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Down and Out Witch
 
July 17th, 2018, 9:12PM, The Skinner Bar in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, USA
 
“You know how in a western movie when the new sheriff walks into the saloon and everyone stops to stare?” 
“Yeah?” Vic stepped into the wood-paneled bar beside her.

“Why does it feel like one of those times?” Red glanced at the mirrors and blessed silver crosses hanging by the door, catching a glimpse of her own reflection. She looked as she’d expect after hours on the road. A ginger in a wrinkled black hoodie. She wasn’t checking her messy ponytail or the foundation covering the scars on her neck. 
Red might have been pale from working nights, but she wasn’t a vampire. She wanted to make sure the whole bar could note her reflection. It mattered in a place like this.
The Skinner was the only hunter bar in Oklahoma City. Judging by the framed Tanya Tucker and Merle Haggard posters, it hadn’t been redecorated since the 80s. Half-filled tables clustered in the center of the cramped bar. Hunters in plaid and denim stared at the newcomers out of the corners of their eyes, beer bottles raised to their lips. Even with country oldies playing on the jukebox, the place felt hushed. 
“Maybe they don’t see a lot of Koreans.” Vic shrugged, brushing his fingers through his windblown black mullet. He bypassed the tables to approach the swinging kitchen door beside the bar. 
Red followed. Peanut shells crunched under her boots. The stares lingered.
It didn’t matter that he looked like a Korean country boy in his Wranglers and denim vest, or that she was a woman. That wasn’t it. Red and Vic had the look of hunters about them. 
The vibe in the air felt like when the skies turned green over the prairies, and air sirens warned the town to take refuge in the tornado shelters. What had spooked these hunters enough that they were jumping in their chairs? They had crossed state lines to do this bounty. Why hadn’t any of these strapping hunters tried to claim the prize? Red thought the bounty was high, she already had the feeling that they should have asked for more. 
She unzipped her hoodie to make it easier to reach her shoulder holsters. One held a gun loaded with wood and blessed silver-tipped bullets. The other had a stake.
“Be nice.” Vic pushed the swinging door open and ushered her inside.
“I’m always ni—" Red started to say before she saw the large black man in the hairnet and apron cleaning the grill in the tiny kitchen with rapid movements too quick to see, the greasy stove becoming spotless. She glowered at Vic. “For fuck’s sake. He’s a vampire. Neglected to mention that on the drive.” 
“Souled, thank you kindly.” The vampire gave her the side eye as he cleaned his hands on his apron, then put out one for Vic to shake.
Vic brought the vampire in for a hug. “This is Souled Sal. He’s been running this bar longer than you’ve been alive.”
Popular culture wanted you to think that vampires were sparkly pale pretty boys. Some were, but vampires came in all shapes and colors. White vampires had the pallor of death to give them away. Black don’t crack, not even after being turned. If you didn’t know what to look for, it wasn’t until the fangs came out and their eyes glowed amber that you knew what you were dealing with. The vamps with souls might have been friendlier than the rest, but Red had dealt with enough of the unsouled variety that she wasn’t eager to hug a vampire, not even one with a soul. 
At Vic’s stern glance, she gave Souled Sal a grudging brief handshake. “Nice place.”
“It’s a shithole, but it’s home.” Souled Sal said in a deep voice and shrugged. “This one’s new, Vic. What’s your name?”
“Red.”
Souled Sal raised an eyebrow. “The one your mama gave you.”
“Never met her.” Red stared him down. Vampires were said to be able to tell if a human was telling the truth. It was bullshit. They could only detect sweat and increased heartbeats, then make a guess. 
Red didn’t know if she was lying. She honestly couldn’t remember. An old familiar anger welled up in her. Like the fang marks in her neck, her memory loss was another thing vampires had done to her. She flared her nostrils, taking a deep breath to try and stay calm. 
Souled Sal studied her with contemplation befitting a therapist and not a short order cook.     
That was the problem with souled vampires. They had empathy in their eyes. Hunting must have been simpler for a hunter—if more deadly—before the soul curse was invented in 1900. Fewer shades of grey. Now, you could pretend that souled vampires were like any human. But before they were cursed with souls, they all had murder counts higher than Ted Bundy, Jeffrey Dahmer, and the Unabomber combined. 
