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Chapter 1
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The heavy oak doors creaked open and I swept into the throne room, my black velvet cloak trailing behind me. Ladinas was already perched on his gilded throne, one leg draped casually over the armrest. He gave me a roguish wink as I settled onto my own seat of power.  
We had another lead on Reynard the Fox—the faerie trickster who’d deceived us before, who’d posed as a scientist working for the Order of the Morning Dawn in an elaborate scheme to bust open the convergence to the faerie realm. Reynard wasn’t a member of either the Seelie or Unseelie courts. Neither side claimed him. They’d abandoned him on earth centuries ago. This was all a rather pathetic effort to reconnect with his kin, to convince one side or the other to welcome him back into their fold. 
Fat chance of that. With Malvessa and the rest of her Unseelie court on earth, possessing humans and planning who knows what, the Seelie King, Oberon, only agreed to help us stop her if we captured Reynard, bound him in iron chains, and turned him over. 
That was nearly a month ago. My faerie friend, Wee Willie Winker, had done his best to track Reynard. Each time before, Reynard must’ve seen Willie and fled before we arrived. This time, Willie assured me, he’d exercised subterfuge. I wasn’t sure what qualified for “enhanced stealth” among faeries, but I was cautiously optimistic that we’d catch the wily fox this time. It was only a matter of time, after all, before Malvessa showed her hand. 
Not to mention, my undead father—ironically raised by necromancy, courtesy of Reynard—was still out there, somewhere. He had one goal in mind. To rebuild the Order of the Morning Dawn and introduce me to the pointed end of his stake. Yeah, daddy dearest had a pretty fucked up way of showing his love. To him, I wasn’t his daughter. Not any more. I was a vampire, a monster, and a witch to boot. Everything he hated. In his view, by killing me, he was saving me from myself. 
Yeah. I had serious daddy issues. But before I could deal with daddy dearest, I had to seize a blade known as “Oblivion” (ain’t that ominous?) from Malvessa, that could do him in. In order to have a chance to drop Malvessa, I needed Oberon’s help. He’d only give it if I gave him the damned fox. 
I quickly scanned the familiar faces gathered before me - Vincent slouched in the corner, absently cleaning his revolver. The vampire sheriff of California, had joined us a while back to reassert his loyalty to my throne. He claimed he’d stuck around to help us with our situation. In truth, it was obvious to anyone who had eyes to see. He was staying for me as much as anything. I won’t say he wasn’t handsome, or even desirable. I didn’t quite dig his whole west-coast hipster vibe, but he was sweet. I took him on one date. We had “drinks,” fed together from a nice redhead (call it a ginger ale) on the town. We had a nice time, but he clearly wanted more than I was ready to give. 
My affections were split. I still had feelings for Ladinas, but he also had a history with Alice and wasn’t ready to let her go. Especially not since she’d shown up in the Underground and joined our team. 
Then, of course, there was Ramon. He stood off to the side, tension etched on his face. His newly-grown faerie wings were tucked under his coat giving him the appearance of a hunchback. He didn’t have the disposition of most of the fae, but he probably made a better faerie than he’d ever made a vampire. He was less murderous, at least. Call it progress. 
Mel and Muggs, my two progeny, whispered to each other, no doubt cooking up another harebrained scheme. They were an odd pair for a vampire sister and brother. They’d really bonded over the last few weeks and always seemed to have something in the works. A way that Mel could use the late-vampire Demeter’s schematics, along with some of his druidic knowledge and ability, to enhance the security of the Underground or forge new weapons that might be more effective against Unseelie faeries. Mel was young and vigorous, though she’d been a vampire a few months longer than Muggs who was a powerful, blind druid. 
“Willie’s tracked the fox to Club Alchemy over on Federal Hill,” I announced. “Seems Reynard’s taken a human form and is playing DJ.”
“Cheeky prick,” Mel blurted out. 
I grinned. “He’s hiding in plain sight. We won’t be able to take him down without causing a scene.”
Ramon stepped forward, his jaw tight. “I know the place. It’s dark, loud. The kind of environment where he could easily give us the slip again.” 
