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While the path of peace and kindness is a worthwhile goal for any vampire, remember to pursue progress, not perfection. At first, just try to kill fewer people.

—Peace, Blood, and Understanding: A Living Guide for Vampires Embracing Pacifism

I liked to think I was too emotionally evolved to get into an altercation at a one-gate airport involving a box of imported succulents and obscene gestures. But clearly, I was wrong.

I’d been having such a good night, too. My window-box rosemary plants were showing signs of flourishing. I’d finally unpacked the last box in my apartment after living there for almost four years. I was on the verge of being able to quit my part-time second job with the Council. And I had a special event scheduled at Specialty Books that night. Life was coming up pretty freaking rosy for Meadow Schwartz.

But I just had to haul my vampiric ass out to the tiny Half-Moon Hollow Municipal Airport, launching myself toward a near-certain karmic shit-storm. I’d been waiting for weeks for that special shipment of Jewels of Opar to get through customs. And I had to admit I was in a rush to get to the box, as I’d been eagerly planning how I might use the Jewels in various products for my shop, Everlasting Health. The succulent was native to Paraguay and prized for its ability to suppress vampire hunger by helping our bodies absorb more from our feedings. I couldn’t wait to get my hands on it and begin experimenting with new tea blends. That was the sort of scintillating nightlife I led.

But my plant nerdery, a skill I hadn’t even discovered until years after I was turned, was a source of comfort to me, not to mention income and passion and healing for the… dozens of people that came into my store every week. (It hadn’t quite taken off yet.) Life was good for me in Half-Moon Hollow, better than it had been in years. And offering teas and potions including rare Paraguayan succulents was going to make that life better.

I parked my early-model Prius in front of the airport, in one of ten parking spaces, checking my reflection in the rearview. Yes, despite centuries of thematically convenient hype promoted by humans, vampires have reflections. At the moment, mine showed long, heavy dark hair that was windblown, but not crazy-cat-lady levels. It framed an oval face with large gray eyes and a chin my mother liked to call “recalcitrant” when it suited her. I grabbed a tube of beeswax-based lip gloss out of my shoulder bag and swiped on a coat of Chipper Cherry.

I was not insecure about my looks. Like most vampires, I was attractive enough to draw in the prey meant to feed me. But it didn’t do, as a local business owner in a very small town, to walk into a public place looking like you’d wrestled an angry badger. Human and vampire gossips alike started talking, and the next thing you knew, your potential customers believed you were an unreliable kook with an addiction to spray inhalants and catnip.

Half-Moon Hollow was one of those lovely little towns, nestled in a curve of the Ohio River in the far reaches of western Kentucky, that wasn’t quite rural but certainly wasn’t urban. It had a few chain stores and restaurants and even a Starbucks—yes, just the one—but without losing its small-town charm. The Half-Moon Hollow airport was like the dollhouse version of a travel hub, and I loved it. It had one gate for one morning flight and one evening flight. While the schedule was pretty limited, it took about four minutes to get through security.

I walked through the airport ticketing lobby, home to a complimentary coffee cart and a suspiciously pink display from the local Chamber of Commerce titled “the Hall of Entrepreneurial Courtneys.” A half-dozen evening arrival passengers were waiting patiently for the ticket agents to feed their luggage through the doggy door toward the single baggage carousel.

“Well, hey there, Meadow!” a raspy feminine voice called from the check-in desk. I waved at Hannah Perkins, one of the airport’s two security agents. She was a sweet-faced little thing, so petite that I wondered how she managed to walk around wearing all that security gear without wobbling. But Hannah was the only girl among six brothers, most of whom grew up filming their own MMA matches in their backyard. I wouldn’t mess with her, and I had superstrength.

I’d met Hannah the same way I’d met most of the people I knew in Half-Moon Hollow: through the book club at Specialty Books, a vampire-friendly occult book shop here in town.

“Hey, Hannah!” I called, grinning. “How are you doing?”

“Oh, better than I deserve,” Hannah drawled, lifting a large shipping box onto the ticket counter. It was covered in stickers that read, “Caution—LIVE PLANTS” in both English and Spanish. “We got your package right here. I just need you to sign all these scary customs forms. I filled out as much of it as I could, to save you some time.”

“Aw, thank you.”

She clucked her tongue. “Well, I’d like to say it was purely unselfish, but your handwriting tends to set off what we in the business call ‘bureaucratic red flags’ with the USDA.”

“Fair enough,” I conceded, taking the clipboard full of customs forms she offered. I signed my name about twenty times and handed it back to her. “Have you read the book for the next book club meeting?”

“The zombie-hunting mash-up of Wuthering Heights?” Hannah said. “Yeah, but I don’t think Jane’s gonna appreciate my comments. I did what she said and stuck a little Post-it note on a page every time I had a strong emotional reaction to the book. And all my Post-its say, ‘Kill Zombie Cathy sooner, please.’ ”

“Well, all of my Post-it notes say, ‘Kill Zombie Heathcliff faster,’ so we’ll have an interesting back-and-forth,” I said, making her giggle.

“You hated it, too?”

“No, I just really hate Heathcliff,” I told her. “In all forms. Dead or undead. And Cathy. This book has been a problem for me since I was a high school senior. I wrote a twelve-page research paper on how dysfunctional their relationship was, not realizing it was my English teacher’s favorite novel. I almost ended up in summer school.”

Hannah laughed. “Well, we’ll just have to get through the discussion without hurting anybody’s feelings.”

“For the very first time.” I laughed, hefting the box off of the counter.

“You want me to get that out to your car for you, Meadow? It’s pretty heavy,” Hannah’s partner, Denny, called from across the lobby, where he was sweeping before the gate’s closure. Denny was a tall, thin, balding man, and like most of my neighbors, his thick bluegrass accent turned my name into “Medda.”

“No, thanks, Denny!” I called back. “Vampire strength!”

“Oh, right!” Denny laughed, clapping a hand to his shiny forehead. “Sorry, I forget sometimes.”

This was one of the strange dichotomies of living in the Hollow. Although, generally, I didn’t appreciate the sentiment that as a female, I didn’t have the upper-body strength to open my own door, I knew Denny wasn’t trying to be condescending. He was honestly raised to believe that the polite things to do were to open doors for a lady, carry her heavy objects, and stand when she entered a room. Like with a lot of men around town, his actions weren’t directed at me, but centered on honoring his beloved mama.

“It was sweet of you to offer,” I said. “Y’all have a good night!”

“Night!” Denny and Hannah called after me. I carried the unwieldy box to my car, carefully strapping it into the passenger seat. The soft Kentucky spring evening wrapped around me like a cool cotton sheet. The air smelled of warm asphalt and the early-blooming honeysuckle climbing its way up the security fence near the woods at the far end of the lot. I could hear the faint heartbeats of the deer milling around the runway and the droning of newly hatched mosquitoes. I tilted my face toward the endless expanse of sky and thanked the universe for sending me to this place to make my life.

I approached my bright blue “new to me” car. I loved having my own transportation, paid for with my own money, though I rarely drove the thing. I lived close enough to my shop and the local office of the World Council for the Equal Treatment of the Undead that I could walk back and forth to my apartment most nights. But I was looking forward to a nice cruise back to town, blasting the indie femme rock of my youth. I happened to think the Prius’s structural acoustics were perfect for Alanis Morissette.

“Excuse me!” a voice called across the parking lot. “Miss! Hey!”

I turned to see a man standing on the curb in front of the airport exit. Even after what had to be a cramped, uncomfortable flight in that tiny plane, he was handsome, in that perfect, polished GQ fashion that was both intimidating and unapproachable. He had the kind of bone structure that seemed designed to make other people feel like they were made of lumpy oatmeal. His blond hair was artfully tousled, and his skin had that pale, iridescent glow that only the undead could achieve. His navy silk suit was crisply pressed, and his shirt was blinding white, even in the bluish fluorescent light of the streetlamps.

The vampire dragged his smart little black hard-sided suitcase behind him as his long legs crossed the lot in a few strides. It was the perfect size for overhead bin space, and just wide enough to support the laptop bag he’d placed on top of it. I could imagine him spending hours shopping for it on the latest-model smartphone he was waggling at me. “Excuse me, miss, I can’t seem to get the app to work—the cell coverage is nonexistent here. Could you help me out?”

It was just then that the breeze picked up and a hint of his scent wafted toward my sensitive nostrils. While the shiny exterior didn’t lure me in, I was an absolute sucker for olfactory appeal, and this man smelled like dark northern forests and sea wind, of dirty sex and secrets. And my knees’ response to this complex and delicious scent was to turn to jelly so useless, I had to sag against my car for a moment.

And even more infuriating, this aroma didn’t seem to come from some pricey custom-blended cologne. I could tell when a body’s odor had been spritzed or splashed on. This was his natural scent. It was a blessing and a curse, this sense of smell that went way beyond even that of a normal vampire’s superiority. It was essential to my work and my talent, but at the same time, it created these inconvenient feelings of weak-kneed lust and resulted in awkward mental pauses in which I silently stared at someone while my brain processed their pheromones.

And in this case, the subject stared back with a considerable amount of hostility.

I blinked rapidly and shook my head. “I’m sorry?”

“There’s twenty bucks in it for you.” He had a snooty Northern accent, like he’d gone to a boarding school involving striped ties and extensive hazing.

I lifted my brows. “Twenty bucks for what?”

His lantern jaw set in a frustrated line. His dark-brown eyes—the color of bitter coffee long left cold—narrowed at me. “A ride?”

“OK, I have had some forward propositions before, but this one takes the cake,” I muttered.

“What? No!” he exclaimed and surveyed me from head to toe. “Don’t flatter yourself.”

I scoffed. “Please, it’s hardly flattery. I’m awesome.”

“Well, you’re a terrible Uber driver,” he told me, his voice growing stern as he crossed his arms over his chest in a manner that strained that carefully tailored shirt.

I burst out laughing. Because we didn’t have Uber in Half-Moon Hollow. Or GrubHub or Wag or any of those convenience apps supposed to make life in a reasonably sized city easier. Because we simply didn’t have enough tech-savvy residents to support it. People loved shopping retail here, which was why so many small businesses like mine thrived. Ordering pizza online was a stretch for the average Half-Moon Hollow resident. “I’m not an Uber driver at all. I’m just here to pick up a package.”

“What, like drugs?” he said, frowning as his arms dropped to his sides. “I won’t get in your car if you’re carrying drugs.”

“Oh, yeah, it’s totally drugs. I’m clearly a drug dealer,” I said flatly, gesturing down at the kimono-sleeved floral top and jeans I was wearing, even as my temper flared—a hot, acidic sensation I hadn’t felt in years. “Also, I didn’t invite you to go near my car, so this has all worked out quite nicely for the both of us.”

“So you stole this car from some poor driver, who I hope is better at his job than you are?” he snarked, nodding toward my windshield. I glanced toward my car, which was pretty nondescript beyond the “Save the Earth, We’re the Only Planet with Tacos” bumper sticker and the… damn it.

I’d forgotten about that stupid “U” sticker on my windshield.

“No, I bought a used car from an Uber driver in Louisville, and I haven’t been able to get the freaking decal off. I swear, the guy must have stuck the thing on with rubber cement,” I grumbled. “Normally, it’s not an issue, because no one around here uses Uber. They just think I have some strange driver safety restriction they’ve never seen before. I get good parking spaces, though.”

“Do all of your conversations with strangers involve giving them your unsolicited life story?” he asked, smirking at me.

“Do all of your conversations with strangers involve both direct and indirect insults?” I asked, circling my car.

“It depends on the stupidity of those strangers,” he shot back. “I’m guessing in this town, the average is going to be a little higher.”

I pressed my lips together into an exasperated line. He’d insulted my town, my home, and the people in it, and that was not going to stand… but that was old Meadow. New Meadow knew that violence was the useless and infantile expression of a brain that couldn’t create a better alternative. Also, vampires couldn’t be strangled, so it was doubly useless.

“I’m going to need you to step the hell away from my car,” I said, getting into the car.

“Well, how the hell am I supposed to get a cab in this backwater town?” he yelled, so loud I could hear clearly through my closed passenger window. I lowered the window as I rolled soundlessly out of my parking space.

“That is not my problem,” I told him as he jogged along with my car. “You could always walk, if you’re not afraid of messing up those pretty shoes.”

I was not being kind or patient here. It was a seventeen-mile trek to the town proper, because the optimistic town fathers of Half-Moon Hollow had assumed there would be some sort of construction boom when the airport was built in the 1970s. Besides Denny and Hannah’s trucks, the parking lot was empty. The airport car rental office was only open on Fridays as they tended to be the “big arrival” flights before the weekend. And the pay phone dangling from the ancient BellSouth cubicle hadn’t worked in nearly ten years. He wasn’t going to be able to call a cab unless he went back into the quickly closing airport and asked Hannah—who was even less likely to put up with his elitist bullshit than I was. He’d be lucky if he didn’t end up sleeping on the tarmac with the deer.

“Look, I realize that the patchouli has probably soaked into your brain, inhibiting cognitive function, but I need to get into Half-Moon Hollow, and I will make it worth your while. If you would just stop this ridiculous french-fry-oil-powered hippie-mobile and behave like a normal person!”

“Maybe if you’d been remotely polite, I’d have driven you into town for nothing but a smile and a few minutes of sparkling conversation. But since you are so far from sparkling I can’t even think of an adjective rude enough, you’re going to have to put all those city smarts to good use.”

I waggled my fingers as I hit the gas pedal. “Namaste, jackass!”

I drove away apologizing to that nameless, faceless higher power in the universe for my interaction with the corporate tool, but I was also determined not to linger on it for too long. The past was the past. I couldn’t change it. I could only try not to be snarky to strangers in the future. I wouldn’t even think about it again… except for describing it in detail to Jane, because she would find it really funny.

I tried hard to be a good person, but I wasn’t a saint.



Fortunately for me, ’90s lady-rage rock was the perfect balm for nerves frazzled by an overdressed jerk. I sang my jagged little heart out on the drive to my apartment building, where I rented a second-floor, one-bedroom unit located over a small folk art gallery and a florist. The building belonged to Dick Cheney—the vampire, not the former vice president—so my rent was reasonable. And the building always smelled like flowers, which was a plus.

I climbed out of the Prius, hefting the box out of the front seat with ease. I waved at Sammy Palona, my human neighbor, who also happened to work as a barista and sandwich guy at the Council office coffee stand. Sammy was tall and muscular and looked like he should be playing football with a minotaur in a beer commercial, but instead he made the most delicately decorated lattes you’d ever seen. He had his own YouTube channel full of tutorials on making foam art—leaves and hearts and cute little cats. And he smelled of his coffee condiments—honey and cinnamon and sugar.

So he was basically the perfect human man, if you happened to like a Jason Momoa type who smelled like candy. Unfortunately, Sammy and I had mutually friend-zoned each other within minutes of meeting, because it just seemed like crossing too many streams to date your neighbor who also happened to be your coworker.

“Hi, Sammy!” I called as I jogged toward him.

“Hey, Meadow, did you have a good night?” he said, nodding to the box. “Do you need help with that?”

“No, I did not, and no, I do not, but thank you,” I said in a crisp tone that made him bark out a laugh. “And here I am ending the night on a high note, talking to you, so it can’t be all bad. How was work for you?”

He offered me a smile so white and even it should have belonged to a vampire. “Well, the IT department is pushing on some big deadline, and they kept asking me for quadruple-shot lattes.”

“Oh, that is a bad decision in a cup,” I said, shaking my head. “Those IT kids are naturally high-strung anyway.”

“I switched them to decaf after midnight without telling them. It was for the greater good.”

I laid a hand on Sammy’s shoulder, which required me to reach up. “You are a true humanitarian.”

He chin-pointed up the flight of metal stairs that led to my open-plan floor. “I think you got a new neighbor.”

“Oh, really?”

I turned to look upstairs, as if I could spot the newcomer through the closed door. That apartment next to mine had been empty for months. Dick had even tried to offer it furnished, but it had remained unoccupied. Frankly, I kind of liked it that way. It meant that no one complained about my music choices, which could be somewhat heavy on the didgeridoo. (It helped me fall asleep in the mornings.) But I would be neighborly and kind and turn my Australian sleep music down to tolerable levels.

“I will wait until I have had a much better night to introduce myself, because I’m sort of chock-full of ‘lashing out at strangers with the goal of making them cry’ energy.”

Sammy blanched. “Did you really make someone cry?”

“I was provoked.”

He laughed. “I believe it. But just this once.”

“I’m going upstairs. I’ll start fresh tomorrow and hope for better. Good night.”

“Good night!” he called as I jogged up the stairs and unlocked the series of locks on the door. I wasn’t particularly worried about having my fictitious valuables stolen, but Andrea and Dick insisted that all of their undead tenants have considerable security during our vulnerable daylight hours. Dropping the box and my keys on a nearby table, I leaned against the door. I breathed in the scent of the dried lemon peel and cinnamon sticks I kept in an earthenware bowl on that table and knew that I was home.

I loved my little apartment. It certainly wasn’t the nicest place I’d ever lived, but it was mine and mine alone. No one could take it from me or kick me out. No one could tell me that my apple-green walls weren’t acceptable or judge me because my bed was never, ever made. No one could tell me that the little pots of kitchen herbs I grew on the counter were useless—which, technically, they were, since I didn’t eat. I just liked the smell.

I walked to my fridge, the contents of which were no one’s business but my own, and took out a bottle of donor type B to set in the warmer. Though my couch—a comfortable yard sale find I’d recovered in lilac-colored canvas—was inviting, I walked out to my tiny balcony, just big enough for two lawn chairs and a couple of planter boxes. I enjoyed my dinner while looking down at the nonexistent traffic of Millard Street after ten P.M.

I needed that mental space to process my responses to the airport guy. That level of instant antagonism was absolutely not normal for me in interactions with anyone, really. I was willing to make that man weep like a confessional politician. I hadn’t felt that sort of “killer instinct” in years. Was it the overpolished, overtly meticulous exterior? Or the fact that he seemed to embrace everything that drove me nuts about modern life? Or that he so easily disdained the surroundings that gave me so much comfort? It was probably a combination of all three.

Too bad. It was an awfully nice exterior… that smelled even better.

I could still feel that scent moving through my nervous system, woodsy and spicy with a hint of salt and lust. I wanted to wallow, to wrap myself in it and stay there for days. And if he happened to come along with the smell, fine.

No. I took a drink and shook my head at my own shallowness. I would not be swayed by his perfectly even, artistically arranged features. This was a backslide into the old Meadow—who hadn’t even been named Meadow in the first place. She was a spoiled, angry, vengeful girl who did a lot of damage to the people around her. I would not be that person again.

I didn’t have the sort of leeway to indulge in those darker urges anyway. Technically, I was still considered a probationary case with the World Council for the Equal Treatment of the Undead. The Council was a group of ancient vampires elected to govern undead citizens around the globe after an undead tax consultant named Arnie Frink launched vampires into the open by suing his Milwaukee employer for nighttime hours and sun-safe work spaces. Probation was a “special” designation for vampires who had caused trouble when they were newborns. And I had caused a considerable amount of trouble—blood-soaked, “documented by state and federal authorities” trouble.

I was only allowed the freedom I enjoyed because Jane Jameson-Nightengale supervised my case. I could live in an apartment of my choosing and run a business. I received a paycheck for my work with the Council office, as opposed to it being unpaid labor deemed “service hours.” If I stepped out of line, gave in to those aforementioned urges, I would most likely be reassigned to some stricter supervisor, and my situation could get much worse—“living in someone else’s home, under twenty-four-hour surveillance/instruction” worse. And so I would bite back those predatory, ruthless impulses and remain in my cozy apartment and comfortable life.

I couldn’t pay for my fancy cinnamon sticks and Prius charging with “service hours.”
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Remember that what you send out into the universe comes back on you times three. And that is super inconvenient if it involves three times the law enforcement personnel.

—Peace, Blood, and Understanding: A Living Guide for Vampires Embracing Pacifism

The next evening found me standing behind Jane’s coffee bar at Specialty Books, explaining the interaction with the corporate tool to Jane and Dick, while Jane’s face contorted into various expressions of dismayed amusement. I felt it was the responsible thing to do considering they were my local Council representatives.

“ ‘Namaste, jackass’? I think you’ve been spending too much time with Dick. That sounds like his brand of comeback,” Jane told me while I poured steaming water over a mesh ball filled with Deadly Digestion tea, which was resting in a half mug of blood. I stood behind the maple counter, steeping the mixture until it was a pleasantly perfumed bloody beverage. We were preparing for Tuesday Night Tea Tasting. It was like a wine tasting, but in Dick’s opinion, way less fun.

When I’d opened Everlasting Health a few doors down, Jane invited me to do joint events for the bookshop’s extensive clientele, serving mixed blood-tea concoctions while I explained their various health benefits for vampires. She even kept a TEAS PROVIDED BY EVERLASTING HEALTH sign on her counter full-time.

Jane’s shop was a comfortable and quirky haven for book lovers, with its squashy purple chairs, restful twilight-blue walls, and twinkling fairy lights. The air smelled of coffee and blood percolating in the rather frightening-looking copper espresso machine behind the counter. Crystals and silver figurines and geodes were scattered throughout the space with a charmingly haphazard hand that did not detract from the purpose of the shop—the books. Jane’s selection covered every genre that might interest her customers: classic literature, magic, paranormal studies, romance, graphic novels, and a huge array of vampire self-help books.

Jane’s longtime friend Dick Cheney clutched a hand over his chest. “Stretch, that hurts my feelings. I’m a good influence, if anything. And not once in my life have I used the word ‘namaste.’ ”

“I don’t even say ‘namaste,’ ” I told him. “But he made all of those references to hippies and drugs, and it’s such a damn cliché. I mean, how would he feel if I brought up his manscaping and spin classes and small-batch artisanal cultivated blood? Oh, and he insulted my car, so… yeah, it’s a rationalization, but I maintain that he had it coming.”

“As funny as I find this, I feel that as your case supervisor, I should remind you and Dick that ‘he had it coming’ will not stand up in a court of law or for the Council higher-ups,” Jane told me, the corner of her generous mouth lifting. Jane was tall—hence the nickname “Stretch”—with glossy chestnut hair and twinkling hazel eyes. Her face was as open and friendly as Dick’s was sharp and mischievous. Jane smelled of old paper and creamy chocolate and kindness, the sort of scent that meant safety and home. And if you were someone who craved both, that meant a lot.

I slid the steaming cup in front of Dick and smiled sweetly. “I made this just for you.”

“Nope.” Dick’s scent was more herbal, like bergamot, and had a bright citrus sort of edge to it, as if even he never knew where he was going to land while making a decision. I asked Jane about it once, and she said that was the smell of questionable moral flexibility, but I’d certainly never found a reason to distrust Dick. Other than his name.

“Come on, Dick, it’s good for your digestion,” I said, pouting ever so slightly, while Andrea—Dick’s wife—snickered silently behind him.

Dick twisted his features into an amazing imitation of a petulant toddler as he pushed the cup back to me. “I’m dead, sweetheart. I don’t have digestion.”

“We don’t have what the humans call ‘digestion,’ ” I countered, “but our bodies still process the blood we drink. The herbs affect us differently from humans because our physiology is different, but they still affect us.”

“That cup smells like ass and passive aggression made an ugly baby, so no, thanks. I like you a lot, Hippy-Dippy, but I told Jane this whole thing was a mistake,” Dick warned me. “Vampires have been perfectly happy not drinking health teas since… whenever the hell vampires became a thing. You’re not going to suddenly change that because you tell them that it’s good for health problems they don’t know they have. Vampires don’t have health problems. That’s one of the best parts of being a vampire. That and the magnetic sexuality.”

And he said that last bit while giving me full-on Blue Steel, his green eyes flashing.

“That expression will haunt my nightmares,” I said, shuddering as Andrea broke into a full-on cackle.

Jane shook her head and wandered into the bookshelves, sorting books back into their proper order. She said, “Dick, you may have finally found a woman who is immune to your ‘magnetic sexuality.’ ”

“Impossible,” Dick cried, frowning as he patted his flat belly. “Look at me. I am all that is man.”

“You’re wearing a T-shirt most middle school boys would find lame!” Jane shouted from the shelves of self-help books. “Andrea, I thought you purged the worst of them!”

“He keeps finding new ways to buy them,” Andrea grumbled. “Stupid online vendors.”

Dick pulled the hem of his T-shirt, which read, “Your Man Bun Is the Only Thing That Makes Your Grandpa Cry.” He scoffed. “This is hilarious! And it’s true! I’m basically a modern-day philosopher.”

I chuckled and nudged the tea across the counter, closer to him. “Come on, Dick. It’s not going to hurt you. It’s got slippery elm bark and just a pinch of fennel and some… other things. It will move the blood through your system faster and force you to absorb more of the vital nutrients you need. If it works like it’s supposed to, you will feel energized and balanced and ready to take on the world. And if it doesn’t work, it’s not going to hurt you. It doesn’t affect us the way solid food would.”

“I’m not drinking anything called ‘slippery elm,’ ” Dick protested. “And by the way, I noticed the way you paused before you said ‘other things’! Where is Gabriel? He’s usually the voice of reason when it comes to this stuff.”

“I’m in the back of the shop, looking over the accounts! Not whining like a toddler!” Jane’s husband, Gabriel, yelled from Jane’s office.

“And don’t think I failed to notice that keeps you out of tea range!” Dick yelled back. “I notice way more than people give me credit for!”

I suppressed the urge to snort. Unlike some vampires, whose nests fed each other’s cruelty on a constant cycle, Gabriel and Jane, Dick and Andrea had formed their own little vampire family unit, with what seemed like an ever-expanding cast of adopted children, sisters, brothers, and, in Dick’s case, a several-times-great-grandchild. It was the sort of connection I hoped for in my own life someday… minus the great-grandchild; the biology of that seemed impossible.

“It’s good for you,” I told Dick.

“Honey, for me, would you please try the tea?” Andrea let her bottom lip drift out into a pout that even I had to admit was provocatively pretty. “I only want you to be as healthy as possible.”

“Dang your beautiful doe eyes,” Dick grumbled, tossing the tea back. He grimaced so hard, I worried for his facial muscles.

“I love you, Hippy-Dippy, but you are dead to me and my taste buds right now,” he wheezed, before chugging the rest of my donor blood straight out of the packet, cold.

“Dick, I’m already dead, so…”

I turned toward the front door of the shop as the overhead bell let out a soft peal. The welcoming customer-service smile slid right off my face as I recognized the person walking through the door.

The corporate tool.

And his delicious, knee-victimizing scent.

“You!” I gasped, holding myself up against the counter. Fortunately, the knee integrity breach came across as righteous indignation and not a total loss of dignity.

He didn’t seem any worse for wear for having had to walk seventeen miles the night before. He was wearing a different crisp blue suit with a starched white shirt and deep blue tie. He did, however, look even more annoyed with me than he had when I drove off and left him in my ecologically responsible dust.

“You!” He took a step toward me, his golden brows lowered into a cross expression. “What are you doing here?”

Dick, ever light on his feet, hopped over the counter and stood between me and the tool as he crossed the shop. “Keep your distance, there, buddy.”

The tool ignored him. He dropped his sleek black laptop case on one of the bar stools and smiled in a manner that was distinctly threatening, like a shark communicating, Welcome to lunch.

“Make my whole year and tell me that you’re Jane Jameson-Nightengale,” he told me.

“What is going on here?” Jane asked, emerging from the bookshelves.

“This is the guy from the airport!” I exclaimed.

Gabriel stepped out of the office. “Do I need to call the undead emergency response team?”

Jane was at my side in a blink of movement. “She’s not Jane Jameson. I am. And you’re not about to walk into my place of business or my district and try to intimidate one of my people. Back off and state your business, or hit the bricks.”

The tool’s expression went all confused, but he was no less hostile as he glared at me. “Well, then, Ms. Jameson-Nightengale, you should be aware that you are employing a self-righteous lunatic who serves as a terrible ambassador for your business and your town.”

“For the record, I’m not self-righteous. You’re just a jackass.”

Corporate Tool turned to Jane and pointed at me. “See?”

“Ms. Schwartz doesn’t work here. However, if you can’t see fit to have a civil conversation with her, I just want to point out—again—the ‘hitting the bricks’ option,” Jane told him.

“Your event is canceled,” the tool informed her.

“Wha— Who in the hell do you think you are?” she gasped. “Dick, open the door so I can ‘help’ this noncustomer outside.”

Airport Guy fixed what could only be termed a withering stare at Dick, while pulling a fancy business card holder from his suit pocket and handing Jane a rectangle of embossed silvery linen paper—along with an ID badge and what looked like a very official letter bearing the Council seal. “My name is Erik Weston. I’m an investigator and consultant with the World Council for the Equal Treatment of the Undead. Ms. Jameson-Nightengale, I’m here to review your practices as head representative for the western Kentucky district.”

The air in the room seemed to still as Dick, Gabriel, and Andrea stared at Jane in horror. I didn’t understand what the problem was, beyond this guy having the most pretentious name in history. I felt a little stupid as I asked, “What’s going on?”

“Oh, shit,” Andrea murmured.

“What?” I turned to the redhead, all confusion.

“ ‘Oh, shit’ is right,” Dick said, still staring at Weston. “You’re about to be vampire-audited.”

“What?” I cried, glaring at Erik Weston. “That’s a thing?”

“We certainly don’t call it that,” Weston said, his expression still irritated, “but yes, I am here to review Ms. Jameson-Nightengale’s management practices. The review begins immediately. Ms. Jameso—”

“For the love of Oprah, just call me Jane,” she grumbled, reading over the letter.

“Ms. Jameson-Nightengale,” he said, stubbornly adhering to formality, “please dismiss your employees for the night and call representative Dick Cheney to your office so we might begin as soon as possible.”

Dick drew himself up to full height and looked as intimidating as possible while wearing a novelty T-shirt. “I’m Dick Cheney!”

Weston broke from his stern, man-in-charge demeanor momentarily to ask, “Really?”

And then his glare went back to withering, with a touch of glacial coldness, as if Dick had done something to personally offend him (which, honestly, was a possibility with Dick. He’d been around for a while, and he was… Dick). Weston took a little notebook out of his jacket pocket and made a note. “Your photo with the Council office is improperly outdated. I believe they are still using a tintype from the Prohibition era.”

“We’re not her employees; we’re her partners,” Andrea objected.

“And I’m her husband. I’m not leaving her here with you,” Gabriel told him.

I took a long drink of the Deadly Digestion tea, hoping its mellow earthy taste would settle the roiling tension in my belly. Despite my obvious hippie leanings, I didn’t necessarily believe in karma. But I did like to picture the universe as a judgmental and slightly mean older sister that liked to teach me life lessons by sending me challenges or particularly poetic consequences. This was what happened when I blew up at people and treated them badly: the universe threw it back in my face like a boomerang made of situational irony.

After Arnie Frink forced vampires out into the figurative light, humans all over the world freaked out in unison. They bought vampire home defense kits involving silver spray and stakes. The price of silver hit the roof as humans discovered that vampires were highly allergic to it. It was the monster version of “reefer madness.”

Vampires are coming for your blood! They’re going to break into your house and steal your children and drain them dry! They’re lurking in the darkness and under your bed and in your crawl space! Nowhere is safe! Ignore the fact that you’ve lived next door to vampires for years and never even realized it! And they’re probably going to take our jobs!

The Council showed up at the United Nations office, asking the world’s governments to recognize them as people with citizenship and the basic human right not to be involuntarily turned into dust. In return, the Council would oversee vampire behavior and work to ensure the safety of humans who interacted with vampires. Basically, the Council protected the undead community’s image. To ensure the cooperation of their constituents, Council representatives were known to take swift, brutal measures. Sometimes that involved violent and anatomically specific punishments. Sometimes problem vampires disappeared. Other younger, troublesome vampires, like myself, were assigned to “foster” with more experienced vampires, to help us adjust to our undead afterlife.

Because a surprising number of vampires chose to live in small towns, the Council was allowed to establish smaller, regional offices in each state. Jane and Dick oversaw the western Kentucky branch and were known as fair, mostly reasonable leaders.

And I’d managed to antagonize the guy who was going to be scrutinizing their behavior.

Dang it.

“OK, OK, OK, everybody just calm down!” Jane shouted over the jumble of voices. “Dick, go lock the door. Andrea, please go print an apology for the cancellation of the Tuesday Night Tea Tasting and post it next to the CLOSED sign. Gabriel, go call Jimmy Mayhew, just in case I need him.”

“You think an eighty-year-old human lawyer is going to be useful here?” Gabriel asked.

“No, I’m just trying to give you something to do,” she said. “You’re practically vibrating with anxiety right now, and it’s hard for me to think. Meadow, honey, I’m sorry, we’re going to have to pick up the tea tasting when our schedule is a bit more…”

“Trying to come up with a nice way to say ‘tool free’?” I asked. Jane glanced toward Weston and gave a little head gesture that could be interpreted as a nod.

Weston’s dark blond brows rose. “Tea tasting?”

“Meadow owns a tea shop down the street,” Jane said. “We were holding a special event tonight for vampires who are interested in her special blends.”

Weston’s eyebrows stayed raised. “So a shop selling tea opens up next to your coffee shop and you take no measure to put her out of business? Do you understand the concept of market competition?”

“I thought it was better to cooperate and promote both shops. I don’t feel it’s necessary to put other people out of business so I can succeed. Also, I don’t know anything about tea other than you can’t ever make it in the microwave because apparently that’s a huge deal to some people.”

“It’s important to have standards!” I told Jane.

Weston took the little book from his pocket and scribbled something in it. I could only imagine that it said, “Note to self: continue to pretend you never had a soul.”

“Jane, that’s fine, really,” I said. “Would it help if I stuck around and testified on your behalf as one of your constituents?”

“I don’t think it would, but thanks,” Jane said, shaking her head.

“Why don’t we adjourn to the Council offices?” Weston asked. “To make this more official?”

“Why don’t we just start now?” Jane objected. “This is only the preliminary meeting, right? Believe it or not, I have read the operations manual Ophelia left for me. I’m aware that this will be a months-long process and this is the meeting to go over the concerns the Council has regarding my performance and to let me know which areas will be examined. Let’s just get it over with.”

“I would prefer to meet within Council facilities.”

“I have nothing to say that I can’t say in front of these people.” Jane crossed her arms over her purple Specialty Books T-shirt. “I have nothing to hide. And considering that, as of now, this is still my district, we’ll meet where I want.”

“And we wouldn’t leave anyway, so stop asking,” Andrea said, glowering at Weston.

“Is that how you normally handle your Council responsibilities? By committee?” Weston asked. “Everybody just does whatever they want?”

“Well, I do work with a guy named Dick Cheney. It takes a certain amount of flexibility.”

“You’re really not going to budge on this?” Weston asked, his brow lifted.

“Nope,” she said, popping the “p” sound like bubblegum.

It was all I could do to suppress the smile forming on my lips. I loved Jane. She was a former librarian with a frightening ability to recall information and shush noisy children and their parents at ten paces. She was an understated badass.

Jane climbed onto a bar stool, Dick taking the seat at her right. Weston had no choice but to sit at her left. Andrea busied herself making a couple of Jane’s favorite complicated coffee-blood concoctions. Gabriel, a tall vampire with longish dark hair, hovered at the end of the bar, alternately giving Weston poisonous scowls and looking like he wanted to scoop Jane up in his considerable arms and run out of the shop.

My vampire talent was pretty passive, which was fine with me. I already had enough “offensive skills,” what with the superstrength and the razor-sharp fangs. In layman’s terms, through a combination of smell and gut feelings, I could sense what was “wrong” with people—which sounded like a judgment, but honestly, it wasn’t. I preferred to think of it as seeing (and smelling) what they needed. I could sense if a human was sick and what area of the body was ailing them. Sometimes I could see what they needed to heal—something simple, like willow bark tea and a cold compress. It didn’t work with vampires because we didn’t get sick. Sometimes I could see more. If I spent enough time with a person, I could see what they needed in their soul—a new job if their current position was making them miserable, or a divorce if their spouse was making them miserable. (That was always an awkward conversation to have.) It wasn’t an exact science, like Jane’s ability to read minds, but it was an opportunity to help people. And I was grateful for it.

Well, right now, maybe “grateful” wasn’t the right word. Because the overwhelming mix of everybody’s emotions—the burning pepper scent of anger, the sharp vinegar of anxiety, the wet newspaper smell of dread—was making my head swim. It completely cleared Weston’s more appealing aroma, which helped me recover a little bit of my composure, but that little bit of poise was undone by the urge to throw up all over the counter.

I pinched my nose shut and counted to ten, trying to center myself. No one seemed to notice or remember that I served no real purpose there. So I filled another tea ball with what I secretly called the Calm Your Ass Down Blend for Gabriel. It contained enough spiny blood balm to take down a racehorse. And it smelled like lavender, which was nice.

Weston took out an accordion binder chock-full of papers and spread several files out on the counter. “We’ve received complaints regarding your management of the district, along with Mr. Cheney’s. The Council’s state and national authorities are concerned that you and Mr. Cheney have not enforced the Council’s regulations for vampire behavior and public perception to their fullest extent.”

“I happen to believe in results over a strict adherence to policy,” Jane said, her smile paper-thin.

But Weston was unfazed by Jane and her complete lack of effs to give. He glanced at the paperwork in front of him. “The Council has noted that disciplinary notices from your district have increased by more than twenty-five percent since you took over as head representative.”

“I happen to think that vampires should be held accountable for their actions.”

“Is there a reason I’m not being asked anything?” Dick asked, raising his hand. “Usually I’m the one that gets questioned in these situations.”

Weston ignored him and turned back to Jane, continuing with his line of thought. “Even if it makes your district, the Council, and the vampire population in general look bad?”

“Yes, I happen to think that vampires should be held accountable for their actions,” Jane repeated dryly.

I watched Jane’s face carefully as I crossed the shop to hand Gabriel his tea. He shook his head and gently pushed the mug away. “I will force-feed you,” I whispered. “Or I will get the horse tranquilizers. I know where Jane keeps them.”

Gabriel grumbled softly and sipped the tea. He was polite enough not to make a “medicine face” as he swallowed. “So… herbal.”

I patted his shoulder while he bravely took another long pull from the cup.

“You believe that vampires should be held accountable for their actions, and yet, somehow, the punishments recorded range from picking up roadside litter to recording online apology videos while wearing novelty sunglasses.” Weston paused, as if he was waiting for the indignity of Jane’s forced apology videos to sink in.

I’d seen several of those apology videos. They were funny as hell.

“The more typical punishments—entombment, food denial, the classic coffin-full-of-bees-based corrections—seem to have been completely abandoned,” he added.

“I happen to think that vampires respond more quickly to public humiliation than the threat of torture,” Jane said. “We heal from torture—more quickly than humans, as a matter of fact. But a hundred thousand hits on a YouTube video of a vampire asking for forgiveness for biting a tourist without permission—while wearing oversized pineapple-shaped sunglasses? That kind of sting lasts for a while.”

“And you don’t feel that this is a backward and namby-pamby manner of instilling discipline in your district?”

“I’m not here to ‘instill discipline.’ Frankly, I undertake a lot of tasks I find unsavory because I’m here to keep people safe and try to improve relations between humans and vampires so we can all live together with some kind of peace. Do your precious numbers happen to tell you that human-on-vampire violence has dropped to almost nothing—which we’re attributing to programs like our human-vampire book club program at local libraries?” Jane asked. “And the apology videos.”

“And the block parties,” Dick added.

“Yes, the Meet Your Friendly Neighborhood Vampire block parties in the fall, which have been hugely popular,” Jane said, nodding to Dick. “We collected about six hundred of those dangerous vampire home defense kits and gave people Cold Stone Creamery gift cards in exchange—because ice cream never hurt anybody. Do your precious numbers show that the vampires who live in our district are paying taxes at unprecedented rates? Recycling? Participating in neighborhood watch programs? Volunteering at charities all over western Kentucky—without being forced to, by the way? Or how about the fact that most of our vampires are happy living here?”

“I’m assuming that you’ve taken some sort of poll scientifically measuring their happiness?”

For the first time, Jane’s expression showed her annoyance with Weston’s questions. She pinched her lips together for several seconds before finally admitting, “No.”

“Then, no, our ‘precious numbers’ wouldn’t show that. They do, however, show that you’ve hired an increasing number of humans for open positions within the Half-Moon Hollow Council office.”