“So, what’s the deal with this renegade werewolf?” Vic rubbed his hands together and grinned. “Heard four bodies have already been found.”
“Didn’t you get my text?” Souled Sal asked.
“Nah, I ran out on my phone minutes. Hoping this rich bounty will put us back in the black.”
“It could put you in the ground, son.” The vampire glanced over a plate of flapjacks sitting in the square opening from the kitchen to the bar room. “Get out. The intel is bad. I’ll email you or something. Just go. Take the ginger with you.”
“What the hell?” Vic said, but Souled Sal was already pushing him toward the back door.
Red examined the cook’s face. When vampires were scared, that set off warning bells louder than a tornado siren. She’d known this werewolf gig smelled wrong. She reached for her shoulder holster for her stake. 
Souled Sal tensed and pulled back. “Too late.”
The back door flew open, bouncing against the wall. 
“Sal.” The feminine voice, richly accented with the notes of Old Spain, echoed in the kitchen before a gorgeous brunette walked inside. With a face that could have won Miss Universe and a lithe body dressed in leather like a Bond villain, she clicked her tongue and wagged a disapproving finger at the souled vampire. “Our famed werewolf hunters only just got here.”
Red didn’t need to be told that this one didn’t have a soul. Not from how Sal was acting.
“Miss Sancha.” Souled Sal bowed his head, rubbing his hands on his apron again. “I just… there’s a lot of ears ‘round here.”
Judging by Souled Sal’s deference, this undead stranger had power and age. Red calculated that she could get her gun out in two seconds, shoot off a burst of wooden-tipped bullets in five, and still be too slow. Even if she had the training to harness the touch of magic she possessed, it wouldn’t be enough. An old vampire could do a lot of damage in seconds.
“Good save.” Sancha tilted her head toward the alley behind her and beckoned them with a quick crook of her fingers. “Let’s take a walk and discuss your bounty, hunters.” 
Vic glanced at Red and nodded before he followed the vampiress. 
Red knew what she’d signed up for when she agreed to be Vic’s intern: going on his beer runs, living on the road, and facing demons of every kind. She wasn’t going to question him now. She’d save that earful for later. 
If there was a later. 
“So, you made the bounty for the werewolf hunt. That’s some pretty pennies you put on his head.” Vic rubbed his nose.
That was his signal to be ready to fight.
Red was way ahead of him, but she suspected he hadn’t seen the other two vampires step out of the shadows to follow them. She dropped back a step, forcing herself to keep breathing normally. Two against three? The odds sucked.
“Her head, actually,” Sancha said. “And yes, you’ll find that half has already been transferred into your account.” She acted like a woman out on stroll with friends, not a vampire discussing assassination. 
“Why would a vampire care about a wolf killing humans?” Red asked.
Sancha turned her head and smiled. “Because they aren’t killing humans. This wolf is going after vampires. She’s gotten three. Oh, and a claimed human.” As if a murdered person was an afterthought. Then again, for an unsouled vampire, it was.
Most packs had agreements with the local supreme master vampire to maintain the Black Veil, the code of secrecy that kept the supernatural world under the human radar. Werewolves and vampires rarely saw eye to eye, but outright battles were rare. Both had too much to lose in the age of social media. 
Vic scratched his temple. A stranger would have thought he was calm. Only a touch of tension crinkled at his eyes. “You need someone who can hunt in the day, someone to put the blame on when the Alpha notices the pack is down a she-wolf. Fine, but what’s stopping the whole pack from taking us out and leaving you back at square one?”
“There isn’t a pack. Just one bitter bitch.” Sancha pulled a small envelope from inside her leather jacket. “This will get you started.”
Vic took the envelope with a nod. He licked his lips, repressed wince flickering. He stood taller, lifting his head higher. “You got a timeline?”
“Let’s go with three days.” 
Red chewed the inside of her cheek, making herself count to ten with the funny breathing that social worker taught her. It was either that or yell ‘bullshit.’ 
“72 hours?” Vic shook his head, puffing out a hard breath and putting his hands on his hips. “On a vamp killing wolf?”
“Tick tock, hunter.” Sancha shrugged and lifted her hands. “Run out on this bounty… We’ll catch you before you reach the panhandle.” She grinned before sprinting away in that blurred blink-and-you-missed-it way that only the oldest vampires could pull off. 