I crossed my legs. “I know we went over all of this last time, but it bears repeating. Reynard can change his appearance. He might look like anyone. Besides that, he can shift back into fox form in a second to evade capture. We have to secure him in iron. It’s the only substance on earth that can contain a faerie.”
“We’ll get the bastard this time,” Ladinas growled, slamming a fist on the armrest. His rings flashed in the firelight. “We’re not leaving without him in chains.” 
I stood, smoothing the front of my dress. “Right. Let’s go fox hunting, shall we?” 
The team filed out ahead of me toward the parked SUVs. How many times could we fail before Oberon reneged on his deal? 
We pulled up outside the neon-lit entrance of Club Alchemy, the thumping bass audible from the street. A line of people in tight dresses and button-downs snaked along the sidewalk. I stepped out of the SUV, the cool night air ruffling my hair.
“I’ll handle the cover charge,” I told the bouncer as we approached, pressing a few Andrew Jacksons into his palm. He nodded, unclipping the velvet rope to let us through.
The club’s interior was dim, lit only by pulsing colored lights and flashes from the dance floor. Electronic music pounded through towering speakers. Scantily clad bodies gyrated and swayed, drinks in hand.
I scanned the DJ booth at the front. A lanky guy with spiky blond hair stood behind the turntables, head bobbing to the beat. 
“That’s got to be him,” Ramon said. “As a faerie, I can practically taste him.”
“Gross,” I snorted. “I’d be careful about how loud you say things like that. You might get attention you aren’t looking for.” 
“Funny,” Ramon chuckled. “But that’s definitely Reynard. We’d best blend in with the crowd. He’ll recognize you, Alice, and Ladinas for sure.” 
I didn’t protest Ramon’s plan. We fanned out, moving through the crowd. I kept my eyes on Reynard, watching for any sudden movements. He seemed oblivious, focused on his mixing.
I watched Ladinas as he tried to sneak around the back side of the DJ booth. Ladinas held the iron chain loosely in his grip, obscured by his long coat. Once we surrounded the booth, he would spring forward to bind Reynard before he could escape.
My muscles tensed, poised to react. We just needed to get a little closer...
We were almost in position when the music cut out abruptly. The dancers paused, murmuring in confusion. Reynard looked up from his equipment, his gaze locking with mine across the room. A sly grin spread across his face.
In a blink, a blinding light exploded through the club, followed by billowing clouds of smoke. I shielded my eyes, coughing as the acrid fog filled my lungs. The crowd erupted into chaos, everyone pushing to get away from the smoke. 
Through watery eyes, I saw Reynard vault over the DJ booth, transforming mid-air into a sleek red fox. He disappeared into the panicked mob.
“Dammit, after him!” I yelled. But we’d lost him in the confusion. People started to flee when another man stepped up behind the DJ booth and the music thumped through the place again. Just like that, everyone shrugged it off and resumed their gyrations. 
“Reynard slipped away again,” Ramon said, squeezing my arm. “But he’s still here.” 
I wiped the smoke residue from my stinging eyes. “Still here? Why wouldn’t he cut and run?”
Ramon shrugged. “Beats me. My guess is he’s enjoying himself. Apparently, he doesn’t think we’re much of a threat.” 
“Yeah, well. He should know better.” I kept my senses alert, scanning for any sign of the fox-shifter.
The thumping bass made the walls vibrate. Strobe lights flashed over grinding bodies on the dancefloor. It seemed like a normal Saturday night.
I nodded to the others. It was too loud in the damn place to communicate via comms. They got the hint and split up, scouring the place for any sign of the fox. The problem was that if he’d resumed human shape, it probably wasn’t as a bleach-blond DJ. We fanned out, moving slowly through the crowds. I nudged Ramon. “We’re flying blind here.” 
“Speaking of blind,” Muggs said as he pushed his way through the crowd, using his staff to guide his steps. “I’m in spirit gaze. That fox radiates a brilliant red. He’s over by the bar. Though, he has become a she. Most of the magic concentrated around her bosom. Magic melons! You won’t miss them.” 