“Well, I just hire the best candidate for the job who’s willing to work the night hours. Sometimes that person is human. I can’t hire someone just because they’re a vampire. That’s… racist? Deadist?” Jane said, frowning. “No, that can’t be right.”

“Live-ist?” Dick guessed. “It’s not OK, no matter what.”

“It flies directly in the face of the Council mission of providing jobs for vampires who need work,” Weston said.

“I have not seen that mission statement written anywhere,” Jane countered. “And the apology videos.”

“It’s more of an… unwritten mission statement,” Weston said. “You should just know that you’re not supposed to hire humans to work in the undead shadow government agency, allowing them access to our secrets and proprietary information. Not to mention the liability of potential injury if a vampire loses control of his or her bloodthirst.”

“OK, he might have a good point about the injuries,” Jane muttered, only to have Dick elbow her in the side.

“And while we’re talking about your office management practices, the accounting staff couldn’t help but notice a marked increase in spending on office supplies and paper?”

“Well, yes, because we’re actually documenting all those ‘punishments’ that were being left unreported before,” Jane shot back. “I tried to persuade the national office to accept digital forms. I even had one of my intern programmers design a prototype for an online reporting system, but I was told that the Council preferred to fill a subterranean space the size of a football field with drawer upon drawer of paperwork. Apparently, the Council doesn’t care about saving trees.”

I cleared my throat, suddenly uncomfortable. As much as I loved trees, the Council’s need to save a hard copy of every document that passed through its doors kept me in a job as an assistant archivist—a moral dilemma I hoped to resolve by making my shop my full-time occupation. I noted that Jane did not mention that I worked as an assistant archivist. Given Weston’s hostile reaction to my presence, both here and on Earth in general, I supposed I couldn’t blame her.

Weston frowned and checked his notes. “You started a Free Blood Friday program for employees?”

“It’s a morale booster,” Jane insisted. “It makes our vampire employees feel appreciated. We already had Sammy running the coffee bar, so I figured we would just give people their favorite drinks for free at the end of the week. Meadow here also brings her tea cart for the people who want to remain uncaffeinated.”

“And then you added Free Bagel Fridays?” he asked.

Jane shrugged. “Well, we don’t want to make the human employees feel bad just because they don’t drink blood.”

“And who pays for the blood and the coffee and bagels?” Weston asked. He glanced at me. “And the tea?”

“I do,” Jane said, her brows furrowing. “I buy from Vern’s Bakery, down the street from the office. It’s important to support local businesses.”

“I see. So you take the money that the Council pays you and use it to fund bribes for your staff? Are you that desperate for the approval of your underlings?”

“The Council doesn’t pay me.” Jane scoffed.

“You mean you work hours upon hours, doing tasks you find unsavory, for free?” he said, lifting his brow. “You’re a volunteer?”

Jane nodded. “Yes, I’m not about to take the Council’s dirty blood money. I took this job because I figured it was the best way to protect the people in my hometown from the evil machinations of the Council—no offense—as it tends to make decisions without considering, well, people. And if I have to treat people with kindness and consideration while I’m trying to accomplish that—well, excuse the hell out of me.”

“I take the money,” Dick told Weston. “Ethics are nice, but we have bills to pay.”

Andrea nodded, but then frowned. “Wait… Is that how you fund your T-shirt habit?”

“I’m sorry,” Weston said, sounding sincerely apologetic for the first time since I’d met him. “My research doesn’t reflect your refusing a salary.”

“Well, I did,” Jane said. “But knowing the Council, they’re using me as a ghost line item to hide paying for something terrible.”

“You seem to hold a lot of contempt for the Council, Ms. Jameson-Nightengale.”

“Contempt? No. Distrust? Sure. Alarm? Absolutely. Occasionally wake from nightmares of an apocalyptic hellscape where the Council has taken over and turned the human population into juice boxes—”

“Jane, darling, stop helping yourself,” Gabriel called, handing me his mug. “Another, please, Meadow.”

“What is your qualification to review my procedures in the first place?” Jane asked Weston.

For a few seconds, I watched Weston process the fact that Jane was questioning his authority. The factory workers that built this guy must have been very proud of the “impassive and arrogant” mode they’d installed on his face.

“In layman’s terms, I’m an efficiency expert,” he drawled. “I have multiple degrees in corporate management and industrial psychology.”

I snorted. “Of course you do.”

Every eye in the room turned to me. If I could have blushed, I would have.

“I’d say I’m sorry, but you wouldn’t believe me,” I said, shrugging.

Dick nodded and winked at me. “That’s why you’re my new favorite, Hippy-Dippy.”

“So what happens now?” Jane asked, nudging Dick with her elbow.

“Ms. Jameson-Nightengale—”

“OK, that is going to get annoying,” Jane grumbled, her lips pinching shut again.

“I have reviewed more than one hundred Council offices worldwide over the last fifty years,” he said, sliding his paperwork back into his laptop bag. “I have a system. After this interview, I will establish a work space at your office to observe your management techniques. I will speak to your subordinates and a random sampling of your constituents. I will arrange for a series of scenarios testing your response to emergencies and situations that require quick decision-making skills. And when I feel I have gathered enough data, I will submit a report to Council headquarters.”

“So no preliminary report or dispersal of opinion,” Jane muttered, sitting back on her stool with her arms crossed over her chest. “Just one paper that determines the future of my district.”

“Oh, I get the feeling I will have plenty of time to form an opinion,” Weston said, slinging his bag over his shoulder. “Now, if you could please direct me to the nearest car rental agency, I would appreciate it. You’re the one place on Earth that doesn’t rent cars online.”

“Oh, well, we have Rent-A-Wreck, over on Strode Lane, but they’re not open this late on a Tuesday,” Andrea said, her tone helpful even if her expression was more than a little smug.

“You don’t have Enterprise or CarAccess or anything like that?”

“Oh, sure we have CarAccess… at the airport,” I said.

“You couldn’t have mentioned that while we were at the airport yesterday?” he asked, his teeth clenched together.

“Well, it was no use. The office is only open on Fridays.”

“Oh, unless Roy has to coach his daughter’s soccer team,” Jane said, smirking. “Such a devoted daddy, that man.”

Andrea cooed, “Aw, yes, he even wears a little pink rhinestone whistle that Sadie got him for Father’s Day. It’s adorable.”

“Mmm, so important for girls to have strong, involved father figures these days,” I said, my lips twitching as Weston’s face made all sorts of funny shapes.

Weston spluttered, “Wha— How— Why are they only open on Fridays?”

I shrugged. “That’s when most people rent cars. Unless Roy has to coach his daughter’s soccer team. And then they wait until Saturday.”

He stared at me as if I were personally responsible for this erratic scheduling policy. He opened his mouth as if he was going to list the many ways he blamed me for the downward spiral of his trip. But before he could completely lose his composure, he turned on his heel, marching toward the front door. He called over his shoulder, “Tomorrow night, Ms. Jameson-Nightengale! Work space!”

As selfish as it was, I was a little disappointed to miss out on a full-on yuppie tantrum. That would have been funny as hell. The door bell quivered after him with an irritated jangle. Jane sagged against the bar. “Do we have any booze?”

Gabriel shook his head as he drained the last of his tea from his mug. “No, you banned it from the shop after the Christmas-party incident.”

Jane nodded. “Oh, yeah, that was the right call.”

“It was one time,” Dick muttered.

“You stood on the coffee bar and sang the ‘Dick in a Box’ song, and changed the words to make it dirtier.”

Dick shrugged. “I regret nothing.”

“Don’t panic, Jane. The worst the Council can do is fire you,” Andrea said. “It’s not like you don’t have other options, professionally.”

“Well…” Dick said, shaking his head. “They can do worse. That one guy from Denver got the Trial for stealing ink cartridges.”

“Well, he had that coming,” Jane said. “I don’t think they’d give me the Trial because I’m too nice to the interns.”

“Eh,” Dick said, waggling his hand back and forth.

“You are the worst pep talker in the world,” Jane told him. “Look, I realize I wasn’t exactly excited about being appointed to this office. I’m pretty sure it was some sort of elaborate revenge prank arranged by Ophelia. But I believe in the work we’re doing here. I believe we’re making Half-Moon Hollow a better, safer place for the living and the undead. And it scares me to think of who the Council might appoint after me to ‘correct’ what they think I did wrong. If I screw this up, it could really mess up the quality of life for people here, and the people here just happen to include all of my loved ones.”

“It’s going to be OK,” I told her.

“Yeah, Jane,” Gabriel mumbled, leaning against the counter. He propped his chin up on his palm, squishing his cheek to the point where one of his eyes was closed. His face was starting to look a little bit like abused Silly Putty. “It’ll be fine.”

Jane turned to me. “Did you give him the horse tranquilizers?”

“No, it’s just the Calm Your Ass Down Blend,” I scoffed. “Spiny blood balm, apple blossom, elderflower—completely harmless… Though he did have two cups… Oh, shoot. That’s a lot of spiny blood balm.”

“ ’M fine,” Gabriel insisted, his eyes more than a little glazed over. “Could use a nap, though.”

“Let’s ask him a lot of highly detailed questions,” Dick said, grinning broadly. “About his feelings.”

“I think we’re just going to close the shop early,” Jane said. “I apparently have a very long night ahead of me tomorrow at the office.”

Gabriel attempted to sit on one of the bar stools and slid right off, onto the floor.

Jane crouched down to heave him up. “And at home tonight.”



After helping Jane load Gabriel into their car, I drove the short distance across town to my apartment on Millard Street. I made myself a cup of half-strength Calm Your Ass Down and settled onto one of my outdoor chairs to watch over the empty street. I was in the mood for a good long mull.

I was, of course, worried about Dick and Jane, in the larger sense. What was going to happen to them if they failed Weston’s audit? Even if they managed to escape some bizarre, violent Council punishment, they could be removed from office. I doubted very much that Weston was going to be fair and impartial. The Council was rarely fair. The upper-level representatives had their agendas, and they followed them, no matter what it cost vampire citizens. That was part of what made living in Dick and Jane’s district so pleasant. They treated us like people, not walking opportunities. Half-Moon Hollow was better off with them in charge. Erik’s reports hadn’t exaggerated the good Jane was managing through Council programs usually used to funnel money and blood into undead pockets.

To put a more selfish point on it, what would happen to the vampires who lived in Half-Moon Hollow if Dick and Jane were replaced? If Jane was no longer head of the Council, she wouldn’t be supervising my case. Once she’d realized that I was a mostly stable person, she’d been relatively hands-off with me, trusting me to run my own life as I saw fit and only come to her when I had problems or questions. I could end up with some vampire hard-ass who would insist on being more “hands-on.”

That might have sounded like a minor threat, but for the Council, “hands-on” could mean being forced to live with my handler. It could mean being subject to a list of arbitrary rules my handler could change at any time. I’d heard horror stories about probationary vampires whose handlers took over all aspects of their lives. My business could be closed and all associated funds and stock turned over to my new “supervisor.” I would have nothing of my own. No accounts, no car, no home—because, unlike Jane, this new handler could decide that I couldn’t be trusted with it. If I really ticked my supervisor off, I could end up confined to a facility for problem vampires.

I stopped what I was doing and pulled a polished amethyst worry stone from my pocket. Though it was supposed to ward off negative energy, I prized it for its rich purple highlights and smooth surface. I rubbed my thumb over the curves of the stone and tried to clear my mind of my selfish anxiety. Worrying wouldn’t do any good. Worrying wouldn’t help Jane and Dick. All I could do was continue my work and hope for the best.

I jumped slightly as the sliding door to the unit next door opened. So much for my vampire senses.

I put on my best smile to greet my new neighbor. I would put the disastrous meeting with Erik Weston behind me by making a warm, approachable first impression on this newcomer.

Unfortunately, the newcomer stepped out onto the balcony, his blandly pleasant expression melting into stunned indignation. And then my mouth started watering at what was becoming a too-familiar scent.

Oh, no.

And in that moment, I realized my new neighbor was Erik Weston.

He looked no happier to see me than I was to see him.

We both said curse words. I’ll just leave it at that. I was not proud of myself.

“This is unacceptable,” he whispered, then suddenly shouted, “Unacceptable! I refuse to live next door to a crazy person!”

“Oh, yes, clearly I am the problem, when I was here first and I’m not the one shouting like a lunatic,” I shot back. “How are you my neighbor? Isn’t it a conflict of interest to rent an apartment from the person whose work you’re reviewing?”

“What do you mean?”

“Dick Cheney owns this apartment building.”

“No, that’s not right,” he insisted. “My assistant made a rental contract with a firm called Mind Your Beeswax, Inc., for a short-term lease. It was the only furnished, not completely unlivable apartment in Half-Moon Hollow.”

I snickered, because of course that’s what Dick Cheney would call his company, and of course Weston had an assistant.

“Mind Your Beeswax, Inc.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “That’s Cheney’s company, isn’t it?”

I nodded.

“Augh! Does anything work right in this armpit of a town!” he yelled into the street.

I did the only thing I could think of when faced with further degradation of my karma. I walked back inside before Weston could say anything else and shut the door very firmly.

I pressed my hand against my forehead and giggled. I liked Dick very much, but we needed to have a serious conversation about his vetting process for tenants. How in the hell was I supposed to go home every night knowing that jerk was on the other side of my kitchen wall being all jerky with his jerkish ways?

Self-centered despair limited my vocabulary.
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Sometimes, when there is a person standing in the pathway to nonviolence, the best thing to do is to change your route. Running them down is not a peaceful resolution.

—Peace, Blood, and Understanding: A Living Guide for Vampires Embracing Pacifism

I found filing in the Council archive to be a meditative exercise. Every night I was presented with a messy stack of receipts, forms, and reports, and I found places for them in my many filing cabinets. I knew that if someone ever asked for them and I ever needed to pull them out again, they would be exactly where I’d left them. It was a simple thing and I only worked a few hours a night, but I liked bringing order to the chaos.

Long before the Council established office space in an abandoned Kinko’s, they had used the underground caverns that plagued a good portion of western Kentucky to create an enormous storage space filled with floor-to-ceiling filing drawers. It looked like the end of Raiders of the Lost Ark but with better labeling.

I didn’t have an office so much as a big old-fashioned desk on a Persian carpet in the middle of the cavern, surrounded by raw stone, drawers, and darkness. And I loved it. The underground space was quiet and cool and gave me uninterrupted time alone with my thoughts. I’d been hired on as a sort of substitute for the usual archivist, a crabby six-hundred-year-old Dutch woman named Lotte. She’d met an equally ancient vampire from Norway on some vampire mate-matching website. Lotte had used all of her banked vacation time to take an extended honeymoon on a cruise line dedicated to undead travel packages. And since Lotte hadn’t taken a vacation day in the four hundred years she’d worked for the Council… my position was pretty secure. She’d sent me a few postcards from her trip so far as she hopped from ship to ship, exploring the least sunny places on the planet. I was happy for her, even if her husband kind of looked like a character from an F. W. Murnau movie.

But the situation was going to get untenable in a few months, because my teas were starting to sell well enough, between online sales and Jane’s events, that I would be able to make Everlasting Health my full-time job.

It was a shame, really, because I did my best thinking in the archive. It was so quiet and calm there, free of distractions and the intrusive energy of other people. I didn’t suppose Jane would let me come back to just sit and think after I quit.

I attacked that evening’s stack of chaos with gusto, considering a problem with one of my suppliers for rose hips. According to a journal article I’d read, the vitamin-C-packed super-fruit was supposedly able to help vampires rebuild skin after sun exposure. Of course, the article also promised that rose hips could protect vampires by building a resistance to sun damage, but I didn’t want to market a “sunproofing” tea. That seemed like an irresponsible promise to make to one’s customers. But I figured it certainly couldn’t hurt vampires to have extra protection as a side effect of mixing the rose hips into teas as long as they didn’t interact badly with other ingredients. They would add a certain piquant tartness that would pair nicely with some of the more mellow blends, not to mention my recently acquired Jewels of Opar.

My problem was that my rose hip supplier always seemed to delay my shipments from his farm in North Carolina. And he regularly delivered about two-thirds of what I ordered. The shipment was always discounted, of course, with excuses about small-batch harvesting and the difficulties of one-man operations. And there were the occasional remarks about how my customers didn’t really need the rose hips because they were vampires, and vampires didn’t really need to be healed since we couldn’t get sick.

I was probably going to have to fire my rose hip guy. (Could I sound any more hipster?) I could tolerate the late, underweight deliveries, because that sort of thing happened sometimes when you were dealing with plants, but the implication that my business was less important than others and my customers less deserving? Nope.

And that brought me back to the problem of rose hips, and where I was going to get a steady, appropriately weighted supply. I would have loved to grow my own, but unfortunately there wasn’t room for a rose garden in my adorable little apartment. And there was no community garden program in Half-Moon Hollow. And sneaking into other people’s gardens to prune their roses was illegal. Helpful, but illegal.

“These are the problems of the small business owner,” I murmured to myself. “Be grateful for the challenge of doing what you love. Resist temptation that could result in you being charged with breaking and gardening.”



Several hours into my shift, I came back from the “someone died and we had to settle” court document section to find Jane standing next to the card catalogue with her head leaned against the top of it, in an awkward sort of file hug. The light from my green banker’s lamp reflected dully against her chestnut hair.

“Surely this constitutes some sort of security breach,” I said, slipping into my leather chair.

“Not when I’m in charge of this whole complex,” Jane insisted.

“Jane, we’ve talked about this. You can’t take your breaks in here.”

“But it’s so much like a library.” Jane sighed, running her hands over the top of the card catalogue. “I love it here.”

“I love it here, too, but I have actual work to do. And that will be prevented by you hugging my card catalogue. Because I have to access said catalogue to file new entries.”

“Just a few more minutes,” she said, tilting her head against the cool wooden surface.

An apprehensive energy rippled along my nerves, like a snapped guitar string. I shuddered, letting it echo and fade away while the fresh vinegar scent of Jane’s worry overwhelmed my nose.

“You’re anxious,” I said, hitting the button on the electric kettle I kept on a little cart near my desk. I pulled out a donor pint of A negative, my tea kit, and my travel tea ball. “I have just the thing for that.”

“You know it’s super weird that you have a mobile tea kit, right?”

“I’ve seen your Jane Austen collection at your house,” I told her. “I’m not taking any crap off of you.”

“A lot of people like Jane Austen,” she scoffed.

“Dick told me about the unicorn room, Jane.”

She grimaced. “Fair enough. But I don’t want that Calm Your Ass Down Blend. When I left the house, Gabriel still hadn’t woken up.”

“But this isn’t Calm Your Ass Down. This is Find Your Bliss. It interacts with the parts of your brain that produce anxiety hormones, settles your nervous system without knocking you out. You’ll just feel really mellow. It’s basically legal vampire weed.”

“Yeah, I’ll try it,” she said, making grabby hands at my “In real life, I’m a mermaid” mug.

She took a long draft of the sage-infused, faintly citrusy brew. “That’s nice.”

I started filling out the catalogue card for the paperwork I’d just filed. “So, long night?”

“I think his secret vampire skill is speed-reading,” she muttered into the mug. “Because he has read every piece of paper in my office. Twice.”

“Is he allowed to read all of the papers in your office?”

“I had a conference call with my superiors right before he showed up tonight. I am to give him full cooperation,” she said. “He has signed so many NDAs, he has full access to everything. He has a higher security clearance than Ophelia.”

I shuddered. Ophelia Lambert was a four-hundred-year-old forever-teenager who had ruled our district with the ruthless efficiency of the Spanish Inquisition until she’d been removed from office. She’d been trying to hire a witch to curse a vampire into killing Gigi Scanlon, a human Council employee who was working on the genealogical search engine project. Ophelia felt that Gigi was just a little too friendly with Ophelia’s boyfriend, Jamie, and considered this a reasonable response. Sadly, it was not this murderous plot that got Ophelia fired but the fact that Ophelia had filed fraudulent receipts to be reimbursed for the payments to the witch.

“I’ve looked up his history. He replaces ninety-four percent of the representatives he audits,” Jane said. “Ninety-four percent.”

“I happen to think you’ll be part of that six percent,” I told her.

“Your optimism is both precious and sort of annoying. Honestly, I know the Council has wanted to get rid of me for a while. I don’t run things the way they want me to. My programmers have embarrassed other districts by completing massive amounts of work on the genealogical search engine ahead of time and on budget. And I have Ben and Meagan in my pocket, and the Council would like nothing better than to have them under the national office’s control.”

“One day you’re going to have to tell me what it is they do for the Council.”

“It’s for your own good if you don’t know,” she assured me.

“I would just like to lodge my official objection to the ‘for your own good’ argument.”

“Noted,” she said, sipping her tea.

“So what does Dick think of Weston’s presence here?”

“Dick had to go home early because he was contemplating how to hide Weston’s ashes in an oil drum and sink it in the Ohio River. And he was thinking so loudly I could hear him from the next room.”

“Dick’s self-restraint does get tested when outside forces stress out the people he cares about,” I said, pouring some heated blood for my own cup of tea.

“It’s one of the things I love best about him,” Jane said. “But it was really hard to maintain my composure and answer questions while Dick was thinking, Murdermurdermurder. Because normally, there’s at least one mention of the Dukes of Hazzard or naked Andrea in his thought loops. The lack of both was highly disturbing.”

I giggled as Jane pulled a pink greeting-card-sized envelope from her back pocket. “Speaking of self-restraint, this came for you through the Louisville office. Please remember that because this landed on my desk, specifically, I am honor-bound by Council statutes and federal postal guidelines to make sure it’s delivered to you. I can’t do anything about what you do with it afterward.”

I hissed as I recognized the neat handwriting on the envelope, gritting my teeth so tightly I worried my canines would snap right off—which would be a problem because they were the one thing we had a really hard time growing back. I wanted to crumple the expensive linen paper into a ball and light it on fire. I wanted to watch as it disappeared into blackened ash. But that was just stupid, pointless lashing out. It wouldn’t change anything and would put the acres and acres of paper around me in serious peril. So instead, I just let the card slip from my fingers into the garbage can.

“Don’t worry, Jane. I won’t stake the messenger.”

Her lips jerked upward, but there was no real mirth in her expression. “How long has it been?”

I muttered into my tea mug. “That makes fourteen trashed birthday cards, I think. You would assume it would be a pretty big hint that they have to send them to the general Council office because I’ve very deliberately never given them my address.”

“Some people see hope where they want to see it.” Jane’s face went all soft and concerned.

“I’m fine, Jane. Really. I should have known it was coming. I just lost track of the calendar is all, what with my job here and the shop. I’m blessed with work, as my foster sire used to say. My life is very full—full enough that I don’t need to open that card.”

“Hey, I’m the last one to judge. I’ve told you about the Great Potpie Capers after I turned,” Jane said, holding up her free hand. “You handle that however you think is best. But if you need someone to talk to or someone to try to reach out in a way you would find comfortable—”

“I’ll come to you,” I promised.

“I was going to say I’ll talk to Dick, because he’s better with that kind of thing,” she said, shrugging.

“That’s not funny.”

“It’s a little funny.”

The elevator dinged and Chloe Darley walked out. Chloe was a curvy brunette with cute black-framed glasses and a penchant for T-shirts with cosmic sloths on them. She was the operations manager and ran the whole complex with her tablet. She had arguably the most boring job in the whole building: making sure that the maintenance teams cleaned everything, that the utility bills got paid, that the secured levels stayed secure. But she had been working in the building since it was constructed, had a darn near encyclopedic knowledge of every floor, every system, and approached her nights with a cheerful devotion I found inspiring.

At the moment, Chloe smelled of jangled nerves, the bright ozone scent that only seemed to cling to her when her routine was disrupted. I had a feeling I knew where that disruption was coming from.

“Hi, Meadow!” she chirped.

“Hey there, Chloe. How’s the building?”

“Oh, practically runs itself. Is it comfortable for you down here, thermostat-wise?”

“Sure, nice and cool. Not too humid for the documents.”

Chloe grinned. “Glad to hear it.”

“What brings you down here?” Jane asked.

“Your assistant told me you were down here,” she said. “That guy Weston has asked for the last five years’ worth of records from my office. He wants to know who vetted our cleaning crew. He wants to know how often we adjust the thermostat. He wants to know how many paper towels we’re ordering for the bathrooms. And before I give him anything, I just want to make sure it’s OK with you.”

Yep, that would explain the ozone-nerves smell.

“It’s fine, Chloe—thanks for checking. But he gets to look at whatever he wants.”

“Well, you might want to send some sort of memo out to the department heads, because they’re on the verge of revolt. They don’t appreciate the questions he’s asking or how he’s asking them,” Chloe said, pursing her lips. “I don’t want to be mean, but he’s a very abrasive person.”

“Great,” Jane groaned. “Thanks for telling me. I’ll go calm down the troops.”

“Thanks.” Chloe sighed.

“Any chance of you making enough of this Bliss tea for everybody who works here?” Jane asked.

“I don’t think that would make for a very productive workday, corporately speaking.”

“Any chance of me getting this tea to go?” Jane asked.

“Just take the mug.”

“You’re a gem,” she told me, following Chloe into the elevator.

“Remember that when my evaluation comes up!” I called after her.



I walked to and from work most nights, just to enjoy the evening air. There was a sort of sweet spot in Kentucky weather, right before spring aged into summer, when one got all of the pleasant warmth the South could offer without the stifling humidity. The dogwoods and tulip trees would burst like pink-and-white fireworks, and the civic committee would arrange for special lighting for nighttime “flower tours.” It was one of the few reminders of home I could stand without ending up meditating on my anger.

I breathed in deeply, even though I didn’t need the oxygen, just so I could enjoy the scent of flowers and fresh-cut grass. I loved my friends at work. I loved Jane and her little family. But I needed moments like this alone, which was part of why I loved my job in the archive so much. The house I’d grown up in was quiet, but it was a cold, resentful lack of conversation, as opposed to peace.

I passed by the town bandshell, just a few blocks up from my apartment. It was sort of the centerpiece of the revived downtown, refurbished but rarely used. Around that center had sprung up nicer local restaurants like Chandler’s and Southern Comforts, and upscale boutiques that sold useless pretties. But a glaring gap in that carefully cultivated smile was the overgrown lot between Chandler’s and a gift boutique called Riverside Treasures. At one point, an old movie house called the Capitol Theater stood there, but it had fallen into disrepair after chain cinemas moved into town, and then a fire in the 1990s took out the building’s shell. Now it was just a couple of broken brick walls and weeds too numerous to name.

No one seemed to know who owned the lot, as the ownership of the Capitol was in probate court when it burned, and then those contestants died. And the county didn’t seem to know what to do with it, either. So it just sat there, unattended and unused. I wandered to the edge of the lot, staring into the broken ground. At some point, after the fire, someone had filled in the cellar—most likely to keep out the teenagers who had burned it down in the first place—with dirt. It was good soil, though—the kind we used to have in the pastures: dark and rich and frequently fertilized by the horses.

It was a shame that the town couldn’t figure out a use for it. Maybe I could ask Jane about the lot. The local Council office could make it into some sort of public art project or maybe even install some sort of weather-protected photo timeline detailing the town’s history. I’d seen that sort of thing in Paducah and Marion. Then again, Jane had enough to worry about with the audit and Weston and everything. I probably didn’t need to bring that up with her right now.

I would love to do it on my own, but it would take someone with a lot more resources, time, and logistical sense than I had to do that—the irony being that if I opened any of those trashed birthday cards and reestablished contact with my family, I could get my hands on enough cash to turn this lot into a full museum with animatronic former mayors of Half-Moon Hollow to host tours. But I wouldn’t touch that dirty money or the people who handled it.

I could feel the anger boiling up from my gut like acid. No. I would not succumb to my old habits twice in one night, which would be a serious setback for me. Thinking about my parents had this effect on me, from the moment I was turned. I wouldn’t let them drag me down again. I would work ahead of it. I closed my eyes and pictured my safe place. The barn, in the loft, surrounded by sweet-smelling hay while I watch the clouds drift by through the gaps in the roof. I let the sense memory wash over me, bringing me back to a time when I was centered and calm, before the world came crashing in on my idyllic little life. I let that stillness take me in and made a conscious effort to release the hurt that had been festering since Jane handed me that stupid card.

It was fascinating how my parents affected my emotional well-being, considering how little they cared for actual emotions. They hadn’t asked a lot of me, growing up. I smiled pretty for photos and got good grades. And they gave me the money for school, a car, everything I needed to appear to be a good girl from an affluent family. But that also involved not expressing emotion. No one in my family expressed anything beyond How was your day, dear? Good, I’ll be in my study. That was the sum total of our conversation every night at dinner. Nothing positive, nothing negative. I never even noticed that it was a problem, until their dirty business dealings got me turned into a vampire, and then they treated me like I was some sort of untouchable, a disgrace. And I went on a multiyear rampage that resulted in the deaths of dozens of people, both human and vampire.

But then I’d been assigned to Leona, the person I considered my real mother, and she’d taught me to use my gift to help people, to find what was bothering them and make it better. She gave me a way to take back the pieces of myself from the awful pit I’d dug. I missed her. I missed her folksy wisdom and the advice that always seemed to be hidden in a story from her younger days as a vampire. And I missed the way she managed to make a vampire version of hot cocoa out of Hershey’s Blood Additive and type O.

And as usual, thinking about Leona brought me back to that place of calm.

I opened my eyes and didn’t feel like setting anything on fire, which I considered more than enough progress for one night.
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Find your passion in your unlife. Having an activity that you love will keep you from the more destructive vampire occupations—maiming, killing, bowling.

—Peace, Blood, and Understanding: A Living Guide for Vampires Embracing Pacifism

My shop wasn’t quite as comfortable or polished as Jane’s. I didn’t have the comfy chairs or the gleaming maple shelves or the pretty little knickknacks arranged just so. I did have whitewashed walls, about two dozen IKEA bookshelves that I’d distressed to look like they’d been there for damn near a century, and a shit-ton of glass apothecary jars I’d bought in bulk from a wedding supplier. If I ever needed to throw rustic-chic barn nuptials, I was fully prepared.

The jars near the register—an old dresser I’d upcycled from a yard sale—were filled with finished blended teas. The rest of the shelves held dried herbs and fungi, which made the space smell like some mythical garden. The closest I got to décor was the jars full of quartz crystals and semiprecious stones I kept around because, well, people sort of expected that in an herbalist store. And the colors looked really pretty all stacked up behind the glass like that. I hadn’t planned on playing music in the shop, but then Dick gave me a CD of pan flute music over nature sounds called “Peruvians Trip the Light Fandango” with such an earnest expression on his face that I couldn’t say no. I was currently listening to “Whale Sounds at Machu Picchu” while packing online orders, which was oddly soothing.

The less mystical-looking elements of my shop, such as the refrigeration units that held the donor blood I used in my teas, were kept in the storage room in the back. There’s nothing dreamy or transcendent about a used Frigidaire. That’s also where I kept the wealth of licenses required when you planned on stocking human blood and serving it to people.

Herbalism for the undead was a relatively new field, since vampires as a group didn’t stray from their blood-based diet. Sure, they might mix a little vampire-friendly chocolate or coffee flavoring additive into their blood for variety, but that was pretty much it. I drank ethically sourced donor blood because I thought it was a more responsible food choice, even if it was far from the diet that nature, or supernature, intended for us. Donor and bottled blood development were relatively new, and those who chose to live on animal blood were treated like human vegans, ironically enough.

I wished I’d had some warning that I was going to be forcibly turned, so I could have chosen a last meal. Fried chicken with a baked potato swimming in butter, and a pecan pie, like our housekeeper, Anna, made—I would have enjoyed every bite and willingly shuffled onto nonmortal coil. But, tragically, vampires didn’t have the enzymes to process solids. Human food smelled spoiled and wrong to us, and tasted worse. Vampires who tried to prove to themselves or others that they were still human by eating regretted all of their life decisions.

We still had functioning systems, though—nervous, adrenal, and so forth. Otherwise, we wouldn’t have superstrength or speed or agility. And, just as Dr. Iris Scanlon wrote in her groundbreaking book, Bitten Botanicals, while herbs didn’t have the same effect on us that they had on humans, they still affected us. The reactions weren’t one-to-one comparisons, which wasn’t surprising given the differences in our physiology. Saint John’s wort, for instance, was basically cocaine to vampires. No one was sure why, but give a vampire a cup of Saint John’s wort tea, and everything in Scarface seemed hilarious and yet very, very accurate. On the other hand, some herbs only affected vampires while having little to no effect on humans. Bloodwort, fangbalm, merrypip, Wendell flower—while all were highly effective in treating (or subduing) vampires, humans would feel nothing after consuming them. A human could eat ten pounds of an Appalachian mountain plant called rushmallow, but if a vampire consumed a single drop of that plant’s extract they’d vomit like something out of The Exorcist.

Over the last ten years I’d developed about thirty tea blends to address vampire issues such as staying awake during the night and staving off bloodthirst. I hadn’t found a tea that would make us sunproof, though. As amazing as that might be, the testing was just too dangerous.

I carefully taped the label for a boxful of Sunset Fuel tea, a blend meant to energize vampires who struggled with waking up at night. It was a mix of Wendell flowers, green tea, and a smidge of Saint John’s wort so faint it would have about the same effect as a double espresso. It was a customer favorite and one of my biggest sellers. I’d taken to making octuple batches just to keep it stocked.

I was pleased to make a little fort of these shipping boxes on my counter. While my online orders were enough to keep the doors open and the lights on, I hoped that Jane’s Tuesday Night Tea Tastings would eventually draw more in-store traffic. So naturally, I rushed to the sales floor from the storage room—where I’d ventured for more tape—when I heard the little bell over my door ring.

“Good evening! Welcome to Everlasting Health, where your health is our happiness…” I skidded to a halt as a familiar mouthwatering aroma filtered over even the olfactory cornucopia that was my store. I realized my “customer” was Erik Weston. “Oh, for crap’s sakes. What are you doing here?”

Weston’s confused expression morphed into one of near-loathing. “Is that how you normally greet customers?”

“Are you honestly going to tell me that you’re a customer?” I deadpanned. “You’re here to buy tea? Not just to make me reconsider a commitment to nonviolence?”

He glanced around the shop with disdain, which only increased as the whale sounds played over windchimes on the speaker system. “No. I’m looking for the office supply store listed at this address. Staplerama? I need file folders and binder clips.”

“Well, of course you do. And that store hasn’t been here for years,” I said. “It went the way of mimeograph machines and carbon paper. Did you look it up in a paper phone book or something?”

He frowned. “No. But I think even Google is subject to this town’s backwardness.”

Despite the mesmerizing scent rolling off of him in waves, I couldn’t place what was going on with Weston. He was clearly in need of something. He didn’t strike me as a particularly happy person. But he didn’t suffer any physical ailments, and any emotional wounds he was suffering, he kept hidden deep under that expensively tailored shirt.

I rolled my eyes and went behind the counter to grab one of the shop mugs—rippling blue earthenware from a local retired-teacher-turned-potter. “Really, you’re going to keep playing the ‘city guy not impressed with the tiny town’ card?”

“Yes, because I happen to live in the greatest city in the world,” he said as I stuffed a tea ball with one of the more mushroom-based tea blends. I poured steaming water into the mug and dropped the ball into it, finishing with a bit of B positive.

“Cleveland?” I guessed, a false smile matching my chipper tone.

All amusement and energy drained from his face, sending a little thrill of triumph rippling down my spine. “I don’t think we can talk anymore.”

I snickered. “Which is cool, because I didn’t really want to talk to you in the first place.”

“Oh, please.” He scoffed. “I didn’t come here seeking you out—and I happen to live in New York City. Not Cleveland.”

“Couldn’t let that go, could you?” I asked, shaking my head and smirking.

“No, I could not.” The barest hint of a smile quirked his lips, and it was like seeing past the cool, composed mask he presented to the world to the soft caramel center beneath.

Geez, I missed caramel.

But then Weston seemed to realize he was displaying some emotion beyond disdain and sniffed. “What could a grubby little backwater like this have to compare to a place where you can find everything a human or vampire could possibly want—museums, theaters, symphonies, culture?”

“We have culture, too. Kentucky has a rich history and music—”

“With jugs and washtubs,” he supplied.

I huffed out an exasperated breath. “Look, I know you probably don’t spend a lot of time in ‘grubby little backwaters’ like this one, so you probably haven’t figured out that we ‘backwater dwellers’ are not particularly impressed when someone from the ‘big city’ comes into town to let us know how inferior they think we are. You should probably know that that sort of thing is not going to endear you to the locals. It will make your job harder, and you probably won’t give the best report possible to your boss. You strike me as the kind of person who pins a lot of his integrity on his professional performance.”

He seemed to think about that for a moment and nodded. “I will take that under consideration. You make a good point.”

“Finally, we make some progress,” I told him, sliding the mug across the counter. “Here, this is on the house. Consider it a public service.”

He sniffed at the mug and gagged. “What the hell is this?”

“I call it the Clog Cleaner,” I said, waving at his midsection. “Trust me when I say you have a lot of emotional snarls that need to be unblocked.”

He pulled a disgusted face and set the mug aside. “You really believe in all this woo-woo bullshit?”

“I absolutely believe that Western medicine has its place. But in some cases, I believe plants are better medicine than mass-produced chemical compounds for no other reason than big pharmaceutical companies are generally evil.”

“What about the crystals?” he asked, nodding toward the glass container full of amethysts.

“Not really. I mean, they certainly don’t hurt anybody. I’m not going to tell people that a quartz is going to cure their cancer. But a certain amount of place setting is expected in a hippie shop.”

He laughed—actually laughed out loud, and I was struck by the music in it. His face was transformed when he laughed, into something far more pleasant. He ran a hand through his hair, ruffling it. “I can see that. Look, I know I’ve been prickly since the moment we’ve met.”

“I’d say more along the lines of ‘prick-ish,’ but why quibble?” He gave me a stern look, and I shrugged. “I’m a work in progress.”

“I don’t do well in this sort of environment,” he admitted. “I don’t get people. I understand them at a behavioral level. I get their motivations and their reasonings, but for some reason, I’ve never been able to translate that into social interactions. I mean, my parents were perfectly nice people, but they were German immigrants who came to the country after World War I—which wasn’t easy in terms of getting to know your neighbors. My parents thought it would be better just to keep to ourselves. So I didn’t have neighborhood friends I rode bikes with after school. I came home and did my homework, and then when I was done, my parents gave me extra schoolwork. Because that was the only way to achieve the American dream: working harder than anyone else. So while I might have learned more about geometry or organic chemistry or Revolutionary War history than any kid on my block, I never learned how to just sit with someone and have a conversation for no point other than to just talk. I don’t know how to spend leisure time with people or get to know them. And it’s just stuck with me. So no, I’m not good at getting to know my neighbors or coworkers or seatmates on a plane.”

“That was a lot,” I marveled. “And you didn’t even drink the Clog Cleaner.”

He snorted. “And I never will.”

“Do you feel better now?” I asked.

He nodded. “As a matter of fact, I think I do. When I’m in a smaller, more rural setting like Half-Moon Hollow, where my success can depend on social graces, I get… prickly,” he said. I opened my mouth, and he added hastily, “Don’t make the joke again!”

“What I was going to say is that I sympathize,” I told him. “I know what it’s like to not be able to connect to people, especially when a lot depends on connecting. And I’m sorry. That really sucks.”

His brow wrinkled as he said, “Thank you.”

“Has it ever occurred to you that this study in Half-Moon Hollow would be a really good opportunity for you to flex those socializing skills a little bit and get better at understanding people?” I asked. “People here are pretty welcoming, even if you get off on the wrong foot.”

He shook his head, “No, it didn’t—”

Weston’s response was cut short by a group of vampires pouring through the door, which was more people than had ever physically occupied my shop. Jane and Gabriel; Jane’s childe, Jamie; Dick and Andrea; Cal and Iris; Jane’s friend Miranda and her slightly grumpy-looking husband, Collin; Gigi and her boyfriend, Nik; Libby, a lovely vampire I’d met through the book club, with her boyfriend, Wade. Jamie’s fiancé, Ophelia, was included by virtue of her being Jamie’s mate, but she held herself aloof from the general merriment of holding brightly colored balloons and yelling, “Happy birthday,” as everyone else did at the top of their lungs. Right at the front of this gaggle of the undead was Luke Corso, holding an OVER THE HILL banner on silver-and-black mylar.