Red scanned the alley. Sancha’s shadows had disappeared too. She gulped in a deep breath, her heart galloping. “What the hell did you get us into now? First you don’t tell me about the vampire who brought the job to us. Then other vampires just pulled a Godfather on us. You know that’s an offer we can’t refuse.”
“I realize, Red!” Vic rubbed his face, grimacing, blinking quickly as he thought. He shook his head. “Shit. Let’s just ask Sal what was in that text message.”
“Great. More vampires. You know what I love? Vampires.” Red shook her head and power walked back to the back door of The Skinner’s kitchen. Phantom pain in her neck tingled over the scars on her neck. She swallowed back the lump of fear in her throat. 
“Sarcasm is the lowest form of humor.”
“It’s your favorite kind,” Red said as she yanked open the door and went inside. “Sal, you’ve got some explaining to do.” 
Vic crossed his arms as he faced the undead short order cook. “What she said.”
“I tried, you broke motherfucker, but you ain’t got no minutes.” Souled Sal put his hands on his hips. 
“Yeah, and we’re running out of more,” Red said, folding her arms, heart still racing. She bit back her bile to grit out the situation as calmly and quietly as she could. “Got three days to track a werewolf. Turns out there isn’t even a pack. Why doesn’t that feel like good news?”
“Because you’re an astute person who has a grasp of supernatural interspecies dynamics.” Souled Sal pursed his lips before shaking his head, then looked at Vic. He pointed at Red. “Why’s this girl looking at me like I owe her money?”
Vic shrugged. “She has vampire issues.” 
“Don’t we all?” Souled Sal rolled his eyes.
Red made a face at Souled Sal. “Yeah, now we’re in deep. Why isn’t there a pack?”
Sal dipped his head, a, unnecessary sigh rattled in his chest. “Because the supreme master cleaned house. Took out both the pack and the local witch coven. The hunters stayed neutral.” He glanced down, brown eyes narrowed as he bit his lip. 
Vic whistled.
“There a reason he did it beyond evil kicks?” Red furrowed her brow. Supernatural politics were rough, but most of the players kept to their corners. 
“A feud between the pack and the coven stirred things up in a bad way. Some reporter learned too much. Black Veil, you know the routine. Save our secrecy, take out your enemies. Maybe he saw it as an opportunity. I dunno, I’m not his poker buddy.” Sal put his hands up. “Cowboy Kurt don’t fuck around. They call him the King of the Prairie Dead for a reason.”
“How’s The Skinner still standing?” Vic asked. 
“Me. Managed to convince him that the hunters will keep to banishing ghosts and taking out ghouls. There was no reason to get the Brotherhood to send in a hero.” Souled Sal raised his palm. “I don’t think they know you used to be a Bard, Vic. I’d keep that one close to the vest, too.”
Vic nodded without clarifying that he technically still was one. Red knew her mentor would rather be on the front lines instead of in the library. 
The Brotherhood of Bards and Heroes were the closest thing to an organization that hunters had. An order of scholars and mentors to supernatural champions devoted to protecting humanity, the Bards also paid out bounties to hunters since there were only so many heroes running around. A supreme master vampire taking out a den of hunters after a bunch of supernatural and semi-human types would be enough to draw the watchful eye of the headquarters in London. 
Red asked the question that she had been wondering since they walked into this bar. She lifted her chin. “How’d they know to bring us in?”
“What other motherfucker is crazy enough to go after werewolves besides Vic Park fucking Constantine?” Souled Sal laughed. “You even have that three-name presidential assassin thing going on like you shot McKinley.” His deep chuckles subsided as he focused on Vic. “I didn’t know the bounty came from the supreme master when I called you in. I only heard it through the grapevine tonight. I’m betting that Sancha was the one who put your name down. Her sire’s one of those LA fat cats.”
“Vic’s the most famous UCLA drop out in the underworld, alright.” Red rolled her eyes. “Why do they even need us?”
“Are you going to ask all the questions?” Vic grabbed a beer bottle from the fridge and popped the top open with his teeth. “Am I the intern now?”