I rolled my eyes at Muggs’ comment but headed towards the bar, scanning the bodies around me. Finally, I spotted a curvy woman in a red dress who seemed to be watching us closely. Her ample assets did, indeed, look like they might be the source of her magic. I didn’t see Ladinas. I had to buy him some time. If I could get Reynard talking, if Ladinas put two-and-two together, maybe he could sneak up behind the bastard and catch him before he fled. 
“Reynard,” I breathed, drawing closer. “You can’t keep running forever.” 
The woman smiled, her red lips curving into a sultry pout. “But I’m having so much fun.” 
I raised an eyebrow. “Fun? You’re on the run. You’re hiding like a coward.”
Reynard’s smile widened, but her eyes flickered with something like fear. “I’m not hiding. I’m blending in. And I’m having fun!” 
I shook my head. “Tell me, fox. Why does Oberon want you so badly?”
Reynard tilted her head, a penciled eyebrow raising an inch. “So that’s why you’re after me? Oberon sent you? Here I thought you were looking for revenge for what I did with your pappy.” 
I sighed. “And the blood experiments. Setting faeries loose on the world. Not to mention killing Demeter. I have a long list of motives. That doesn’t tell me why Oberon won’t help us unless we catch you first.” 
“I didn’t kill Demeter. I was supposed to make Ladinas the host for your father. We had to improvise. Poor guy.” 
I clenched my fists. “Telling me you meant to kill Ladinas is supposed to make this all better?” 
Reynard shrugged, her red dress shimmering under the neon lights. “I’m just saying we all have our assignments. It was your father who wanted Ladinas as his vessel. I was just following orders.”
“From who? Someone else in the Order of the Morning Dawn? What did they do? Catch you a fish and beg for your help?”
Reynard laughed and shook his head. “There’s a little trickster in every faerie. I might have deceived you, Mercy Brown, but I’m not the only one.” 
“What are you talking about? Are you saying another faerie is behind all of this?” 
“Ding, ding, ding!” Reynard exclaimed, attempting to snap his current form’s fingers but finding his nails too long to do it. ”Blasted press-ons. I knew I should have shifted with the real thing.” 
“Spit it out, Reynard. Who put you up to all of this?” 
“Don’t be so dense, Mercy Brown. Who else has something to gain by bringing Malvessa to your world, casting her out of the faerie realm?” 
I gulped. “Oberon said he’d help us stop Malvessa if we turned you over.”
“Of course he would!” Reynard cackled. “What the old dirty bastard king didn’t anticipate was that the soulfire I taught you to cast would turn the convergence into a one-way portal. He wants me to fix it so he can leave again, but he knows he can’t catch me alone.” 
My mind whirled with the implications of what Reynard was saying. If Oberon was behind all of this, then everything had been a sham from the beginning. The attacks on the faerie realm, the blood experiments, the murders - all of it had been orchestrated to create a gateway for Oberon to enter our world. And now he was stuck, unable to return to his own realm unless Reynard fixed the convergence. 
I took a step back, my heart racing. “What happens if you don’t fix it?” 
Reynard shrugged. “He’s stuck here. But that won’t happen. I’ll fix it. I always do. And then I’ll be free to go. But not before Malvessa and Oberon have at it. Not until they’re too weak to stop me once I challenge them both for their respective thrones!”
I snorted. “You did all of this so you could rule the faeries?” 
“What better way to belong than become their king?” Reynard winked.
I caught Ladinas out of the corner of my eye. He was sneaking up behind Reynard. I just had to keep the fox talking. 
“How do I know I can trust you? This could easily be another trick. Oberon warned me about that.”
Reynard shrugged. “He’s right. You shouldn’t trust me. But can you trust the king? Methinks that’s the question!” 
Ladinas tip-toed toward Reynard, the iron chain stretched between his hands. Before he could grab him, Reynard spun around and blew a handful of glittering dust into the air.
Ladinas dropped the chain and clung to his eyes. “Damn it! What the—”
In a poof, Reynard returned to his fox form and took off, narrowly escaping my attempt to snatch him up as he darted through the crowd. 