I laughed, ran around the counter, and threw myself at Luke’s solid frame, letting him drop the banner and catch me around the waist. I caught the confused and irritated expression on Weston’s face while Luke whirled me around, and I felt suddenly awkward. I squirmed in Luke’s arms, which Luke seemed to think was a ticklish response, muttering, “Sorry, sorry!” while he set me on my feet.

“Happy birthday, sweetheart,” Luke drawled, grinning up at me. He’d had his parents’ olive complexion before he was turned, though he was still in possession of their inky blue-black hair and dark eyes—eyes that were smiling at me like I was the best thing since Netflix and chill.

Luke and I had met at a Council seminar Jane offered on entrepreneurship for vampire-owned businesses. Luke, a native of Chicago, had worked “not for Elliot Ness, but Elliot Ness–adjacent” in the 1930s; now he ran a security consulting business advising vampires on the best way to make their homes and businesses sunproof and safe. While Half-Moon Hollow was considerably more evolved than a lot of small towns, some humans still hadn’t accepted vampires into their community.

My own lack of security measures, beyond a sturdy lock and sunproof shades, often drove Luke to despair, but he knew better than to push me about installing one of his scary systems. We suited each other that way, without really trying. Luke traveled a lot for work, and when I saw him, it was great, and if I didn’t see him, that was fine, too. We were not quite dating but not quite platonic, enjoying fantastic sex whenever the mood struck us and a nice supportive friendship when it didn’t. We called ourselves Fangs with Benefits.

Even over the multilayered potpourri of the other vampires, I could smell the gunmetal-and-green-grass sharpness rising off of Luke’s skin. It was a dependable smell, steady and uncomplicated, much like the man himself, which I appreciated.

“Thank you,” I told him.

“I honestly don’t know any of these other people,” Luke said. “They just followed me as I was walking across the street. They seem nice, though.”

“Very funny.” I scoffed as he put me down. Dick, Jane, and Andrea surged forward to wrap me in hugs. Even Gabriel gave me a kiss on the cheek, before getting behind the counter to set up glasses they’d brought for all the bottled blood.

“Thank you. I really didn’t expect all this,” I told Jane.

“Well, I know your birthdays are a little bit of a sore spot,” she said as Miranda hugged me. “So I thought after the card thing, you could use something more life-affirming.”

“You’re right, this is great,” I replied, accepting a bottle of very rare French vintage blood from Gigi. “Oh, wow, Geeg, this is too much!”

“It’s from Nik’s collection,” Gigi said, squeezing the muscled arms of her mysterious Russian beau.

“Only someone with your refined nasal palate would appreciate it properly,” Nik said, winking at me. “This one still thinks Faux Type O is a treat.”

“I like what I like!” Gigi cried as Nik laughed. “Give me a few centuries to get all sophisticated!”

I hugged her and nodded respectfully to the slightly older vampire who bore a striking resemblance to Gigi. The first time I’d met Gigi’s sister, Dr. Iris Scanlon, I’d fangirled so hard that I’d embarrassed myself. I couldn’t help it. She was the author of Bitten Botanicals, meaning her work was the foundation for most of my products, and, well, I may have lost my cool a little bit. There had definitely been a hug that lasted way beyond the appropriate amount of time for a new acquaintance. So now I tried to play it pretty cool around Iris.

“Dr. Scanlon,” I said. “Good to see you.”

She rolled her eyes and pulled me in for a much more appropriately timed hug. “Oh, come here, silly girl. I told you I’m used to awkward introductions. The first time I met Cal, I tripped over him and then poked him in the eye.”

“It’s true,” Cal said, wrapping his arm around her. “It was love at first eye gouge.”

“That’s really, uh, aggro-romantic?” I guessed.

Iris laughed and gestured to the shelves. “The store looks great. I think I’ll look around, if that’s all right.”

“Of course,” I said, nodding. And then I kept nodding because I just couldn’t seem to stop. I was like a bobblehead doll with an overactive spring. Gigi gently placed her hand on the back of my neck.

“Breathe,” Gigi whispered to me.

“I don’t need to breathe,” I whispered back. “Especially when I’m trying to avoid smelling everybody’s emotions.”

“Yeah, but it still helps.” Gigi put her hand on my shoulder. “Also, you’ve got to stop staring at her so intently when she’s talking to you. It’s unnerving.”

“I really thought I had a handle on that,” I muttered.

“UNNERVING,” she said again.

“Don’t care. This is still the best birthday ever.”

“All right, all right, everybody gather around and let’s have a toast to the birthday girl,” Jane said, approaching the counter. She skidded to a stop when she saw Weston, as if she was noticing him for the first time. “Aw, hell.”

Weston’s spine stiffened. “Is this how you normally handle birthdays for your employees, Ms. Jameson-Nightengale?”

“Only the ones I’m showing an indecent level of favoritism for,” Jane shot back, her smile paper-thin.

Gabriel actually slapped his palm over his face, which was way funnier as a GIF than in real life.

“Are you still here, Weston?” I asked. “This is very clearly not an office supply store.”

Gigi shot me a confused look. “What?”

Ever the peacemaker, Luke stood and held out his hand for a manly shake. “Hey, you must be Meadow’s new neighbor.”

“Wait, that’s the guy who rented out the furnished unit?” Dick cried.

“This is what you get for not doing background checks,” Andrea muttered, “Mr. Mind Your Beeswax.”

Weston eyed Luke’s hand suspiciously but ultimately shook it and said, “Nice to meet you.”

Luke smiled blithely. “So, New York?”

Weston’s lips quirked, and his face relaxed into an expression that was almost sociable. To my surprise, I felt a little bit proud of him. “Yeah, how did you know?”

“Guys from Chicago can always pick up on a New York accent,” Luke said. “Part of the eternal ‘greatest city in America’ struggle.”

Weston nodded. “I moved to Manhattan a long time ago, but I still have my parents’ place in Forest Hills. If they taught me anything, it was ‘don’t let go of a rent-controlled apartment.’ ”

“My parents said the same,” Luke said, chuckling. “I bought their building back in the ’50s. I think it’s a yoga studio and juice bar now.”

“Mr. Weston, did you want to stay for a drink?” Gabriel asked, putting on his best party face. “Maybe get to know Jane and Dick outside of work. It may give you a better appreciation for how and why they run the Council in their unconventional fashion.”

Weston froze. It was like watching one of those videos where a kid is learning to ride a bike while his mother holds the back of the seat, only to realize that Mom stopped helping a few feet back and he’s doing it on his own, and he flops face-first into a rosebush. I felt a rush of something like heartbreak as he stammered excuses about errands and backed toward the door. He’d opened up and behaved… well, I didn’t want to use the word “human,” because neither of us were, but he’d shown some actual emotion. It felt like he’d taken a step forward, only to shrink back into himself.

“Thanks, but I should be going anyway,” Weston said, shooting an apologetic look at me. “Since I wasn’t able to obtain the things I needed, can you tell me where the nearest office supply store is?”

“Well, the Business Barn closed their doors a couple of years ago, but you can go to the Office Station over in Murphy,” Jamie supplied helpfully. “It’s only about an hour’s drive.”

“An hour?” he repeated. “For binder clips?”

“This is part of that small-town life I mentioned,” I told him, grimacing.

Weston grumbled lightly as he opened the door. He paused, throwing one last look over his shoulder. “Happy birthday, Ms. Schwartz.”

I nodded, offering him the barest hint of a smile. “Thank you.”

As the door closed, Jane smacked Dick on the shoulder. “You’re renting to that guy?”

“I rented to his female assistant, who applied for him. I didn’t know who he was when she filled out the application.”

“Who is this person, exactly?” asked Ophelia, a petite brunette who almost looked like an innocent coed in her University of Kentucky raglan shirt and jeans. But there was something very cold in her storm-gray eyes, a sharklike stillness that assured you if you crossed her, she could shove you into a running wood chipper and not feel one moment’s remorse.

“Erik Weston. He’s auditing our leadership of the district,” Jane said. “Ophelia, I can only assume that you are somehow responsible for arranging this. Did you call in some sort of complaint to the Council?”

Ophelia shook her head. “Actually, for once, it wasn’t me.”

Jamie, who was basically a blond Labrador retriever with fangs, grinned at her and wrapped his arms around her. “Aw, honey, because you’ve finally come to think of Jane as family?”

Ophelia frowned. “No, not really. While I do wish I had thought of calling Weston in as a way of bedeviling Jane, I’ve found I quite enjoy life as a civilian. Less time spent plotting, more time spent enjoying Jamie and school and time with Georgie.”

“That’s… almost nice. Thank you, Ophelia,” Jane said.

Ophelia shrugged. “You’re almost welcome.”

“But why would someone want Jane and Dick out of the Council office?” I asked. “The district is running smoothly. People seem happy.”

“Someone who doesn’t appreciate your no-tolerance policy on violence toward humans?” Jamie suggested.

“Someone who stands to make money if Jane’s not around to keep local commerce quite so legitimate?” Dick guessed. When Jane raised her brows, he added quickly, “Not that I mind, really.”

“What about someone who wants to fill the power vacuum?” Ophelia suggested. “With you two gone, someone is going to have to take over the district. Someone like Peter Crown.”

Dick cried, “What? Why would Peter Crown do this?”

“He was passed over for the promotion when I was forced out of my position. He was supposed to be second in line for head representative, but for mysterious reasons I still don’t understand myself, you and Jane were plucked from obscurity and appointed instead,” Ophelia said. “He’d already started measuring my office for one of his awful Bosch paintings. When he found out that the territory he had very patiently waited to take over had been handed to ‘two fumbling idiots,’ he punched a hole through a concrete wall.”

“Hey,” Dick and Jane chorused.

“I’m only repeating what he said,” Ophelia swore.

“Wait, no, Peter was the one to nominate us for the position!” Jane protested.

“Yes, that’s what he said, afterward, to save face,” Ophelia said. “And the Council allowed him that small mercy because they didn’t want to completely alienate a vampire as old and powerful as him. Now that I think about it, Peter is probably still next in line for your jobs. He would be the most qualified for the position, and discrediting you two would certainly go a long way in persuading the Council against making ‘unorthodox’ selections.”

“I really hate it when she makes good points,” Jane muttered.

I noticed that in all this discussion, Luke stayed quiet. It had to be awkward for him, as he had no connections at the Council besides me and was being left out of the conversation pretty thoroughly. I would find a way to change the subject as quickly as possible.

“Peter Crown did seem to hate me from the night we met,” Jane said.

“No, he’s like that with everyone,” Ophelia said. “Which is why he would absolutely overturn nearly every decision you’ve made since taking office. No more recycling or block parties. In fact, over the past few years, Peter has been making noises, meeting with the richer, older vampires in the district, talking about the ‘good old days’ when vampires had nothing to do with humans beyond a good feeding. So if he gets appointed, say good-bye to the human employees, the community outreach, the benevolent but humiliating punishments.”

“How did I not know about this?” Jane asked.

“Peter is much more politically savvy than you are,” Ophelia told Jane. “He knows how to keep his cards close to the vest.”

A cold ball of dread slipped into my belly like weighted ice. I did not want a vampire like Peter Crown in charge of my fate. I took a sip of tea just to warm myself up. My first instinct was an electric scream along my nerve endings to run, to get as far away from Half-Moon Hollow as possible so Crown couldn’t find me. But I couldn’t do that. Running would only make Jane look worse, like she wasn’t in control of her district. And I would only cause more trouble for myself when the Council eventually caught up with me. I would stay and do all I could to help Jane and Dick stay in office.

“Wait, Peter asked to go to part-time a while back. Something about wanting to spend time with his loved ones?” Jane said. “I didn’t question it at the time, but I don’t think he has any loved ones.”

“Actually, I think he was dating my former mother-in-law, Marge, when he went to part-time,” Libby said, while she and Wade both shuddered. “But they had a pretty nasty breakup. I mean, leaving boxes of personal items on each other’s porches and changing their Facebook statuses and everything. Marge hinted that the breakup was due to—and, good Lord, I am going to need so much alcohol after I say this—sexual incompatibility.”

The room went quiet for a moment. And very, very awkward.

“Everybody’s picturing it now, aren’t they?” Libby said.

Collectively, we nodded and shook off the visuals.

Dick grumbled, “So what do we do, set up some sort of Dateline sting to try to get Peter to admit that he’s out to get us?”

“What good would that do?” Jane asked. “It’s hardly against Council policy to sabotage other Council employees. It’s practically expected. All we can do is keep an eye out and hope for the best.”

“I can’t believe I lost my job to you do-gooders.” Ophelia sighed, only to have Jamie nudge her. She didn’t apologize.

“So we have a vampire who was already sort of disgruntled because he didn’t get my job, and then Libby’s ex-mother-in-law basically took away his reason to be nice to vampires or humans,” Dick said, chewing his bottom lip. “And it’s possible he’s gunning for our jobs.”

“So, really, a pretty typical spring for us,” Jane said. “One of these days, I’m hoping for a nice, quiet year where no one is plotting against us.”

“You would be so bored,” Andrea told her.

“All right, all right, this is supposed to be a celebration for Meadow, and I think we’re letting her down. Let’s get this party back on track,” Gabriel said, opening a bottle of very nice imported donor blood. “Time for a birthday toast.”

“Does everybody want blood? I could make some tea!” I offered.

“Is that one of your teas?” Collin asked, eyeing the untouched mug on the counter.

I nodded. “Yes.”

Collin pursed his lips. “I’ll stick with the blood.”
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You will do things you regret. That’s part of life, no matter your path. The important thing is that you own up to them and resist the immediate urge to hide the bodies.

—Peace, Blood, and Understanding: A Living Guide for Vampires Embracing Pacifism

I was walking on a cloud for days after the impromptu celebration. I would be grateful to Jane for years to come for giving me my first positive birthday in decades. It was just so nice to know that people cared about me and that I was part of the vampire community here in the Hollow.

I was so happy, I even hummed along to the somewhat awful elevator music version of “Uptown Funk,” which was, surprisingly enough, still pretty catchy. I hummed as the elevator released me into the archive to file that week’s reports on newborn vampires. But as I turned into the “foster sire” section, I stopped midstep.

Something was wrong. The hairs rose on the back of my neck, and my fangs slid into place. Someone was here in the stacks. I could feel a vampire’s energy intruding on what was supposed to be dead space.

I crept down the westmost aisle—home damage reimbursements—seeking out the source of that interfering energy signature. I stopped every few steps to try to sense whether that person had moved. It seemed odd to assume that someone might intend to do me harm, but honestly, why else would anybody come down to the archive? No one other than me visited this level except for Jane, and maybe occasionally Chloe.

And what the hell was I doing sneaking up on them? It wasn’t like I was going to fight. I’d left those instincts behind a long time ago. Hell, my mouth was sore because it had been so long since my fangs had popped out by force. What was I going to do? Lecture the intruder loudly as I tried to dodge punches to the face?

Still, it never hurt to observe a surprise visitor unawares. On silent feet, I slipped along the aisle and peeked around the floor-to-ceiling filing cabinet.

Stupid Weston and his stupid handsome face were lurking in the shadows near my workstation—outside of even my super-nose’s range—casually leafing through a notebook that I’d left on my desk. My mouth dropped open in a silent gasp of indignation. The journal was scribblings of ideas for tea blends and just thoughts in general. I usually kept it in my shoulder bag, but I hadn’t thought to lock it up because again—no one came down here, and those who did had better manners.

“OK, lesson one in ‘learning how to people’ is that you don’t go rifling through people’s personal items,” I told him, emerging from my hiding place. “You move in next door. You ‘just happen’ to show up in my shop. And now you’re sitting on my desk, reading personal notes. This is the sort of thing that makes people consider restraining orders. That’s lesson one-point-five.”

I plucked the notebook out of his hands while giving him a mild stink-eye. It was open to a sketch of possible plans for the vacant Capitol lot.

“In my defense, visiting the archives is part of my process. I was surprised and pleased to find that all security protocols are being followed. The doors are inaccessible without a key card, and all loose paperwork is filed and hidden. I would like to take a look at a few random drawers, if you wouldn’t mind unlocking them.”

“And now you want me to let you into my drawers?” I asked, then pinched my lips shut. “I would like to rephrase that immediately.”

He chuckled. “Noted. Look, all I’m trying to do here is observe how the district is run, to make sure vampires are being treated fairly,” he said.

“I hope that is what you’re trying to do here, but the way you go about things—impartial to the point of being sort of dense—you can be used as a tool by vampires who want your report to have certain consequences for Dick and Jane. And that makes you dangerous to people I care about. It’s nothing personal… anymore, really. I just want you to think about what you’re doing.”

“I have no idea what you just said,” he told me, shaking his head. “I’m not even sure that was English.”

“I’m saying that as much as I would like to douse you in the spirit of cooperation, you’re not thinking about the consequences of your work. You’re just forging ahead because that’s your ‘job.’ ”

“There was no reason for the sarcastic air quotes on ‘job,’ ” he told me.

“I never use sarcastic air quotes—all my air quotes are sincere. You know Jane Jameson-Nightengale is a better representative than the district has ever had before, right? Dick’s perfectly fine, but he lets Jane run things for the most part because she’s better at it.”

“I do not know that Jane is the best representative that this district has ever had. You don’t know that. You’ve only lived here for four years. And Dick? Trust me, I’m aware of Dick’s criminal activities. That man shouldn’t be in charge of an ant farm, much less his own district.”

“Dick has changed. And Jane is the kind of leader we need. I’ve talked to enough vampires here to know that while Ophelia Lambert brutally enforced Council policy to the letter, the vampires who were willing to live in her district lived in fear. And people who live in fear do desperate, stupid things to survive. Trust me, I know.”

He gave me a long speculative look. “It’s not my job to measure the happiness of the district’s residents. It’s my job to determine whether the district is being run to the Council’s standards. You know what I find really interesting?” he asked, blocking my path as I tried to circle around him to sit at my desk.

“Fixed-rate mortgages? Outrageously expensive haircuts? Furniture made out of really rare rain forest woods that can never be replaced in the wild?” I guessed. “Something involving the death of arts programs in public schools?”

He pinched the bridge of his nose, which I considered a victory—additional evidence that Erik Weston was not a good influence on me. I tried to walk around him again, and he stepped into my way, backing me up against my desk. “For someone who seems to be trying to teach me how to interact with people, that was not very nice to say.”

“No,” I conceded. “That wasn’t. But sometimes people aren’t very nice to you and you still have to hold a polite conversation with them, so give it a try.”

“That’s not an object lesson; you just made that up on the spot,” he said.

“Eh,” I said, waggling my hand back and forth.

“Well, what I find interesting is that despite your having worked for this office for more than a year, your Council file is practically empty. Nothing beyond your name, date of human birth, and the date of your turning. There is no copy of your origin report, which is standard when a newborn is turned over to foster care. That is highly unusual.” He paused, tilting his head as he stared at me with those dark eyes, a predator studying a particularly meek specimen of prey. “What is it about you, Ms. Schwartz, that inspires so much secrecy? So much loyalty from your Council superiors when you work what is arguably an entry-level position of little importance? Who are you, Ms. Schwartz?”

“Can you keep a secret?” I whispered, moving close to him and smiling ever so slightly.

He nodded, crossing the limited space between us until our noses were almost touching. “Yes, I can.”

“So can I,” I said, touching two of my fingers to his chest to push him back. But he didn’t move, because vampire strength.

“What happened to the spirit of cooperation?” he protested. “I told you about my background.”

“Who promised you fairness?”

He leaned against my hand, resisting my pushing. I was so close to him, and my mouth was watering to an embarrassing degree. That sea-and-forest smell of him was just too good, and it was unfair for him to appeal so directly to a sense that controlled such a big part of my brain… and several other parts of my body. He placed his hands on my desk, on either side of my hips. And, heaven help me, all I wanted to do was slide my hand around his pale neck and draw him closer. I wanted to lick that little divot above his upper lip. I wanted to drag my fingers through his hair, yank it back, and bite his Adam’s apple. I would make him forget his own name. I would make him forget why he came to Half-Moon Hollow. I could consider it a service to my local Council representatives.

“What would poor Luke say right now?” he asked, the corner of his mouth lifting as it almost brushed my own.

Suddenly, my desk phone beeped and the intercom function sounded. Weston jumped away from me as if scalded. Jane’s voice came over the speaker and said, “Attention, staff. Please power down your computers immediately. Do not open any e-mail messages from Dick Cheney’s address. Repeat, please shut down all computers immediately. Do not restart. Do not update any software. Just shut down. After you have shut down your computers, please report to the conference room as soon as possible.”

I shared a confused look with Weston, and we hustled toward the elevator. We didn’t make eye contact again as the car rose to the administrative floor, an expansive, multi-office “C-suite” made more cozy after Jane added colorful rugs and sun-drenched landscapes from local painters to warm up the generally gray space. The doors opened, and it was chaos. Lainie Marquis, Jane’s assistant, was barking orders into the phone. People were rushing around the office complex, shouting at one another. Dick appeared to be smashing Lainie’s computer with a rubber mallet. Jane was holding a binder marked “Emergency Protocols” and was directing people I recognized from the IT department.

“What in the world?” I marveled.

“We’re in lockdown,” Lainie told me sternly. “No one leaves the building.”

Lainie was Jane’s very quiet, super-competent right hand. She’d replaced Jane’s last assistant, Meagan, who also happened to be Jane’s foster childe. Meagan had developed some pretty extraordinary abilities after she was turned and was currently “re-allocated” to special, secret assignments in parts unknown. Lainie was very intimidating, and I dared not cross her or Jane’s schedule. So I just nodded and stepped out of the way.

Weston, on the other hand, had pulled out his little notebook and clicked his pen. I rolled my eyes and walked away from him. “Jane, what is going on?”

“A virus,” Jane said. “Somebody spoofed Dick’s e-mail and sent around an all-staff, must-read memo labeled ‘Sexual Harassment Training Seminar.’ ”

“Which is ridiculous because who would trust me to run a sexual harassment training seminar?” Dick yelled. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Weston walk down the hall toward his temporary office.

“And when you open the message—not even an attachment, but the message—it installs a virus on your computer,” Jane said. “It’s a big, scary red screen with an animated laughing skull and crossbones, which seems like spiking the ball, to be honest. Meadow, did you shut down your computer?”

“I don’t really have a computer,” I said.

“Of course you do. There’s a laptop at your workstation,” Dick insisted over the din of breaking glass.

“Yeah, but it’s not even plugged in,” I said.

“What?”

“Well, Lotte was pretty obstinate about refusing to computerize her index, and I didn’t think it would be right to do it while she was gone. So I just kept up the card catalogue. You’ve seen me fill out the cards. All of my e-mails are forwarded to my phone.”

Jane threw her arms around me. “Thank you.”

“That doesn’t really help our situation, Jane!” Dick called.

“Yeah, but it’s good to know there’s one less fire to put out.”

“It’s OK!” Gigi came running out of Jane’s office and yelled, “It’s OK. I’ve contained the virus and purged it from the system. Everything is clean now and running ten percent faster after I cleared all of the junk files you don’t really need anymore.”

“Oh, Gigi, thank you. You’re a lifesaver.” Jane sighed.

“That’s why you pay the former interns the big bucks,” Gigi said, grinning broadly.

“So what did the virus do?” Jane asked. “Siphon money out of our bank accounts? Export personnel files out of the system? Duplicate sensitive documents and upload them to Twitter?”

Gigi scoffed. “No, it wasn’t exactly a complex virus. All it did was lock down your computer, do the scary skull GIF, and then display a slideshow of pictures of Jane’s head superimposed on the bodies of WWE Divas. And Dick’s head on—”

“The Rock?” Dick asked, grinning a little.

“Remember that episode of The Simpsons where Marge paints a naked portrait of Mr. Burns?”

“Aw, come on!” Dick yelled.

I giggled. I couldn’t help it. “Sorry, Dick.”

“It’s more of a nuisance than a real threat,” Gigi said.

“Why didn’t our firewalls keep the virus from attacking our system?” Jane asked. “I thought you and Ben installed super-scary anti-invasion software to prevent this kind of thing from happening.”

“Yeah, we installed software that would prevent outside entities from attacking our servers and the employees from accidentally downloading viruses, but we didn’t protect the system from employees uploading viruses into the system from the inside. Which, now that I think about it, was sort of shortsighted on our part, and I will immediately fix that,” she said.

I raised my hand. “Wait, someone released the virus on our system on purpose?”

“You don’t have to raise your hand, Meadow, but yeah, it looks like an inside job,” Gigi said. “Someone used Burt Vintner’s workstation and login to set it up.”

Jane frowned at the mention of the office’s oldest human employee, a human resources clerk who had worked with the location since right after the coming out. He was nice enough, but I could hardly bear to stand near him. A lifelong two-pack-a-day smoker, he smelled of the sickly sour dill scent of COPD. I’d told him to go to his doctor on several occasions, but he’d told me to mind my own business… while patting his pockets for his cigarettes.

Jane protested, “But Burt retired on Friday. We had a party for him and everything. With cake! And more than half of the guests can’t eat cake.”

“Well, his cubicle is located in one of the biggest open-plan areas of the office, so it wasn’t secured. Plus—and this is not a knock on older people—but his password was ‘burtspassword.’ ”

Jane’s mouth dropped open. “You’re kidding.”

Gigi shook her head. “Nope, but I did disable Burt’s username and accounts, just in case.”

“Thanks, Geeg,” Jane said, scrubbing a hand over her face as Gigi jogged back to the IT office. “We’ve never had a system failure like this before, ever. And it just had to happen when we have a freaking auditor here. Has Weston heard about this? I didn’t even think about that before I made that announcement, I just didn’t want the stupid virus installed on more of our computers. And I may have panicked a little bit.”

“Hey, I would much rather travel on a ship whose captain yells, ‘Man the lifeboats,’ instead of ‘Just a minor brush with an iceberg, folks—back to bed,’ ” I told her.

She snickered. “That’s one perspective, I suppose.”

“And yes, Weston is aware of the problem. He was with me when you made the announcement.”

“Really?” Dick said. “What was he doing down in the archives? He seems to be paying you an awful lot of attention, Hippy-Dippy.”

I was aware I was avoiding eye contact with Dick and Jane. But it was all I could do to keep my mental shields up to prevent Jane from seeing Weston caging me against my desk with my mouth only a whisper away from his… and how much I liked being caged against my desk with my mouth only a whisper from Weston’s.

“I don’t like it,” Dick said, giving the dead computer one last whack.

“I can’t help that,” I told him. “Just like I can’t help that Weston seems to find himself in my company more than you would like. He’s free to roam wherever he likes, or so he says.”

“Jane, you’re her case supervisor. Can’t you give her some sort of order not to talk to people I don’t like?” Dick asked petulantly.

“Um, if I was the sort of control freak who gave case supervisors a bad name, yes,” Jane retorted. “Where is Weston now?”

“Ms. Jameson-Nightengale, would you care to explain why there’s a picture of you wearing a sparkly bikini on the computer in my temporary office?” Weston yelled from down the hall.

“I believe he is in his office,” I murmured.

Jane grumbled, “Shit.”

“Geeg, looks like one person didn’t turn off their computer!” Dick called down the hall. “You’re going to have to run the cleanup protocol all over again.”

“Got it!” Gigi yelled back.

Weston took out his notebook and scribbled something. I couldn’t read it from that distance, but I didn’t think it was something nice about the way Jane and Dick looked in Photoshopped body shots.



Later that night, I walked into my apartment and found a gorgeous man waiting for me in my kitchen, heating up my favorite type of blood.

“Oh, you are the best postmodern man-friend ever,” I told him, dropping my keys on the table.

“How was your day, dear?” he asked, slyly playing along as he slid a mug of blood across the counter. I climbed up on the counter, snagging the mug and wrapping my arms around his neck. I kissed him soundly, letting my legs curl around his hips. Beyond the usual gunmetal, he smelled of apple skins and light, delicate coriander—warm and spicy and deep. It was a scent that meant he was content and… anticipating something pleasant. I wanted to bury my face against his shirt and wallow in it.

“No, seriously, how was your day?” he asked as I sipped the blood.

“Oh, sorry, I thought we were being sexy and rhetorical,” I said before he gave me a quick peck on the lips.

Luke poured his own blood and we walked out onto my postage stamp of a balcony. He spotted a turquoise-and-white 1956 Ford roll by on the street. “Oh, are they starting?”

Luke lived in Deer Haven, a preplanned vampire-oriented gated community just outside of town. A contracted daylight concierge service delivered blood and necessities every afternoon, before the residents woke. All of the matching beige houses featured heavy security measures to protect their undead residents. It was also artificial and impersonal and gave me the willies every time I drove through the neighborhood. While he enjoyed views of carefully manicured lawns and the occasional deer, Luke was definitely missing out on the circulating parade of classic cars I got to see every Thursday night.

The Half-Moon Hollow Vampire Vintage Car Club gathered at the Coffee Spot, an old-fashioned diner famous for its cheese fries, though they gathered at midnight, after the diner closed, because vampires don’t eat cheese fries. After the requisite hour or so of admiring each other’s cars, the group cruised their refurbished rides on a circuit through town. Luke, a longtime car enthusiast who had sacrificed his precious Packard for the safety and convenience of an SUV, loved to watch the cars crawl by my apartment. He said it reminded him of home.

“I do enjoy a good Ford,” Luke mused, watching its taillights fade into the darkness. “I love that they do this, every week, like clockwork. There’s just a sort of wholesomeness to it, you know? Just driving for the pleasure of being out with your friends.”

I grinned at him. “See, you understand! You’re from a big city, and you don’t turn your nose up at the Hollow.”

“Well, yeah, it’s not that different from the little neighborhood where I grew up, which just happens to be part of a big city. Anyway, your night, how was it?”

“You don’t want to hear it,” I told him. “It was just confusing and exhausting, and involved an inordinate amount of disturbing Photoshop use.”

Luke sat back in his chair, his attention drawn away from the parading cars. “Really?”

“Yeah, why?”

“Because whenever I ask you about your night, you’re always so positive. You’re full of these stories about some random interesting piece of paper that came across your desk or some new botanical combination you think could be the answer to vampires walking in sunlight. You never just say, ‘Meh, I don’t want to talk about it.’ I feel like I’m some unappreciated housewife serving you meat loaf while you think about your mistress.”

I burst out in cackles. “I’m sorry. You’re so much more important than my mistress.”

He shook his head. “Not funny.”

“Honestly,” I said, thinking back to the moment I’d shared with Weston in the archive. As open as my situation was with Luke, it certainly didn’t feel right to expound to my occasional sex partner how confused I was by a desk-related encounter with another man. “It’s not healthy, rehashing it over and over, even inside my head.”

He raised his hands. “OK, then. I’ll move on.”

I smiled. That was one of the things I loved about Luke. He didn’t push. He didn’t try to solve my problems for me. When I asked him to drop something, he dropped it.

“So how’s the shop? Do you need help boxing your online orders this week?”

“No, you’re a sweetheart to offer, but I’m almost done. Though that does remind me, I need to mix up some jasmine lavender green tea for when I drop the packages off with Miss Novalee.”

Novalee Lightner was the new local postmaster. I saw her at least once a week, dropping off packages for the shop. We’d had extensive conversations about her aches and pains from years of carrying a heavy post bag on her shoulder. Over the last few months, I’d been blending anti-inflammatory teas involving turmeric and ginger for her, which seemed to be helping.

“What is that going to do for her?”

“Nothing, she just really, really likes floral tea and she can’t find a good store-bought jasmine lavender blend… The ones from most commercial stores taste like sucking on air freshener.”

Luke smiled at me, tilting his head in an “aw” lean. “You’re a very nice girl.”

I waggled my hand back and forth. “You’ll recall that the last time we had snow, Novalee bagged up my deliveries for home and the shop in plastic to prevent them from getting waterlogged. So I’m nice for somewhat selfish reasons. It’s just a good idea to befriend your local postmaster.”

“But only a nice girl would admit that she has sort of selfish motives. Admit it! You’re a nice girl!”

“OK! I’m a nice girl!” I exclaimed.

“Now, declare it to the fine people of Millard Street,” Luke prompted, sweeping his arm to the now-empty street.

“I’m a nice girl!” I cried, cupping my hands around my mouth.

It was exceedingly silly, but it made Luke laugh. And for a few moments, everything was right with my world. And then, of course, a fist pounded on my apartment door. I wondered for a second if it was going to be Weston, complaining about the noise from my balcony. But I figured if he was going to do that, he would probably just walk out on his balcony and fuss at me.

“Excuse me, the nice girl needs to go answer her door,” I said, handing Luke my mug.

“Use the peephole!” he called after me.

“Yeah, yeah,” I said, glancing through the eyepiece to see a haggard middle-aged man standing in my hallway. I could hear his heartbeat on the other side of the door, so he was a haggard middle-aged human. So even if he was a little bigger than me, I was pretty sure I could take him.

I unlocked the door and opened it. “Can I help you?”

The man’s face was pale, and a fine sweat had popped up on his cheeks, reeking of cigarettes and maple syrup. The bags under his blue eyes could carry vacation clothes for a family of five. His nose was marked with a broken network of tiny purple capillaries. And his paunch was barely supported by a belt that practically creaked with strain. My gift tingled at the base of my skull, informing me of his myriad of health problems. There was no tea that would help this man. He needed several healthy nights’ sleep, a mineral-water-based detox, and to go back in time before he’d ever discovered the joys of a gas station burrito.

“My name is Stanley Bollinger,” he said. “I’m with Thoroughbred Private Investigations, out of Louisville. I’m looking for a young lady named Elizabeth Somerfield. I asked around and some people in town told me I could find someone fitting her description at this address.”

I pressed my lips together to prevent the angry hiss from escaping my mouth. It had been a very long time since I’d heard that name spoken in my direction. Years, in fact. So long that it didn’t surprise me that Mr. Bollinger had to resort to flashing what were sure to be extremely outdated pictures of me around town to try to find me. The Council only shared information about its constituents with the human authorities under very specific circumstances, like the genealogical database project. And in cases like mine? My information was kept under literal lock and key. And I didn’t appreciate Stanley Bollinger’s attempt to get through those security measures.

I could only think of two people who would have sent a private investigator after Elizabeth Somerfield—the same people who sent the birthday cards I trashed every year. The idea that they had suddenly stepped up their game and hired someone to seek me out was both infuriating and disorienting. Why would my parents suddenly decide they wanted to see me, almost twenty years after I’d been turned? Why was it suddenly so important? And how could I convince them to stop without actually deigning to speak to them? And how quickly could I get to the nearest gym and punch something without hurting anyone?

Still, it was not this poor man’s fault that he had been sent to find me. Shoving him over the second-story railing of my apartment building would be unfair and probably an overreaction on my part. So, in a carefully polite tone, I told him, “There is no one by that name living at this address.”

“Are you sure about that?” Bollinger asked. “Because you happen to look a lot like the photos I’ve seen of Elizabeth Somerfield.”

“Nope, sorry,” I said, shaking my head.

“Hey, is everything OK in here?” Luke asked, hovering near the balcony door.

Bollinger glanced toward Luke, then to me, and some resigned understanding seemed to creep across his face. He nodded slightly.

“It’s an amazing coincidence that I bear such a resemblance to this Elizabeth,” I told him, letting my fangs drop. While he flinched, he was careful not to step away from me and show the fear radiating through the redness in his eyes. Behind the bulk of his shoulders, I could see Weston topping the stairs. He paused, watching the interaction unfold between me and Bollinger, his eyes narrowed in suspicion.

“But as you can see, there are some key differences between her and me. So I’d appreciate it if you would just leave me alone and not come back here.”

Bollinger glanced at Luke again and nodded. “I understand. I’m sorry to bother you.”

Bollinger turned and lumbered toward the stairs. Weston practically jumped out of Bollinger’s way, his nose wrinkled. Apparently, he could smell the maple-syrup-based stench, too. Of course, Weston would probably hate breakfast foods, even if they were one of the best things about being human. Weston probably hated kittens and puppies and Christmas, too. Suddenly, my head filled with an image of Weston dressed as Ebenezer Scrooge, trudging down a snowy street in Half-Moon Hollow, swinging a cane at young children holding puppies and waffles.

A hysterical giggle escaped the iron grip I thought I had on my emotions. His head whipped toward me as Bollinger clattered down the metal stairs. All of the feelings I’d held in check for the sake of not doing violence to the syrup-scented interloper seemed to ripple across my brain at once. I was drowning in a sticky wave of fear and anger and hurt. For the first time in a long time, I thought I might actually cry. Weston stepped closer, concern painted across his face.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“Not really,” I said, shaking my head. He opened his mouth to respond, but I shut the door before he could say another word.
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Embracing the more peaceful side of yourself should not mean that you let people walk all over you. That leads to resentment, which leads to anger, which leads to difficult-to-remove bloodstains.

—Peace, Blood, and Understanding: A Living Guide for Vampires Embracing Pacifism

For all Weston’s grumbling about the lack of professionalism in our office, I was used to being treated with some measure of politeness at the Council building. So I was not prepared to be ambushed with condescension and vague threats on my way out of the archive.

I was “Peter Crowned.”

I will admit, I should have paid more attention. I was running a few minutes late for a book club meeting at Specialty Books and rushing. I’d almost made it past security when I turned the corner from the elevators and ran face-first into a wall of Italian silk. I was seized by the shoulders and pushed back none-too-gently. It was in that moment that I knew I’d messed up.

“Ms. Schwartz.” Mr. Crown was a tall, gaunt man with steely eyes and sharp features. He had all the warmth of an ice pick in the back. He smelled… wrong. Too honey-sweet for someone who was so damn sour, even if it was mixed with the juniper of brimming resentment. Mr. Crown was a man who was overflowing with bitterness and disappointment, and he was glaring down at me as if I were responsible for all of them.

“Excuse me, Mr. Crown,” I said, taking another step back into the nondescript gray Council interior. There was no one else in the hallway, no one else to vouch for me if Mr. Crown filed some sort of complaint against me. “I was in a rush and didn’t see you.”

“A lot of things around here seem to go unseen,” Mr. Crown replied, sneering at me. “I may not have much of a presence here in the office, but believe me, I have a thorough knowledge of all the ‘problem vampires’ in my district. You know, in my day, vampires like you were kept in special facilities, where they couldn’t cause any trouble. None of this soft-headed nonsense about letting you live alone in nonsanctioned housing or work with the public.”

I didn’t have to ask what he meant by “vampires like you.” He meant probationary cases. I took a deep breath and stared up into Mr. Crown’s cold gray eyes, refusing to let him make me lose my composure in the middle of the hallway at my workplace.

“I’m sorry you feel that way, Mr. Crown,” I said quietly.

“What is it that modern parents call it these days? Free-range children? It’s criminal, what Mrs. Jameson-Nightengale lets you get away with. She gives you more than enough rope,” he seethed. “And one of these days, things are going to change, and you’re going to hang yourself.”

My fangs dropped, sending the taste of blood singing through my mouth. How dare he? He didn’t know me. He didn’t know how hard I’d worked to make a nice, normal life for myself. And here he was, basically telling me that he would see me incarcerated in some vampire nuthouse if he managed to get control of the district. I glared up at him through the veil of my lashes. My knuckles cracked, and I could feel my fingernails slicing little half-moons into the flesh of my palms.

“You’re going to need to get out of my way,” I said in a low, seething voice, adding, “Please.”

I had to stop. I had to get control of myself. I was about to do something terribly stupid, swinging at an official in a public hallway. Even though it would have felt really, really good, I would definitely suffer consequences for it. The loss of face alone would have Mr. Crown baying for my blood… unless I literally removed his face…

Too messy.

“Ms. Schwartz!” Weston’s voice echoed down the empty hallway. I turned to see him rushing toward me, looking concerned. “Ms. Schwartz, I was hoping to speak to you about filing procedures before you left for the night.”

“Not now, Mr. Weston. I’m speaking to her.” Mr. Crown sniffed.

Weston moved quickly until he was standing at my side. His hand rested lightly at the small of my back. I felt that wave of rage crest and then ebb as his scent crept into my senses. Logic seemed to nudge my fury back into the corner and had me relaxing my hands, unclenching my jaw. It wasn’t that I thought Weston would protect me, but that his being there was enough to ground me back to reality. All of those consequences for attacking came flooding into my head in a long list, with bolded bullet points.

My whole frame seemed to sag ever so slightly against Weston’s side as he subtly edged me behind him. For someone who struggled with social situations, he was doing an amazing job of serving as a buffer between me and Mr. Crown. “It will only take a moment, Mr. Crown, and then we can proceed with our appointment.”