Red put a hand on her hip. “I can see it in your eyes. You’re already over this vampire shit and ready to tango with the werewolf.” She didn’t blame him, not after what had happened with his family. But someone had to keep them on track.
“Cowboy Kurt is weaker than he seems, even with that medieval chick on his side.” Souled Sal shook his head. “His people don’t tell me much. Soul segregation is alive and well in Oklahoma, despite what the Blood Alliance says.” 
“Yeah, what do the bigwigs at the Blood Alliance think about this?” Vic asked between sips. “Vamp bodies turning up for the police to find, only to burst into flames in sunlight? Sounds like a breach of the Black Veil to me.”
“The Blood Alliance might rule the masters, but they don’t get involved unless it’s big. Maybe that’s why they’re outsourcing now, to nip it in the bud before it gets bigger. Maybe the covens might not care about the Proctors, but one wolf could rile up all the Midwest Packs. Even if that Alpha—Hector—was one rude, crude dude. They’re keeping it quiet, but shit, even wolves have Facebook. The war howl could have gone up the plains already. I don’t know, but if Cowboy Kurt could get Breanna, he would.”
“The wolf’s name is Breanna?” Red frowned, the name pulled her out her disquiet over Sal’s dire warnings. “I would have imagined a name like Dallas or something with more swagger.”
“Nah, she was a college kid before this all went down, but some things can turn an omega into an alpha, I guess.” Souled Sal shrugged. “That’s all I know. Put some more damn minutes on your phone and I’ll let you know if I learn anything else.” 
Vic clapped Souled Sal on the shoulder. “Thanks, brother.”
“Don’t be thanking me yet.” Souled Sal returned to scrubbing the grill. This time with a human’s slowness as he bowed his head. “You might be cursing me soon enough.”
When Red and Vic walked back into the main room, the jukebox was playing to an empty room. Shivering, Red touched the faded scars on her neck under her pulled down hood. 
Vic had found her by the banks of Coyote Creek in Oregon, unconscious and bleeding, with no memory of how she had gotten bitten. The amnesia hijinks didn’t end there. She hadn’t a clue where she had been for the last eight years. Or who she was. 
Vic had saved her life, given her a name, and taken her with him on the road. She owed him a lot. It didn’t mean she wasn’t pissed at him. 
He hunted werewolves, hoping to find the one who’d killed his biological family. 
Red ran from vampires, afraid for the day she’d meet the one she couldn’t remember, the one who had taken her memories and nearly her life. 
There was no running from this bounty. Not after the vampires had seen her face. 
 



July 17th, 2018, 10:34PM, The University of Oklahoma in Norman, Oklahoma, USA
 
The red brick dormitory rose above them as they walked through the University of Oklahoma campus—home of the Sooners. Red studied the passing students, feeling as old as a vampire compared to their fresh youth. She might have only been a few years older than them, but she might as well have been from another world. 
Had she ever gone to university? 
Another mystery of her supernatural amnesia. 
Vic thought she had been mesmerized by a vampire into forgetting. Told her it was better to forget. It had taken her nearly a year, but at this point Red had given up on discovering her old life. Still, she wondered sometimes about the little things.
It wasn’t like she was yearning to go to a pep rally, but Red couldn’t help but wonder if in another life she had rooted for the home team or stressed over finals. She couldn’t imagine it, not after nearly a year of hunting monsters down the highways and byways of the west. Her idea of a test was hunting down a werewolf in three days. Now that was stress.
Sancha had given them an envelope with a single printed sheet containing a name, a picture of a smiling young woman in a Sooners shirt, and three addresses on it. They’d had less to go on before. 
After stopping to recharge the minutes on their phones, Red and Vic had climbed into the Millennium Falcon—the dingy black van they called home.  
She’d done enough research in the forty minutes it took to get to the Oklahoma City suburb of Norman to discover that at least one of those addresses was a dead end. Even the human news took notice when a compound burned down to the foundations… with over a dozen werewolves inside. The news article left out that part. 
The second address was another suspected arson.
Breanna Larson wasn’t like most twenty-year-olds. She didn’t have a Facebook or Instagram account. All that came up was her student profile on her college website. She hadn’t taken the time to fill it out. No picture, just a note that she was an agriculture studies major. The last address on the list that Sancha gave them was her dorm room. 
