alley that would lead us to base.

      “I’d forgotten they had such skills before they came into my life,” she murmured, her gaze going unfocused for a minute. “We wouldn’t have had such a success without them tonight.”

      “I’m not arguing that fact. Just, maybe next time they should tell us about any other hidden talents they have that might be useful in a pinch.”

      “I’m sure they would be happy to oblige.”

      The conversation died down as we made the last turn, the base coming up in front of us. I pulled down the street and into a covered garage where two mechanics were already busy stripping the vehicles for parts while another pair of Hunters were taking inventory of the stolen supplies.

      I killed the engine, before climbing out and heading to the street, Edith hot on my heels. I shuddered to think what the police thought was going on here. They probably believed we were an illegal chop shop. Though at least they hadn’t come knocking down our doors and poking their noses around yet.

      “I am going to check in with Harrison. I’ll see you upstairs in a while,” I told Edith and gave her hand a squeeze before heading toward the main office.

      “Sounds like the mission was a success, Paxton,” Harrison said, not looking up from his computer when I walked in.

      “More happened than we expected, but nothing we couldn’t handle,” I answered, standing at attention even if he wasn’t looking at me.

      “Good. Well, get some rest.”

      “Yes, sir.” I pivoted half a step before turning back. “I think he’s recruiting again. Far more of the ones I took out tonight didn't turn to dust.”

      That got his attention. “Dirty bastard.”

      I’d have said Heartsong was forcing people to be turned into vampires, but that wasn’t how it worked. No consent meant any potential new recruit would just die from the bite and blood loss. But something told me he wasn’t above using a little mind fuckery to get his recruits to agree to his terms.

      I headed down the hall to the command center, expecting to find Danny still shepherding more missions from the safety of the base. Except his chair was empty, his headset slung over the back of his chair.

      “He’s downstairs,” Sam called from the doorway behind me.

      I turned to look at her. We’d buried the hatchet months ago and were actually on decent speaking terms these days. She’d taken it upon herself to guide Danny through his recovery and rehab.

      “Ugh! He’s not supposed to be down there,” I growled.

      “Stubbornness is a family trait,” she quipped as I pushed past her and bolted down to the training room.

      Danny leaned against one of the training dummies, sweat shining on his face as he struggled to maneuver without his knee brace.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” I yelled, resisting the urge to tackle him to the floor. But doing that would only make his injury worse.

      “It’s been three months,” he huffed, sliding down to the ground, his leg outstretched in front of him.

      “And the doctor said you’d be lucky to get full mobility back in a year, dipshit.”

      “It’s been feeling better,” he said, his lower lip quivering, and I knew he was holding back tears from pain.

      I grabbed the brace from the floor and wrapped his knee up, securing it tight. He winced, but I didn't care. I refused to let him hurt himself. “You are lucky Sam wasn’t with me, or she would have kicked your ass.”

      “I’m supposed to be a Hunter, D, not some voice in your ear on missions.”

      I wrapped him in a hug. “You were the kid who hated all of this just a few months ago, remember? You only wanted to hang out with your vampire friends.”

      “Being nearly killed changes your priorities, and Caden is my friend. I should have been able to stop him.”

      “Nope, no feeling guilty about it. His attack caught you off guard and he took advantage of that the situation.”

      “I just want to be useful again,” he sighed.

      “You were great tonight,” I said, but he shook his head, tears sparkling in his eyes.

      “It’s not the same. You guys go out risking your lives and I’m stuck here.”

      If I could keep him on base indefinitely, I would, if it meant he’d be out of the line of fire. But I knew he’d hate me for saying that and I couldn’t stomach losing him for good. He’d think I viewed him as weak. So, I said nothing as I hauled him back to his feet and guided him to the stairs, waiting as he hobbled up the flight. At least he could manage that without getting out of breath these days.

      “Go get some rest, Danny,” I said and patted his shoulder before heading to the dorms myself. I had a girlfriend to decompress with. As I headed toward my room, I marveled at the fact that I, in fact, had a girlfriend. Wonders never cease.
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      I changed into my silky nightgown and began my nightly ritual of brushing my hair for one hundred strokes. It was a routine my mother had insisted on and, at least in my case, old habits definitely died hard. I set down my hairbrush and turned toward the sound of the door opening. “How did your mission debriefing with Harrison go?” I didn’t have to force the bright, intrigued tone to my voice. It was genuine and not a product of the ‘always ask about your man’s day’ teachings my mother had raised me on.

      “Funny you should mention debriefing,” Darren teased as he stripped down to just his boxer shorts in record time. The rest of his clothes ended up in a pile on the floor. I resisted the urge to remind him to use the clothes basket. As much as I stayed here— nearly every night—it was still his room, and his rules. He did not need me to turn into a naggy girlfriend. The mere fact we had reached the point of calling this strange, new, and wonderful gift between us a relationship still made me smile. I had my first boyfriend in one hundred years ... who was a descendant of my first love. The less I thought about that, the better. Daniel’s death was still an ache that no amount of time could completely heal.

      “I’m being serious.” I covered my mouth to hide my amused smile at his antics. “Was Harrison pleased with the results of the mission?”

      Darren shrugged. “The more supplies we have means the less Heartsong and his cronies have, so it’s a win-win for our side.” He sat on the edge of the bed and held out a hand toward me in a silent supplication to join him. I crossed the room and sat sideways across his lap. I wrapped my arms around his neck to steady myself as his hands rested low on my hips. “You were incredible out there tonight. I’m sorry you had to face off against your friends and former clan members, but—for the record—I’m glad we have you on our side. The girls and Parker are proving to be a little more useful than I had first thought too.”

      “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.” I rested my head on his shoulder and slid my hand down his chest to his heart. His pulse beat strong and constant against my fingers. It was the quiet moments such as these that made me miss being alive. I would not trade my afterlife for the death I had planned and very nearly succeeded at all those years ago. Though I missed the idea of growing old and dying a natural death. Most people wished to turn back the hands of time. I wished for the opposite. I was eternally young, but at what price? Living on while those you love died around you is not a simple task.

      “Do you miss him?” Darren had figured out rather quickly that, when I was at my quietest, it was often because I was thinking of Daniel.

      “Miss who?” I attempted to avoid his question.

      “You know who,” he said, not letting the subject drop. “Great-Uncle Daniel.”

      I sighed. “What gave it away?”

      “You’re quiet, but it’s more than that,” he continued, showing off his perceptiveness. “There’s a sadness in your eyes sometimes that nothing can touch. Let me in, Edith. I can take it.”

      “You are one of the strongest people I know,” I agreed. “But you should not have to shoulder the burden of my past. That is mine alone.”

      “Would talking about him help?”

      “It might.”

      “Then tell me about him.” Darren unconsciously dug his fingers into my hips, making it hard for me to concentrate. “Tell me something no one else knows.”

      “You should qualify that statement with ‘no one else alive knows.’” I shifted until we faced each other and wrapped my legs around his waist. The position definitely helped neither of our concentration levels. The need to kiss Darren and forget everything and everyone but him was nearly overwhelming. I barely controlled the need in favor of continuing my trip through my human memories.

      “I was your great-great-grandfather’s schoolteacher,” I admitted. “He was also named Darren and was the worst pupil. Quite the terror.”

      “Sounds like I came by that honestly then,” Darren joked before trying to keep
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