“I wouldn’t take anything Ms. Schwartz says into account for your report,” Mr. Crown said, smirking at me as Weston continued to imperceptibly guide me toward the exit. “She needs extensive instruction before she’ll know what makes a proper Council employee, or even a proper vampire.”

“Oh, I’m sure Ms. Schwartz would surprise you with all sorts of competencies if you got to know her,” Weston said smoothly. “And I’m certain she has all sorts of information I need. Certainly more than someone who only shows up in the office once in a blue moon.”

My head snapped toward Weston, who had just very quietly thrown shade at Peter Crown’s feet.

Baby’s first shade thrown. Part of me was so proud.

“Ms. Schwartz, I can ask you my questions on the walk to your car,” Weston said, cupping my elbow in his hand.

“I’m not driving a car,” I whispered so quietly, I was surprised Weston heard me.

“He doesn’t know that,” Weston responded.

“Make it quick!” Mr. Crown growled after us. “My time is at a premium!”

“Such a charming man,” I said far too loudly as we reached the door. “It’s a wonder that he’s single!”

I didn’t name Libby’s mother-in-law as the woman who’d left him in that single state, but it was a near thing. It was also a stupid thing, but it was less stupid than, say, face removal in a Council hallway. We reached the dim, quiet parking lot, and Weston turned to me, peering intently into my eyes.

“Are you all right?” he asked, his brow furrowing.

“Definitely not,” I told him, pulling my arm from his gentle grip. “What are you even doing talking to that psycho?”

“It’s part of my procedure,” Weston said, shrugging. “Even if he’s part-time, he’s still a link in the chain of command.”

“And you think he’s going to be fair and impartial?”

“As opposed to the person who looked ready to decapitate him with a file folder just a few minutes ago?” he asked pointedly. “What happened to all your peace, love, and understanding?”

“It takes a backseat when someone threatens me with internment in a ‘special facility,’ ” I shot back.

“What?”

I waved him off. “Look, I have places to be. Go back to your procedural interview.”

“Meadow, please.”

I ran off in the direction of Specialty Books, not registering for several minutes that he’d used my first name for the first time.



Thank the deity of your choice it was Book Club Night.

Book Club Night meant standing behind the Specialty Books coffee bar while I made teas for the vampire members who enjoyed them. I will admit Andrea was a little busier with the mixed coffee drinks, but I made plenty of Follow Your Bliss and Book Time Blend (relaxing merrypip with a touch of AB negative—great for contemplative discussions). Jane was running late, which was highly unusual. She lived for book club because it took her back to her days as a children’s librarian. So Andrea and I kept the heavily discounted drinks flowing while the members sat in the circled chairs, laughing and talking among themselves.

About twenty of the usual suspects were there, plus Hannah, Miss Novalee, Miranda, and Libby, whose human fiancé had taken the night off work so he could watch their sons and give her a chance to spend time with other vampires.

Andrea carefully poured a little nondairy creamer additive into a bloodychino. “So you told Dick and Jane about the whole private-eye thing, right?”

I paused. With all the mess involving Peter Crown, I’d almost forgotten about Mr. Bollinger. I nodded, pursing my lips. “As much as it pained me to add more to Jane’s plate. She said it’s not illegal for people to send private investigators looking for adult children who have very pointedly not communicated with them for years. Creepy and invasive, yes, but not illegal. So unless I want to send them some sort of scary legal letter through the Council office, there’s not much I can do.”

“And do you want to send them a scary legal letter?” Andrea asked.

“Part of me would love nothing more than to just really let them have it with cold, emotionless language. And have one of the Council’s legal aid lawyers do it, so they know I aired the family’s dirty laundry to a stranger.” I gasped dramatically and clutched at my imaginary pearls, making Andrea laugh. “But that’s the sort of petty instinct that I’ve worked so long to move past. Plus, I think ignoring them is a much more effective message. They made it clear years ago they wanted nothing to do with me. I felt the same, and still do. The fact that they changed their minds? Not my problem. All I can hope is that maybe Bollinger was so put off by my dropping fang in front of him that he’ll back off and not bother me again, which… is doubtful, but I’ve been told by some people that my relentless optimism is considered one of my most charming traits.”

Andrea pursed her lips into a discomfited expression, so I added, “I’m sorry. Jane told me you’ve had some… issues of your own with your family. I’m sure this is bringing up all sorts of feelings for you.”

“No, speaking as someone whose parents cut her off just for associating with vampires when I was still human? It’s important that you handle this in whatever way leaves you feeling happy and comfortable. For me, that meant sending my parents a photo of me in full fang, a copy of my marriage license to a vampire named Dick Cheney, and a letter informing them that I hoped they’d made some sort of arrangements for their twilight years, because I certainly wasn’t going to take care of the people who’d disowned me without a second thought.”

My chin retreated into my neck for a moment. “Dang.”

“It was very cathartic,” Andrea said. “But that was my process, not yours. You have to do what’s best for you.”

I leaned into Andrea’s side as she wrapped an arm around my shoulder. For years, so many self-help books and pop therapists and a handful of “helpful” acquaintances had sent me the message that I had to forgive my parents for closure and my own personal development, that holding a grudge was bad for me. But every time I considered communicating with my parents, it made me so angry that it set me back even further. I was working toward living without all the festering emotional issues my parents left me with. It seemed illogical that the end goal of all that effort was a relationship with said parents.

To hear Andrea tell me that the whole point was to make me happy was exactly what I’d needed for years.

“Thank you,” I said, blinking back tears.

“No matter what you decide, I’m here for you,” she told me.

“Even if I want to send my parents a picture of me in full fang while wearing a Bride of Dracula costume?”

“I will be there with my phone, readying the most alarming filter available,” she promised.

I patted her hand. “You are the best friend a girl with staggering family issues could ask for.”

Jane rushed through the front door, looking incredibly frazzled. “I’m so sorry, everybody. Council business kept me. Does everybody have a drink? Good, let’s get started.”

Dick followed her through the front door and gave Andrea a fierce kiss, then disappeared into the office, where Gabriel was doing the books. It was highly unusual for Dick to greet Andrea and not give her some over-the-top and stupidly romantic compliment. Andrea and I were both sort of frozen in confusion, watching in dismay as Jane dropped into the chair at the head of the circle without even taking her purse off her shoulder. She launched right into her prewritten discussion questions about Wuthering Head Shots. This was not how Jane normally approached book club. It was a social outlet for her, a chance to relax and connect with other people who loved books, to touch back to a simpler time in her life. While everybody else in the group appeared to be having a good time, Jane looked like she was sitting through an extended meeting with her accountant. I was so disturbed by this development that I stayed behind the counter for the entirety of the meeting. Jane closed with an announcement of the next book club selection, a women’s fiction about a family that owned a mermaid show in Florida. She left the group to say their good-byes and joined us behind the counter.

I slid a mug across the polished wood toward her. “Calm Your Ass Down Blend. Drink up.”

“But this is the stuff that sent Gabriel into a coma,” she said, drinking it anyway.

“I’m only making you one cup. Besides, remember what you said about Gabriel radiating anxiety?” I said, waving my hands toward the general area of her body. “Your radiation is a chaos of anxiety, fear, and just being pissed off. You smell like salty licorice, and you know how I feel about licorice, even the fancy Scandinavian kind.”

As the book club members filtered out of the shop, Andrea turned a stern face on Jane. “You blew through book club like it didn’t matter, Jane. You were late. You didn’t engage. And you gave them the wrong book for next month. The mermaid-show book is the October selection.”

Jane groaned, propping her forehead on her hand. “Shit. I’m sorry.”

“I’ll send them a corrected e-mail. And they didn’t really notice because most of them are just happy to be out of the house for the night, but you can’t do that again,” Andrea said. “ ‘Half-assed and distracted’ is not the kind of experience we want to give our customers.”

“I know, I know.” She sighed. “Thank you, Business Jiminy Cricket.”

“Is this about Weston interviewing Peter Crown tonight?” I asked.

Jane’s face fell by degrees. “He’s interviewing Peter Crown?”

“I passed Crown on my way out of the office. He looked, well, delighted to be included in Weston’s report.”

“Well, that’s just great,” she hissed. “Especially since tonight, Dick and I were sent an official sanction by the national Council office for ‘failing to protect the office’s technical infrastructure and risking digital infiltration by outside parties.’ ”

She slapped a very scary-looking letter on the counter with the Council’s seal embossed at the top.

“Is there, like, a ‘three strikes and you’re fired’ system?” I asked.

“No, it’s more of a ‘stop screwing up and embarrassing us or we’ll make you disappear’ system,” Dick said as he and Gabriel emerged from the back office. Gabriel wrapped Jane in his arms and sniffed her, clearly picking up the tea’s scent of apple blossom wafting off of her. He looked at me and mouthed, Thank you.

“If it makes you feel better, while Crown was getting all psyched up for his interview with Weston, I made a veiled reference to the fact that Crown was dumped by a geriatric,” I said.

Jane’s shoulders jerked with a shallow laugh. “I love you. You know that, right?”

I nodded.

“So Weston sent a preliminary report to the national office about the virus thing?” Andrea asked.

“It would appear so,” Dick said. “But that’s pretty standard when you have an incident while there’s an auditor in your office. You’re pretty much on your best behavior during an audit, so if you have a screwup of any magnitude during that time, the Council’s assumption is that your office is a disaster area when you’re un-scrutinized.”

“But we’re not a disaster area,” I protested. “I’ve heard things from the archivists in other regional offices. The head representative in Las Cruces? Lost a human intern. Just lost him somewhere in the office. And then tried to blame alien abduction. Portland had a biohazard incident a couple of months ago and almost started a second Black Death. By comparison, we’re wacky but functional.”

“Fortunately, the virus didn’t do any real damage, so the letter is just a warning. But we have to tighten things up if we’re going to get through Weston’s inspection,” Jane said.

“Which is going to be difficult since we apparently have someone inside our office who wants to cause problems for us while Weston is here,” Dick said.

“I know that shouldn’t hurt my feelings, but it sort of does,” Jane grumbled into her tea.

“You’re sure it’s not just some prank that got out of hand?” I asked. “Some of the programmers in the IT department have a pretty odd sense of humor.”

“Honestly, I thought about that,” Jane said. “But they’re all so terrified of Gigi’s ability to track their activities that they wouldn’t try anything. I happen to know this because last night each of them voluntarily showed up to my office to give me a sworn statement saying, ‘We’re so terrified of Gigi’s skills that we wouldn’t try anything,’ and gave me their passwords, allowing me to search every little corner of their computers.”

Dick turned to me, frowning. “Hey, Meadow, how do you know that Weston was interviewing Crown?”

“Crown was telling me what he thought of me and Jane’s abilities to supervise me properly. And he was basically on a super-Sauron rant about how he would handle me if he were in charge. Spoiler alert: throwing me in a hole in the ground and topping it off with cement. And Weston intervened and distracted him, reminding him that they had an appointment.”

“Well, there’s a redeeming quality I didn’t expect.” Jane snorted.

“It was helpful, in his way,” I conceded.

“Well, I still don’t like it,” Dick told me. “I don’t want him messing with you, Meadow, getting you all confused. I don’t trust him.”

“Well, then you probably shouldn’t have rented him the apartment next to mine, Mr. I Don’t Screen Tenants Carefully.”

“Not going to let that one go, huh?”

“Nope,” I said.

“Back to the topic at hand,” Jane interjected. “Gigi has beefed up our security to cover the weaknesses we didn’t even know we had, so we’re already in better shape than most of the regional offices—which is what we put in our response letter to the Council sanction. Now we just need to keep vigilant about any other problems that could pop up.”

“How the hell are you supposed to predict problems in a complex as big as the Council office?” I asked. “The sublevels have sublevels.”

“We just have to do our best,” Dick said. “On an added note, you will be computerizing the card catalogue, because it’s considered a violation of storage protocol to have only paper records.”

“Weston told them that, too?” I exclaimed, feeling oddly betrayed. “But unplugging was what protected my archive computer.”

“Welcome to bureaucracy, sweetheart.” Dick sighed. “To help fend off further problems, I will wander around the office, thinking to myself, If I was going to cause trouble, what would I do? I feel like this is a skill I have been underusing.”

“You’re not wrong,” Jane told him.

“I know we’ve gone over it before, but we are sure Ophelia isn’t behind this, right?” Gabriel asked.

“Mostly sure. As in, instead of it being a fifty-fifty chance, I’m seeing it as sixty-forty in her favor,” Jane said. “Jamie really believes that she’s turned over a new leaf and she spends way less time trying to provoke me when she sees me. I think she actually enjoys just being a college student for now.”

“I know, it just seems like such a logical conclusion,” Gabriel grumbled, stroking his hand through Jane’s hair.

“Well, it’s more than sixty-forty,” Jane confessed. “She’s my future sort-of-daughter-in-law, and I’m trying to believe the best in her… seventy-thirty. I’ll stand at seventy-thirty.”



I walked home from the disastrous book club meeting feeling oddly disheartened. From the interaction with Peter Crown to the strange expectation I seemed to have that Weston wouldn’t give a full negative report of the virus situation, everything seemed to have gone wrong that night. Plus, Jane was rattled, and she was rarely rattled. Anxious? Sure. Unsure of herself? Yep. But this sanction from the Council had distracted her from a literary discussion. This did not bode well.

As selfish as it seemed, I just wanted my world to remain as it was. I didn’t want destruction and chaos and uncertainty upending my workplace or my home. I wanted to be angry with Weston for sending in the report to the national office, even if Dick said it was standard procedure. And Weston was definitely a standard-procedure sort of guy. He was only acting according to his nature. Plus, being angry with him wouldn’t really do any good. It wouldn’t change his attitude toward Jane and Dick or how he behaved.

Emotional maturity was a real pain in the ass sometimes.

I walked my usual route to the Capitol lot, grateful for the distraction, something else to think about. I stared into the broken concrete like it could show me some secret purpose it was supposed to serve. I was sure there was some uncomfortable metaphor in my interest in it—a broken thing that was seemingly useless, waiting to be remade in some way, into something beautiful—but I had enough to think about at the moment and wasn’t willing to explore that just yet.

“Are you planning some act of vandalism I should be aware of?” a voice asked behind me.

I turned to see Weston standing there, his shirtsleeves rolled up to the elbows.

“Again, I would like to point out how often you just happen to be in the same place as me, stalker,” I retorted, but there was no real heat in it.

“I’m walking home, to my apartment, which happens to be next door to your apartment.”

“Don’t I know it,” I muttered.

“You’re upset with me,” he observed.

“See, you’re getting better at social interactions already,” I said, throwing up my hands.

“I’m just doing my job, Meadow.”

“I know that, but when I talk about the consequences of your work, this is what I mean,” I told him. “You give Jane a negative report, like the one you submitted about the virus—”

“Which was my job,” he noted.

“OK, well, the consequences are that Jane could lose her job and someone like Mr. Crown could be put in charge. Which would be bad for the district. Specifically, someone like him could be made my case supervisor, which could be very bad for me.”

Weston’s mouth fell open. “You’re probationary? That’s what you meant by Crown putting you in a special facility? For how long?”

“Twenty years or so? I had ‘difficulty’ adjusting after I was turned,” I said. “I left a noticeable trail.”

He grimaced. “How many?”

“Several… dozen people,” I said. “But they were all bad, bad people.”

He took a moment to adjust to the idea that his friendly neighborhood hippie was technically a mass murderer. “OK, well, even if that’s true, Crown couldn’t put you in a ‘facility.’ They don’t do that anymore, Meadow, really.”

“Mr. Crown longs for the good old days when it was common practice,” I said. “He told me so himself.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, leaning against the wall next to me. “You’re right: I don’t always consider the consequences of what I do. I’ll try to think about that more carefully in the future.”

“Thank you.” I sighed, looking up at him. “I guess that’s all I can ask.”

He snorted. “And in the interest of being candid, the man who was at your door the other night? He stopped by my place right after, asking a bunch of questions about you. I didn’t tell him anything. I don’t know much about you in the first place, but I didn’t like the look of him.”

“Thank you.”

“I feel I should warn you, he was very adamant about getting information on you. It took me flashing fang at him and warning him not to let me see him again around my door—and by extension your door—before he finally took off.”

“Two fang flashes for Mr. Bollinger in one evening?” I said as I kept my gaze on the lot. “Well, that should keep him away for a while, commission or no.”

“Would you care to tell me why you have a flatfoot staking out your apartment?” he asked.

“Would you care for me to ask if you can keep a secret again?” I inquired, squinting at him. “Because you’ll get the same answer.”

“You know, between the two of us, I thought I would be the one with more secrets. I should have known. You seem full of surprises,” he said.

“I like to think it gives me a certain mystique,” I told him.

He tilted his head as he scanned the Capitol lot. “They really should do something with this space.”

I laughed. “And finally, we agree on something.”

“It’s an inefficient use of the lot,” he continued, glancing down the street. “It’s surrounded by viable retail space, adjacent to several apartment complexes. You would think the city would at least make it into surplus parking or something useful.”

“You just can’t help it, can you?” I turned to him, grinning. “When you lay out your clothes for the next night, do you unfold your socks because it will save you just a few seconds while you’re getting dressed?”

His eyes went wide for a second.

“I knew it!” I crowed. “Do you also own one of those Sock Aid things they show on commercials that help old people pull their socks on faster?”

“Why are you so obsessed with socks?” he demanded, though he was smiling—a real smile, one that reached his eyes. Human-er and human-er, all the time.

“You do!” I cried. “You do have a Sock Aid! How did someone like you become a vampire? Was it an experiment? Some scientist was trying to create the most efficient human being who ever lived, but they ended up with an anal-retentive vampire instead?”

“There was no scientist involved,” he replied dryly. “I wanted to be turned because it seemed like a good idea. I was one of those flannel suit train-to-Manhattan fellas. There’s a lot made of how repressed and unhappy our generation was, trapped into those little cubicles like rats when all we wanted to do was rebel, but I loved my work. I was fulfilled by it. I like being able to say I worked in industrial psychology before it was cool.”

“Was it ever cool?” I asked, but it turned out he was being rhetorical… and sort of sexy.

“Nobody knew efficiency like the Germans, and we were just starting to cooperate in a scientific sense. I’m fluent, because of my parents, so I was sent with a delegation of other industrial psychologists to Berlin to meet with their experts. One of the delegates happened to be a vampire, and he made vampirism seem like the smartest decision I could make. I didn’t want to get old, lose my edge. And I could be productive forever.”

“That is just really depressing.”

“Well, it’s not like it was all work. My sire, Jonas, became more of a father figure to me than either of my human parents were. Jonas taught me to find joy in other things—like a hunt for a good bloody meal—while still focusing your energy on what you’re passionate about. We tried to focus our hunts on known criminals and ne’er-do-wells.”

“I clearly have no place judging,” I told him. “So this sire, did he teach you to find joy in anything else in this life?”

“Like what?”

“Like going outside at night and watching the stars and the moon, just so you can see all of the little details that you couldn’t see before? Lying down on a hillside, closing your eyes and smelling the wind, just to track what’s around you? Running through the snow as fast as you can just because you can?”

“That sounds silly.”

“It’s completely silly, but it’s also beautiful and calm and the best part of being a vampire.”

“I don’t know, the tax advantages are—”

“I swear if you finish that sentence, I will bring up the Sock Aid in front of Dick Cheney.”

He held up his hands in the “surrender” position. “OK, OK. That was a joke, by the way.”

“Well, it was terrible—never make another one,” I said, reaching for his hand. “Come on.”

“What?”

“We’re going to run to the apartments in the most ridiculous vampire fashion we can, just really take advantage of our speed and our powers. It will be like parkour, but we won’t trip and break our wrists and end up on YouTube.”

He crossed his laptop strap across his chest and glanced down at his shiny dress shoes, which did not look running-friendly. “If this turns out to be some sort of Twilight-themed prank, I will find a way to get back at you.”

“I wouldn’t do that to you,” I promised.

“Thank you.”

“Because I’ve never seen Twilight, and I don’t know how that would work.”

“Thanks.” He snorted. “So what do we do here?”

“Run really fast,” I said, pointing down the street toward our complex. “That way.”

“That’s not very helpfu—”

“Go!” I yelled, bursting into a full-out run.

“Oh, come on!” Weston yelled from behind me. Within a few steps, he was at my shoulder, grinning as we ran like lunatics down Preston Avenue. So I jumped onto a bench and used it to springboard onto a nearby awning and then onto the roof of Quilts and Things. I landed in my half-assed Batman pose and looked over the edge of the roof to see Weston staring up at me with his mouth hanging open. I cackled and ran, jumping over to the roof of the next store. I heard Weston landing behind me with a grunt.

He was grinning when I looked back at him. For the first time since he’d come to the Hollow, Weston looked like he was having a good time. We needed this, both of us. I needed to let off the steam that had been building all night. And Weston was so tightly wound he was practically a clock. Maybe this was how I could help Jane and Dick: by helping Weston see what was good about the Hollow and the vampire community here, by giving him ties here and reasons not to want to send our shadow government hurtling backward into corruption and darkness.

“I thought the whole point of this was to enjoy the vampire’s view of nature!” he yelled. “Snowflakes and wind smells and all that!”

“I said the whole point is enjoying your abilities as a vampire!” I called over my shoulder, taking a few more steps and vaulting across the street to the roof of Grandma’s Antique Attic.

“You’re insane!” he cried, though he jumped after me, landing at my side as I laughed.

“You’ve never done this, have you?”

“No!” he exclaimed. “Because it’s insane!”

“But it’s fun!” I jumped off Grandma’s roof and caught the streetlamp, sliding down the pole. He followed me, making an even more impressive somersault and landing near me. He took off at full speed, turning on Millard Street toward our apartment building.

“Nope!” I giggled as I ran after him. I put on my own burst of speed and had nearly caught up with him by the time we reached the gravel parking lot behind our building. I leaped over the gravel and landed on the bottom stair to our floor. I was laughing myself breathless by the time he caught up with me. I didn’t need to breathe, but it was still a nice feeling.

I shushed him as he approached, pointing to Sammy’s apartment. Sammy was already living vampire hours; he didn’t need me waking him up when he did manage to sleep. Weston nodded, grinning as we loped up the stairs.

“That was fun.” He sighed.

“You know, you’re almost tolerable to be around sometimes.”

“Thank you, that’s very kind of you.” He snorted, though he was laughing, too. Again, his face was transformed when he laughed, and my hands itched to reach out and trace those lines with my fingertips.

“Do you feel better now?” he asked.

I smiled, almost shy in my unwillingness to admit that he had improved my night. “I do feel better, thank you. Though this was meant to help you, not me.”

“Well, it did both, so well done, you.”

“Was that—gasp—something nice? Do you want to sit down? I know that kind of effort can really drain a person as prone to misanthropy as you,” I said, making him laugh again. He was standing close now, so close that if he did breathe I would have felt it against my lips.

“I can be nice,” he murmured. “When I’m not being provoked.”

I snickered, and my face seemed to move even closer to his. Here we were again in this position. That either revealed my poor decision-making skills, or it meant I really wanted to be in said position. I knew I should move away, keep my lips far away from someone who I’d found so objectionable all too recently. But he was there, with his mouthwatering scent and his smile, and I was lost.

His mouth closed over mine in a movement so soft and sweet I didn’t think it was possible. His thumb stroked over the apple of my cheek before his hand curved around my jaw. I melted against him, tangling my fingers into the crisp linen of his shirt. He chuckled into my mouth, wrapping his arms around me. He tasted as good as he smelled, dark and sweet, the way chocolate used to melt on my tongue.

I was craving chocolate so badly it hurt.

He backed me against the metal stair rail with a soft thunk, his hands sliding down my back to frame my waist. He opened his lips, and I slid my tongue between them to savor more of his sweetness. He shuddered against me, yielding, and I wondered if that was his gift—being a supernaturally good kisser. It seemed unfair, really.

And then I thought of Luke. And I realized I was kissing the man who could potentially push Jane and Dick out of office, throw my circle of friends into chaos, and completely reorder my universe if he wasn’t careful. And I shrank back away from him. His mouth followed mine, his eyes closed, as I retreated, which was sort of adorable. He blinked almost sleepily at me as I backed up the stairs.

“I’m gonna go,” I told him.

“OK,” he said, his brow furrowing. “Good night.”

“Good night,” I said, scrambling up the stairs before turning and unlocking my door. I slipped into my apartment and locked myself in, tapping my forehead against the cool wood of my door. What was I doing? I was all over the place, even for me. I needed to center myself. I needed to drain all of this toxic tension from my system before it drove me crazy. I needed to stop kissing Erik Weston, because that seemed to be a bad, life-complicating idea.

Even if it felt really, really good.

“I’m coming back in my next life as a dung beetle,” I muttered.
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The first rule of pursuing peace as a vampire is “Do not bite in anger.” The second rule of pursuing peace as a vampire is “Do not bite in anger.” The third rule is remarkably similar.

—Peace, Blood, and Understanding: A Living Guide for Vampires Embracing Pacifism

My workday with the archive started with finding a typed list on my desk, with a note from Jane asking me to please bring the files associated with the attached names to her desk as soon as possible—which turned out to be a less nice way to serve my local Council.

It took me hours to comb through the files, as they were stored in the “scary red drawers” way in the back of the cavern in a secret room–slash–restricted section. The haunted-mansion-style secret room was hidden by a dummy wall of file cabinets, counterweighted with drawers full of staff directories from other branches and unaddressed personnel complaints of years past. Most of those notes were just scribbles from the head representatives that boiled down to petty complaints about thermostat changes and someone taking the last of the communal warmed blood without replacing it.

The wall of filing cabinets detached and swung open like a secret door in a Scooby-Doo mystery, revealing a tiny room lined with three banks of bright red filing cabinets, so rarely used that they were impeccably shiny and smooth. Even with plain fluorescent bulbs, the light reflected so violently crimson that it was almost painful to stand in there—like something out of a Stanley Kubrick movie.

The scary red drawers contained the files of employees who had been fired for spectacularly memorable reasons—or people who were never hired in the first place, for equally memorable reasons. Those people were considered security threats, and at the top of Jane’s list was “Luca X. Corso.”

I had to read the name three times before I believed it. Luke’s given name was Luca Xavier Corso. What in the hell was Luke doing on this list of wackaloons? And why would Jane be looking into Luke’s background?

As far as I knew, Luke had very little history with the Council. He had applied to be the head of the security department a few years back after he’d consulted with the Council on several security projects, including installation of sunproof shades and upgrading the security cameras. I remembered him talking about it when we first started spending time together. While security protocols were centralized for consistency, the Council sometimes used local vendors for installation. It was what had gotten him interested in applying for the security position in the first place, seeing the resources the Council had to offer. He wasn’t hired, obviously, or he’d be at work with me. But he didn’t seem bitter about it or anything. He liked working for himself, setting his own hours, interacting with lots of people. He never complained about how the Council had made a huge mistake not hiring him or rubbed his hands together while laughing maniacally when I brought up the office.

I had to assume that Dick and Jane were assembling a list of suspects in the ineffectual virus upload. Did Jane really believe Luke was capable of something like that? It had to be a mistake. Maybe there was another Luca Corso in the district… except there weren’t that many middle names that began with “X.” And there couldn’t be that many Luca Xaviers running around western Kentucky.

I didn’t look in the files as I pulled them. They were well beyond my security clearance, and I’d specifically agreed not to look in red-drawer files when I signed my employment agreement. I simply rolled my little collection cart around the red-lined room and collected the files for Harvey Mulgrove, Margaret Coggins, Charlie Zbornak, and others.

I delayed pulling Luke’s file until the very end, because I knew the temptation of looking in it would be too great. I reached into the “Cor–Cra” drawer like I was handling a pissed-off cobra, making as little contact as possible while dropping it onto the cart and gingerly guiding the cart back to my desk.

One complication of dealing with red files was that I had to fill out a form stating that I’d pulled the files from the archive and then have Jane sign it to show she’d taken “custody” of them. That form was very detailed and time-consuming, and the whole time I was filling it out, that damn cart was parked just a few feet away, with Luke’s file right on top.

My eyes kept wandering toward the cart. I didn’t want to look in Luke’s file. That was not the behavior of a friend. I knew Luke. He was a good man, a decent man. I trusted him enough to have sex with him… which, given my having kissed Weston, maybe wasn’t the best gauge of dependability. My radar seemed to be on the fritz.

I just had to trust that he was a good person who was on Jane’s list because of some sort of misunderstanding. It had to be a coincidence. I had never known Luke to criticize the Council. Hell, he’d never even mentioned the Council. So why was he on this list?

My hand wandered toward the pile of file folders.

No.

I snatched my hand back and pressed it to my chest.

NO.

I had given in to my baser instincts with Weston, and kissed someone I really shouldn’t have kissed. I didn’t buy in to the whole societal expectation of monogamy and chastity, but it certainly didn’t seem like a good idea for me to make out with Weston, just in terms of being good for me as a person.

I would resist the urge to open the file. I would be a better person.

But I decided to deliver those files as quickly as possible just to eliminate the temptation. I practically sprinted from the elevator to Jane’s office to drop the files on her desk. And then I buried myself in mileage receipts for the rest of the night and ran over to the shop to do inventory until my brain felt like pudding. Brains made of pudding caused very few problems.

But the busywork could only distract me for so long. The next night, I woke up still tumbling the problem of that red file around in my head. I was bound for the shop that night, which was good because it would keep me from asking Jane inappropriate questions about the red files. And it would keep me from snatching them back from Jane’s desk and running off with them to sift through Luke’s file.

So I opened Everlasting Health as scheduled. I handled all of the shop’s daily chores, including sweeping, restocking, and dusting the shelves. When I looked up at the clock, I realized a whopping hour and forty-five minutes had passed. I slumped against the counter next to my computer. “Damn you, laws of time and relativity.”

And of course, thanks to all that time, my brain had bounced back from its pudding state and started causing problems. Why would Jane suspect Luke of sabotaging her? What had she seen in Luke that I hadn’t? I liked to pride myself on my ability to judge character. But… I’d been fooled before.

And even worse, what if Luke had caused trouble in the office? Had I somehow brought Luke into Jane’s orbit, allowing him the access he needed to hurt Jane? What if this was my fault?

Hands shaking, I opened my rarely used laptop. After updating the software on my badly outdated browser, I searched the first name I could remember from the list that wasn’t Luke. Margaret Coggins, who had served as Ophelia’s assistant, was known around the break room for having been so loyal to Ophelia that she had sabotaged Jane’s schedule and left sexually explicit misspellings in Jane’s correspondence. (The way she misspelled “county” was considered particularly offensive.) And she’d funneled a lot of slush funds to cat charities when she thought she was about to be fired. That was something the Council took very seriously—do not mess with the Council’s money. But according to several search engines, she was an otherwise unremarkable citizen. Considering the free access Margaret had enjoyed around the office, and how well she knew the systems there, it seemed sensible to suspect her.

According to the local paper’s online archives, Harvey Mulgrove, the second name on the list, had threatened to blow up the Council office with homemade C-4 after he was denied a promotion to head of the research department. That definitely merited inclusion in the scary red file pile.

Another entry, Charlie Zbornak, was fired from the Council after he’d been caught catfishing human senior ladies out of their retirement funds, which in itself wasn’t a problem for the Council, but he’d used his office hours and Council computer to lure his elderly paramours, and the Council bean counters would not abide that. Made sense, considering these were the same people who were perfectly fine with Ophelia attempting to contract Gigi’s death as long as she filed the proper paperwork and didn’t misspend Council funds.

The Council had to file a restraining order against Essie Allen after she was refused a position with the Council’s administrative staff and was found in the office parking lot bashing in windshields with a crowbar. Mentally, I filed Essie’s name with the people it seemed reasonable to suspect.

I could understand why any one of these people would be considered a danger to the Council infrastructure, but Luke… I searched multiple databases for Luke’s full name and the name of his company. I found nothing beyond his business website, which sort of eased my anxiety. At the same time, why was he on the list if he had no history with the Council?

What the hell was in Luke’s file?

I groaned. This was silly. Luke wouldn’t respond to losing out on a job by swearing interoffice revenge. Though compared to C-4 and broken windshields, a no-harm-done computer virus didn’t seem that bad.

But how was Luke going to convince Jane of that? And how was I supposed to talk to him after this? How was I supposed to look him in the eye and not let my face betray every thought I was having? Especially when most of those thoughts were along the lines of What did you do? What did you do? What did you do?

Not that this was all about me and my feelings.

The bell over my front door jangled, and Chloe Darley walked in, wearing a spectacularly cute T-shirt featuring rainbow kittencorns.

“Hey, Meadow, how’s it going?” she asked, grinning at me.

Instantly, I felt guilty for looking up what amounted to Council matters outside of my scope as an archivist. I shut my laptop and promised to make up the karmic workplace imbalance by giving Chloe some sort of crazy discount. I put on my best shopkeeper’s smile.

“Hi, Chloe. It’s good to see you. I don’t think you’ve ever been down to the shop before.”

“I should have come by a long time ago. This is gorgeous! I love what you did with the space! Lots of color and light and… yeah, that’s a lot of smells. But it’s not a bad combination, just a lot of layers. What kind of HVAC system are you using? Are you using HEPA filters? Because that would probably reduce the amount of dusting you have to do. I mean, it’s spotless in here, but with all of these jars, keeping up with it can’t be easy. I could send you some links for what we use at the office.”

I grinned. Chloe was always coming up with ways to run the Council building more effectively. She was the one who’d switched the office over to motion-activated lighting for areas of the building that were not frequently used. She’d gotten a local distributor to provide those fancy “mix it your way” soda fountains in the break rooms for the human employees, to reduce the use of plastic bottles and the theft of coworkers’ sodas from the office fridge. (It also made more room in the fridge for the vampires’ bottled blood.) She had a way of giving people what was good for them, while making it sound like they were getting away with something, too—which was salesmanship I really needed to pick up.

“That would be great, thanks, Chloe. What brings you in, besides my substandard ventilation?” I asked.

“I’ve been craving that Soul Center tea you made for the office a few weeks ago, and I wanted to pick some up.”

“That’s great!” I exclaimed, grabbing an enormous glass jar of blended tea from the shelf behind me and scooping some into one of the shop’s sealable take-home packets. “Sammy always says you’re one of his most dependable customers, so I appreciate you giving me a chance.”

“Just between you and me, I can’t stand the taste of coffee, even when it’s mixed with blood. It’s one of those weird things I carried over from being human. But I like Sammy a lot, and I think the coffee stand is important to employee morale, so I order a bloodychino every night and give it to one of the janitorial staff.”

“Well, that’s very sweet of you, and I won’t tell a soul,” I told her, sealing up her packet. “Do you want me to make you a to-go cup? On the house?”

“Sure,” she said, shrugging and settling onto one of three leather stools near my counter. “So the new guy at the office seems to be paying you a lot of attention.”

“New guy—you mean Weston? He’s not really a new guy, he’s just sort of a temporary… annoyance.”

“Still, he’s pretty cute. And his eyes are always on you,” she said as I blended the blood and hot water over the tea ball.

“Eh, he’s probably trying to figure out how to get me fired as some sort of unrepentant time thief,” I said. “Which I didn’t even know was a thing, by the way. It sounds like something out of science fiction, but there are people who ‘steal time’ by goofing off when they’re supposed to be working and their employers hate them.”

She burst out laughing. “Sweetie, I’ve been at this office for a long time, way before Jane took over, working behind the scenes,” she said. “I’ve seen people stare at Pop-Tarts with less intensity than that guy looks at you.”

“Again, I put forward my ‘time thief’ theory.”

“Well, if you want to know where you can sneak away for an interoffice quickie, I have a list of locations organized by floor,” she said, smirking at me.

I cackled as I slid her cup across the counter. “That is not responsible Council-related behavior, and you are a very poor influence.”

Chloe made a flourish with her hands, like a flamenco dancer who had just completed her best move. “I regret nothing.”

My laugh was interrupted by the jangling of my doorbell. Stanley Bollinger, just as rumpled and breakfast-scented as he had been the night he showed up at my apartment. I tried not to let my annoyance show on my face, so as not to disturb Chloe, but come on. It was one thing to show up at my apartment, but at my place of business? What was next? Showing up in the middle of my pedicure at the Half-Moon Hollow Spa and TV Repair?

“I’ll be with you in just a moment, sir,” I said through an absolutely false smile. “Thanks for coming by, Chloe. I’ll see you at work.”

Given the way her eyes darted between Mr. Bollinger and me, Chloe seemed to pick up on my discomfort. “Sure, hon. I’ll e-mail you that information on the air filters. As long as you’re OK…”

I patted her hand, giving her a more genuine smile. “I’m fine, thanks for asking. See you soon.”

Chloe nodded, giving Bollinger a hard look as she passed him—which came across as only mildly scathing, given her T-shirt. As soon as she left the shop, Bollinger approached the counter and climbed onto one of my stools.

“Mr. Bollinger. I believe we’ve discussed the fact that I am not, in fact, Elizabeth Somerfield.”

“Yeah, but you are,” he said, sliding across a picture of me at a fraternity sweetheart dance about six months before I was turned. My hair was much lighter then, thanks to the regular attentions of my mother’s stylist, not to mention much fluffier and sporting regrettable bangs that we thought were far superior to the gravity-defying bangs of the ‘80s. (We were wrong.) And I was wearing what was considered a daring (in the 1990s) ice-blue formal gown with spaghetti straps and a knee-length skirt overlaid by transparent layers of ankle-length tulle. Oh, poor vintage me. There were so many things she needed to learn about what it was that made her guileless-yet-self-satisfied smile possible.

“I was willing to play along in front of your boyfriend and pretend that I’d made a mistake.” He smirked. “That’s the kind of discretion you develop when you’ve been working in the business as long as I have. But now it’s just you and me, and you need to drop the act. You’re Elizabeth Somerfield, and I’ve been hired by your parents to find you and get you back into contact with them.”

He slid a very thick envelope from my parents’ law firm across the counter.

I slid the envelope back across the counter. “No, thank you.”

His jaw dropped and he pushed the envelope back. “Do you have any idea what your parents are trying to give you?”

“They’re not my parents. Elizabeth Somerfield died in 1998. There was a funeral and everything.”

A funeral with an empty casket topped by an oversized spray of white lilies, next to a poster-sized, carefully posed picture of me. My foster sire had shown me a photo taken at the funeral, in a gesture meant to comfort me, to show me that my parents did care about me. But all it showed me was that a fake funeral and fake tears were more acceptable to my parents than having their fake friends know I was a vampire. I could only imagine the lengths they would go to to prevent those friends from finding out that my getting turned was their fault.

He set his jowly face into what I’m sure was a very intimidating expression… to someone who didn’t have superstrength and superhuman agility. “I’m not interested in playing word games, Ms. Somerfield.”

“My name is Meadow Schwartz. My mother’s name was Leona Schwartz. I have no business with anyone named Somerfield. The best thing for you to do would be to go back to your bosses and tell them you couldn’t find her.”

I slid the letter back to him, and his confusion only increased. “Don’t you think you should at least open it? They’re your parents, honey, and they’re getting older and they want to make peace with you. Don’t you think you at least owe it to them to read a measly letter from them?”

My eyes narrowed at him as he pushed the envelope back at me. He did not just “honey” me. That was one of the most frustrating things about being a forever-young woman in the South. I would be getting that tone for the rest of eternity.

Also, whatever was in this envelope did not look like some “measly letter.” It looked like a thick legal document. It wasn’t going to be a matter of reading it and sighing—Oh, those parents of mine—and then never thinking of it again. Whatever they had to say was going to stay with me forever, and I wouldn’t subject myself to that—but I wouldn’t subject myself to Mr. Bollinger’s showing up at my shop to bother me anymore, either.

So I took one of the empty apothecary jars from under the counter—allowing myself to feel a small thrill that I’d sold so much tea that a jar was empty—and put one of my lit tea lights at the bottom. Mr. Bollinger frowned, confused as to what I could be doing, until I dropped the letter inside and the linen paper flashed into a full flame. Maybe expensive paper burned faster than cheap?

“I guess not,” I told him. “I hope this ends the measly letter argument, Mr. Bollinger. Good night.”