His magic dust swirled overhead, sparkling like diamonds. Then, in a rush, it coated the crowd in a shower of glimmering particles. The dancers laughed, delighted, reaching out to catch the magical glitter.
I was about to charge into the fray, hoping I’d find Reynard somewhere on the dance floor, but froze when I caught my reflection in the bar mirror. My skin was bright blue, my hair a vivid green. The others looked just as ridiculous, covered in wild colors. 
I spun around and there, in the first form I ever met him in, the form of “Wally” the mad-scientist, Reynard stood and winked at me, then disappeared again. The dance music pumped on as we stood there, fuming in our rainbow skins. That damn fox had made fools of us again. 
I stormed outside; the others trailing behind me. Our bizarre technicolor makeovers had drawn strange looks from the bouncers. 
“That trickster is going to pay for this,” Ramon growled. His wings fluttered under his coat in agitation. 
“He won’t get away with it again.” Vincent scratched at his neon pink arms. He looked like he’d been in an accident at the calamine lotion factory. 
Mel, meanwhile, did a little spin. She had nearly every color of the rainbow swirling through her hair and over her skin and clothes. “I love it! I’m like a dancing bag of Skittles!” 
Alice shot a daggered stare at Mel. She wasn’t nearly so pleased with her transformation. She was green. Every inch of her body. “You aren’t the one who looks like the She-hulk.” 
I chuckled. “I feel like Queen Poppy from Trolls. This shit better wash off.” 
“I don’t really care,” Muggs added. “How do I look?” 
I glared at Muggs. Somehow, the one blind guy in the bunch who didn’t mind his appearance in the least, had evaded the effects of Reynard’s prank. “You look like an old fart,” I quipped. “Same as usual.” 
“Brilliant!” Muggs clapped his hands. “The look of aging flatulence. That’s what I was going for.” 
“Enough,” Ladinas said, raising his hot-pink hands. “We’ll have our chance at vengeance soon enough. For now, we regroup.”
The rest of the team nodded reluctantly. The glitter still shimmered on our skin as we piled into the SUVs. I scrubbed at my arms, but the glitter remained, a glaring reminder of Reynard’s prank. 
Surely the effects of his technicolor magic would wear off, eventually. It was a harmless spell, relatively speaking. I couldn’t shake, though, what he’d told me. Was Oberon’s plan all along to flee back to the Seelie Forest in the faerie realm while leaving Malvessa’s Unseelie court behind? Or was it all a lie, another one of the fox’s tricks? One way or another, I had to figure out the truth. If Oberon had somehow sent word to Reynard, and arranged all of this, then he was as guilty of Demeter’s murder as the fox. It also meant we didn’t have any allies. We were a true third party in what was likely to become a faerie war—and we couldn’t allow either side to win. 
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The stench of failure clung to us like a wet blanket as we trudged back into headquarters. We looked like characters from  My Little Pony. The one where they all became human. Reynard fell short of giving us hooves. 
Don’t ask how I knew about My Little Pony. When you’re raising younglings, you’re exposed to a lot of crap you’d never otherwise entertain. A fact I was becoming even more keenly aware of since we brought orphan vampires into the Underground. Clement was the “Miss Hannigan” of the group. Not as big of a bitch, and looked nothing like Carol Burnett, but he ran the show. 
An odd gig for a vampire who dated back to before the American Revolution. For an ex-soldier, at that. Still, my experience with vampires and violence was that those of us who weren’t exposed to much violence when we were human, relished in it more after becoming vampires. Those of us who’d already had our fill of bloodshed, especially those who fought in wars, tended to avoid it as vampires. 
By the time we made it through our enhanced security protocols and back into base, the colors were fading. A good sign, but I was like the original Ford automobiles. I came in any color, so long as it was black. Vibrant hues didn’t become me. I noticed the unnatural colors he’d cursed us with were already fading. We were returning to normal. 
“Well, that was a giant shit show,” Ramon grumbled, collapsing onto the couch. His wings, folded against his back, made it difficult to sit back and relax. He shifted back and forth until settling into a position turned sideways. 