“Damn, colleges have more security nowadays.” Vic frowned as they walked up to the card scanner at the entrance to the dormitory. “We didn’t have card scanners, and my dorm was a stone’s throw from Inglewood.”
“Back in my day.” Red deepened her voice in a poor imitation before laughing and leaning against the wall by the door. “You’re not that old, Vic. You’re thirty-three, not eighty-three.”
“Look at them.” Vic gestured at a pair of male students, stumbling and laughing in their college shirts, walking toward them. 
Red shrugged, conceding the point. “These embryos don’t even have pores.”
“Shut up. You don’t either, Miss Maybe-Twenty-Four.” Vic glared at her before watching one boy fumble with his student ID to press it to the card scanner. 
Red opened the door for the students when the lock clicked open. 
“Evening, Sooners.” Vic tipped his green trucker hat. 
The two walked through with confused thanks mixed with eyerolls. 
“Alumni,” one whispered to the other. 
The boys laughed.
“Way to blend in with the youth,” Red whispered to Vic as they waited a beat and followed inside. She walked to the stairwell, watching a dorm attendant intercept the two drunk college boys in front of the elevator. 
They trotted up the stairs to the fourth floor where Breanna Larson had lived before she went all Van Helsing. It might have been a school night, but the dorm hallway was still alive. Hip hop and country blared from the open doors. 
Red followed the room numbers to an open door where a quiet tan-skinned girl sat at her desk, her long black braids hanging down to the middle of her back. 
Vic knocked on the doorframe. 
The girl, younger than the usual college student, looked up. A flash of fear came over her face.
Red exchanged a look with Vic. “Hi, sorry to bother you but we’re looking for Breanna Larson. Can you help us?”
“Depends.” The girl crossed her arms over her shirt. Her thick black glasses enlarged her suspicious brown eyes.
Red put one foot inside the room, noticing the girl watch her movements carefully. Vampires had to be invited into a home and could enter public places, but she bet that a dorm on a campus with this much school spirit had enough juju to keep them out of the individual dorm rooms. The look on the girl’s face made her wonder if they had already tried. 
“You haven’t seen her in a while, huh?” Red asked, with the gentleness of a school counselor.
“But you know she is in trouble.” Vic looked over at the two beds on either side of the room. One had a backpack and books covering it—signs of life. The other was empty except for a single stuffed wolf on it. 
“Listen, I don’t know who you are, but I can tell you’re not her family.” The girl said family with a revered emphasis that was somewhere between what people gave when they were talking about the Kennedys and the Manson Family. “I’m not a snitch.”
“No, but we’re the least scary ones looking for her.” Technically, it was true. Red tried not to think of what they might have to do when they found Breanna. Hunting a werewolf was easier when you weren’t looking at their teeny bopper band posters and stuffed animals. 
“I don’t know what to tell you. She hasn’t been around since… what happened to her family.” The girl frowned. “I miss her, but she can take care of herself.”
“I told you she was at the Proctor House.” Vic name-dropped the other address on the list that Sancha gave them. He mock-rolled his eyes at Red, hamming it up for the girl. 
“Tell your boyfriend to shut up.” The girl sat straight up. She tried to wipe the confirmation off her face, but the name meant something.
“Ew, gross, he’s not my boyfriend.” Red shook her head. Vic was like her cigar-smoking paranoid older brother. Or a wacky young demon hunter uncle. “What’s your name?”
“None of your business.”
“It’s Nyla Begay. Says so on the door.” Vic jerked his thumb toward the door, but his eyes bored into the stuffed wolf toy on Breanna’s bed. “The child prodigy here isn’t so smart after all.”
“Hey, I started college at fifteen, thank you very much.”
Red glared at Vic. Questioning witnesses went easier when they weren’t being provoked. She closed the door. “Nyla, let’s start over. You’re not stupid. I think you know what Breanna was. You know that it wasn’t an accident what happened to her family, and I get the feeling you know that the OKC gets livelier after dark. They came for the wolves, they came for the witches, and they got them both. Now, they’re coming for Breanna.” 
“The witches… No, her boyfriend was too strong.” Nyla looked down before glancing up with more steel than expected in a teenager. “You’re right. I know stuff, and I know you’re the ones in trouble if you’re tangled up in all of this. Now, leave before I call the RA!” 