“But you have no idea what it took me just to find that you might be in Half-Moon Hollow,” he whined, all attempts to be the stern patriarchal figure gone. “Your parents didn’t think you’d still be in the state. I had to show that picture around to damn near everybody in town before anybody would tell me you were ‘that sweet girl Meadow, who runs that weird hippie shop on Paxton.’ ”

I dropped my head, conflicted between happiness that my neighbors called me “that sweet girl” and disappointment that that was how people described my business.

“My firm has been working this case for almost two years,” he said. “And I get paid on commission. I need to show results.”

“You’ll find I don’t care,” I told him. “The fact that the Somerfields suddenly want to be in contact with their daughter after all these years? I could not possibly care less. It doesn’t affect me at all. Now, I’ve told you ‘no’ politely, twice now, and you’ve refused to listen. So I’m going to be less polite. You have about ninety seconds to get out of here before I call the vampire cops and tell them that I consider your behavior to be harassment. And if the Council in Half-Moon Hollow thinks you’re threatening one of theirs, they won’t give a damn who sent you.”

“You realize I’m going to tell your parents how to find you anyway, right? So you might as well just talk to them.”

“Seventy-four seconds,” I said, pointing at the door.

“This isn’t over!” he said, stomping toward the exit.

I sped over to the shop door and locked it behind him, then took the still-flaming apothecary jar into the stockroom, where I could douse it in the sink. I would not cry. I would not panic. Clearly, this was just the universe trying to show me how dangerous and chaos-inducing it was to dig around in people’s personal information without their knowledge. And my punishment, in addition to this current emotional turmoil, was that my shop was going to smell like burned paper and sickly sweet breakfast sweats, which would torture my super-sensitive nose for days.

I closed the shop early and walked home, careful to avoid a path that would take me past Specialty Books. I was also careful to keep a watch over my shoulder to make sure Bollinger wasn’t following me. The last thing I needed to top off my night was to be thrown into a PI’s stinky car trunk and driven back to my “loving parents.”

About a block from my apartment, I realized I could still smell that oversweet scent. I raised my hands to my face and found that somehow, Bollinger’s maple sweat had made it onto my fingers, probably from pushing the envelope back and forth over the counter. I gagged slightly and wiped my hands on my jeans, vowing to wash my hands as soon as I got home.



I came home to find a lovely vampire heating my favorite blood for dinner. But it was not the fantasy I’d come to expect. Luke was standing at my counter again, just as comfortable as he had been every other time he’d visited, and yet I felt so awkward, I could barely look at him. Between guilt over my secret Googling and feeling off balance because of Bollinger’s intrusions, I was stretched paper-thin emotionally. And he smelled… off. The bright, spicy apple scent was gone and replaced with the stringent odor of oakmoss. He was hiding something from me, which didn’t exactly help my suspicions with the whole “red file” situation.

I couldn’t look him in the eye as I crossed into my kitchen and washed my hands with the ultra-powerful dish soap required to get bloodstains out of porcelain. I looked at every surface in my apartment but not his face. And the only thought bouncing around in my head was What did you do? What did you do? What did you do?

“Hi.” Luke’s dark head tilted as he watched me sort of stumble around my apartment to put down my purse and keys.

“Hi, I didn’t know you were coming over,” I said.

“Well, I haven’t heard from you in a while, and I thought I would come over and…” He wiggled his eyebrows as he finished, “Visit.”

Because “visit” was our code word for getting all naked and sweaty. It wasn’t particularly creative, but it was so commonly used that we could say it in open conversation and no one else knew what we were talking about—unless, of course, Luke was using his sexy voice.

“I’ve just been busy with work and the shop and everything,” I said, still not making eye contact with him.

“Are you OK?” he asked.

“Oh, sure,” I said, my tone still incredibly distant. “But I don’t think I’m in the mood for ‘visiting’ tonight.”

“Oh, well, that’s OK,” he said, shrugging. “We can just have dinner and talk, if you want.”

Dinner… and talking… when I could barely look at his handsome face. What in the hell would I find to talk about with Luke that wouldn’t involve Jane’s list or the red files or me blurting out, Hey, you’re not a former cult leader or something, right?

“I’m not really in the mood for talking, either,” I said, shaking my head.

“What is going on with you, Meadow?”

“I don’t think— I can’t,” I babbled. “Why does something have to be going on with me?”

“Because you’ve never pulled the ‘emotionally distant, something is clearly very wrong, but I am not willing to talk to you about it’ card on me before. You’ve always been so great about telling me exactly what you’re thinking. It’s one of the reasons this thing with us works. But if that’s changed for some reason and there’s someone else, you could at least talk to me about it instead of… whatever it is you’re doing right now.”

I couldn’t tell him. Not just in the “I can’t find the words” sort of way, but in that it would be a massive violation of my employment agreement with the Council to let Luke know that his file was being pulled from the Council archives. And I didn’t want to disrupt whatever investigation Jane might be running. I wanted her to find whoever had embarrassed the staff in front of Weston. But of course, instead of just shrugging it off and trying to smooth things over, my bursting-through-the-surface emotions had me lashing back at him.

“Why would there be someone else? Why would that be your first thought?” I demanded. “And since when do you even worry about that sort of thing?”

“Because I’ve seen the way you’ve been looking at your new neighbor. And the way he looks at you,” he said. “It’s OK if that’s what’s going on, I just wish you would tell me. We could stop this conversational train wreck and stay friends.”

“I didn’t realize we had the sort of friendship that could be train-wrecked by me being in a bad mood and you thinking that maybe I had feelings for someone else. I thought we prided ourselves on being above those sorts of jealous, selfish feelings. I thought that was our thing.”

Oh, dear Lord, why couldn’t I stop talking? What was keeping me from. Just. Shutting. Up. And ending this argument?

“Well, that friendship was built on us being honest with each other. And you’re not holding up your end of the bargain,” Luke countered.

“Well, I’m not the only one who doesn’t share everything, am I?” I retorted under my breath.

“What are you talking about?” he demanded.

I threw my hands up. “Nothing, just forget I said that.”

“Enough! This is bullshit!” Luke knocked the spoon he was using into my sink with a clang. His expression was furious as he turned on me. My eyes flicked toward his hands, which were balled into fists. I flinched, and the hurt on his face was like a living thing all its own. I wanted to apologize, to tell him I was being sensitive and confrontational for no reason. I wanted to make excuses about Bollinger and my parents and say that they were actually affecting me more than I’d thought possible.

But I was honestly afraid of him in that moment. I just stared at him while he slipped his wallet and keys into his jeans pocket and walked toward the door. He lowered his voice, but it was still hot and angry. “I don’t know what is going on in your head right now, but I don’t want to be here for it. This is making me crazy. If you’re ever ready to tell me what the hell is going on with you, give me a call.”

He slammed the door behind him, and I sank to the kitchen floor. I stared at the apple-green wall, trying to figure out what the hell had happened in the last fifteen minutes that I was able to dismantle one of the more important friendships in my life. He’d come over for a friendly bout of sex, and he’d left furious.

I’d been so short and defensive with Luke, but he’d been angry in a way I’d never seen before. He’d yelled. And Luke never yelled. For the first time since I’d known him, I wondered if Luke was capable of violence. Maybe it wasn’t completely out of the question for Jane to look into Luke’s red file, or for Luke to have a red file in the first place.

Of course, I’d delivered those files to Jane already and couldn’t access the information, so I was left to navigate this shit-show blind. I buried my face in my hands. “OK, universe, I get it. Please stop kicking me in the teeth.”
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There will be times when your moral strength will be tested. Those tests will usually involve past temptations or unhealthy behavior patterns or someone who really, really annoys you.

—Peace, Blood, and Understanding: A Living Guide for Vampires Embracing Pacifism

Sometimes even someone who intentionally and unflinchingly looks on the bright side of life has a bad freaking day. I had hit the bottom of my emotional resources. I was tapped out. I didn’t want to open the shop, because I was pretty sure it still smelled like burned paper and ass-waffles. And I certainly didn’t want to stay home, where I was playing a constant mental loop of my argument with Luke.

So I was working at the archives, because it could give me the busywork I needed to keep my brain and hands occupied. I cleared the tiny pile of data that needed to be filed. I pulled old files and delivered them to my coworkers’ desks as ordered. I kept my head down and didn’t talk to anyone. I should have known it would be noticed eventually.

“Hey, Meadow, I have something for you,” Sammy said as I passed by his coffee stand on the main floor. The combination mini–coffee counter and deli was one of Jane’s “just because it makes employees happy” efforts in the Council facility. So I chose to find it charming, even if the smell of Sammy’s lovingly constructed turkey-and-avocado sandwich specials made me feel a little vomit-y.

“Hey, Sam. What’s up?”

“Nothing much.” He smiled and handed me a to-go coffee cup that smelled of peppermint and sweet donor blood. “You just seem really down. I thought you could use a pick-me-up.”

That dry well of emotion in my heart seemed to refill just a tiny bit, like a reverse Grinch. “That’s really sweet, Sammy.”

“Now, I know you don’t drink coffee. That’s why I used peppermint tea and Faux Type O and Hershey’s Blood Additive and the nonfood creamer. I know it’s nothing like the stuff you make. It’s not specially designed for your chi or anything, but I thought you might like it.”

My eyes actually started to film over with cold tears at Sammy’s gesture. But because our tears were mixed in with just a little bit of blood, I sniffed and did everything I could to not let them fall. (Blood tears were very off-putting to humans unless coming from some sort of religious figurine.) “Thank you.”

I was starting to sip from the cup when Sammy said, “Oh, wait, look at it before you drink.”

I laughed and removed the lid. On the surface, Sammy had used chocolate and nondairy, nonfood creamer to draw a little kittencorn done in perfect chibi style, complete with whiskers and a swirling unicorn horn. “This is amazing.”

“I know how much you like Chloe’s shirts, so I thought you’d get a kick out of it.”

“Thank you, Sammy.” I stood on my tippy-toes to kiss his cheek. He did smell of candy. Stupid sensible friend zone and my own clear emotional inability to maintain an adult relationship.

“Just do me a favor and cheer up?” he said, smiling at me. “I get the feeling things have been sort of rough for you lately, but watching you mope around the office is like watching one of those cute Internet pandas cry.”

“Point taken, Sammy,” I said, walking toward the elevator.

I sniffed at the cup as I waited for the door to close. I’d never used the newfangled nonfood creamers for vampire consumption. It just seemed like too many steps away from food to be healthy. It certainly didn’t smell bad, but I wasn’t sure about putting something that wasn’t even as authentic as human nondairy creamer powder in my body. And I certainly didn’t want to destroy the cute little kittencorn.

As I was pondering this question of nutrition over the worth of a kind gesture, Weston stepped into the elevator car. He looked as pressed and polished as he usually did, wearing a smoky blue dress shirt and a dark blue pin-striped tie. I hadn’t seen him since our kiss a few nights before—because I’d very carefully avoided contact with him. All of my efforts were down the drain with one mistimed elevator ride.

We rode in silence for a few seconds before he turned to me and said, “About the other night.”

It actually took me a moment to figure out what he could be talking about. Had he heard Luke yelling through our shared apartment wall? Was he talking about Bollinger showing up at our building and the obvious distress it caused me? Oh, wait, no, I had kissed him after our run home. Right. Just one more score for the universe to come back and settle against me.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I told him.

“I think we should talk about it.”

“And yet I remain unconvinced,” I shot back. I stared ahead at the steel doors, catching our blurred reflection in their dull gleam. If this were a painting, it would be titled Awkwardness in Vampire Form.

Weston continued and actually sounded hesitant. “I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about this, which, in itself, is a bit of a problem for me, because I have other things to do. And I don’t know if you kissed me out of attraction, which would be inconsistent with your previous behavior, or if it was just some act of joyous exuberance after the run, which would be consistent with your character—”

“What’s the most efficient way for me to end this conversation?” I asked.

“Well, studies show that using some form of ‘thank you’ and then looking the other direction can end unpleasant conversations an average of five to ten minutes more quickly than— That was rhetorical, wasn’t it?” He sighed.

“Yes, it was.”

“I know this isn’t really any of my business, but when you said that Luke didn’t own you, I thought you were just trying to be provocative, but are you honestly not in a relationship with him?”

“You’re right, this is none of your business,” I told him. “I don’t want to talk about Luke with you—”

Suddenly, the elevator car lurched to a stop, throwing me off balance. My tea went flying out of my hand and splattered against the wall, filling the air with the scent of peppermint and our own panic. Weston tumbled against the wall in a sort of reverse half somersault. I caught myself before I fell, thanks to vampire agility. The car jerked to a stop, and I barely escaped head-butting the control panel as we slumped against the walls.

But then the lights went out, leaving us bathed in the red glow of the emergency lights. And then the car dropped again, falling much farther this time, several floors before jerking to a halt. But instead of the rom-com swoon into Weston’s arms, I stumbled back and bounced off the wall to my left and onto the floor.

“Ow,” I groaned into the carpet.

“You OK?” he asked, but before I could answer, the car lurched again, and we were moving so fast that my body didn’t seem to know whether it wanted to float toward the ceiling or cling to the floor. I grabbed at the waist-high metal bar, anchoring myself, but smacked my head against the control panel anyway.

And while the laws of physics tossed me about, a very odd thought occurred me. The control panel smelled like honey… and cucumber, which seemed like a strange combination, but even more strange considering it was smeared across a metal door in an elevator. Aha—it smelled like borage, an English plant that was also called starflower because of its distinctive five-pointed blooms. It was a lovely purple flower that had many medicinal purposes for human problems—gastrointestinal issues, arthritis, eczema, even PMS. But for vampires? It was just a weird smell, particularly when combined with spilled tea. It didn’t do anything for us, and frankly it reminded me of my grandma Hazel, a not-very-nice lady who had a fondness for gin and not much else.

I tried to recall where I might have smelled this particular scent before, but I couldn’t picture a face to go with it. Also, I was still getting thrown around like a rag doll in a free-falling elevator car, so mentally perusing my encyclopedic knowledge of plant smells could probably wait for another time. It felt like we had been falling forever, and through the panic of total loss of body control and my surroundings, I managed to register a tiny inkling of dread for what it would feel like when we finally hit the bottom of the elevator shaft. It might not kill us, but it was really, really going to hurt.

An image of Peter Crown’s face flashed before my mind’s eye. Why was I thinking of him at a time like this? Because my brain was starting to instinctively connect him with feelings of impending doom? And then I felt an arm wrap around my waist and Weston’s weight at my side. He pulled me sharply to our right, holding on to the metal bar. “Brace yourself,” he yelled.

“Against what?” I shouted back.

And as abruptly as it started, the car wrenched to a halt, throwing us to the floor with all of the force of a giant’s fist. Weston turned us at the last minute so I landed against him instead of the floor, my shoulder jamming into his chest. The impact of it didn’t break my bones, but if I’d needed to breathe, that crushing collision would have knocked the air right out of me. We bounced—hard—thunking against the wall before sprawling onto the carpet with a groan in stereo. Everything hurt. All I could do was lie on the carpet and be thankful my brain wasn’t subject to traumatic injury anymore.

The car felt like it was quivering, still processing the energy of our fall. It swayed back and forth in the shaft, making my stomach churn. From this day forward, I would take the stairs.

I rolled ever so slightly to my side so I could see Weston. Even in the crimson glow of the emergency lights, I could tell he’d gone paler with pain. He sat up, and his midsection looked collapsed, unnaturally caved in at the chest. I didn’t need a special psychic power to know that he’d most likely cracked his sternum, misaligning his rib cage and making his existence in general very miserable. If this were a cartoon, I would be waiting for Wile E. Coyote to come along with a bicycle pump to reinflate him.

“You all right?” he wheezed, his injury looking even more grotesquely painful as he moved.

“It hurts too much to complain,” I groaned. “Sorry about your chest cavity.”

“Yeah, give me a second,” he said, inhaling deeply. Bringing air into his lungs seemed to force his bones back into the correct shape as our natural healing factor took over. In my addled state, I giggled because a deep breath seemed more effective, if not less painful, than a bicycle pump. Being an elevator rag doll gave one weird thoughts.

“I’m glad you find my misery so amusing,” he said archly.

“No,” I replied, ending my laughter on a hissing grunt as a stabbing sensation ripped through my shoulder. “I’m sorry. I’m just thinking in cartoon terms. I think I’m concussed.”

A disembodied lady’s computer voice crackled to life over the speaker in the ceiling. “Do not be alarmed. The building’s security system is on lockdown. Elevator function will be restored shortly.”

I gasped. “What does that mean?”

The computerized voice didn’t answer.

“Looks like we’re stuck for a while,” he said, rubbing gingerly at his chest.

“Oh, really?” I scoffed. “The elevator is stuck? I don’t want to talk to you and the elevator mysteriously doesn’t work? That’s not just a little convenient?”

“I didn’t have anything to do with this,” he retorted. “If I wanted to talk to you, I could find ways to do it without crushing my own rib cage.”

I rolled to sit on my butt, and the car creaked loudly, as if to protest the movement. I froze, waiting for us to drop again, but after a few minutes, the car stayed relatively still. I relaxed my back against the wall.

“I accept your point,” I grumbled. “But I’ve been using this elevator for years now, and we’ve never had a single problem until today. That’s all I’m saying.”

“Your spurious correlation has been noted,” he said. “How far do you think we fell?”

“How deep do you think this elevator shaft goes?”

The corners of my mouth drew back. I knew that there were sublevels to the Council complex that even Jane didn’t know about. The Council hid its secrets underground, and the leadership liked to spread those secrets around as thin as possible. It was unnerving sometimes, working in the archive and occasionally hearing noises I couldn’t quite explain echoing from the floors below me. It was like being on a boat and knowing a great white shark could burst through the deck at any time.

“OK, fine, I don’t want to know,” he said.

“Hello, is anyone in the elevator right now?” Dick’s voice asked over the speaker.

“Dick!” I cried. “It’s Meadow! Yes, we’re stuck on the… I don’t know what floor we’re on. We fell for a few minutes from the floor just under the lobby? I didn’t even know we had that many floors.”

Dick cleared his throat. “Yeah, hon, the Council did a pretty deep dive when they built this place. The good news is that you’re going to be just fine. The elevator’s emergency brake is set, and the car isn’t going anywhere.”

“Well, can you get us out?” Weston demanded.

On the other end of the line, Dick could only say, “Uhhhh.”

And then I heard a crash and Jane shouting profanities, followed by the sound of… gunshots? That seemed pretty serious. The security guards usually managed our safety with stern looks and the occasional Taser.

“Meadow, I think it would be safer for you to stay in the elevator right now,” Dick said.

“What?!” Weston yelled, sounding very angry, which was an interesting counterpoint to my own panic and terror. “What’s happening up there?”

“Aw, shit, is Weston in there with you? I’m so sorry, Hippy-Dippy. That’s gotta suck.”

“Hey!” Weston shouted back. But his indignation seemed to take all of his energy, making him slump against our wall in exhaustion. While I could hear his bones slowly knitting themselves back together, his color wasn’t getting better. And there was a sharp twist to his left leg that I hadn’t noticed before.

“Weston’s here. He’s hurt, but he’s talking,” I said. “And he’s insulting me, so he didn’t hit his head too hard.”

“Just stay put, you two,” Dick said. “You’re gonna be just fine.”

The speaker clicked off, leaving Weston and me to stare at each other in horror. Somehow it was so much worse knowing that our predicament didn’t come from a mechanical error but from some sort of violence in the office. Were we being attacked? It had happened in other regional offices. Human antivampire terrorists breaking in with guns or explosives to try to take out as many of the “bloodsuckers” as they could. Of course, there were just as many incidents of employees suffering a mental break and attacking their coworkers. There was a reason we had so many security measures here at the office.

“It’s going to be all right,” I said, as much to myself as to Weston.

“I wouldn’t call dangling by a thread over an abyss in a tiny matchbox ‘all right,’ ” he said, still wincing as he tried to find a comfortable sitting position.

“OK, um, tell me something I don’t know,” I told him.

“What?”

“Tell me something I don’t know,” I repeated. “Something you’ve learned during your research.”

“Uhh… the average American worker thinks they’re at least eleven percent more productive than all of their coworkers,” he said, wincing as he touched his side.

“OK, what else?”

“Time theft costs American employers more than four hundred billion dollars annually in lost productivity,” he grunted, making me laugh. “American employers lose twenty to forty billion dollars every year to employee theft.”

“Wow, you have never been invited to a single birthday party, have you?” I asked, shaking my head. He gave me a sour look.

“Feel better?” I asked him.

“A little. Why?”

“You’re claustrophobic. Distractions help sometimes. And you like factoids. I thought it was a sound theory.”

“When you’re dangling by a thread over an abyss in a tiny matchbox, yes, I think everybody is claustrophobic.”

I chuckled. “Actually, this doesn’t freak me out that bad.”

“Because of your extensive time in cells after your many ‘save the whales’ protests during your human years?”

“Well, it would have been difficult to fit that into my social schedule, what with the cotillions and lawn parties.” I snorted.

Weston’s mouth dropped open as if I’d punched him in his still-misshapen gut. “I’m sorry?”

“I’ll have you know I was a debutante. I had a big coming-out ball. Wore the white dress, carried the virginal flowers, and everything.”

“This was before the ‘several dozen murders’ phase?” Weston glanced at my outfit—a black broomstick skirt, wedge sandals, and a pink blouse printed with tiny white peonies. “I’m having a hard time picturing it.”

I drew my nail across my wrist, leaving a long shallow cut. It would heal after a few minutes, but I just didn’t have the stomach for biting myself to feed someone else.

“What are you doing?” he asked as I held my arm out to him.

“You look like liquid paper. You’ve got broken bones, and we don’t know how long we’re going to be in here. And if we’re in the middle of some sort of attack situation, I would like my elevator buddy to be in fighting shape when those doors open.”

He stared at my wrist for so long that I was afraid the wound would close up before he made a decision. Finally, he grumbled, “I accept your arguments.”

He curled around my arm, bringing me close to him. And through all of the scents in the elevator car—the starflower and the peppermint tea—his own sea-and-forest-and-dark-naked-places aroma rose and wrapped its way around my head. I relaxed against him. With his fangs dropping, just as brilliantly white and sharp as I expected them to be, he closed his mouth around the wound. I’d never actually fed someone else before, straight from my flesh, but I expected it to be less… tender? His lips were shaped around my skin like a lover giving a kiss, his tongue lapping at me with what felt like affection. I felt a rush of warmth and relief through my belly, but anything had to feel better than the terror of the last few minutes. But he leaned away from me, holding himself stiffly, as if the movement was painful—which it probably was, given how many bones he seemed to have broken.

I shook my head and arranged him against my side, both of us wincing as his leg snapped back into alignment. I needed noise—anything to drown out the sound of his healing and the occasional creaking of the elevator car. I let out a shaky, unnecessary breath and said, “So, I grew up in an affluent family. Have you ever driven through Lexington and wondered, What kind of people live on all these horse farms?”

He didn’t answer me, his mouth too busy against my skin, lips moving in patterns that were making me a little dizzy.

“Well, I’ll tell you: rich ones. And occasionally, used-to-be-rich ones with major cash-flow problems and the moral flexibility to do whatever they can to gain that cash back. People who are willing to use the fertilizer they’re supposed to maintain their pastures and feed crops with to manufacture meth.”

“What?” Suddenly, his mouth pulled away from my arm, his lips painted red. He was already a little less chalky pale, and his chest was a regular human shape now. He relinquished my arm, like a small child reluctantly giving up a favorite blanket, but he didn’t move away from my side.

“Horse farming is a very risky venture,” I said, staring at the wall across from us and its red-tainted tea stain. “Huge overhead for limited rewards. All it takes is a few bad breeding seasons, a few years without a showing at the big races, before you fall off the buyers’ radar and your stud fees drop to nothing. And then the mortgages start coming due. We’d had more than a few years of bad breeding seasons and damn near a decade without a decent showing. One of the farmhands told my daddy that he knew a quick way to make money. Before Daddy knew what he was agreeing to, half a dozen of the hands had turned one of the breeding barns into a lab. And no one would suspect. I mean, the farm had a license and a legitimate reason for ordering the fertilizer they needed for processing. And who would think an old, established family like mine would dabble in a dirty trade like that? I mean, we hosted fund-raisers for women’s shelters and D.A.R.E. and all those wonderful causes, out at the farm on our picturesque garden patio overlooking the pastures.”

“And you were aware this was happening?” he asked.

“Yeah. I was a kid, but I wasn’t stupid. I didn’t want to know where the money came from as long as my little world seemed secure,” I said. “My daddy was proud; he tried to act like he was above all that, just a man trying to support his family. But once you get caught up in that world, you’re just as dirty as everybody else involved.”

At this point, Weston was staring at me like I was speaking in tongues. I hadn’t shared this story in years. Hell, I hadn’t even told Luke this much about my human years and my family. Jane and Dick only knew the story because the Council informed them before I moved to their district. But Weston was here with me in this awful situation, and some impulse to show him something about myself that was real, that I’d kept hidden, seemed to be forcing the words to spill from my lips.

“My father crossed the wrong people,” I said, twisting my fingers in one of the ties on my blouse sleeve. “There were vampires involved in the group that distributed his product.”

When Weston’s brow wrinkled in confusion, I added, “It’s a quick way to make a buck. Not all vampires are good at playing the long game in the stock market.”

“True enough.”

“I was home from college one weekend. And it just so happened that my dad was late on one of his shipments because the government started cracking down on the chemicals he used. His vampire distributors paid a visit and thought that seeing his little girl turned into a vampire in front of him would be a demonstrative lesson on the importance of timely deliveries. And they were right. As far as I know, he was never late with a shipment again,” I said. “And, well, my parents certainly didn’t want me around anymore, embarrassing them with my lack of a pulse. And the vampire who sired me had disappeared, which was fine, since he seemed to be not such a nice guy. So I was turned over to the Louisville Council office like an unwanted puppy. My first foster sire was a bit of a joke. He didn’t care what I did, as long as I stayed out of his way. And I used that freedom in the worst possible way. I went… well, there’s no nice word for ‘murderous vigilante,’ but I basically spent the better part of two years wandering the streets of Lexington, killing people I thought were doing something wrong—drug dealers, muggers, guys I saw slipping stuff into women’s drinks at bars. Anyone that smelled of bad intentions, they were my food. I felt righteous when I hunted them. I’d been hurt, and I was keeping other people from getting hurt. It was all bullshit, a rationalization. I hurt a lot of people. It took a while for the guilt to hit me and for the authorities to catch up with me, but eventually, both did.

“I was like a newborn vampire cautionary tale. That’s why I don’t have a Council file, not one that’s accessible to you, at least. The Louisville Council reps were kind to me—kinder than they had to be, under the circumstances. And believe it or not, they didn’t want that setting a precedent. I was fortunate that the woman I was turned over to, Leona Schwartz, specialized in handling very angry vampires. I mean, I’m a constant work in progress. It’s why I work so hard with the teas and the meditation and just trying to stay in control of my emotions. But Leona showed me that taking away from other people wasn’t going to make me feel whole, that giving in to all that anger was only going to make me worse, not better. She helped me find peace in her garden, just sitting there, listening to the plants in the wind. She taught me about how different herbs interacted with our biology, how I could help myself and others. She taught me a way to atone for what I’d done. She wanted me to take responsibility for my actions but not wallow in the guilt of it. I couldn’t change it, I could only balance the scales. She gave me a new life. And yes, maybe I overcorrected and went a little ‘flower child,’ but I have a hell of a lot more joy in this life than I did as Bitsy Somerfield.”

He stared at me, his mouth hanging open. “It feels so wrong to laugh right now, after you revealed such personal information, but… Bitsy?”

“It’s short for Elizabeth,” I said, shoving at his side. The ribs under my hands felt whole and healed, so I didn’t feel bad at all when he tumbled over and wheezed out a pained huff.

“I’m sorry!” he yelped. “I’m sorry. Meadow Schwartz is an obvious improvement.”

“Leona was more family to me than my parents ever were. And I chose Meadow because it represented an open space, filled with possibilities.”

“It’s a nice name,” he told me, sitting back up and pushing my hair out of my eyes. “It’s lovely. But in my head, I will now and forever see you as ‘Bitsy.’ ”

“If you tell anyone about this, I will arrange for you to be under the elevator car next time.”

He snickered and wrapped his arm around my shoulder, cushioning me this time. And to my surprise, I let him. I’d told him about “Bitsy,” after all; a little physical closeness was hardly comparable. “Do you ever feel like you want to contact your parents?” he asked.

“No. I think that door is closed. And not just because I blame them for me being turned but because of how they treated me after, like I was the embarrassment. I mean, they worked with drug dealers. But my not having a pulse was this huge humiliation? This wasn’t my plan for my life. I wanted kids. I wanted a normal family life and a dog and sunlight and cheeseburgers on the grill on Sunday. I mean, I’ve accepted it, but it certainly isn’t the life I would have chosen for myself if I could have. They’re trying to find me now, and I’m not sure how to feel about it. They sent a private investigator to get me to talk to them.”

“That awful man who stinks of maple syrup? The one who was at your door the other night?”

“The very same. I told him that I’m not the person they’re looking for, but I don’t think he believes that I don’t want to see them again. I don’t think he cares that I don’t want to see them.”

“Of course you wouldn’t. The name thing alone is unforgivable.”

“That was mean,” I told him, but I was laughing.

“But you still have Leona, so that has to be some relief to you.”

“She was staked about five years ago.”

“I’m so sorry,” he said, his dark chocolate eyes going wide with alarm.

“She’d lived a long time. Centuries. Unfortunately, not all of her charges were as willing to embrace her kind of change. She knew it was a risk, taking on people who were, well, natural predators with attachment issues. I try to think of it as her dying doing what she loved, which she would have wanted. Even if it really sucks. So, what about you? I think I’ve let my tragic backstory linger long enough.”

“Oh, well, I told you a little bit about my parents. They were nice enough people. I mean, they never neglected me or sold me out to meth dealers.”

“It’s a rare parental standard,” I admitted.

“Their name was Werner, but they changed it when they came to New York. They wanted me to do well in this new country, to have the success they didn’t have, achieve the American dream. They gave me everything I needed, like your parents: the education, the right clothes. But they didn’t really seem to know what else would be important to me besides growing up and being successful. They didn’t ask me what I wanted in life or what I enjoyed. Everything was about work, an attitude I haven’t quite managed to shake even seventy years later.”

I laughed softly.

“Every visit home was the same. ‘How is work? Does your boss like you? When will you get a promotion?’ I knew they wanted the best for me, but they barely knew me as a person, and I barely knew them. So when I was turned and my sire, Jonas, took a true interest in me, in showing me what was important in life, how to find joy in things, it meant a lot to me. He taught me about art and music and, like I said, the joy of hunting a good meal—even if he didn’t teach me about jumping off of buildings at top running speed.” He nudged me, and I settled my forehead into the curve of his throat. “And when he died, I suppose I did the thing I knew to cope: threw myself back into work, buried myself in it so I couldn’t feel the pain quite so much.”

“How did he die?” I asked.

“He worked for the national office. He had a similar position to mine, improving operation systems and investigating possible corruption in regional offices across the country. He had the New York and Chicago and Los Angeles offices running like tops. People took so much as a pencil and he knew about it. He went to investigate reports of problems in an office in Tennessee, near Martin? Problems a lot like the Half-Moon Hollow office, to be honest—food poisoning, PR problems, scandal aplenty. And he never came back.”

“I’m sorry.” I sighed.

This was one of the most depressing conversations I’d ever had, but it was nice, sharing like this. I’d kept so many of my relationships distant, to prevent speaking the words that hurt so much. But this… It felt right.

“Did you ever see your parents after you were turned?”

“Well, no. I mean, back then, nobody knew that vampires were real, and I didn’t want to scare them,” he said, his lips curving into a smile as our foreheads touched. “And I was afraid I could hurt them. The Council sent human operatives to inform them that I’d died in a car accident, and they mourned me.”

“It’s nice that you had them, though,” I said softly as I sat there, curled against him, breathing in his scent. “Not many people have parents like that.”

I could hear thumps and the sounds of gunfire upstairs.

“What is happening up there?” I wondered.

“I don’t know. I don’t have a good feeling about it… or our dangling in an elevator shaft above who knows how many floors.”

“So do you think we should try to get out?”

“Well, we will definitely survive a fall, if something happens to the elevator car. We don’t know what they’re dealing with upstairs, though, so it’s probably better to stay where we are.”

The gunshots sounded again, closer to us this time, and the sheer volume of the noise had me shrinking against him. I didn’t want to squeal like a coward, but again I say, gunshots. Weston’s hand cradled my head, his thumb tracing my cheekbone.

“You’re really not in a relationship with Luke Corso?” he whispered, so close to my mouth that I could feel the words forming on his lips.

“Why are you so hung up on that?” I asked.

“Call it my old-fashioned values. It’s not all that evolved, I’m aware. But I don’t want to walk through a door unless the previous one closes.”

“Luke and I… Whatever we were, I think I broke it, recently. Very recently,” I said.

“I know,” he said. “I heard through the wall.”

“Then why did you ask—” I was interrupted by his mouth sealing over mine in a desperate, hungry kiss. I could taste my own blood on his lips, and it was not nearly as repulsive as that sounds. I moaned into him. It felt so good to kiss someone who knew me, not just as Meadow but as, well, Bitsy. Someone who knew about the shame of my early vampire days and wanted me anyway.

He’d seen some truly awful behavior from me, and he still wanted me—hell, he seemed to want me because of how I sparred with him. It probably said something deeply weird about the both of us, but I wasn’t willing to explore it at the moment. He was touching me everywhere—brushing his thumbs across my cheekbones, sliding his palms down my bare arms, framing my collarbone with his fingers—like he’d been waiting to get his hands on me forever.

The way his mouth felt against mine was sending these strange fluttering waves through my belly, in a way that I’d never felt before, not even with Luke. I never felt like I was creeping to the edge of orgasm just from kissing. I never wanted to stop kissing him. Was that normal? Was that possible, just to keep kissing someone until the end of time? I mean, we had the ability, but the logistics seemed impractical.

As much as I hated to break away from his mouth, I wanted to taste his skin to see if it felt as good. I nibbled my way down the line of his jaw, gently pinching the edge of it between my blunt teeth.

I was right. It felt just as good.

He gasped as I licked and kissed down his neck and guided his fingers over the curve of my breast, gliding under my bra and teasing the nipple until it was tight and aching. I threaded my fingers through his hair, and he leaned into the touch like a cat, purring and turning his head to drag his lips across my wrist.

He pushed the skirt above my knees, caressing the sensitive skin over the patella. I giggled against his throat, and his fingers slipped between my thighs, tugging down the panties printed with little strawberries.

He grinned and slid those clever fingers higher, touching me where I was wet and wanting him. I edged forward until I was sitting across his lap. I could feel him growing hard against my ass, and took pleasure in grinding back against him.

I slid my tongue tentatively across his neck, tracing his jugular, but was unwilling to bite. I didn’t want to take any of the blood he’d just gotten back. It was enough just to nuzzle and lick at his skin and drink in his scent. The combination of that lovely, all-encompassing smell and the quick rhythm of his fingers had me hurtling toward one of the better orgasms of my lifetime—and that was saying something.

I forgot about the fright of the last hour and the very real emergency we could be facing outside of this elevator shaft, and just gave myself over to him. His thumb knew all the right patterns to play against my flesh. I slid the zipper of his dark dress pants down with my free hand and turned in his lap, hiking my skirt up to my hips. I wanted him inside me in a way I hadn’t wanted anything in a long time. I aligned us with shaking hands and sank down on him without a second thought.

He groaned into my neck as he filled me. I clutched at his shoulders, slowly canting my hips as he thrust up into me. I was already so close to coming that it took no time at all for me to begin quivering around him. He hissed and pressed his forehead against my shoulder. His own hips stuttered, and I fell over that shining coil to release. I pulsed hard, and he howled, gripping at my ass and pumping wildly.

Just as I felt him spilling, cool and surging as seawater, the elevator jerked up and the lights flickered on. Our eyes went the size of dinner plates, like something out of a cartoon. I scrambled out of his lap. We both pushed to our feet, though I had to admit my knees were more than a little wobbly. I sincerely hoped the smell of peppermint tea and blood was enough to cover the smell of sex.

Weston buckled his pants at lightning speed and I managed to pull my panties over my bare ass just before the car slowed to a stop at a subterranean level I’d never seen before. The door slid open, and Dick and Jane were standing there, wringing their hands. There were bullet holes in the wall behind them and an outline of something very large and… multilimbed… burned into the carpet.

Don’t think about sex, I told myself, giving Jane an uncertain smile. Don’t think about sex!

“Are you two OK?” Dick asked, his eyebrow lifting.

“Fine!” I chirped in a tone far too upbeat for someone who had just been trapped in an elevator. “We’re just fine. I mean, it was scary, but we’re fine.”

Jane frowned at me. “So you’re… fine.”

“Fine,” I said, nodding. Something bad had very clearly happened here, and it was going to cause more problems for Jane and Dick. And I didn’t want to think about how Weston would respond to that. All I could think about was getting out of this situation before either of them guessed what I’d just done with Weston in the elevator.

“What happened with the security system?” Weston demanded, clearly taking a very different, more authoritative approach to avoiding suspicion. “Why did the elevator stop working? And what the hell were you shooting at?”

“We had a small problem on one of the secure subfloors,” Jane said carefully.

“What do you keep on the secure subfloors?”

Jane’s lips pinched together. “I can’t tell you that.”

“You’re required to tell me that,” Weston snapped.

It appeared that we were back into the work-mode, “doesn’t know how to interact with others” version of Weston. Greeeeeat.

“I’m not going to talk about it out here in the common area like it’s watercooler gossip,” Jane said.

“Then let’s go into your office,” Weston said. “I assume that, at least, is secure.”

“I should go down to the archive… via the stairs,” I said, backing away.

Jane shook her head. “Nope, you might as well come, too. I’m going to need to debrief you and get your statement anyway.”

A hysterical giggle bubbled up in my throat, and I coughed over it. I didn’t think it would be appropriate to tell Jane that I’d already been “debriefed.”
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Resist the urge to engage in shame spirals. They will not do you any good, and you’ll only end up making decisions you’ll regret more than the original spiral trigger. Ask yourself, Is this worth the potential fines and jail time?

—Peace, Blood, and Understanding: A Living Guide for Vampires Embracing Pacifism

Dick and Jane led us up… so many stairs… to Jane’s office. I kept my eyes trained on her back, barely blinking, to keep loud, sexy thoughts at bay. I did not want Jane to overhear them, because they were potentially shriek-y enough to be heard over her mental shields. I was not ashamed of what I’d done with Weston. It felt good, and I needed the comfort of physical contact. I just didn’t want those images in Jane’s head.

Jane’s office was a calm, sparsely decorated space. She’d hung beautifully framed pictures of her family on the walls nearest her desk. Jane and Gabriel kissing at their wedding. Jane and Dick and Andrea at the bookshop. Jane and an elderly man wearing a tweed jacket. One shot showed the whole extended family wearing ugly Christmas sweaters in front of a huge decorated tree. The furniture was comfortable and functional gray-upholstered midcentury pieces, arranged in a conversation grouping far from her desk.

Jane handed me a clipboard with a form marked “Incident Report—Injury to Probationary Vampire” and motioned to the sofa. “I need you to fill that out.”

“But it’s just a little bump on the head,” I protested. “Weston’s the one with the broken ribs.”

“I have a different form for him,” Jane said, glancing at Weston. “But any time someone with your status is injured on Council property, it has to be properly documented.”

“What joy is mine,” Weston muttered, taking his own clipboard. “Now, what the hell just happened?”

Jane cleared her throat. “Hypothetically, we have the underground space to hold certain… entities that cannot be safely contained at other facilities. And somehow, one of those entities was released into the building.”

“What sort of entity?” Weston asked.

Dick said, “According to the shipping manifest, it was a ghul, which based on my limited knowledge of Middle Eastern folklore is what we would call a ‘ghoul,’ a graveyard-dwelling devourer of dead people parts. It was captured in Florida and sent here for safe storage.”

I grimaced, picturing the awful burned outline on the carpet. I didn’t know much about ghouls beyond Scooby-Doo monsters, which seemed inaccurate. I inferred from the fact that Jane and Dick seemed extremely stressed about its escape that it posed a pretty significant threat to vampires… which made sense, considering ghouls ate dead people, and we were dead people. For a brief moment, I felt sort of sorry for it, being released from isolation into what it probably saw as an all-you-can-eat buffet, and then shoved right back into its prison cell. No, wait, it was probably dead. Was that better or worse, in the great cosmic picture?