Ladinas bristled, shooting Ramon a glare. Ladinas still didn’t trust him. I wasn’t sure if it was more because of Ramon’s murderous reputation or because Ramon was my ex. Fucking Ladinas. Couldn’t make up his mind about whether he wanted to be with me or Alice, but couldn’t set aside petty jealousies, either. “We did the best we could against that wily bastard. He won’t evade us forever.”
“Won’t he?” Alice chimed in bitterly. “He’s been playing us. Every time we get close, he slips through our fingers, leaving chaos in his wake.”
“So what do you suggest?” Ladinas rounded on her. “He’s a goddamn faerie fox. It’s not like he’s a dragon, or a demon, or an ancient vampire or undead reverend dead-set on eliminating all of us.”
Alice held his gaze unflinchingly. “I realize you men tend to think of power purely in terms of strength. Muscles, big guns, and testosterone. Power comes in many forms. Beauty, for instance. A beautiful woman can bring even the burliest of men to their knees.” 
Mel snickered as she scrolled on her tablet in the corner, examining the new feed she’d set up that liberated her from our old security room. “Easier than you’d think. I just set up an Onlyfans. You’d be surprised how many men will open their wallets for pictures of cute little vampire feet and cleavage.” 
I snorted. “I don’t think I want to know what you’re talking about.”
Alice cocked her head. “I think you ladies are missing the point. I’m not talking about appealing to weirdos online, but that’s a fair example. You don’t need brute strength to be formidable. Reynard can shape-shift. Beauty isn’t beyond his capabilities, but more than that, he can use that to his advantage. He’s clever and conniving. He also doesn’t have much of a conscience. Face him in a fist-and-fang fight, and he wouldn’t be able to match you blow-for-blow, or bite-for-bite. But you’d have to corner him for that first, and he’s too clever to put himself in that position. Meanwhile, even if his magic seems mostly harmless and ridiculous, at least from what we’ve seen, it’s distracting and can serve his trickery.”
“Don’t forget,” I added. “He has the advantage knowing we’re otherwise occupied by multiple threats. My father is still out there, doing the devil knows what, and we know Malvessa is up to something. Add to that Oberon. If Reynard was telling the truth, he might be as big of a threat as anything else we’re dealing with.” 
Ladinas grunted. “Do you ladies ever stop womansplaining? I understand what we’re dealing with, here.” 
Mel cocked one eyebrow as she peered over her tablet. “Did he seriously just say womansplaining?” 
“Over-explaining isn’t a gender-specific issue. Women harp on at men about things they already know as much as men do to women.”
“Maybe,” I added. “But we only do that because men lose focus. It’s not because we think that we are so superior and have to bless the lesser gender with our great wisdom and knowledge.”
Ladinas furrowed his brow. “I don’t do that!” 
Mel, Alice, and I all exchanged incredulous glances. “Sure you don’t.” 
“Look.” Ladinas folded his arms and grunted. “All I’m saying is we need a new strategy to beat that fox. Because clearly this isn’t working.” 
Alice narrowed her eyes and fixed him with a glare. “I told you before that sneaking up on him wasn’t going to work. You can’t take a fox off guard. The only way to catch a fox is to lure it into a trap.” 
Ladinas rolled his eyes. “Right. You told me so. Are you saying this is my fault?”
I tilted my head. “I’m not saying you’re wrong, Alice. Ladinas’ plan sucked. You didn’t exactly present a five-point plan, Alice. It’s one thing to suggest we trap a fox, but last I checked, until you have something to use as bait, you can’t trap shit.”
“Excuse me?” Ladinas shook his head. “My plan didn’t suck.”
“Yes it did!” Alice and I responded in unison. 
“It was just thwarted by bad luck!”
I rolled my eyes. “Bad luck, or lack of preparation?” 
As the rest of us bickered and bullshitted, I noticed Vincent slouched against the wall, unusually quiet, bouncing his head on and off the wall using his man-bun like some kind of springboard. 
“Anything to add, Sheriff?” Ladinas asked. “Or are you just going to sit back and swoop at the last minute, like usual?” 