Red put her hands up. “Fine.” She pushed Vic toward the door to break his dead stare with the stuffed animal. 
She waited until they were out of the dorm and in the van to punch his shoulder. “Dumbass.”
“Hey, I’m driving!” 
“What was that back there?”
“She could have been one of them.” Vic glowered over the steering wheel. “Native, by the looks of her. Maybe a skin walker.”
“Oh, Christ, I am not going to unpack how problematic that statement was. If she was a skin walker, then I’m a fairy.” Red shook her head. Nyla knew something, but Red would bet that the teen was looking for apartments off campus right now. “Get your head in the game, dude. This is Vegas stakes, here.”
“No, if we were in Vegas, there’s an alchemist who owes me a favor. This would be a different story.” Vic crowed, pointing his finger up. 
Red tried another take. “Listen, I get that when it’s werewolves you don’t think straight, but we need to be cool. I don’t think Sancha gave us three full days for the job. Maybe it’s bringing up stuff about your family, but—“
“Now, you listen. So you did like three group PTSD sessions in Colorado, that doesn’t make you my therapist.” His voice grew raw from tortured emotion. “You’re talking about shit you don’t understand. Whatever happened to you, you don’t remember. I do. I remember that fucking wolf tearing into my dad, I remember my mom trying to get my sister and me out. I saw little Gracie get clawed to shit. Four years old, and that wolf ate her face. If Henry hadn’t gotten there in time, I would’ve died with them.” Vic shook as he drove, the van wobbling in the lane. 
Red took a deep breath. In all their time together, he hadn’t spoken of the night his family was butchered on a camping trip in Wyoming. He had told her about Henry Constantine, the late hunter who adopted him, and even his wayward adopted brother Lashawn, but she’d only heard bits and pieces from other hunters about her mentor’s more distant past. “I’m sorry.”
“Shit.” Vic hit the steering wheel. “I know, you’re right. Hunters have to focus. It’s what keeps us alive. I just… You see a perky little co-ed in that picture. I see a wolf. I see a wolf strong enough to take down vampires without an alpha to keep her in line. That ain’t a pretty ending, Red. Breanna isn’t being picky either. She’s killed a human too. You might think that I’m going all KKK on wolves, but I know what they can do when they get a taste for people.” 
“I hear you.” Red cringed as she realized she’d used a phrase from her support group, but it didn’t look like Vic had noticed. “We did get something out of Nyla, at least.”
“What was it? Because that reboot of Doogie Howser was like a brick wall. And you were right. She knew something.”
“She knew a lot, but she didn’t know that the coven was taken out. That surprised her, given how powerful Breanna’s boyfriend was.” Red’s mind was working it out, trying to guess the turns in the political quagmire that was the supernatural scene in Oklahoma. She turned data on on her phone and looked up the directions. She knew Vic was distracted when he didn’t start ranting about Google maps and privacy. “Maybe we have a Romeo and Juliet situation. Star-crossed supernatural lovers caught between two feuding families. Until the vampires blew their houses up because this isn’t fair Verona, its Oklahoma CIty.”
“Fantastic. A she-wolf and a man-witch working together. How freaking gender progressive.”
“Maybe.”
“This would be a great time for that little bit of magic that you have to manifest.”
“Hey, I’m working on it.” Red crossed her arms. “I was able to float a feather last week.”
“Let’s tickle the wolf. Great plan.” 
Red ignored his sarcasm. “I looked up the murders, and even reading between the lines in the articles, it was all brute force. Doors forced open, broken windows, the works.”
Vic huffed out a thoughtful breath. “We still have some of that midnight oil left. Let’s check out the Proctor House. Or, well, what’s left of it.”  
“Just in time for the witching hour.” 
 
 



July 18th, 2018, Midnight, the Proctor House in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, USA
 
Red frowned. “Coming here at midnight seems like a bad idea, now that I’m looking at it.”
“Yup.” Vic screwed the silencer onto his gun. They had traded wooden-tipped bullets for blessed silver ones. The good news was blessed silver could weaken both werewolves and vampires.