“According to the shipping manifest?” Weston asked.

“The Council tells us very little about what it ships to me for containment,” Jane said. “The national office tells me it’s above my pay grade to know what I’m housing. They send in special handlers to feed and maintain the assets. I just provide electricity and space. The only reason I allow the risk to my district is that nothing has ever escaped from our containment units before. And I divert the money the Council pays us for containment to school backpack lunch and literacy programs in this end of the state. Before I came here, it covered a travel slush fund for the head representatives. Waco Marchand—the guy who damn near killed Iris? He used it to fund an annual cruise to Alaska.”

“How far did the ghoul get?” Weston asked.

“One level up, to a slightly less secure subterranean level, but we thought a full lockdown was appropriate because we don’t know what a ghoul is capable of,” Dick said.

“I would say that was good judgment,” Weston admitted. “Do you have any idea how the ghoul escaped its containment unit?”

Suddenly, there was a frantic knocking at the door. Dick got up to answer it, and Chloe came rushing through the door. “Oh, my God, Meadow, are you OK? Somebody said you were trapped in the elevator! I’m so sorry!”

“I’m fine,” I assured her. “We’re fine.”

“I realize I’m interrupting, Jane, but I just wanted to give you all of the information I could get as soon as I got it,” Chloe said.

“That’s helpful, Chloe. Thank you,” Weston said, making Jane give him super side-eye.

“It seems like there was a short in the electrical system that powers the magnetic locks in the containment units,” Chloe said. “It was only down for a minute or two, but it was enough for that thing to get loose and do a couple hundred thousand dollars’ worth of damage. We’re just lucky no one was hurt.”

“Well, that doesn’t make sense because those were inspected recently. I signed off on the order myself,” Dick said.

“Mm-hmm,” Weston mumbled, pulling his little notebook from his shirt pocket and making a note.

“I suppose you have a report to write,” Jane said wearily.

“I do,” Weston said.

“Well, you might as well go do it now, while the details are fresh,” Jane said, waving toward the door. Weston couldn’t have been more thoroughly dismissed if Jane had tossed something out in the hallway for him to fetch.

Back ramrod straight, Weston rose. “Chloe, I’m going to need a written statement from you as soon as possible. I need the exact locations of the rooms where the electrical system failed.”

Weston glanced at me as he walked out, but I looked away.

“Are you sure you’re all right?” Jane asked me.

I nodded. “I think all the adrenaline is starting to drain away.”

“The one system we’ve got working is the glands,” Dick said, nodding sagely. I raised my eyebrows, wondering if there was a double to his entendre.

“Chloe, why did the elevator shut down? I thought it had its own generator to keep it running in case of a fire or emergency.” I got up and walked out to the elevator shaft, where Chloe had pulled the elevator car up to our level through some miracle of engineering. The other three had little choice but to follow me. The doors were propped open with these big metal wedges, and there was caution tape stretched across the opening.

Where was that caution tape an hour ago? my sarcastic inner voice muttered.

Chloe walked into the elevator without hesitation, so I had to assume it was safe. Or that Chloe played pretty fast and loose with her personal safety.

“Well, in the case of an emergency ‘escape’ shutdown like we had today, it wouldn’t operate on the sublevels to keep whatever is running around those levels from accessing the upper floors. But as long as the car was above the sublevels, it should have continued to work as normal,” Chloe said, pulling open the little metal door and showing us a rat’s nest of tangled, loose wires. “But I checked the control panel just now, and it looks like someone reached in there and just started pulling stuff out.”

“Do you smell that?” I asked, leaning close to the panel door. The starflower smell was still there, as clear as daylight… or moonlight, in my case.

“What?” Chloe said. “That weird peppermint-and-blood smell?”

“No, that sweet smell,” I said, bending closer to the panel. “I noticed it right after the elevator dropped. It smells like really cheap hand lotion.”

“I don’t smell anything,” Jane said, leaning close. “But you have the super-smeller, not me.”

Chloe shrugged. “We’ll have the elevator up and running by tomorrow, Jane. I’ll run all the checks myself to make sure it’s safe.”

“Thanks, Chloe,” Jane said.

“I’m glad you’re OK, Meadow,” Chloe said as Jane and I returned to solid ground.

“I think you should go home for the night,” Dick told me. “You’re holding up great now, but the crash is going to come, and you’re going to want to be near a soft surface when it does.”

Dick was giving me his very rare “concerned dad” face, and he wasn’t making his usual wisecracks. Oh, hell. This was serious.

“I appreciate that, Dick, but I just have one question,” I said. They looked at me expectantly, and I added, “It’s not a ‘common area’ question.”

“Of course,” Jane said, ushering me and Dick back into her office. “I’m assuming this is related to the ghoul? Trust me, we put that thing down, Meadow. Once it becomes an issue of public safety, we have sole discretion about that sort of thing. You don’t have to worry about it.”

“Actually, it’s something I’ve been thinking about for a few days,” I said. “This is just the first time I’ve had time alone with you two.”

“Aw, I’m sorry, hon. You can always come to me if something’s bothering you, work-related or otherwise,” Jane said.

“I would offer the same, but Jane’s usually better with that sort of thing,” Dick said. “So what’s your question?”

“Why did you ask me to pull Luke Corso’s file? And why is that file red?”

Jane’s brow wrinkled, and she tilted her head as if that was the last thing she’d expected out of my mouth. “I’d really rather not say, Meadow.”

“Is it reasonable to assume that the people whose files were pulled were listed together because they have some sort of known grudge against you and Dick?”

She pursed her lips for a long moment. “That would be reasonable.”

“Is it reasonable to think that I’m considered some sort of security threat because I’m involved with someone on that list?”

“Meadow—”

“I know I’m asking a lot more than one question. But I’m not asking you as my boss and Council representative and case supervisor, Jane. I’m asking you as my friend.”

“I know you don’t want to hear that you’re overreacting, Meadow, but you’re overreacting,” Dick said.

“No, overreacting would be screaming that Luke is innocent or staging some sort of sit-in to protest the existence of this list in the first place. I just want to know where I stand. As the person who had sex with a ‘suspect’ on your list just a few weeks ago, I would really like to know if he’s a supervillain. And if my connection to Luke endangers my job or my standing with the Council as an upstanding undead citizen, I think I should know.”

Jane laughed, as if she needed the break from all this tension. “If your job were in danger, I would have let you know a long time ago. And no, your ‘standing’ with the Council isn’t at risk. You’re one of a handful of people I trust entirely here. Meadow, you sent me a tea sampler and a handwritten letter of apology when you accidentally stuck a pad of Post-its in your purse—after you returned the Post-its!”

I nodded, but internally, I reminded myself that the Meadow who had made that over-the-top honest gesture was pre–“elevator sleeping with the enemy” Meadow. And I wasn’t tempted to breathe a word of the elevator sex. So I was clearly a less stellar person and employee than I had been all those months ago.

“Do you think that Luke could be the one sabotaging the Council office? First the virus and now this. It’s really messing things up for you during Weston’s inspection.”

“Well, before today, I would have said it’s crazy to suspect that someone is systematically sabotaging the Council office. I would have said the virus was a one-off, and that we had considered a number of people as potential suspects. But obviously, it’s time to consider the possibility. I wouldn’t say Luke is the only person we suspect. Does that help?”

“Is this because he wasn’t given the security director job two years ago?” I asked.

Dick patted my shoulder. “Some of Luke’s online activity recently pinged Gigi’s radar. A while back, he posted some stuff on an Internet forum complaining that Jane and I didn’t know what the hell we were doing and we would eventually regret not hiring him.”

“But you know Luke! You organized my birthday with him!”

Jane shook her head. “No, he happened to come by the shop on the night we were getting ready for your birthday. And we invited him along since we know you see each other on occasion. He seemed fine that night, though—no weird awkwardness—so we’re probably wrong. But you can’t complain about us putting him on the list.”

“I’m not complaining,” I assured her. “I just started wondering what was going on when his file got requested, and I started pulling away from him, and he noticed.”

“You didn’t say anything to him about him being included on the suspect list, did you?” Jane asked.

“Of course not,” I said. “It was killing me not to say anything, which was part of the reason I pulled away. Which led to us fighting, which led to us probably not seeing each other for a while. I’m not exactly the Council’s biggest fan, but I’m not disloyal to you two.”

She reached out and squeezed my arm gently. “I know that, Meadow. I’m sorry. It’s just been… a day. Did you know that ghouls explode into flame and guts when you shoot them with silver-coated bullets? Because I didn’t.”

“I did not know that,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m sorry that I know it now, though.”

“Weston’s definitely going to file a report with the Council about tonight’s incident,” Dick said. “Which is a shame, right before the national office bigwigs are visiting in a few weeks.”

“Wait, what?”

“Thanks to Gigi and Ben’s genius, our office took over multiple parts of the reverse genealogy search engine project and launched it ahead of schedule—because we do happen to excel in certain areas, despite tonight’s theatrics,” Jane said. “We’re even taking over programming projects that the Council has put off for years. So some of the Council’s national reps, the ones who specialize in public relations and information systems, are coming to visit and get a feel for how we manage to run that department so smoothly, so they can put together a shaming PowerPoint presentation for other offices. It would not do for said bigwigs to witness anything like what happened tonight.”

“Why is it important for these people to visit the office right now?” I asked Jane.

“Because when these people tell you that they’re scheduling a visit to your office, they’re coming to visit your office,” Dick told me. “That’s it. End of discussion.”

“So what can we do?” I asked.

“You can do nothing,” Dick told me. “You can go home and get some rest. Jane and I will take care of it.”

“I don’t like this.”

“Neither do we, hon, but this is our job, not yours,” Jane said. “Go home. Get some rest. Take tomorrow off if you feel you need to.”

“No, I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said, rising from the couch. “I’ll have this form filled out by then.”

“Is there anything else you want to tell us?” Dick asked, his brow furrowed. “You’re kind of off right now. And not just in the ‘elevator accident survivor’ way.”

My mouth dropped open, and I couldn’t seem to produce words. There was no way I was going to tell them what had just happened with Weston.

“About your parents?” Jane prompted me. “Chloe mentioned that some ‘sweaty guy who smelled like waffles’ dropped by your shop while she was there. Which fits your description of that private investigator pretty perfectly.”

“Oh!” I burst out laughing. “Right—in all the excitement, I’d sort of forgotten about it. Yes, he did come by the shop, and I took the letter my parents sent through him—”

“Oh, I thought you decided you weren’t going to do that,” Jane said, frowning.

“And then I set it on fire without opening it.”

Dick nodded. “I approve of this course of action.”

Jane snickered. “Well, that’s one way to get your point across, but how about I have the legal department send that scary letter we talked about? You should be able to run your shop without Waffle Guy harassing you.”

“Thanks, Jane. I appreciate it. Also, we should probably stop calling him ‘Waffle Guy.’ It feels mean.”

Jane pursed her lips. “Still seems appropriate.”



My walk home was slower and less exuberant than usual. I didn’t even pause at the Capitol lot. I was not one for sex and regrets, but I was not sure how to feel about what had just happened. I had enjoyed myself, thoroughly, even if it had been a quickie in a compromised elevator. But it complicated things for me, personally and professionally, and I didn’t really know how to behave now—around Jane or Weston or Luke or anybody.

I climbed the stairs to my apartment and was grateful for its silent, vacant interior. I shuffled into the shower and ran it as hot as I could tolerate. I let the water beat down on back muscles that were still a little sore from bouncing around the elevator car like a pinball—though Weston’s recently knit bones were probably worse in terms of lingering aches.

I leaned into the hot spray. What was I going to do? He’d shown me a different side of himself, a side I could connect with and maybe even have deeper feelings for. But then, of course, he’d gone right back to business as usual, measuring and documenting all of our failures. That was disappointing. And then there was the possibility of Jane and Dick finding out that I was developing those deeper feelings, much less the naked feelings, for Weston. I didn’t think they would be very excited about that. And then, of course, there was Luke, and the many ways he could be playing into the chaos at the office. And then the chaos of the office, which was starting to wear on me.

I turned off the spray and wrapped myself in a thick white towel. I threw on a pair of blue cotton pajamas that smelled of the lavender sachets I kept in the drawers. I lay down on my couch and tried to think of anything else. I updated my shop’s website. I even took out a sketchbook and doodled a plan for a garden I dreamed of planting in a much larger, nonapartment living space someday.

Between the adrenaline fade and emotional exhaustion, I’d almost nodded off when I heard a persistent pinging from my phone. I dug the phone out of my bag and checked the messages. I had a text from a number I didn’t recognize.

Is it weird to text you from the other side of a wall?

Well, the only other person who would be texting me through the wall would be Sammy, and I had his number saved. So this had to be Weston.

Yes, yes, it is. Also, how did you get this number?

I have my ways, he wrote back. Do you want to come out to the balcony?

I don’t know if I’m ready to leave my apartment. I had this really weird day involving a ghoul running rampant in my office complex and getting trapped in an elevator with a guy who bugs the hell out of me.

What if I promised to drink one of your teas?

Curious, I shuffled out through my sliding glass door with my sketchbook still clutched to my chest. I found him standing on his own balcony, with his phone in his hands. He was still wearing his office clothes, and he looked very tired. He must have written a heck of a report, I thought sullenly.

“Were you really going to drink one of my teas?” I asked him.

“Sure,” he said, nodding.

“But you’re really relieved I didn’t bring one out for you, huh?”

He nodded even harder. “Yes, yes, I am.”

I laughed. He leaned over the railing of the balcony and kissed me softly. “I just wanted to see your face. Is that strange?”

I shrugged. “A little.”

He nodded at my sketchbook. “What’s that?”

“Um, it’s just a sketch of an idea for the Capitol lot. I was thinking if I could find the right funding and get the city to agree, maybe the Council could turn it into a community garden.”

“Why all the roses?”

“Entirely selfish reasons involving my rose hip supplier.”

“So it’s a lovely altruistic gesture that you will personally profit from?”

I shrugged. “I’m just glad you can tell that they’re roses.”

“I like the balance of it,” he said. “By the way, this was taped to your door when I came by,” he added, pulling a thick linen envelope out of his back pocket.

“Oh, for goodness’ sake.” I sighed. I didn’t have to look at the return address to know it was from my parents’ law firm. “I should have known they would make a copy.”

“Why would they make a copy?” he asked.

“Because I set the last one on fire,” I grumbled.

“Sure, that seems reasonable,” he said, nodding. “Well, with reluctance, I’m going to have to say good night. I still have a lot of work to do before bed.”

I shook my head. “Of course you do.”

He paused. “What does that mean?”

“Nothing.”

“No, don’t do that. If you’re bothered by something, tell me.”

Maybe it was the fatigue, or the additional frustration of another contact from my parents, but that verbal filter of mine failed once again. “You’re going to go in there and write a report about how Dick and Jane are screwing up, when it should be so obvious to you that someone in the office is intentionally sabotaging them while you’re here. Peter Crown is just waiting for them to screw up so he can swoop in and turn the Council’s clock back fifty years.”

Weston’s hands dropped to his sides. “And it’s still Dick and Jane’s job to keep those things from happening, even if someone is out to cause problems for them. And you also have to question why someone is trying to cause trouble for them, if they’re such altruistic, kind leaders. Why is someone trying to make Jane look bad? What are she and Dick doing that is making her constituents so unhappy? What kind of underhanded criminal activity is Dick getting away with that is making someone respond this way?”

“Why are you so hell-bent on Dick being responsible for some sort of Council crime ring?” I demanded.

“Because he killed my sire!”

“What!” I exclaimed. “What are you talking about?”

“I told you that Jonas was investigating corruption in the Martin office. This was in the 1970s,” Weston said reluctantly, like he wished he hadn’t shared this information with me in the first place. “I looked into his notes a few years ago, and they were riddled with mentions of Dick Cheney.”

“What did Jonas think Dick was doing?”

“He wasn’t quite sure, only that Dick, an outside supplier, was receiving cash payments for the purchase of office supplies. And that the office supplies were substandard. Just as he was about to obtain hard copies of the purchase orders, the curtains in his motel room mysteriously malfunctioned, and he died of sun exposure. The investigation was dropped for lack of evidence, and Dick’s criminal enterprises went on for decades.”

“I don’t think selling unlicensed Snuggies out of the back of his car counts as an ‘enterprise.’ And yes, up until a few years ago, Dick was the king of not-quite-legal commerce around here—counterfeit blue jeans and irregular iPhones and that sort of thing. He helps you find stuff that you can’t find through normal channels because he knows a lot of people. But Dick wouldn’t hurt anybody!”

“Then you are stunningly naïve,” Weston told me. I was very glad I had the separation of a different balcony. This had been a huge mistake. Everything I had done tonight—a huge mistake.

“Look, I’ve spent a lot of time with Dick. He’s not violent, and he’s not a murderer. He’s completely devoted to his wife. And when Jane was first turned, he kept her from getting killed on several occasions, at great risk to his own safety. That’s not the kind of guy that would take out an auditor to save his own ass.”

He grimaced and said, “Well, I have opinions about Jane, too.”

“Oh, wait, now Jane is a criminal mastermind? Jane the former children’s librarian who sponsors reading programs and school lunches for underprivileged youth?”

He threw his hands up. “I just find it suspicious that someone who has such an unremarkable background suddenly finds herself in a position of power at the same time that her previously near-bankrupt business takes off and becomes highly successful—all while she spends an inordinate amount of time with Dick.”

“She didn’t own Specialty Books before. A man named Gilbert Wainwright owned it, and while he was a very nice man, he was a terrible business owner. Anything Jane did by comparison would seem incredibly clever.”

“Yes, the nice elderly human man Jane just happened to befriend long enough before his mysterious death to get into his will and inherit everything he owned? Are you really that blind? I would think, given everything you’ve been through with your parents, that you would be more suspicious of people.”

“And I would think, given the amount of love and understanding you were granted, that you would be more willing to give people the benefit of the doubt,” I shot back. “And I suppose you probably shouldn’t spend any more time with me, what with my family’s immoral, drug-tainted past.”

“You know I don’t mean it that way.”

“No, actually, I don’t. Because your way of thinking is so black-and-white that I can’t trust you to think in any way but good or bad, guilty or not guilty. Clearly, my hands aren’t clean enough for you to spend time with me, so I should just move along. So please forget everything that happened between us earlier; it was clearly a mistake. Just put me in that big old column you’ve got marked ‘not good enough.’ And walk away.”

“Meadow.”

I turned back and found him staring after me, his expression guilty. “I need to remind you that under the Council order you signed, as an employee, you are not allowed to discuss any information that pertains to my investigation with other Council employees. I do not want you to discuss anything I just disclosed to you with Dick or Jane.”

My jaw dropped, and I simply stared at him for a long moment. Then I turned away and slammed the balcony door, as much as you can slam a sliding door. While I wanted to scream and throw everything in my apartment, I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of hearing me. So I breathed through the rage bubbling up from my gut and tore the envelope he’d handed me into tiny little shreds. And then I burned them, because that seemed to be an effective way of dealing with communications from my parents.

Also, because lighting Weston on fire would be illegal. And messy.
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Your surroundings can be a major influence on your mood and outlook. So surround yourself with positive people and things that put you in a good mood. Or at least avoid twenty-four-hour news channels, heavy commuter traffic, and fluorescent lighting.

—Peace, Blood, and Understanding: A Living Guide for Vampires Embracing Pacifism

The Council office became a significantly less fun place to work, which I supposed made sense after a deadly mythical creature we hadn’t even known was on the premises escaped and endangered the staff.

I never appreciated the relatively high morale we enjoyed until I walked into the lobby to find people scurrying to their offices with their heads down, not talking, not smiling, and certainly not exuding the casual confidence of people who were sure they weren’t about to be eaten by an unknown monster housed several floors below. I could actually smell the anxiety rolling off my coworkers, human and vampire alike, which made my gift feel a little bit like a curse.

Of course, our discomfort could have stemmed from the significantly less cordial greeting we’d received at the door. Our usual security guards, Arjun and Nina, were now sporting several firearms and a large can of antivampire silver spray. We had to walk through metal detectors and were now required to show our ID badges as we came in the door. It communicated to us not only that our presence was no longer trusted in the building, but that the Council was willing to put the hurt on us if we stepped out of line.

Walking through the administrative offices, I stopped like a tourist overwhelmed by Times Square, frozen in place by the changes I saw around me. Was it my imagination, or were the lights dimmer? Was the carpet grayer? I felt the energy sort of drain out of me in a vortex of lethargy.

“Hey, is everything all right?” I asked Lainie as I passed by her desk. She tossed her dark hair over her shoulder as she scanned the empty lobby.

“New security protocols, following the ‘incident,’ ” Lainie said, giving me a smile that was very satisfied. It was almost a smirk, and it instantly put my teeth on edge. “The building should be much more secure from here out.”

“No one seems to feel more secure. Everybody looks pretty… what’s a nice word for ‘scurrying around like it’s pre–World War II Paris’?”

“Well, if you ask me, things were getting a little too lax around here,” Lainie said airily.

“Exactly.”

Suddenly, I smelled juniper, a strange, discordant note that made my nose wrinkle. It was anger, so much anger and resentment that my belly curdled with it—which could only mean… Oh, hell.

We turned to find Peter Crown standing behind us. He still looked about as friendly as a snake in a kiddie pool. His smirk was firmly in place as he sauntered forward. “People seem to forget that this is a working environment, not a day-care facility.”

“Mr. Crown,” I said. “So good to see you again.”

“I doubt that very much,” he said snidely. “I’m very aware of how members of Jane’s clique feel about me.”

“I don’t think the office runs on a clique system, Mr. Crown,” I said. “Trust me when I say I’ve been around enough of them to notice.”

I sniffed subtly, but I didn’t smell honey or cucumber, just that awful sharp juniper scent. Maybe I’d been imagining the scent before? I’d been under stress in the elevator that night, but it wasn’t like me to just make up scent associations.

“Yes, your unfortunate youth spent in Lexington’s upper circles,” he drawled.

My carefully composed expression must have slipped, because he smiled rather nastily. “Oh, yes, I know all about you. I made some calls to the Louisville office after Weston jumped so quickly to your defense. You have had a… colorful history for someone so young, haven’t you?”

“I don’t know if I would say that,” I responded, carefully keeping a lid on the exasperation that had sprung up so easily during our last encounter.

“I’m sure you wouldn’t. You have a vested interest in keeping your history quiet, don’t you, Ms. Schwartz?”

My smile was a thin slice of nothing. “I’ve never hidden who I am.”

“Oh, we can never hide who we are.” The nasty grin returned and had me taking two steps back.

“If you’ll excuse me,” I said, turning away.

“And, Ms. Schwartz?” Crown called after me. I turned and gave him my fake grin, the “shopkeeper’s smile.” He gave one in return that was just as shallow. “Just a reminder: employees have been instructed not to discuss the incident.”

“OK, then,” I said, nodding and backing away from him.

Jane poked her head out of her office, and her expression was in no way satisfied or pleased to see Mr. Crown. While still a stunning example of vampire attractiveness, her face was pinched and rather drawn, like she hadn’t gotten much sleep the day before. “Hey, Meadow, do you have a minute?”

I nodded, making a quick exit from Lainie’s desk and dashing into Jane’s office. Thinking that I was preempting the inevitable request for paperwork, I took some forms out of my shoulder bag and handed them to her. “I filled out the incident report about the elevator failure, Jane. I swear, I’m not going to sue or anything, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

Jane looked confused for a split second. “Oh, no, but thanks for that. It’s always nice to receive assurance that I won’t be sued. But I was actually hoping to talk to you about a meeting we have coming up next week.”

“Um, OK, do you need me to pull records for it or something?” I asked.

Jane flopped into her desk chair and seemed to indulge, just for a moment, in her obvious exhaustion. “No, our participation in the genealogy project has gone over so well that our programming department is being appointed for some new innovative thing that the national Council office won’t tell me about until they meet with our people next week to make an offer.”

“So are they poaching our employees?”

“Decidedly not,” Jane said, sitting up and rubbing at her temples. “The Council has learned from the Peter principle. When an employee is performing at their best, moving or promoting them can create chaos. They want our people to do the work here. Or at least they did, before the ghoul incident created chaos all its own. Which is why it’s very important that the meeting go well, so the Council sees that the recent problems are just flukes and we are functional, competent people.”

“And how do I play into that? Because that doesn’t sound like something that would require… me?”

“No, but you’re a nice, calming presence, and I would appreciate having you around. Just hang out, serve some tea, and help Sammy with coffee orders,” Jane said.

“Calming?”

“Trust me,” she deadpanned.

“All right, then,” I said, nodding while frowning. This seemed like an odd request. Was she asking me to dose everybody with Calm Your Ass Down Blend if something went wrong?

“Great. I’ll send you the info. Let me know if you need anything,” she said.

“Do you need anything?” I asked.

“Are you using your empathy thing on me?” Jane asked, bemused. “We agreed that wasn’t OK as long as I didn’t read your mind.”

“No, I’m just looking at your face,” I told her.

“Fair enough.” She burst out laughing. “Oh, I needed that. I’m not going to lie, Meadow. It’s pretty bad. Even if we manage this meeting and the rest of Weston’s inspection unscathed, I doubt that Dick and I will be the Council reps when the dust settles. Weston’s report about the ghoul incident was detailed and very blunt, which is amazing, considering he was trapped in the elevator with you for most of it. Peter Crown’s practically gloating, which is never good.”

“Oh, he’s gloating,” I assured her. “And he’s been looking into my background, which I’m taking as a bit of a personal threat.”

“Even if he was appointed to replace me, it wouldn’t mean that he would be your case supervisor, Meadow,” she told me. “I would do everything I could to prevent it.”

It didn’t feel right to remind her that she might not have any say in the matter, so I simply asked, “Any idea how that thing escaped?”

“Chloe hasn’t found a reason for the electrical short,” Jane said. “It’s weird, because the system is designed to prevent such a thing, but I guess that’s one of those things that can happen because the forces of chaos laugh at me and my plans.”

“It seems like you’re taking this a little personally.”

“It feels oddly personal. Of all the things we have stored down there, the thing that can eat vampires is let loose while all of the other cells stayed shut tight as a drum? Seems convenient.”

I shuddered. In the last twenty-four hours, I’d done a lot of reading on ghouls, because it seemed like a good idea, in case there were more of them being stored on the property. I also read up on as many obscure dangerous creatures as I could, because again, I didn’t want to get on the elevator and find out that a shurale was on the loose or something. Shurale were these weird Siberian forest creatures with long creepy fingers that could literally tickle a person to death. I would rather go on a cozy dinner date with Peter Crown than tangle with one of them.

I asked, “What else is stored down there, out of curiosity?”

“I could tell you, but I want you to stay employed here.”

“That doesn’t make me feel better,” I told her.

She snorted as I walked out the door. “Wasn’t meant to!”

I stopped suddenly and turned back to Jane, closing the door behind me. “Hey, I know it’s a random question, but where did Peter Crown work before he came to Half-Moon Hollow?”

“That is a random question,” Jane said. “He’s been here for as long as anyone can remember, but I think he was at the Martin, Tennessee, office. The Civil War–era version of it, at least.”

Another connection to the Martin office. Why did things keep connecting back to the Martin branch? It wasn’t a particularly important district location. Nothing had happened there in ages.

“I hope you’re not planning to do anything stupid involving Peter Crown,” Jane said, eyeing me carefully.

“Nope, not at all, I was just curious,” I said. “It’s just he’s so dead-set on making trouble here—”

“We don’t know that for sure,” Jane reminded me.

“Fine, then he seems dead-set on taking over here. I was wondering if maybe he caused this sort of trouble at his previous office.”

Jane nodded, pursing her lips. “It’s an interesting question. I’ll look into it.”

“OK, good,” I said. “Good night!”

“Good night,” she called after me. “Nothing stupid, Meadow. I mean it.”

“Got it!” I took the elevator down to the archive, tensed to land in a crash position if the car suddenly jerked to a stop. My catlike stance was very upsetting for the poor accountant who was riding to the finance floor, but when he got martini-shaken by an elevator, he could judge me.

The doors opened without incident and the accountant, a squat little vampire with a bald spot shaped like a keyhole, scurried out. Over his shoulder, I saw a familiar figure moving in a far corner of the finance floor, shining a flashlight toward the ceiling.

Luke still hadn’t turned toward me as the door slid closed. I stared at my blurred reflection in the matte steel doors.

“What in the hell?”



That night I didn’t just stop and stare into the Capitol lot. I walked past the splintered concrete and overgrown weeds to sit on one of the broken brick walls. It was an excellent spot for staring into the sky and thinking.

What in the hell was Luke doing at the office? He didn’t have a current contract with the Council, unless something had changed in the higher-security aftermath of the ghoul incident. Had he snuck in, looking for some sort of business opportunity?

My stomach seemed to turn in on itself.

I’d told Jane about it, of course, but I’d made an absolute jackass of myself in the process. I’d spent hours mulling over the decision, trying to figure out if I was overreacting, weighing the potential harm to Luke versus my loyalty to Jane. I definitely didn’t want to cause more problems at the office with all of us balancing on a knife’s edge under Weston’s inspection.

So I’d called Jane and confessed the whole thing. Of course, Jane had a million questions, some specifically about why I’d waited so long to tell her about sighting Luke. I’d had to fill out multiple forms and witness statements, and Jane informed me that I should avoid future contact with Luke until their investigation into his presence at the office was finished. I left work feeling like an awful friend and a worse employee.

I groaned and buried my face in my hands. Things were actually simpler when I was having semi-hate sex with my neighbor in a stalled elevator. How was that possible?

“Oh, come on, Meadow, it can’t be that bad.”

I looked up to find Luke looking at me. His expression was sheepish, which I supposed was reasonable when the last time we’d spoken I’d behaved badly and he’d responded in kind. I tried to drum up some feeling other than abject weariness, but here was a person I’d considered a friend for a long time, and all I could feel at the sight of his face was a bone-deep tiredness that dragged me down to Earth like an anchor.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“Well, I was working at the Council office today and didn’t have the chance to see you, so I thought I would walk over to your place.”

Rather than applauding his thoughtfulness like I normally would, I just stared at him. He seemed to find my silence off-putting, because he crossed the lot and sat next to me on the crumbling wall.

“We didn’t leave things on a very good note the other night,” he added.

“No, we did not.”

“What got into you?” he asked. “You’re normally so centered and calm, and you were just… I know that using the word ‘crazy’ can really make a woman angry, but you were acting crazy.”

Oh, that was not the way to begin this conversation. I hopped down from the wall, careful not to scrape my bared ankles on the uneven concrete. “Well, since we’re talking about out-of-character behavior, you accused me of messing around with someone else because I didn’t give you the answers you wanted. Never mind that it’s not really your place to yell at me for stepping outside of our relationship because we are not and never have been exclusive. You yelled at me. Over nothing. And even if we’re not some defined couple, I thought we were friends. My friends don’t yell at me.”

“I know, and I shouldn’t have done that,” Luke agreed, every inch the reasonable person I’d come to adore over the years. “But you’ve been so distant and distracted lately. You’re barely talking to me, and when you do, you’re not yourself. I’m just worried about you, Meadow.”

“Maybe I have a lot going on in my life. Maybe I’ve had a lot of stuff come up at work lately,” I told him. “I haven’t had time to call.”

“You’ve had enough time to text that Weston guy, when he’s only a wall away!”

“That’s none of your…” I paused. “How do you know I was texting Weston?”

I could see the regret rippling across Luke’s face in a clammy wave. I could smell it on him, the sour-sweet stench of deceit and regret, and it made me gag. He stammered, “Well, I just figured that… with you two being neighbors, you’d exchanged numbers. You seemed pretty chummy the last time I saw you together.”

I shook my head, edging around Luke so I could back out of the lot if I needed to. “No, no, I’ve made it pretty clear to you that Weston and I are not friends. There’s no reason for you to think we’ve exchanged numbers. And even less reason for you to know that we texted each other from inside our apartments. Now, what made you say that?”

And suddenly, I realized that when I set my cloud password, I’d written it down in a notebook with all of my significant passwords, which was hidden at the bottom of my kitchen junk drawer. He’d spent plenty of time alone in my kitchen. He could have found it very easily. He’d read my texts with Weston. And while we hadn’t exactly gotten steamy, it was humiliating to think that Luke read a private conversation I had with someone else.

The cold weight of it settled on my shoulders. What else had he read? My texts with Jane about book club? The text with Andrea about that time Luke damn near sprained my back with a position above our normal expertise level? My e-mails? My online bank statements? My search history?

“You read my texts?” I whispered.

Luke’s mouth slipped open. “I didn’t mean to.”

“How do you not mean to?”

In all this turmoil, any control I had over my gift slipped, and I was nearly overwhelmed by the anxiety and fear rippling off of Luke. Not the level of anxiety you would expect of someone who had just dropped a vat of toxic paranoid bullshit on a once-healthy relationship, but someone in mortal terror. What was happening to us?

“I just didn’t know what was going on with you, and I thought maybe reading through your texts would tell me!” he cried. “I was worried about you. And I need to talk to you about some things at the Council office.”

“Then you talk to me. You don’t spy on me. That’s unacceptable no matter what sort of relationship we have! And to think I stood up for you! I turned myself inside out trying to figure out…” I stopped before I made the same mistake that Luke had, blurting out information that I didn’t want him to know. And Jane certainly wouldn’t appreciate me telling him that he was suspected of sabotaging matters at the Council.

“Trying to figure out what?” he demanded.

“Why were you at the Council office today?” I asked. “Why would you be there in the first place? Why would they let you in the building when we’re on a security lockdown?”

“I was in the building because of the security lockdown!” he exclaimed. “The Council is hiring additional consultants to tighten things up after the recent problems.”

He was lying. I didn’t need my gift to know it. There’s no way Jane would hire Luke if he was already suspected of sabotage. She wouldn’t take the risk, even to let him into the building to watch him, if it meant more people could get hurt.

“Look, let’s just go to your apartment and talk,” he said, wrapping his fingers around my wrist. “I don’t want to lose you, Meadow. Not over something as silly as miscommunication.”

“Miscommunication.” That was what he was calling lying and breaking my trust. Spying on me. “Miscommunication.” Next thing I knew, he would tell me I was “overreacting” and being “irrational.” Because that would certainly help. It always made me feel so much better when my dad completely invalidated any hurt feelings I had by saying I was being “dramatic.”

Wait, no, he’d already called me “crazy,” which was worse than “irrational” and “dramatic.”

Also, I was comparing Luke to my father, which meant the relationship was well and truly over.

“Don’t touch me!” I pulled my arm out of his grip, my other arm whipping forward lightning fast and shoving his chest. His eyes went wide as I shoved his shoulders, making him stumble back into the broken wall so hard that it cracked behind him. It was to be expected. Luke had never seen me so much as swat a fly. He’d certainly never seen me during my post-turning blood rampage across central Kentucky. He only knew me as sweet Meadow, patient Meadow, until I didn’t do exactly as he expected and suddenly I was crazy.

Part of me wanted to show him what I was capable of, to vent all that anger and hurt radiating up through my belly. My hands curled into fists, and I stepped forward, ready to punch him in a highly dramatic and irrational fashion. But then I saw myself reflected in those dark eyes of his, my face bent into harsh, angry lines. My fangs were glistening in the moonlight, and I hadn’t even realized they’d dropped.

No.

I wouldn’t do this to myself again. I wouldn’t indulge in these wanton, destructive… oh-so-satisfying… urges, only to wallow in guilt over it later. Even if he really, really deserved a good smack to the forehead. I backed away, mustering up the most severe tone of voice he’d ever heard from me.

“You will never touch me again. I’m changing all of my passwords, and my locks, everything. Stay away from me. We’re not friends with benefits. We’re not even friends.”
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There are some problems that not even diligent avoidance can help you escape. Death, taxes, photos of our high school hairstyles, just to name a few.

—Peace, Blood, and Understanding: A Living Guide for Vampires Embracing Pacifism

If I tapped my pen any harder on my desk, I was going to break through the wood, and possibly through the floor below.

My problem, as always, was that my brain wasn’t occupied enough to ignore my real problems. I couldn’t hide behind the relatively easy inventory tasks at the shop, or sending out orders. I couldn’t even work through my filing duties because I’d done them all. I was spending too much time with Weston. I was becoming too efficient.

Then again, the average American worker thinks they’re at least eleven percent more productive than all of their coworkers.

My eyes went wide.

Damn it, Weston!

I was determined not to think about the mess with Luke or the Council’s security problems or my parents. And so my brain offered up the conversation with Weston as a distraction, when he’d accused Dick of killing his sire. Weston mentioned that the Martin office had been having similar problems to ours. I wondered if there were any common staff members between the two offices. It wasn’t unusual for the Council to move employees around from branch to branch. Maybe the person who had caused the problems in Martin was also causing problems here?

And so the pen tapping continued. I could not fix things with Luke. And I didn’t want to fix things with my parents. But maybe I could help fix this.

I plugged in my long-unused computer, updated the security software, opened my e-mail program, and sent a message to the archivist in the Martin office. Archives ran much like libraries. We could request files from each other for research or office use. I just had to ask the Martin archivist to send me anything I was allowed to see regarding Jonas’s investigation and a list of personnel who worked at the office at that time. Unfortunately, Rosemary, the Martin archivist, was just as much of a Luddite as Lotte. All of the Martin files were paper.

Rosemary did deign to use e-mail to tell me it would take a while to dig up those files, so I supposed that was progress.

The elevator dinged, and I tensed until I saw Dick step out, grinning broadly.

“Hey, I got your text that you need to see me?” he said, his smile fading as he got a look at my face. “I don’t mean to hurt your feelings, Hippy-Dippy, but you look like hell. You OK?”

“No, it’s been… a long couple of days,” I said.

“Tell me about it,” he muttered. He balanced his hip on my desk. “So what did you need me for? I’m assuming it’s not more file folders, because Jane’s assistant is in charge of ordering that sort of thing.”

“No, it’s not really Council-related. And if that makes you uncomfortable, you don’t have to say yes,” I assured him. “I don’t want to do anything to strain our friendship. You have to know how important you guys are to me, and I couldn’t lose that.”

Dick held up his hands. “Meadow, Meadow, it’s OK. Just ask. I’ll do whatever I can to help. Is it the rose hip guy? I think I can rustle up a supplier nearby if it would help you out.”

“How sketchy are your contacts near Lexington?” I asked. “Specifically horse country?”

“That’s not what I expected,” he admitted. “But there are a lot of levels to sketchy, Meadow. Can you give me an idea of what you’re thinking?”

“Pretty serious drug dealers?”

“Not even in my sketchiest days,” he told me. “Why are you asking?”

“I need to know whether a certain horse farm is still participating in… freelance pharmaceutical manufacturing.”

Dick’s face fell. “Oh, honey.”

“I just need to know, Dick.”

“OK. I have some acquaintances in the police department up there,” he said, and when my eyebrows winged up, he added, “Don’t look so surprised! I have layers. I’ll find out what I can.”

“Thank you, Dick.”

He ruffled my hair. “Anytime.”



I walked home from work to find Weston standing at the Capitol lot, staring into its depths as if it could offer him the solace it gave me. He heard my footsteps from half a block away, and to my surprise—given what happened the last time we spoke—he didn’t turn his back or walk away. He smelled sad, which was a sour emotional note under his usually delicious scent. He also smelled a little anemic. But I couldn’t tell him that, because most people considered it weird when you said you could smell their health issues.

“You all right?” I asked.

“Decidedly not,” he said, frowning. “I’m sorry for how I spoke to you, the last time we talked. I was angry and frustrated, and I took it out on you, and that’s not OK. I do find your relentlessly sunny outlook to be confusing and sort of annoying, but I had no right to yell at you.”

I waited for a justification, for him to tell me how irrational I’d been, but he just put out his hand for me to shake. I took it in mine and squeezed it.

“I know you don’t like what I’m doing here, Meadow. And there’s not much I can do about it. It’s my job. I’m good at it. And there are some things that need to be changed here.”

I opened my mouth to protest, but I realized I wasn’t going to change his mind. And while I believed the Council office to be this amazing workplace utopia, it probably did look like it was run by a bunch of yahoos from the outside.

“But small things,” I told him. “Like new locks for ghoul containment units or tougher security software. Not replacing our perfectly functional Council reps.”