“What are you talking about?” Vincent asked. “You think I’m trying to swoop in and take Mercy now that things are complicated with Alice in the picture?” 
Ramon threw his hands up. “Oh, for Christ’s sake, you’re all so goddamn bullheaded. Why don’t you just screw each other and get it over with already?”
A stunned silence descended on the room. 
I pinched the bridge of my nose, willing myself not to lose my temper. “Well, that was helpful,” I muttered. 
Ramon shrugged, utterly unrepentant. “I’m just saying what everyone’s thinking.”
Alice shook her head. “I have no intention of screwing Mercy.”
“Whatever,” I grinned. “You couldn’t handle this. One night with me and you’d be screaming my name. Or begging for mercy. I wouldn’t know the difference.” 
Alice rolled her eyes. “Unbelievable. I thought you weren’t into women, anyway.”
I shrugged. “Not usually. But I’m in an experimenting mood.” 
Ladinas and Vincent went silent. They were probably trying to picture Alice and me together in ways we never would be. I should have expected that before I said anything. 
Ramon cleared his throat. “Please reference my previous statement.” 
I took a deep breath. “Mel,” I said, beckoning her over. “You’ve been awfully quiet. What are your thoughts?”
She bit her lip, looking uncertain. As the youngest vampire on the team, Mel was often hesitant to speak up. But I needed everyone’s input right now. 
“It’s okay,” I encouraged. “I’d like to hear your perspective.”
Mel took a deep breath. “I was just thinking... does it really matter if Reynard was telling the truth or not? He’s still the one who killed Demeter. All that’s changed is that we can’t necessarily trust Oberon now.” 
She paused, glancing around as if expecting someone to contradict her. When no one did, she continued gaining confidence. 
“Maybe we should forget about getting the Seelie’s help and just go after Malvessa ourselves. Let Oberon and Reynard figure their shit out between themselves. We’ve handled worse than Malvessa before. We can do it again.”
I considered Mel’s words. She had a point - our priority was stopping Malvessa, regardless of faerie politics. And if Oberon couldn’t be trusted, we were better off relying on our own capabilities. What I wasn’t so sure about was whether the threats I’d faced before were worse than the Unseelie. Given Willie’s experience, albeit from the skewed perspective of the Seelie, she was every bit as formidable as anything I’d ever encountered. 
“That’s an interesting proposal,” I said finally. “But we can’t discount Oberon yet. Like it or not, we need allies in this fight.” 
Willie was buzzing around the room, mostly ignoring our conversation. He flew down and hopped on Ramon’s back.
“One thing to consider is that faeries do not lie.”
I tilted my head. “How can they not lie? If you can talk, you can lie.” 
Willie shook his head. “It’s against our nature, Mercy buns! That doesn’t mean, though, that we can’t deceive. Oberon and Reynard both are likely withholding information, giving us just what they want us to know, so we’ll respond one way or another. We can trust, though, that they speak the truth. Even if not the whole truth.” 
I bit the inside of my cheek. Did he seriously just call me “Mercy buns?” 
Choose your battles, Mercy. 
“Then it’s true.” I crossed my arms. “Oberon set all this shit into motion. That means he’s just as responsible for killing Demeter as anyone.”
“Maybe, maybe not,” Willie piped up. “Oberon might have reached out to Reynard and made him an offer. How he reached him, since Reynard was on earth, is a mystery we’d be wise to solve. We don’t know that Oberon told Reynard how to go about opening the convergence.”
“A fair point,” Ladinas added. “If Oberon were more specific in his instructions, he wouldn’t be stuck here on this side of a one-way portal home.” 
I rubbed my brow. “Why did Oberon even come here to begin with? Suppose Reynard followed his instructions, tricked us into compromising the convergence. Why wouldn’t he just let Malvessa and her fledglings leave the Unseelie Forest and stay behind?” 
Willie knocked on my forehead with his knuckles. For a second, I thought my name was McFly. “Told you before, silly! Ramon helped negotiate a compromise between the Seelie and Unseelie courts. They divided their side of the convergence right in two. That way, if one used it, the other would know. But then that damned fire blasted through...”