“Jane… possibly, I’ll give you Jane. She seems very intelligent and fair… if a little misguided. We’re just going to have to agree to disagree about Dick.” He hastily added, “For now,” when I opened my mouth to protest. “But if you believe in him, I am willing to give him more of the benefit of the doubt. I hope I don’t find anything, but if I find he is guilty of anything to do with Jonas’s death… well, I’ll be there for you when you grieve.”

“Thanks…” I said, squinting at him because I wasn’t really sure how else to respond.

“And I never meant to imply that growing up with your parents left some sort of, I don’t know, criminal stain on you. I wouldn’t say that. I do see the world in black-and-white because, over the years, I’ve found the danger is in the gray areas. But I will try to open up my way of thinking because I don’t want to hurt you. I never want to hurt you, except in arguments, when I wound your pride. But I will lovingly kiss your pride wounds,” he offered.

I snickered. “That’s so weird.”

He leaned in and kissed me, slow and sweet, without all the pressure we seemed to feel the last time we kissed. Why was this so easy when almost everything else between us was so difficult? Things with Luke had been easy until they weren’t, but this… Was it because he was so open about what he thought of me, my friends, my workplace, my work? Because Luke had hidden things from me when I thought our whole relationship was built on fearless honesty. What more could Weston have to say that he hadn’t already said?

And then that beautiful scent of his enveloped me like an embrace, pulling me all that much closer to him. He bit gently at my bottom lip, dragging his fangs over it before slipping his tongue into my mouth. I relaxed against him, with a trust in him I hadn’t expected, sliding my fingers through his hair until I curled them around his neck. I lost all sense of time and appreciated the feeling of his arms around me. There were advantages in not needing to breathe.

Reluctantly, I pulled away from him and tugged him in the direction of our apartment building. I asked, “Do you even like me? When did we stop arguing all the time?”

“You liked arguing all the time?”

“I liked the simplicity of it,” I said, shrugging. “It made sense to me.”

“I happen to like you very much,” he said. “And I think that started sometime between the first time I met you and finding you in this very lot, reading it like you saw something that I can’t. I’ve gotten to the point where I feel like I only see what’s wrong, what could go wrong. And for the first time in a long time, it’s interesting to imagine seeing things some other way.”

“We’ve had a thousand arguments since then!” I exclaimed.

“I enjoy needling you,” he said, shrugging. “I never know what’s going to come out of your mouth.”

“You’re a sick, sick man,” I told him, even while I snickered.

“And…?”

I shrugged, eyes all guileless and innocent. “And what?”

“When did you start liking me?”

“I didn’t say I did.”

He gasped at the insult, clutching his imaginary pearls. “You wound me!”

“I’ve tried! I caved in your chest cavity in the attempt!” I cried.

“Technically, that was the elevator,” he grumbled.

“I started liking you when Mr. Bollinger showed up at my door,” I admitted, “and you actually seemed concerned, breaking through your near-permanent shell of disdain.”

“I was concerned. Bollinger is a very concerning person,” he protested. He cleared his throat. “So… things went sour with Luke, I hear?”

“So… that was a terrible segue,” I retorted, making him laugh. “How did you even know?”

“Something I have come to appreciate about small towns: news travels faster than the Internet,” he said. “By the time I made it to my office tonight, Sammy, Lainie, and some guy from accounting had each told me. I didn’t even know the accountant. He just walked up to me and said, ‘Did you hear Meadow and Luke had a fight?’ ”

I laughed.

“So what was it about? The fight?”

“It wasn’t about you,” I told him. “It was about stuff between the two of us, things that weren’t right.”

“So his toes are no longer in the way?” he asked. “I won’t be stepping on them?”

“You are weirdly concerned about his toes,” I told him. “And no, if I believed in such things, I would tell you that his toes are permanently safe.”

“Good.” He very tentatively pulled me closer to him and kissed me. All of the heat from our elevator encounter was gone, but replaced by something deeper, and sweeter. “Because I would very much like to take you back to one of our apartments to get to know you better, in a way that does not involve a falling elevator, birthday surprises, or heavy doses of sarcasm.”

I laughed against his mouth. “I can guarantee everything but the sarcasm.”

“I’ll take what I can get.”



It had been a little more than a week since my conversation with Weston. Luke had called a few times, but I’d deleted his voice mail messages without listening to them. My online passwords were now a list of nonsensical, random strings of letters and numbers that I would never remember but Luke would never guess, either. Weston and I had managed to have several quiet nights in, where we weren’t put in mortal danger from an elevator, no one ran in to interrupt us, and no waffle-scented investigators dropped by with cartloads of emotional baggage. It was nice, just talking to him, not about our tragic pasts but about the movies we loved and music and the strange moments in history we’d witnessed. He grew progressively less rigid, or at least he sat less rigidly.

And the sex was pretty fantastic now that his ribs weren’t caved in.

But on a rare evening alone, I opened the door of my apartment to find Andrea and Dick standing there with a folded blue shirt and a six-pack, and I knew something bad was about to happen.

“Here, hon,” Andrea said, dropping the cloth bundle into my hands.

I opened the shirt to find a very proper green dinosaur trying to push a tea cart with its short little arms, its snout in the air. It said, “TEA-Rex.” I burst out laughing. “Why?”

“Because we thought it would make you laugh,” Andrea said as Dick pushed the six-pack into my hands.

“Why?” I asked again.

“Because I think you’re going to need it,” Dick told me.

“Aw, crud.” I motioned for them to come in.

I didn’t drink beer under normal circumstances, but if Dick prescribed it… I twisted the top off of one and offered the rest to Andrea and Dick as we sat on my couch. I drained the bottle and started on another before Andrea and Dick took sips of theirs.

“Dang,” Dick said, goggling at me.

“Misspent youth,” I told him, making Andrea snicker. “You might as well start, Dick.”

“So I asked around,” Dick said, sipping his beer. “Your parents aren’t quite as active in the ‘industry’ as they used to be. They’re still providing the chemicals and the cover. But only occasionally providing the facilities to manufacture.”

“So having their daughter turned in front of them had some effect on them after all, huh?” I muttered.

Dick shook his head. “It’s more like your dad actually got charged with criminal conspiracy a few years back, at the ripe old age of sixty-two. Of course, his backers’ attorneys were talented enough to get the charges dismissed, but it spooked him enough to get him to cut back.”

“Why is he still involved at all?” I asked.

“My guy says the money is too good to give up,” Dick said. “The farm is still in hock. The mortgage statements are… well, I don’t know a word that means ‘financially depressing,’ but I know what a downward spiral looks like when I see it. And from the pictures in the society pages, it doesn’t look like your parents’ spending has slowed down at all.”

“Do I want to know how you got ahold of their bank records?” I asked.

He grinned at me. “No, you do not.”

I drained the last of the second beer. “So they haven’t changed or learned anything at all. All that stuff about regrets and building bridges. It was all bullshit. Why would they even try to contact me?” I asked as Andrea took my hand in hers.

“That’s something only they can tell you. But if you were hoping that they’ve changed, I think I can safely say that they haven’t,” Dick said.

I pinched the bridge of my nose and felt the weight of Dick’s hand on my shoulder. I was grateful for the both of them, their hands keeping me tethered to the present instead of spinning into some sort of emotional whirlwind.

I knew my parents. I knew they weren’t going to stop trying to contact me, not when even the loss of a child seemed to teach them nothing. They were stubborn and they were greedy. And they refused to break from a course when they wanted something they thought they deserved. And right now, they thought they deserved attention from their only child… even if they’d pretended that child didn’t exist for a good twenty years. And they could hire someone significantly less pleasant than Bollinger to find me next time… if it was possible to find someone less pleasant than Bollinger.

“Did your guy give any indication as to why they suddenly want to talk to me?”

“No,” he said. “No sudden turn to religion or change in politics. No recent deaths in their friend circle to suddenly make them realize what’s really important.”

I sighed. “I’m going to have to talk to them, aren’t I? If I want them to go away?”

“Speaking as someone who has ‘broken up’ with her parents, I can tell you that’s a delicate line to walk,” Andrea said. “Only do it if you think you would get something out of it. If you think it would hurt you more, forget it.”

“Oh, I’m sure it’s going to hurt me. It’s going to be an enormous pain in my ass,” I muttered. “But maybe if I understand the sudden change of heart, I can, I don’t know, figure out how to make them lose interest.”

“Seems risky,” Andrea said.

“So is leaving them to their devices until they come up with a much more invasive and annoying plan,” I told her. “Dick, is there any way you could gather up that paperwork you mentioned and maybe any witness statements you could put together?”

“Well, the people I talk to aren’t really the type to want to sign ‘witness statements,’ honey, but I’ll try. Why do you want them?”

I smiled. “Insurance.”



Days later, I sat in one of the gray, spartan video conference rooms at the Council office. I was not looking forward to this conversation. I hadn’t wanted to ask Mr. Bollinger to arrange it. I didn’t want to talk to my parents at all. I didn’t want them to see inside my home. They hadn’t earned that. I did keep my hair pulled back in a conservative style and my wardrobe fairly neutral, because I didn’t want to spend the call with my mother criticizing me, either. That could take hours. I wanted this conversation to be brief and businesslike.

“You sure you want to do this?” Jane asked, standing by the door.

“No.” I laughed. “Not at all.”

“Good. If you were sure, you would be in denial.” She smiled. “Um, before you get started. Are you still seeing Luke Corso?”

“Oh, definitely not.”

Jane’s brow lifted. “Really? You two seemed so… content together.”

“Turned out to be not such a nice guy,” I said. “He logged in to my accounts and read my texts and used the word ‘crazy’ too often.”

“Ew,” she said, shuddering. “The relationship kiss of death.”

“Yeah, so if you were allowing him back into the Council offices to try to make things easier for me, please don’t bother,” I told her. “The more real estate between us, the better.”

“What?” Jane was interrupted as the green phone logo popped up on the Council laptop screen. She grimaced and backed out of the room, securing the door behind her. With a deep sigh, I clicked the icon.

My parents’ faces appeared on the screen with a blip, and yet not their faces. My mother, always so careful with her jawline exercises and liberal application of La Mer moisturizer, had deep brackets etched around her mouth like unhappy parentheses. Her hair was still meticulously cut and dyed a deep sable, without a gray hair in sight, which only seemed to emphasize the unnatural lines of her face. Eleanor Somerfield had been nipped and tucked and pulled until she looked a little bit like that lady Muppet who played tambourine with Dr. Teeth and the Electric Mayhem. And my dad? My father didn’t look well. His skin was sallow, and there were bags under his eyes that went far deeper than the usual “up all night worried about finances” lines I remembered from high school. His hair had grayed, and his shoulders were rounded. My parents, despite all of their efforts to prevent it, had gotten old. Or at least, my father had. My mother had become… something else.

“Oh, my God, she looks exactly the same!” my mother exclaimed, though her face didn’t move through her elation. “Graham, look! She’s exactly the same.”

Even without my gift, I could tell there was something wrong with the way she was phrasing it. She wasn’t excited to see me; she was excited to see that I still looked like a twenty-year-old version of me. There was a greedy sheen to her eyes—so like my own—that I could only remember seeing when she’d found a handbag she loved. She wanted something, badly, and one little video chat wasn’t going to satisfy her.

And suddenly I remembered that documentary I’d seen about Elizabeth Bathory, who’d supposedly bathed in the blood of teenagers to try to stay young. I sank back in my chair as if putting space between myself and the screen could protect me.

“I can see that, Eleanor,” my dad grumbled. “Hello, Bitsy. How are you?”

The paternal greeting didn’t do much to ease my nerves. Twenty years and he still wanted to call me by that idiotic nickname—which I’d never liked. There were literally dozens of abbreviations you could get from “Elizabeth,” and he’d picked the dumbest one. There was nothing close or affectionate about it. He only insisted on calling me “Bitsy” because his mother’s name was also Elizabeth and everybody called her Bitsy. He knew me so little that even my nickname had nothing to do with me.

I felt like I’d managed to lose control of the conversation, and I hadn’t even said a word.

I cleared my throat and tried to sound completely unaffected. “I’m doing well, Graham, and you?”

My dad’s eyebrows, now thickly threaded with gray, rose. “Since when do you call your father by his first name?”

“Since you stopped being a father to me. I could call you ‘Mr. Somerfield,’ if you prefer.” My voice was so icily polite, it gave even me the shivers.

“Oh, please don’t start, you two,” my mother pleaded. “We haven’t spoken in years, and you’re wasting this time bickering.”

“I’m not wasting time. I have all the time in the world,” I tossed back.

There was that greedy sheen in my mom’s eyes again. “Haven’t you missed us at all?”

“To be honest, I rarely think about you. I don’t appreciate you sending a private investigator to come looking for me, especially when he practically stalks me around town. In twenty years, I haven’t called, I haven’t written. I don’t think about you unless you send me those birthday cards—which I throw right in the trash unopened. I sent the first few back to you, return to sender. Wasn’t all of that enough of a hint that I want nothing to do with you?”

“What are you talking about?” Mama said, blinking with so much difficulty I feared for her eyelids. “Honey, we only wanted what was best for you. And that meant trusting you to the Council’s care. We never meant for it to be a permanent separation. We miss you, and we want to be a family again.”

“That is not at all the way I remember it, and I think my memory is a little more reliable than yours,” I shot back. “I seem to recall you said that I’d ‘brought this on myself’ and you couldn’t have ‘someone like me’ around the house. You said you’d be ruined if anybody knew, which is kind of hilarious, since it was your fault I was bitten in the first place. And, by the way, I have it on good authority that you’re still doing the things that got me turned. I have less than zero interest in having anything to do with you. You clearly haven’t changed at all.”

“I don’t see why you’re still so upset about it,” my father muttered. “You’re clearly doing just fine.”

I threw up my arms. “You know, it’s funny how being murdered really puts a negative spin on a memory.”

“Now, look.” My father slammed his hand down on the desk, which was always the sign that the argument was over and he was about to tell me, This is how it’s going to be.

“Your mother and I are getting on in years. I’m having some hip problems, and I ache everywhere. There are only so many procedures your mother can have before she doesn’t look natural. And we think it’s time that stopped.”

My mouth dropped open in a stupid expression that I could see clearly in the little rectangle in the corner of the screen. “I don’t know what you mean by that.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake.” My mother sighed. “We want you to turn us. We don’t want to get any older. We don’t want to die.”

For a second, I thought the speakers had failed, because all I could hear was static. The same people who had swept my home out from under me like I was nothing, the people who had acted like I was something to be ashamed of, were now asking me to remake them in that shameful image? Because I owed it to them?

“You said I was a monster,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

“Well, that was then. It’s much more acceptable now,” my mother said, waving my hurt away with a wiggle of her fingers.

“We’re your parents,” my father said sternly. “You should do what we tell you. Who are you to question us?”

I stared at the computer, that same stupid expression occupying the corner of the screen.

“Answer your father!” my mother exclaimed.

“This is so hypocritical, my brain is having trouble processing it,” I shot back, my voice finally rising above that cold veneer and sounding like a person—a very angry person.

“Why are you even calling me about this?” I demanded. “We don’t speak for years, and suddenly you want me to turn you? What about your vampire ‘business contacts’? Surely one of them would turn you for a quick buck.”

“Don’t be vulgar, Elizabeth Jane!” my father barked.

Mama lifted a hand, spotted with age—she’d always told me that you could see a woman’s age in her hands first—and touched my father’s shoulder. He flopped back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest. “Well, the thing is, we can’t trust those people not to just tear our throats out. We need someone we know won’t hurt us. After everything we’ve done for you, we think that’s the least you could do for us.”

I shook my head. “No, the least I could do is to tell you to grow up and grow old gracefully, which I’m saying to you now. Mom, Dad, grow up and grow old gracefully.”

“You owe us this, young lady!” my father yelled.

“You’ll find that I don’t.”

“At least consider it,” my mother wheedled. “Just think about it for a while, honey. Think about how it could bring us back together as a family.”

I opened my mouth to say no one more time, but my mother interrupted me. “Don’t say another word. Just think on it. We’ll be in touch.”

Her hand moved toward the screen and must have clicked end, because my side went black. I dropped my head down on the table, and then again, much harder. And then did that a few more times.

My parents were crazy. And not in the usual, garden-variety dysfunctional way. They were certifiably insane to expect this of me. And they seemed to think I was the one who was wrong to want to say no. I was going to do something, something final, so they couldn’t pretend that I didn’t understand their intensions or vice versa.

Jane opened the door to the conference room and peeked through. She winced when she saw my head dropped against the table. “That bad, huh?”

“My parents are learning-proof. Nothing gets through,” I said.

“I would say, ‘Oh, it can’t be that bad,’ however, the self-help books say that’s invalidating and wrong. But… it can’t be worse than the meth thing, right?”

“They want me to turn them into vampires.”

“Oh… wow. Nothing does get through.” Jane sank down into the chair across the table.

“I’m not crazy for wanting to say no, am I? I mean, my automatic reaction is to have nothing to do with them. But it’s not wrong to just let time and nature take their course, right? People age and get sick and die. I know most people would want to prevent that for their parents, but… I just don’t feel that.”

“Meadow, let me tell you what I’ve learned in my long life.”

“We’re pretty much the same age, Jane.”

“Potayto, potahto,” she said, waving me off. “In my long life of collecting wisdom, I’ve learned that family is what you make it. My grandmother was an evil harridan who literally haunted me. My mother and I have an almost-healthy relationship but that’s because there is an extensive list of subjects we’ve agreed we just don’t discuss. We signed it and had it notarized with my sister as a witness and everything. But my undead family? They are the people I chose. The people I want to spend my time with, to give my support to and go to when I need support.”

“Except for Ophelia.”

“Yeah, there’s always that one anomaly.” She sighed. “My point is that your family shouldn’t be a source of pain. And if your parents are as bad as I think they are—given the way Dick is pacing out here and muttering to himself—it’s perfectly OK to stay away from them. You’ve done that just fine for years. The fact that they’ve suddenly changed their minds because they have a use for you? Doesn’t change anything.”

“Thanks, Jane.”

“Anytime,” she said. “Do you need the room for a minute?”

I nodded. Jane reached across the table and patted my hand. She walked out, and I took a long deep breath I didn’t need. My options tumbled around in my head. And a lot of them involved moving, changing my name again, and staying far from where Mr. Bollinger could find me. Something was bothering me about the call, beyond my parents’ lack of morals or anything resembling human emotion.

My mother had seemed completely shocked by my mentioning the birthday cards. Not just in an “oh, your father didn’t know about that” sort of way, but in that she was not aware that I had a birthday, much less received cards for it. Now that I thought about it, my mother never sent birthday cards, not even to her friends. Our housekeeper, Anna, was responsible for keeping a careful calendar of the birthdays and anniversaries of Mama’s friends. She chose the cards and signed them with a scribble that sort of resembled Mama’s signature, and then mailed them off. By the time I was fourteen, my name was added to the calendar. Mama was terrible with dates, and she kept forgetting. I usually bought my own birthday presents with their credit card.

Apparently, it had been Anna who was sending me birthday cards all of those years. Literally the only time my parents had reached out to me was when they’d decided they didn’t want hip problems or wrinkles anymore.

Well, hell, now I sort of felt bad. Anna was a nice lady.
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Sometimes life throws some unpleasant surprises at you. Sometimes those surprises end up splashed on your shoes.

—Peace, Blood, and Understanding: A Living Guide for Vampires Embracing Pacifism

Only the best conference room would do to receive the national Council muckety-mucks. Far from the usual utilitarian gray conference rooms of the common people, I was laying out my tea tools on a proper walnut cart with a full silver service. This meeting room, which was in a wing of the administrative building I hadn’t even known existed—the entrance was hidden behind a panel in Jane’s office—looked like a church by comparison.

There were stained glass windows on each end of the room, for heaven’s sake. The windows didn’t even open to the outside. They were only there for appearances. The walls were beveled walnut paneling—the real stuff, not the awful laminate used in dens across America. The table was made of that same polished wood, carved with some sort of crest involving a crescent moon and what looked like a curving fang and a sword… that looked like it was dripping blood. Maybe the Council had an insignia, once upon a time? The members had certainly picked up on enough public relations know-how not to use a scary-looking symbol on its brochures. The chairs arranged around the long, rectangular yacht of a table looked like something out of a Titian painting.

“Are you sure you want us serving coffee and tea and… blood in here?” I asked Jane, eyeing the chair cushions covered in purple velvet.

“Yeah, these people are… well, let’s just say they’re used to the best, and we have them staying at a two-star hotel at Land Between the Lakes. We can at least use the nice conference room.”

While all of the programming team, including Gigi and Ben, were fairly relaxed, Jane’s tense facial muscles were making me nervous. I knew this meeting was important. I knew that with all the recent problems we’d had, we couldn’t afford for anything else to go wrong. But surely we could get through a simple informational session without some international vampire incident.

Dick walked in with three vampire strangers, wearing long sleeves and a smart blue-and-red-striped tie.

Dick was wearing a tie.

This was bad. This was very bad. This was a huge mistake, and we should all just go home.

The trio of elder vampires appeared to be in their early thirties and forties. They were all wearing very prominent VIP name badges. Katarina Delgado was wearing a sharply tailored black linen jumpsuit, and while I usually hated jumpsuits, based on an unfortunate phase my mother put me through in middle school, she looked amazing. Therese Zimmerman appeared to be stuck somewhere in 1994 in her heavily shoulder-padded, double-breasted coral suit jacket, with a gauzy floral print skirt peeking out beneath it. Blond and angular, she looked like an extra from the Beverly Hills scenes in Pretty Woman.

The third, Gunter Roscbach, refused to speak. He refused to shake hands. I was unsure whether he was a Council rep or the ladies’ bodyguard.

“Gunter!” Weston exclaimed, only for the man to reach out and shake his hand heartily and speak to him in rapid-fire German.

I hoped that this didn’t spell some sort of previous bias Weston had given Gunter against Dick and Jane, but I also realized I couldn’t do much about that. I focused on blending requested drinks while Jane and Dick made the introductions to these vampires, who spoke with lyrical accents and condescending tones. They weren’t pleased to be here, even I could tell that, but they needed the talent within these walls, so they had to be polite.

“And what are you making, my dear?” Katarina purred as she approached my tea cart.

“I have a selection of tea blends specifically designed for vampires. If you’d like one, I’ll blend it with your favorite blood type for you to enjoy.”

“What a novel concept!” she cried, smiling at me with genuine delight. “I do miss a good cup of Saint John’s wort tea.”

“Yeah, it turns out that Saint John’s wort is basically vampire cocaine.”

“Really?!” Katarina exclaimed, giving a low, tinkling laugh. Jane’s head whipped toward us and she gave me a relieved smile. And a double thumbs-up.

“But if you want something soothing, I can recommend a few blends,” I told her.

“I trust your judgment, darling. Ms. Jameson-Nightengale speaks very highly of you.”

“Thank you!” I gave her my best customer service smile while blending her a cup of Soul Center. She sniffed it as I handed her the china cup.

“Smells divine,” she said, swishing back to her seat in her fabulous jumpsuit.

Sammy, who was working the coffee cart beside me, gave me a wink as he served Ben a bloodychino. Maybe we could get through this meeting unscathed, I thought. Just maybe.

The session started innocuously enough, lots of information sharing and PowerPoints about efficiency of program language. As passionate as Gigi and Ben were about the project, well, it was ass-numbingly boring. There was a lot of discussion about coding and routing and other verbs that I didn’t quite understand. Weston sat in the back of the room with his friend Gunter, taking notes.

I just kept my head down and poured the drinks, mulling over the response I’d received from the Martin archivist, Rosemary. She’d happily provided me the copies of Jonas’s investigation notes. But she couldn’t give me a list of personnel from 1978.

Sorry, Meadow, but that’s considered protected information. Beyond your clearance and mine. Any chance you could find it on your own? —Rosemary

Why wouldn’t they want to tell me who worked at the office during that time? That seemed like such a random thing to get all secretive about. Was it to protect those people from consequences of what they did for the Council? Or reprisals from people like Weston, who wanted revenge for what had happened to their loved ones during that time?

Still, I had Jonas’s records, and that was something. I would go over them as soon as I had a chance and try to find some piece of information that could prove to Weston that Dick had nothing to do with Jonas’s murder.

I’d almost zoned out of the meeting entirely when it happened. Just as Gigi and Ben were opening a slide on simplifying operating systems, a wave of nausea hit me so powerfully I had to prop myself against the coffee counter to stay upright. But it wasn’t my own stomach that was tumbling. The need to vomit was so strong it was overwhelming. I needed to get out of this room. I needed to get to the hallway before I threw up in front of all of these vampires and disrupted the meeting in the most disgusting way possible. This was a nightmare, a literal nightmare I’d had in high school.

Focus, Meadow. Focus on something else, I told myself. You’ll get through this. Just think of how humiliating it would be to lose digestive control in front of Weston.

Through the panic, I realized I was feeling it through that the hazy filter of separation I felt when the pain belonged to someone else. I didn’t feel sick. Other people in the room did. I looked up just in time to see Gunter bend at the waist and toss up his bloodychino on the table. Several vampires lurched to their feet and stumbled toward the wastebasket. The piteous sound of vomiting filled the room, and I suddenly regretted my superior sense of smell.

We were definitely going to need a large cleaning crew for the church room.

I looked up at Weston. Did he do this? I felt guilty for even thinking it, but his dislike for Dick seemed to be growing worse every day. He looked just as horrified as I was. Fighting the overwhelming nausea, I managed to process that no one was dying, just ill. Was the blood tainted? The tea? No, it couldn’t be the tea. The guest vampires I’d served were just fine.

I pulled out my phone and called Chloe’s number. She picked up on the second ring, and I barked, “Chloe, we’re going to need some trash cans and cleaning supplies in the meeting room. STAT. And some air freshener.”

I hung up and tried to escort those who weren’t sick out of the room into Jane’s office. Along with Dick and Jane, we performed a sort of triage to find who was the sickest (Gunter) and who was only mildly ill. The VIPs were escorted to a special lounge where they could freshen up. A veritable army of cleaners, medical personnel, and other staff swarmed the room to sort through the chaos, and within thirty minutes, we had the rather stinky room to ourselves, with Weston and Sammy. We were examining the tea and coffee carts to try to figure out what had gone wrong.

“This is a disaster.” Jane sighed.

“Is the blood out of date?” Dick asked. “Tainted? We’ve had that problem before.”

“You’ve served high-ranking Council officials tainted blood before?” Weston asked. I shook my head at him, but he didn’t seem to get the “please don’t make this worse” message I was trying to send.

“No… just Gigi. But it was more of a personnel issue… involving a stalker she didn’t know she had. And then that time with Cal, but that turned out to be the greedy machination of an amoral Council representative, so not really related to the office… You know what? Never mind. I’m not helping myself.”

“I can’t help but notice that several of the affected vampires were drinking your teas,” Weston noted.

“Really?” I said, turning on him. “You think I would do that? Actually, no, they weren’t. They were drinking the coffees. No offense meant, Sammy.”

“None taken.” Sammy shrugged.

“No, Meadow would never do that,” Jane shot back. “She believes in healing people, not making them sick. Making people sick would be against her moral code. Also, you seem to forget I can read her thoughts because she still hasn’t learned to keep up a mental shield when I’m around.”

I grimaced. “Damn it.”

“I’m not implying anything, Meadow, I’m just making an observation,” Weston said. “I know how important your tea is to you. I’m just looking for a common thread.”

“So how do you think this happened?” Sammy asked. “What’s in my coffees that isn’t in your teas?”

“The condiments,” I said. “I don’t use the nonfood creamer or any of the flavor additives that you use.”

I crossed to the coffee bar and sniffed the various containers. When I got to what was supposed to be the nonfood, nondairy creamer, Café Au Vamp, instead of the saccharine chemical odor I expected, it smelled green and herbal. Rushmallow. A rare yellow flower that grew in the Appalachian Mountains. It was relatively tasteless and didn’t have a particularly strong smell. There was absolutely no reason for rushmallow to be mixed in with the coffee creamer. It was only known to undead herbalists as a powerful emetic for vampires. Something about the plant’s unusual alpha-ionone—the chemical that gave the blossoms their scent—punched a vampire right in the gag reflex. Which explained the gastro-pyrotechnics shortly after the meeting started.

But there was something else. I held the jug closer and smelled a faint trace of honey-sweet scent on the plastic. I sniffed a smear on the side. Starflower. It smelled like starflower. I checked the condiment bar for honey that might have smeared on the jug while someone was doctoring their coffee. But while Sammy had laid out coconut milk, almond milk, and Café Au Vamp, he had neglected the honey.

Sammy stammered, his gaze bouncing between Dick and Jane. “I’m so sorry. I mean, I filled the jug myself. I didn’t think it was possible for nondairy, nonfood creamer to spoil. It doesn’t even smell like anything. I just didn’t think—”

“It’s not spoiled, Sammy. Someone mixed rushmallow into the vampire creamer,” I told him. “It’s basically vampire ipecac.”

Sammy’s facial expression went from stricken to terrified. “I didn’t—”

Before he could stammer his response, Jane placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “I know, Sammy. If you were going to pull something, you would have taken one of your countless opportunities to give me vampire food poisoning while mixing my evening coffee. It’s OK.”

Weston rolled his eyes. “You don’t think you should question ‘Sammy’ more closely?”

“No,” Dick said. “Sammy’s been here longer than we have.”

“This is not how reasonable vampires behave.” Weston sighed. “I can’t believe that you’re not even going to explore the possibility that the human you allow to serve vampires beverages was the one who tampered with the drinks.”

I sighed, dropping my head as fast as my heart sank. Of course this would be how he approached this: black-and-white, no room for error or leeway.

“You don’t get to tell me how to handle this,” Jane told him. “You’re an investigator, not an advisor. Why don’t you step outside for a minute?”

“Do you smell something else?” I asked, handing the container to Jane, hoping to prevent Weston from aggravating her further as he hovered near the doorway.

“Yeah, I don’t smell rushmallow… because I don’t even know what that smells like,” Jane told me. “But you’re the one with the nose. Why do you ask?”

“Something I smelled while Weston and I were stuck in the elevator. There was this oversweet floral smell smeared on the control panel. I thought maybe someone just touched it at random. People get bored in elevators.”

Dick started to snicker, but held it in when I gave him an arch look.

“Now that I’ve smelled it in two locations where there has been active sabotage against you, I’m starting to think that it means something,” I said.

“Any idea what the smell could be?”

“I think it’s a plant called borage,” I said.

“Would there be any reason for someone to put borage in the creamer?” Weston asked from the doorway. “Does it double the effects of rushmallow or something?”

“No. That’s what’s kind of weird about it. It doesn’t really do anything for us. There’s no reason for a vampire to use it in anything besides liking the smell… which isn’t really all that appealing.”

“So it’s more sabotage.” Dick sighed. “Jane, honey, we can’t let this continue. It’s one thing to mess with our computers, but this is hurting our people. I won’t have it. We’re going to have to increase security measures even more. And the people we can’t vouch for? They might have to go.”

“I know it,” Jane said. “But for now, we need to wade through today’s mess and figure the rest out later. We’ll meet with Chloe and Arjun and a few key players once we get everybody cleaned up and rehydrated… and oh, my God, we have absolutely wrecked this conference room.”

Weston scribbled in his Moleskine notebook, closed it, and walked out.

“Be sure to note that in your report!” Jane sneered after him. “One of these days, I’m going to burn his little notepad.”



My living room was full of drunken lunatics, and it was amazing.

Normally, Jane hosted Tommy Nights over at her much more spacious “ancestral home,” River Oaks, but Gabriel had some big deadline coming for filing paperwork for one of his many businesses. Having a bunch of cackling women fueled by Tom Collinses and Tom Hardy movies would not have made for a productive working environment.

We decided on my place because it was a bit of a last-minute “emergency meeting,” and we were a relatively small group. Libby, Miranda, Jane, Andrea, and I were the only ones to make it. It meant the movie selections were a little simpler, but we were used to mixing drinks in bigger quantities. And… well, we were drunker than usual. But nobody needed to be drunk like Jane did at the moment. She’d had a very rough week.

The vampire VIPs had not been amused by what was being called the Coffee Incident. Well, Katarina had, because she, one, hadn’t thrown up, and two, hadn’t been in the “splash zone.” It had taken all of Dick’s legendary charm and persuasive skills to gloss over the incident as an unfortunate accident involving recalled blood. The meeting was rescheduled for a night I was working at the shop. No beverages were served. Our programmers accepted the assignment without incident, and the VIPs left town as soon as possible.

So Jane was rewarding herself with tonight’s bacchanalia. So far, the evening had involved two very heated debates: one, whether Tom Hardy’s American accent was superior to his English accent; and two, which Jane Austen character he could play. Jane, a rabid Austen buff, insisted that though his English accent was basically caramelized Quaaludes, he was too gruff to play anyone from the Austen canon. Libby insisted that any voice Hardy chose to use was just fine with her.

“And he would make an amazing Captain Wentworth,” Libby insisted, her voice slurring slightly over the “W’s.” “He looks like a man who’s been through some stuff. He could carry all those emotional wounds and gravitas.”

“I remain unconvinced,” Jane said, squinting at the screen, where Tom Hardy was also squinting.

“Just agree with her before she starts another round of Marry, Screw, Kill with the guys from the Gwyneth Paltrow version of Emma.” Miranda sighed.

“What’s wrong with that?” Libby demanded.

“Because you always end up yelling, ‘Kill Ewan MacGregor’s hair!’ and it sort of takes the fun out of it,” Andrea said.

“It’s truly terrible hair,” Libby insisted.

“I’m not disagreeing with you, but you could at least kill Mr. Elton every once in a while,” I muttered into my drink. “Smug bastard.”

“I thought you liked smug bastards.” Jane giggled.

I stared at her for a long moment, until I realized which smug bastard she was referring to. “Harsh!” I cried. “And untrue! Weston isn’t smug. He’s just… confident in his own opinion. And likes being right. And he’s happy when he’s proven right… OK, yeah, he’s a little smug, and it’s hard to deal with, but we’re working on it.”

“You’ve got to tell us what’s going on there,” Andrea insisted.

“I honestly have no idea,” I said. “And that’s not stalling; I really don’t know. I like him— Jane, stop making that face!”

“I’m sorry, it’s just a natural response!” Jane cried. “He’s caused so much trouble at the office with his incredibly detailed and brutally honest reports. It’s driving me nuts.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“Hey, the heart wants what the heart wants,” Miranda said. “The first time I met Collin, I spent quite a bit of time considering the consequences of letting him get exposed to sunlight.”

“I’m pretty sure she had sex with him in the elevator at work,” Jane said. “Nobody gets that rumpled by an elevator drop.”

“Shhhh, he’s living on the other side of the wall. And he has superhearing!” I told them. “And yes, we did have sex in the elevator. I regret nothing.”

“Someone should be having crazy sex around here, what with all us old, married people stodging things up,” Jane said before she mulled it over for a minute. “I’m not even mad.”

A knock sounded at the door. I prayed that it was Sammy bringing up some sort of coffee concoction to sober us up.

“I told you these walls are thin!” I hissed at them as they fell all over my furniture laughing.

It was not, in fact, Sammy at the door. It was Weston, but he didn’t seem to have heard anything we’d just said. Or at least he was polite enough not to mention it.

“Hi,” I said. “I invited the girls over for Tommy Night, and it’s become a sort of Jane Austen Fan Fight Club? I lost track of what we were watching a long time ago, but the drinking games are hilarious. We’ll quiet down. Sorry about that.”

“Actually, I was hoping to talk to you in private,” Weston said, glancing over my shoulder at the women, who were pretending not to be listening as they stared at the screen. “But that is clearly a lost cause with this group, because you’ll only tell them later.”

“He’s learning,” Andrea said.

Jane nodded. “Yep.”

“Is everything all right?”

“I think we can agree that the last few weeks have been fun, relaxing, happy—other than the strange happening at the Council office. And if anything, the so-called Coffee Incident has shown me that I need to get you far from this place as quickly as possible. So I was thinking we should explore a more long-term arrangement.”

I cocked my head, nearly smacking it into the doorframe thanks to limited depth perception. “That’s unexpected.”

Weston gently pulled me out onto the walkway. “I can’t stay here, Meadow. I think we both know that.”

“All right. Those are two conflicting statements. You want to explore a long-term arrangement, but you can’t stay here. In Half-Moon Hollow. Where my life is. The life you could completely uproot with your reports and your investigations—”

“I told you, I’m obligated to report the truth to the Council. I’m not trying to hurt Jane, but I have to do my job,” he said.

“Which would be great if your job didn’t conflict with almost everything I hold dear!”

“I don’t want to leave you. I feel attached to you in a way I haven’t felt for anyone in a long time. I don’t think you love me yet, and I don’t love you yet. But I think we could get there eventually. I do know that leaving you here in this place would hurt my heart. After I submit my report, I was hoping you would consider traveling with me while I work to see where this is going. You could see some of the world beyond Kentucky. You’re so young, and you’ve barely seen anything yet, and I would like to be there when you do.”

I arched my brow so hard it actually hurt my forehead. This was a lot of information to process all at once. “I can’t just leave. I have my job with the Council. I have the shop. I have responsibilities. I have a home here.”

“I don’t have that, Meadow. I’ve never had a home, not since I was human. I was hoping you could help me make one.”

“By giving up my own? That’s hardly fair. And I’m still under the watchful eye of the Council. If I leave the area without permission, I could get into serious trouble,” I told him.

“So we ask the Council to remove your probationary status. You said yourself: you’ve been on your best behavior for years, with Jane’s limited supervision. Surely, that has to mean something. Why are you looking for excuses to stay in this backward town, when I’m trying to give you the world?”

All I could do was stare at him. How was it possible he had said something that was meant to be nice in such a backhanded manner? Wait, it wasn’t even backhanded. It was just insulting, toward me and my town and my friends and my shop and my commitment to that shop and… America and… ponies.

I was losing my own point.

After a long moment, he seemed to realize I wasn’t responding to his “offer.”

“Why aren’t you saying anything?” he asked. “Is it because you’re scared of commitments? Because I’m asking for more than Luke did?”

I growled through gritted teeth. “I don’t know what’s more infuriating: you assuming that my feelings for you are so powerful that they frighten me, you assuming that I’ll just abandon the business I’ve worked for years to get off the ground, or that you’re still such a snob about this place—this place I call home, where I’ve found people I love and who love me in return. You think I can walk away from all of that so easily?”

“I shouldn’t be the one making all of the compromises here. I don’t mind that you’re stubborn, unfocused, almost belligerently naïve—”

“Please stop describing my virtues; I just might swoon,” I told him flatly. “And I won’t bring up the fact that maybe the reason you’re not ‘good with people’ is that you genuinely don’t seem to care about anyone’s feelings but your own. So no, Erik Weston, I don’t want to see the world with you. I don’t want to be near you. I tried giving you the benefit of the doubt because I thought I saw something in you, something other than this cynical jerk. But the minute I let my guard down, you remind me why I don’t talk to anyone I grew up with. Just stay away from me.”

“All right, then,” he said. “I tried to be honest with you, Meadow. I thought that was something you wanted. Maybe I should have lied to your face like Luke Corso did; we might have been happier.”

He turned on his heel and walked into his apartment. I sighed, pinching the bridge of my nose. The office was going to be super awkward for a while. I was obviously not fit to date anyone or do anything resembling dating for a long time. I would just… date myself. Clearly, I was the only one suited for my personality.

Jane was just a few steps from the door when I walked into the apartment. She looked absolutely stricken. I groaned. “You heard everything, didn’t you?”

“He just Mr. Darcy’d you,” Jane said, shaking her head. “I mean, I have been waiting my whole life for someone to Mr. Darcy me—”

“Don’t tell Gabriel that,” Andrea muttered.

“But now that I’ve seen it in real life… not as romantic as I thought it would be,” Jane said. “He really went for the jugular in terms of insults, both to you and your life… and a little bit to your personality.”

“You’re telling me,” I said, flopping back into my seat. “I don’t know how this happened. We went from, well, not happy, exactly, but I thought we’d accepted our differences. But I guess he was just storing up all of his ‘observations’ until he could make a good case against everything I love.”

“Aw, honey, was he right when he said that you might love him?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t had that sort of relationship… ever, really. But it felt significant. He certainly has a lot more power to hurt me than any of my previous partners.”

“Yeah, but by comparison, Luke seemed to annoy you a lot less,” Jane said. “Before he accused you of sleeping around and read your texts.”

“That’s definitely a deal-breaker. That’s like looking in someone’s wallet. Or touching their tools without asking,” Libby said. Jane shot her a confused look, so she added, “If you dated a mechanic, that reference would make more sense.”

“Yeah, I was way more bothered by having to change all of my damn passwords than I was about the sleeping-around accusations.”

“I’m bothered by the fact that Weston has sort of ruined Mr. Darcy for me,” Jane said. Andrea shot her an arch look, so she added, “Right, sorry, focus on Meadow’s problems.”

“I think I need to just stop doing anything resembling dating for a while,” I said. “Clearly, whatever I use for partner selection is programmed very badly.”

“Aw, don’t feel bad,” Libby insisted. “I picked a husband who was… not good.”

“Wow, Libby, thank you for that detailed description.” Andrea snorted.

“I still feel weird speaking ill of the dead!” Libby exclaimed. “And he was the father of my son, so he wasn’t completely awful.”

“You’re dead,” Miranda pointed out.

“Fine, my point is that I picked a less-than-stellar husband, and then I almost fell for someone who, while also not Darth Vader, would not have been a good partner for me. And definitely wouldn’t have been a good influence on Danny. But then I found Wade, and he is literally the best thing ever. Sometimes you just have to work through—well, I don’t want to say ‘issues,’ because that seems condescending, but stuff—while you’re picking. And you have so much stuff going on right now, it’s no surprise that you’re confused.”

I groaned and leaned my head back on the chair.

“You want me to have Dick kick his ass?” Andrea asked. “He would be happy to do it. He thinks of you like he thinks of his granddaughter, Nola.”

“So he’s my slightly perverse grandpa in this situation?”

“Technically, several-times-great-grandpa, but yes,” Andrea said.

“Aw, that’s very sweet, but I don’t think that would help the situation between Dick and Weston,” I told her.

“Just don’t declare that you’re going to ‘date yourself’ for a while, because that is always very, very sad,” Miranda told me.

I nodded. “Fair enough.”

Libby tilted her head and squeezed my hand. “You were already thinking that, weren’t you?”

“No comment,” I said, pinching my lips.

“You were!” Jane cackled.

“No comment!”
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There is no great technique to opening yourself to the truth of the universe. Honestly, you just have to sit down, stay still, and shut up.

—Peace, Blood, and Understanding: A Living Guide for Vampires Embracing Pacifism

I was right. It was a bad idea to date your neighbors—because it was just so very uncomfortable when things went south. You would have thought my generation’s years of watching Friends would have been sufficient warning, but no, I could feel the awkwardness seething at me through our shared wall.

It took some doing, but we managed to largely avoid each other at the Council office. It was a question of leaving for work super early, as in immediately after the sun set. And then I had to jet as soon as my hours ended, which got me home before Weston left the office. At least I was able to relax on the nights I worked at the shop. Weston would never go there willingly.

Fortunately I had plenty to distract me at home, sitting on the couch with a bottle of blood, going through the Martin documents—which I probably shouldn’t have removed from the office in the first place. I’d spent hours reading over what happened to be extremely meticulous notes of Jonas’s time in Martin, down to where he stayed, what types of blood he drank each night, and who he spoke to outside of work.

It became clear that Jonas suspected someone with the Council office was using their position to skim cash off of expenditures, paying far too much for substandard office supplies from Dick—which, frankly, sounded like the tamer of Dick’s former business enterprises—and pocketing the difference. Weston had told me pretty much the same thing, so it was good to have it confirmed that Weston wasn’t completely exaggerating. But I still didn’t believe Dick would kill someone over illicit office supply profits. He was much more likely to try to make compensation to the Council with counterfeit eight-track tapes and irregular bell-bottoms.

Jonas also noted that there seemed to be system-wide issues at the office involving purchasing, provisioning blood supplies for employees, and keeping door codes updated. In one report, he wrote that he thought that the handrails for the staircases had been cleaned with a very weak colloidal silver solution, as almost every vampire employee suffered minor burns to their hands on his second night at the office.

Something about this sounded very familiar. While the thing with Dick’s office supplies was an issue, all of the Martin office’s problems were in the same vein as ours. Just like in Martin, all of our “incidents” that had occurred since Weston showed up—the e-mail virus, the ghoul, the poisoned coffee creamer—had to have been instigated by someone inside the building, someone who the other staff wouldn’t think twice about seeing around. Someone who had access to passwords for the anonymous usernames we used for new staff, someone who could mess with the magnetic lock systems on the secured floors, someone who had access to the kitchen where Sammy stored his supplies. Someone who was trusted with managing our facilities. I just wished I could get a copy of the Martin personnel lists from that year, so I could…

Oh, great bouncing balls of catnip.

I was an idiot.

I stood up, ignoring the fact that I’d just spilled blood all over the floor, and ran for the door, snagging my purse along the way. I slipped into my flats and glanced over my shoulder to watch the dark stain spreading across my cheap IKEA rug.

“I can get a new one!” I reminded myself, locking the door behind me. I slid down the banister, landing in a full run. All of my usual tricks for amusing myself, springing onto rooftops and sliding down light poles, were used to speed along to the office that much faster. I hit the doors and presented my ID badge, grateful that I didn’t need to breathe heavily after such a sprint, because otherwise, I don’t think Arjun and Nina would have let me in. They already seemed a little suspicious at my after-hours arrival.

“Meadow? I thought you checked out for the night,” Arjun said, smiling at me.

“Forgot my phone charger on my desk.” I sighed. “Stupid technology.”

“That’s why I keep backups upon backups.” Nina chuckled. “Just get in and get out before someone tries to make you coffee.”

I laughed like everything was totally normal, and walked in a suspiciously casual fashion to the elevator. Once I finally made it to the archive floor, I sprinted back to the dummy wall of filing cabinets meant to hide the red files. Staff directories. It was such a brilliantly innocuous thing to weigh down those dummy cabinets. Who would ever come looking for directories of employees of Council branches? Just someone who wanted to locate the employees of other branches in years past. It had been here the whole time, and I hadn’t thought to look.

I yanked open the dummy drawer marked “Martin, Tennessee.” It contained directories starting in the 1930s, which was sort of terrifying. They were pretty well preserved, considering they were almost a hundred years old. Each directory listing contained the name of the employee, the position they held, and their phone number, along with a small black-and-white picture starting in 1946. That was the sort of thing people needed back before the Internet.

I skipped through to 1978, when Jonas had been investigating the Martin office. The staff had expanded by then to more than a hundred people. There were no computers, after all, so they needed actual people to do data entry and answer phones and run the mail room. So it took me a while to sort through everybody. But finally, I got to the end of the alphabet, to the “housekeeping” department, which I imagined was the equivalent of facilities management. I scanned the names and stopped at Cloris Darley, which was sort of funny because it almost sounded like…

I looked at the grainy color photo of a very familiar face with dark hair styled in Farrah Fawcett waves. And on her very broad lapel, she’d pinned a pretty pink star-shaped bloom.

“Oh, no.” I sighed, dropping my head against the nearest drawer. “Shit, shit, shit. Brain, why can’t you process things faster?”

And just then I smelled starflower, that strange cucumber-and-honey-sweet smell. The problem with my gift was that I couldn’t determine the distance from the source of the scent. She could be anywhere in the archive, standing right behind me or still lurking near the elevator. I closed the drawer with a quiet snick.

I had two choices: run like hell and try to get to the elevator door without her catching me, or confront her head-on and risk having a giant stack of filing cabinets pushed over on me.

Right.

If I made it out of here, I owed Peter Crown a considerable apology.

I would send him a note.

“Chloe?” I called. “You might as well come out. I know it was you.”

If I got out of this, I was going to have to have a talk with Jane about working in a space with only one entrance and exit.

Chloe stepped out of the shadows, her icy, smug expression out of sync with her “I’d rather be knitting” cartoon panda T-shirt. She was holding a bottle of Faux Type O in one hand and a pointy wooden stake in the other.

“You just couldn’t let it go, could you?” she asked as I edged toward the open aisle between stacks. The smell of starflower was nearly overwhelming now. Starflower and the sickly bilious stink of insane rage. How could someone look so cold yet have such anger boiling inside of her? “I knew the minute I saw you ‘casually’ rushing through security that you’d figured something out.”

“Well, maybe if you didn’t rub yourself down with the stankiest perfume oil in the world, I wouldn’t have picked up on the clues.”

She lifted her eyebrow, sniffed her hand, and then grumbled. “That stupid hand lotion. You know, this is what I get for listening to my mother about a lady having a signature scent. But surely that wasn’t the only thing that gave me away.”

She veered left, cutting me off from the elevator. It was like staring down a cobra, trying to guess which way you could move without getting bitten.

“I’m not going to do the whole supervillain-unburdening thing with you,” I told her.

I was totally doing the whole supervillain-unburdening thing with her. Because I wanted to stall for time and figure out how the hell to get out of this.

“Oh, come on, Meadow, we’ve always been so close.” She sneered. “With your patronizing little compliments and fake friendship.”

“I don’t fake friendship.”

“Well, then I’m sad for you.” She sighed.

“Why would you do all this? The computer virus, the ghoul, the creamer. Did you really want to embarrass Jane and Dick that badly? What did they ever do to you?” I asked, creeping toward another aisle, trying to make another dodge.

“Oh, nothing, honestly. Jane and Dick are better than a lot of the representatives who have come through this office. But I need them out of the way. What better way to move up the ladder than to destroy the people above you? And Weston’s arrival was the perfect opportunity.”

“You think you’re going to be hired as the next head representative? You’re the facilities manager,” I said, my arms dropping by my side. “You’re about one step ahead of the interns. I have a higher clearance than you do.”

I probably shouldn’t have said that.

Given the increasingly pissed-off expression on her face, I definitely shouldn’t have said that. “Yeah, yeah, I’ve been hearing it from college-girl snots like you for years,” she seethed. “ ‘Sorry about the mess, Cloris,’ and ‘You’re basically a maid, Cloris,’ and ‘Don’t you have something to clean, Cloris?’ You think I don’t know what you think of me?”

“Actually, up until about three minutes ago, I thought you were a pretty likeable person,” I said, shrugging. “Of course, now I think you’re a raging sociopath who has no grasp of how unlikely she is to be promoted from janitor to head representative.”

She smirked. “Well, I don’t think I’m going to be immediately promoted to head representative, but I’ll be here to help the new head representative adjust, and after a few months, I’ll start to subtly disrupt their tenure. And when they’re fired, I’ll do the same to their successor, and theirs, until in a few years, I’m the most senior person on staff by a few decades, and the Council has no choice but to appoint me to oversee this troubled office. I’m a remarkably patient woman, Meadow.”

I scoffed. “Not really.”

“What do you mean?”

“You escalated so fast, even I recognized the pattern of sabotage. And it’s been pointed out to me that I’m one of the most trusting people ever. It doesn’t matter what you do to me; Jane’s going to pick up on it. She’s probably aware of it now, she’s just playing a long game, letting you have enough rope to hang yourself.”

She smirked at me. “Unlikely. I saw her an hour ago, and she complimented this awful freaking T-shirt. And then she asked me about helping her with her Wi-Fi setup at home.”

Dang it, Jane. We both needed to be less trusting.

“So I’m assuming you’re the one who killed Jonas Hauer?” I said, giving up on sidling and leaning against a drawer. Super casual, super normal.

Chloe grumbled. “He ruined all of my plans. I had to move to a different office and start over. I had to delay plans for years because I wanted to avoid suspicion.”

“That must be very frustrating for you.”

“Don’t you give me your fake sympathy,” she snapped. “I don’t need it. All I need from you is the final push for Weston to get rid of Jane and Dick for good. You’re going to drink this. There’s just enough colloidal silver in it to eat your insides like battery acid. It won’t be a quick death, but it will be painful and leave a very ugly corpse.”

“And why would I drink that?” I scoffed, my muscles tensing.

“Because if you don’t, I’ll stake you. So far, I have been too subtle, so I need to step up my efforts.”

This time, the laughter was real. “Really? Releasing a ghoul into the building was subtle?”

“Trust me, sweetie, the things that we’re storing here? It could have been much worse,” she said. “And now, having an employee die in the building, on Jane’s watch… That’s a stain she can’t remove.”

“And I’m supposed to just stand here and let that happen?” I asked, shaking my head at her.

“Oh, Meadow, everybody knows about you being a ‘pacifist.’ You’re just so afraid to be angry that you wouldn’t hurt a fly,” she cooed as she advanced on me. “You might put up a token effort, but you just don’t have that killer instinct—”

It’s hard to finish a sentence with a faceful of filing drawer.

She cried out, flailing backward.

“I’m a pacifist, not a moron,” I retorted.

The sad thing was that she really hadn’t expected me to do anything to defend myself, much less pull the drawer out, letting it smack her in the face. I moved lightning fast to kick the blood bottle out of her hand. She rolled to her feet before I could grab at the stake. So I ran for the elevator, making it as far as the hall of meeting notes before she tackled me from behind, wrapping her arms around my legs. We toppled to the floor, and she clutched either side of my head, bashing it into the stone floor.

Stunned, I lay there, trying to make my head stop ringing. She knelt over me, raising the stake. I slithered out from under her, only to have her flop on top of my legs. I threw her off, bouncing her off of a section marked, “Purchase Orders—Blood.” I ran for my desk. I wasn’t really sure why, in the moment. It wasn’t like I had any self-defense gear inside. I managed to get a grip on my rarely used laptop, just as she took another flying leap at me, sending us both tumbling over my desk. I brought the closed laptop down on her head, over and over again, and since the casing was metal, that had to hurt. She clutched at her face, dropping the stake.

Behind me, I vaguely registered the elevator doors opening and footsteps. Chloe was stumbling to her feet, wavering, and blinking at me through the blood from a smashed nose. The stake rolled to my feet, and I stooped to grab it before Chloe could get it back.

“What happened to your peace-loving hippie bullshit?” she spat at my feet.

“Namaste, bitch!” I cried, raising the stake over my head to plunge into her chest. I felt a hand close around my wrist and stop me midswing. My head whipped around to find Weston behind me, clutching my arm, a concerned expression on his face. Jane and Dick rushed forward, with Nina and Arjun at their heels.

“Don’t,” he murmured. “Don’t do that to yourself. You wouldn’t be able to live with it.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Jane tackle Chloe with what was probably more force than necessary. She pinned Chloe to the floor while Nina applied a pair of silver-lined handcuffs. I dropped the stake and let Weston wrap his arms around me. I didn’t care that we fought. I didn’t care that he insulted my town. He was right. While staking Chloe would have been self-defense, it would have set me back years in terms of my emotional health. I never would have forgiven myself if I’d killed her. He’d stopped me from that because he knew what it would cost me, and I would always appreciate that.

“How did you know I was down here?” I whispered into his shirt.

“We’ve been watching Chloe for a few days,” he said. “I came across a couple of discrepancies in her paperwork, ordering materials that she just shouldn’t have, like large stockpiles of colloidal silver, and two pounds of rushmallow, which she ordered months ago, by the way.”

I gagged slightly.

“When we saw that she hurried after you into the archive, we knew she had to be up to something,” he said.

“Chloe Darley, you are being taken into Council custody on charges of murder, attempted murder, tampering with facilities, endangering the lives of undead citizens, poisoning undead citizens, and sadly—the most serious charge of all—misappropriation of funds,” Dick growled.

“She killed Jonas,” I said.

“I know, the security cameras recorded her whole insane rant,” Weston said. “Which should help simplify things.”

“Oh, wait, that was the murder charge, wasn’t it?” I sighed. “I’m sorry, she hit me in the head a bunch of times. There wasn’t more than one murder, right?”

“Not that we know of, but we’re going to have a lot of fun questioning her,” Jane said, grinning viciously. “I might even let Ophelia do it.”

“So, Mr. Cheney, it appears I owe you an apology—” Weston started, only to have Dick shove him aside and throw his arms around me.

“I would object to that, if I didn’t suspect that hug was familial,” Weston muttered.

“Can it, Weston,” Dick said, squeezing me tight. “You OK, Meadow?”

“I’m OK,” I promised. “I know that the beatdown was wrong, but I am still a work in progress.”

“I don’t know, I kind of liked ‘Namaste, bitch,’ ” Dick said. “Any of the Real Housewives would be proud of it.”

“Do you know what ‘namaste’ means?” Weston asked. “I’m afraid you think it means something else.”

“I regret nothing,” I told him as Arjun hauled Chloe’s limp form to her feet and led her to the elevator. “Except for suspecting Luke, and maybe Sammy, because of the honey smell. Wait, Luke, is innocent, right?”

Beside me, Weston sighed.

“I’m only asking because I thought he could be the person ruining everything. I want to make sure I’m wrong,” I told him, sliding my arms around his waist. “You jealous goof.”

“As far as we know, Chloe acted alone,” Jane said. “But we’ll be going over her records to make sure. Peter Crown isn’t entirely in the clear, but we think, at most, he’s guilty of being a smug asshole. He didn’t sabotage us, he just enjoyed it more than was decent.”

“But what was Luke doing in the building after the ghoul incident?”

Dick shrugged. “Chloe asked him to come double-check the security systems. I would imagine she was trying to arrange for him to be seen in the office to throw some doubt his way, but he doesn’t seem to know anything. So he wasn’t responsible for nearly getting us ousted from the Council and potentially murdered. But he did read your text messages and invade your privacy, which is not cool.”

“He did what?” Weston cried.

“Compared to Chloe’s bashing my head against a cave floor, it seems pretty minor,” I said. “And maybe one day I will talk to him about it, but today is not that day.”

“I still feel that I owe you an apology, Mr. Cheney,” Weston said, extending his hand. “I held a grudge against you for years, and I came into this investigation with a skewed perspective. That isn’t right, and it isn’t ethical. I’m sorry.”

Dick eyed Weston’s hand for a moment and then shook it. “I understand. If it were my father figure, I would want justice. And if you want to make it up to us, take that ‘skew’ into consideration when submitting your final report.”

Weston’s face fell into guilty lines. “I couldn’t lie. That would only make things worse, especially after I’ve already submitted two reports.”

“No one is asking you to lie,” I said. “We’re just asking you to find some gray.”

He nodded. “I think I can do that.”
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You cannot pretend that negative emotions like anger and resentment do not exist. They are natural and normal. It would be like pretending that gravity or plastic don’t exist.

—Peace, Blood, and Understanding: A Living Guide for Vampires Embracing Pacifism

After seeing what festering anger had done to “Cloris,” I decided to purge some of the unhealthy feelings in my own system. I did not want to end up getting dusted in some random cavern, trying to achieve some sort of kill list… It was an oddly specific goal, but it seemed reasonable given recent circumstances.

So I sat down and wrote a letter to my parents telling them everything I’d ever wanted to say about their “side business” and how it affected me, about how their actions led to me being turned. I told them that the fact that I didn’t hate life as a vampire didn’t excuse their actions. I told them that the things that made our family unhealthy when I was human made us an unhealthy family now. I told them that while I appreciated their providing for me as a child, I just didn’t see us ever having a relationship now. My life was better, calmer, happier without them in it. And then I handed the letter to Jane, who contacted the Council’s legal department, and many scary documents were written and signed.

I called the number Mr. Bollinger listed on his card, which also smelled of maple syrup, oddly enough. He agreed to meet me at the shop, all unctuous eagerness. I was blending a special tea when he walked in, just as sallow as ever. I smiled, which seemed to make him suspicious as he approached. I supposed I couldn’t blame him. I’d literally never been happy to see him.

“Ms. Somerfield, I hope that you’ve come to a more reasonable decision about your family. Your parents are very eager to see you again.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Bollinger, I’m afraid that I’m going to continue to be very unreasonable,” I said, handing him an envelope. “This is a letter that I would like you to give to the Somerfields. They should consider this the last communication I will ever have with them.”

“Aw, Ms. Somerfield.” He groaned.

Undeterred, I handed him a very thick manila envelope. “This is a collection of paperwork written by some very aggressive vampire lawyers, who have a vested interest in fellow undead citizens remaining unharassed by the living. You’re going to find a cease and desist order, plus a stunning array of affidavits and paperwork documenting the Somerfields’ criminal activities. Bank statements, receipts for the chemicals they’ve purchased over the years, and other things that prosecutors like to call Exhibit A. If they don’t, well, cease and desist immediately, I will turn these documents over to the state police.”

Mr. Bollinger stared at me for a long moment. “You mean it, don’t you? You would really turn your own parents in to the police.”

“I don’t have parents, Mr. Bollinger. Elizabeth Somerfield died years ago,” I said, handing him a sealed Everlasting Health tea pouch. “I will tell you this. You have no idea who you’re working for. You have no idea the kind of people the Somerfields are connected to. Trust me when I say the best thing you could do is lose their contact information. Don’t bill them. Just send them these envelopes and forget that you ever met them.”

“And what’s this?” he asked, waggling the pouch.

“A low-caffeine tea with rose hips to increase your vitamin intake. I don’t know exactly what is going on with you, medically speaking, because I’m getting way too many cues to narrow it down. But please, go have a physical soon.”

He frowned. “You’re a little bit of a smartass, aren’t you, Ms. Somerfield?”

“Not just a little bit,” I told him.



I felt lighter after I wrote to my parents, like all that baggage I’d been carrying around over the years had been unloaded and put back on the pretentious brass luggage rack my mother had insisted we use back at the horse farm. I was fully Meadow Schwartz now. Meadow Schwartz didn’t have selfish criminal parents. Meadow Schwartz had a family she had chosen on her own, a family that was currently loitering around Specialty Books, casually pretending that they weren’t hovering around me like I was going to crumble into nothing at any moment.

While members of this little cluster were put in mortal danger with a frequency you wouldn’t expect in such a small town, that didn’t make it any less scary. Miranda was standing in the folklore section, pretending to read a book on South American shifter cultures, while glancing over the cover at me every few minutes. Collin was doing the same from Jane’s history section. Dick’s several-times-great-granddaughter, Nola, was quizzing me on the properties of various teas and responding, “Interesting!” to every answer, in her funny Boston-meets-Irish accent. Gigi was sitting very close at the bar, definitely not watching me while I was blending Soul Center tea. And Nik was sitting next to her, definitely not stressed out in any way by his girlfriend being in such distress. Libby, from book club, was there, and she was completely unable to hide her hovering, standing behind the counter, cleaning cups, and reaching out to pat my shoulder every few minutes. Cal and Iris showed up, pretending that they just happened to drop by the shop to sign copies of Bitten Botanicals for Jane’s displays. (I was doing everything possible not to fangirl.) Dick, Jane, Gabriel, and Andrea were present, of course. They were going about their business, and while they were appearing more natural than certain other parties, they were still looking over to check on me pretty often.

It was tea-tasting night, something we hadn’t been able to hold properly since… well, not since Weston came into town. There was a strange sort of symmetry to it, picking up again where I’d left off, returning to normal without Weston in my life anymore. And I couldn’t help but find it a little sad.

I mean, my life was very full. I had my family. I had a job I loved and my shop and my friends. Clearly, I didn’t have Luke in my life anymore, but that was OK. We’d met, at the Council office, for closure’s sake. I apologized for suspecting him of being a criminal who put me in harm’s way for the sake of revenge. He apologized for logging in to my accounts to spy on me. We agreed that those were the kind of apologies that didn’t belong in a healthy relationship—with benefits or otherwise—and we should take some time apart for a while. For vampires, “a while” could be several decades.

But still, there was an empty spot inside me, a blank space where something important had been written and then erased before I was ready to give it up. I didn’t know where Weston was. He hadn’t been back to the apartment building since that night with Chloe. It had looked, for a moment, like we might have hope, and then he’d just disappeared.

His space at the Council office remained empty. Jane couldn’t give me a lot of detail, but she said he’d had to “report back” to whoever was in charge of such things. She could not and would not say whether he would be back or when. I could only assume I would never see him again. He’d made it very clear that he hated almost everything about Half-Moon Hollow, and what little he did like—me? Possibly?—was not enough to keep him there for one minute longer than necessary.

I tried not to let that hurt me, and not just in my usual “anger leads to the dark side” way. For all my general irritation with him, I wanted Weston to be happy. If leaving Half-Moon Hollow made him happy, that’s what I wanted for him.

I set the teapot down on the counter with a little more force than was needed. But would it have killed the guy to give me the courtesy of a good-bye?

“No, he’s a vampire; nothing would kill him,” I muttered.

“What was that, Meadow?” Andrea asked.

“Oh, just thinking out loud,” I said.

“But not murder-y thoughts, right?” Gigi asked. “Because it sounded a little murder-y.”

“I promise, I have had enough of mayhem for the time being,” I said, raising my right hand.

“Somehow, I don’t believe you…” Gigi said, her eyes narrowing at me.

“Are we ready?” Jane asked. “People should start showing up any minute.”

The bell over the door jangled. A teasing hint of a familiar scent crept into the room.

“See?” Jane chirped, turning to the door just in time to see Weston walk through it. He was dressed more casually than I’d ever seen before, wearing a dark blue T-shirt and jeans. The shirt certainly didn’t have any of Dick’s sarcastic witticisms on it, but it was shocking enough to see him in something made of denim. I was actually stunned into silence for a moment.

Jane looked up to the ceiling and muttered, “OK, now the universe is laughing at me. Stupid universe.”

“Hello,” Weston said, approaching the counter like I was some sort of dangerous, wounded animal. He had a large manila envelope in his hands. I certainly hoped that he wasn’t there to serve a cease and desist on me.

“What brings you back here?” I asked. “It’s been weeks without a word.”

Jane made a discomfited face and raised her hand. “I’m so sorry. He’s been back for a few days, but I wasn’t supposed to say anything because he was handling Council business. It’s one of those ‘my civic responsibilities outweighed my personal relationships’ things.”

“Her personal integrity means she takes it very seriously,” Gabriel told me. “And I hate it.”

I nodded. “I understand. But you’re not allowed to take breaks in my office anymore.”

“That is harsh but fair.” Jane cleared her throat. “Um, why don’t you two go back to my office to talk?”

Weston raised an eyebrow. “Your office?”

“Well, the alternative would be all of us going back to my office to give you privacy, and that seems a lot less natural,” Jane deadpanned, gesturing to the rest of the group.

Nik snickered but covered it by clearing his throat.

“Thank you, Jane,” I said, leading Weston back to her office. It was a neat little space, much like Jane’s office at the Council, painted a pleasant lilac purple and lined with framed photos of Jane’s family. I was pleased to find there was a picture of me in there, a shot of me and Andrea practically falling off the couch laughing during one of Jane’s Tommy Nights.

But the room was smaller than I’d like, and brought me closer to Weston than I wanted. I suddenly wished Jane had corralled all of the others into her office, as uncomfortable as it would have been.

I sat in Jane’s chair, motioning to the less comfortable chair across the desk. It wasn’t that sitting in the better chair made me feel more powerful—which, OK, it did—but having the desk between us made me feel like I had some measure of control. I couldn’t grab him and rub my face against his shirt to soak in the scent I’d been craving like an addict denied their favorite fix.

“So, you wanted to talk,” I said. “Talk.”

I sat back and awaited a carefully prepared list of ways I was being unreasonable, complete with statistics to back up his statements.

“I was wrong,” Weston said. “I should have taken into consideration how much this place means to you before I started naming off its many faults.”

I damn near fell out of my chair. “Really?”

“Yes.” He sighed. “I mean, I should learn to see the value in the things that you love about Half-Moon Hollow. And instead of trying to talk you out of loving it, I should appreciate that this is your home and it has given you peace and comfort. I should be grateful that you’re happy here, and love the town for giving you that gift.”

I stared at him, dumbfounded. These were not Weston’s words. They sounded suspiciously like my words. And I only started talking like this after Leona made me…

“Oh, my God, what books did Jane make you read?”

He shook his head. “So many. She emptied the self-help section into my hotel room.”

“Which I’m sure wasn’t up to your standards,” I retorted.

“No, the Lucky Clover is definitely not five-star,” he muttered. “But I’m trying to put less stock in that sort of thing. I stayed in that room because I was working with Jane, on Council matters and on her extensive reading list.”

“Good thing you’re a speed reader,” I noted.

“It wasn’t enough,” he said. “I know we haven’t talked about long-term. I’m willing to try for right now and see if it becomes long-term. I am willing to live here because you are here. I can’t promise I’ll be totally content, but I’ll try, because you’re content here.”

“I couldn’t ask you to do that,” I told him. “You would resent me for making you live away from the things you love.”

“The things in the big cities? I like them. I love you,” he said.

The world seemed to tilt a bit, and if I’d needed to breathe, it would have been a hesitant, shaky thing. I braced my hands against the desk and closed my eyes to try to find my way back to being centered.

Weston sprang to his feet and knelt beside my chair. “What’s happening? Are you having a stroke? I don’t think we can have strokes, right?”

I smiled. “Sorry, it’s just, the first time you hear that, it’s kind of a disorienting moment.”

He grinned and leaned forward to take my mouth. I laughed against his lips, threading my fingers through his hair.

“And maybe I’m willing to spend weekends and vacations in some of those more sophisticated places,” I said, pulling away from him. “I have to admit that spending August somewhere other than the humidity capital of the world has some appeal. I won’t ever want to live in a big crowded metropolis full-time, but I’m willing to compromise, Weston.”

“Thank you. I hear you, and I’m grateful.”

“The self-help book talk is killing you, isn’t it?” I asked, tilting my head.

“Slowly, word by word,” he said, nodding. “But if it helps me find a way to communicate without you hating me, I’m willing to do it.”

“Thank you,” I said, slipping my hand into his. “And you can stop now. I would hate for you to completely lose your personality to pithy sound bites.”

“Thank you.” He sagged against my chair and kissed my wrist. “But I also have this.”

He took out his envelope and showed me the piece of paper inside. It looked like a blueprint, but printed in colorful patches.

“What is this?”

“That is part of what I was working on with Jane. It is a proposal for the Capitol lot, approved by Jane and Dick and the county commission. With some, er, privately donated funding, the Council is going to build the Leona Schwartz Memorial Community Garden. I based the design on the sketch in your notebook. There’s a whole section for roses, just like in your sketch. And one of the conditions of funding the garden is exclusive rights to the rose hips. You’ll have all of the rose hips you’ll need.”

I laughed. “This is probably the most thoughtful gift I’ve ever received. Most men just stop at a dozen roses. They don’t give a whole garden.”

“Well, I’m not most men.”

“What was the other thing you were working on with Jane?” I asked. “Or is that one of those Council secrecy things I’m not allowed to ask about?”

“No, we can go talk to Jane about it now if you want,” he said, pulling me out of my chair.

“Still not eager to talk to Dick, huh?

“It’s going to take time,” he said.

We walked out to find pretty much everybody standing outside of Jane’s office, trying to act like they weren’t listening at the door.

“Oh, come on, guys.” I sighed.

No one apologized.

“These are the people you chose, huh?” Weston asked.

“I chose you, too, didn’t I?” I shot back.

“Point taken. Jane, would you like to tell Meadow what we’ve spent the last few days discussing?” he said.

“Yes.” Jane sighed. “Despite my better judgment, Erik Weston will be working out of our Council office full-time, heading up a newly formed Office of Accountability. He will be responsible for reviewing financial records, designing new security procedures, and generally making sure that our office and other offices in the region are performing in a fashion that won’t embarrass the Council or create financial havoc. Basically, he’ll be doing the same work he’s always done, we just get him full-time.”

“What?” Dick scoffed. “We don’t need that!”

Jane patted his shoulder gently. “Actually, a good number of the problems we’ve had over the last few years would have been prevented if we’d had someone auditing Council reps’ behavior: Iris being held hostage not once, but twice. Gigi being poisoned and turned. Ben and Meagan being turned, probably…”

Dick opened his mouth to protest, but then pinched his lips shut. “OK, I concede your point.”

“So you’re staying long-term?” I asked.

“As long-term as you’re willing to let me stay,” he said. “And I’d really like to move out of the Lucky Clover.”

“I happen to know of a vacant apartment nearby,” I said.

“No!” Dick exclaimed. “We just got rid of him!”

“For me, please?” I asked, making my best “adorable” face at him.

“Dang it, now you’re using the beautiful doe eyes at me?” Dick muttered. “Fine, but I’m doubling the rent.”
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No matter what path you follow, remember that it’s much easier to follow that path when you’re surrounded by people who love you.

—Peace, Blood, and Understanding: A Living Guide for Vampires Embracing Pacifism

For the first time since I’d opened, in-store sales for the month outweighed my relatively healthy online sales at Everlasting Health. Coffee had become a very unpopular option at the office after the creamer incident—Sammy had adjusted to a more juice-based menu to compensate—and people wanted to make the teas they enjoyed at work in their own homes. And Katarina Delgado had swept into my store on a “jaunt” across the bluegrass the week before and bought out half of my stock. She was now a voracious drinker of all things Everlasting Health and had promised regular orders.

I ran the numbers multiple times. If sales continued at the rate they had this quarter, I would have more than enough to run the shop without my income being supplemented by working in the archives. I was absolutely confident that I could quit that job and focus entirely on the shop. I wrote up a grateful, sincere letter of resignation for Dick and Jane… and then I sat on it for two weeks.

It wasn’t that I was afraid of their reaction. I knew they would be sad, not angry. I knew they would be reasonable and accept. I told myself I wanted to make sure the archive was in absolutely perfect and pristine shape before telling them… which was also a bit of a dodge as the archive was always in pristine shape. I supposed I just wanted to prevent another huge change in my life after recent events had thrown it into so much turmoil. It was silly, and unlike me, but I supposed I deserved a little silliness after the multiple murder attempts. It was all about balance.

And so I found myself waiting outside Jane’s office, actively twitching and thoroughly annoying Lainie, which turned out to be an excellent way of shortening my wait time.

Jane turned her chair toward me and grinned as I walked in. “Meadow, light of my office life and my favorite coworker—though if you ever tell any of our coworkers about that, I will feebly deny it—what can I do for you?”

“I quit,” I told her, cringing with each word.

“Very funny.”

When Jane realized I wasn’t laughing, her mouth dropped open. “Oh, come on.”

“I know.”

“But everything is finally back to normal!”

“I’m sorry, Jane, it’s nothing personal. I love my coworkers, and as much as I adore my newly saged space down in the archive, I can’t stay. The shop is finally making enough money to support my lavish lifestyle.”

“You mean living in a one-bedroom apartment and not having a savings account?” she asked dryly.

I snickered. “Exactly.”

Jane sighed. “But the archive is so orderly and calm with you in charge!”

“And I will help my replacement—or Lotte, should she ever return from her honeymoon—to follow my systems.”

Jane grumbled. “Damn you and your logical arguments. Is Weston making you quit because you should focus on one career to be efficient? Because—I say this with as much civility as I can manage—he can suck it.”

“No, he was actually looking forward to working in the same office for a while.”

“So you could make out in my elevator again?”

I nodded. “Mostly. Seriously, Jane, I love it here, but the shop is my passion. I appreciate you giving me a job when I needed one. But I really need to focus my efforts at the shop if I want to make it successful.”

She sat back in her chair and sighed. “I still get tea-tasting Tuesdays, right?”

“And I’ll even teach Sammy to blend teas to serve here, because everybody seems to be afraid of coffee right now.”

“Poor Sammy.” Jane sighed. “I tried to drink one of his bloodychinos very pointedly in front of everybody, but so far, the coffee has taken a distinct backseat to sandwiches and juice.”

“It’s hard to forget a mass food poisoning,” I said.

“But if I know Sammy, he’ll think of tea training as some new evolutionary adventure. He’s very philosophical that way,” Jane said, coming around the desk. “Well, as tempted as I am to simply refuse your resignation and hold your employment hostage, I will just hug you and wish you the best of luck. And tell you that you are welcome back anytime.”

I sagged into the promised hug, welcoming the warm citrus smell coming from burying my face in Jane’s shoulder. I would miss daily contact with my “Jameson-centric” family, but I had confidence that they wouldn’t let me fall out of their orbit. They were generous that way, my chosen circle, refusing to let any of the members drift away on their own. I belonged to them in a way I’d never belonged in my birth family, because they’d accepted all of me. It was much easier to see that now, on the other side of that awful video chat with my parents. Jane and her family offered much and demanded almost nothing, while Graham and Eleanor…

Jane paused mid–back pat. “By the way, you saged the archive?”

I pulled away slightly, but remained in her embrace. “I was almost murdered there, so yes.”

Dick walked into Jane’s office without bothering to knock. “Hey, Hippy-Dippy, are you handing out hugs? Because I sure could use one.”

He stopped midstride when he saw the serious expression on Jane’s face. “Aw, hell, what now? Who’s dead? Who’s undead? Who’s trapped in a well?”

“There’s no crisis. But Meadow is quitting to work at her shop full-time,” Jane informed him.

“What?! No!” He pulled me out of Jane’s arms and into his own fierce hug. “This is because you’ve been spending too much time with Weston. I don’t like that boy.”

Pulled back to my earlier musings about chosen family, I realized that my father figure was a vampire named Dick Cheney, and pressed my face into his “Bad Ideas Offered for Free” T-shirt.

“I’ll still come by the shop and see you,” I promised. “It’s not like I’m moving.”

“You will come to dinner at our place on Sundays,” he said, holding me by the shoulders. “Andrea is a master at calling just the right restaurant for takeout.”

“You mean the one restaurant in town that caters to our diet?” Jane said.

Dick nodded. “Yes, I do. My wife is a wonder.”



Though Dick did try to keep me in Jane’s office in some sort of misguided panic, I finally escaped with the excuse of needing to write detailed instructions for my replacement. On the way to the elevator, I passed the newly established Office of Accountability. For once, Weston was sitting at his desk, going over paperwork. He was smiling as he worked, as if working through the puzzle of the Council’s annual petty cash expenditures was the most satisfying thing since chocolate.

He was a very strange man to be in love with, and yet, here I was.

I was seriously considering getting him one of those little green banker visors and an old-fashioned crank adding machine to complete the look. It could lead to some interesting role-play opportunities.

Maybe I was the strange one in this scenario…

He finally noticed I was standing there watching him. He sprang up from his chair with a big grin on his face. “Hey, how did Jane and Dick take the news?” he asked. “Did Dick cry?”

“Why would Dick cry?” I asked.

“Because it would be funny.”

“We did establish that he didn’t kill your sire,” I reminded him.

He jerked his shoulders, straining the seams of his tailored blue shirt. “Doesn’t mean I like him.”

“Are you ready to go home now?” I asked him.

“I still have an hour of work to do.”

“Studies show that taking occasional breaks increases productivity over the following week by two hundred percent,” I said, toying with his tie.

“Cite your sources,” he said, squinting at me.

I pursed my lips. “Wishful thinking?”

“If only you weren’t so adorable.” He pulled me into a kiss and squeezed me tight against his chest. “Come on.”

He slung his ever-present bag over his shoulder, and we walked toward the elevator, with his arm around my shoulder. “Good night, Lainie!” I called toward Jane’s corner of the floor.

There was no response.

“Yeah, she’s never going to like me,” I said.

“I don’t think she likes anyone.”

As the elevator doors slid closed, I said, “I would like to put her on the next list of Council contacts who are suspected of doing underhanded, awful things. Surely you can do that as the head of the Office of Accountability.”

“It’s probably better that you’re not working here anymore to prevent those little conflicts of interest.”

“Probably,” I admitted.

“Wanna hit the emergency stop button and relive some happy memories?” he asked.

I laughed and let his arms slide around my waist. “I don’t think we can get away with that twice. We didn’t really get away with it once. Dick and Jane know everything. Also, I don’t think that cowering in a rogue elevator car while a ghoul rampages through the building counts as a happy memory.”

“I think that’s a matter of some debate,” he countered, walking us across the elevator car as he smacked the emergency stop button. “We should talk about this right now.”

I giggled as he nudged me into the corner and kissed me soundly. The emergency alarm screamed over our heads as we sank to the floor together.

I laughed against his lips. “This is not an efficient use of the elevator.”

“I disagree.”

I could hear the speaker crackle to life and Dick’s voice say, “Um… Meadow…?” But he didn’t seem to know what else to say because the rest was just static. Or maybe I just couldn’t hear it with Weston peeling my shirt over my head.

My life was as uncertain as it ever was. I didn’t know if my shop would be successful in the long run. I didn’t know if Weston and I would be happy ever after. I didn’t know what the future would bring.

But for the moment, I was going to enjoy the elevator ride.
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