I sighed. “Soulfire. The spell Reynard, who I thought was just a weird scientist working for the Order of the Morning Dawn, said I’d need if I wanted to defeat Samuel Parris.” 
Willie snapped his fingers. “And we have a winner! There’s very little that unites the Seelie and Unseelie. Screwy magic like that will certainly do it. Especially when it’s used to open a portal to our domain. Now, though, I think we know what really happened.”
I cleared my throat. “Oberon knew this was going to happen all along. He also knew that Malvessa would have no choice but to confront it since the convergence faerie-side opened to her realm as much as his. Oberon had to follow her through to keep up the ruse.”
“And they did all this without telling lies?” Vincent asked, pinching his chin.
“Told you!” Willie giggled. “Lies are amateur. If you’re a real trickster, and most of our kind have a little trickster in us, you learn that the most powerful form of deceit comes through truth.”
Mel tilted her head. “So, you’re basically telling us that faeries are like the talking heads on cable news?” 
“I don’t know this news!” Willie piped up. “But if they make a habit of only spilling the beans they want you to catch, what they’re sharing with you might be technically true, but it’s not the news. Not all of it, anyway.” 
Even as Willie spoke, I wracked my mind trying to recall everything Oberon said to me. I recalled Reynard’s words-both those he shared with me before I knew his true identity and after. It’s one thing to remember a conversation like that when you know the devil is lurking in the details in advance. It’s another thing to recall what was said later when you didn’t originally know what you were looking for. My mind might not have been human, strictly speaking, but vampires don’t have better memories than most humans. The only real difference is that if we live long enough, we have longer memories. We’re just as prone to forget things, or suffer from the brain-fart phenomenon, as anyone. 
A slam of the throne room’s heavy doors, one blasting against the door-stop and bouncing shut again, startled me out of my thoughts. 
Clement burst into the room, his eyes wild.
“Ladinas! Mercy!” he cried. “One of my orphans is missing!”
“Slow down.” I moved slowly over to him, trying to hold my head high and exude a calming presence. I placed my hands on each of his shoulders. “Tell me what happened.”
Clement’s voice shook with fear as he spat out the words, “It’s Isaac. He’s gone. I tore through the sewers like a madman, desperately searching for any trace of him, but it was as if he’d disappeared into thin air.”
Isaac. I was surprised I was able to match the name with the face in my mind. I wasn’t avoiding the orphans so much as I hadn’t had a lot of time to get to know them. 
Alright, maybe I was avoiding them a little. I mean, have you ever tried to have an intelligent conversation with a teenage vampire? It’s not easy. Little things—like the inability to get a tan for the summer, or that they’ll never go to prom—are devastating. Meanwhile, they acted like they didn’t give two shits about big issues. Like, how recklessly draining people in the streets and leaving their bodies for the police to find might just get them into trouble. 
Isaac was different. Maybe that’s why I remembered him. He was smart. A little bit nerdy. Not at all the kind of young man anyone would think was a vampire. I pictured the lanky redhead, no more than sixteen when he’d been turned. His carrot-top also clashed with his new eyes. An unfortunate reality for ginger vamps. At the same time, he was a little timid. Exactly the sort of vampire prone to lose control. He’d keep his shit together, letting the pressure of his urges build and build until boom—a dozen bodies, and dozens more traumatized. An awful mess that I’d have to clean up. 
“When’s the last time you saw him?” I asked.
“Early this evening, before you all left. I thought he was just keeping to himself as usual. But now...”
Clement trailed off, but his unspoken words hung heavy. Now, there was a volatile young vampire loose in the city. I squeezed Clement’s shoulder. 
“We’ll find him,” I assured, mind already whirring with possibilities. I needed to act fast - Isaac could wreak havoc if his bloodlust took over. 
Mel stood, her eyes determined. “I can scan the surveillance footage, track his movements.” 
I nodded. “Good. We’ll start there.” Isaac’s fate was unknown, but one thing was certain—as if our plates weren’t full enough—this night just got a lot more complicated. 
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