The Proctor House had been an Edwardian dream in its prime, but with its two wings and three stories burned to ash, only a charred shadow of it remained. Red didn’t have much magic, feather floating aside, and needed glasses for her third eye. It didn’t matter. She felt the vibes coming off the only structure still standing—the ballroom. 
Vic had made a call to Souled Sal to pump him for information about the coven that previously lived at the Proctor House. Sal could only tell them that the coven had been more like a big family with some strays brought in. The Proctors had been some of the first settlers in Oklahoma City. Souled Sal knew their three-times-great-grandpappy John Proctor the Fourth enough to know not to fuck with him. Sal made it clear that they weren’t common warlocks, playing with magic relics and mystical trinkets. The Proctors were old blood witches, supposedly from Salem.
Vic stepped under the police tape hanging uselessly from the cinders of what used to be the grand entrance to the mansion.
Red followed him, even as her instincts told her to run. She rubbed the goosebumps on her arms through her hoodie.
The arson investigation squad had cleared a path, but the ashes still rose to their knees along the walls. They edged around a hole in the floor before stepping over the cracked walls in the floorplan. The sliver of a moon above reflected on a lone sigil carved in a baseboard. Most old witch covens had enough tricks to put up a few fire repelling charms. Did the vampires nuke the place? 
When Souled Sal said the name Cowboy Kurt, Red had imagined an overly pale dude in chaps. Not a guy with the artillery necessary to take out a mansion. Red tried not to think of a vampire with that much power knowing who she was.
The tingle of magic increased as they got closer to the ballroom. 
Vic pushed open the miraculously still hanging door to the burned-out ballroom. “This is spooky but not so bad.”
He flew backwards in a cloud of ashes.
Howling ripped through the quiet.
Head pounding, breath ragged from shock, Red ran to Vic and tugged him up. 
“Spoke too soon,” he coughed out. 
She grabbed a bundle of sage from her pocket, glancing down at it and back up to Vic’s dusty face. “We’re going to need a bigger boat.” 
Vic pulled out his gun and raised it. “Silver in here, bitch.”
Red followed his line of sight to the doorway. Shoulders squaring, she traded the sage for her weapon.
Breanna Larson didn’t look like a perky co-ed anymore. Brown hair in a tangle, ash on ripped jeans, and fury on her dirty face, she stood in the doorway. “I can smell the vampire on you.”
“I can smell the human on your breath.” Vic tensed his shoulders like a linebacker ready to charge. 
Red lifted her gun. “Enough banter.” 
Breanna squinted at the marks on Red’s neck. “Claimed humans. Cowboy Kurt is getting desperate.” She smiled like a corpse in rigor mortis. “Good.” 
Vic fired two shots before Breanna disappeared into the ballroom. 
They ran after her. Red made it inside, but Vic disappeared from her side, pushed back again by an unseen force. 
The door swung closed behind her. 
Shit. Her stomach dropped. Red could see enough of the ruined chamber from the moon shining through the missing roof to know she was fucked. She tried counting to ten, but lapsed into mental curing by number five. 
“I’m going break your legs like twigs, then leave that face a mess for the cowboy to find.” Breanna stepped out of the shadows. “He loves his pretty girls. You’re not going to be pretty after I’m done with you.”
“Oh, you think I’m pretty? Gee, thanks.” Red said tightly as she swung her gun around toward the voice in a corner.
A glow rose up in the center of the room. It ebbed in size before an orb drifted out. The unearthly light seemed to cast more moving shadows than it illuminated.
It wasn’t the first time she had seen a spirit manifest, but the temperature drop still creeped her out. Her breath puffed out like vapor even on a hot Oklahoma summer’s night.
An outline of a young man in skinny jeans formed as the specter stepped out. “Watch out, Bree, she’s a witch.” 
“Brian, I can handle it.”
“Aw, the boyfriend. Breanna and Brian, that’s cute,” Red said with more bravado than she felt, watching other orbs split off from the radiant mass. She was wrong, they weren’t dealing with a witch-werewolf team up. It was a homicidal werewolf and a gang of ghosts. Sancha had left that out.
Fantastic.
Ghostly human silhouettes begin to form behind Brian. Most were in modern clothes, but a few wore historical outfits. Their spectral forms gave off a watery green glow like a light from a pool. 
Red tensed, knowing her gun would be useless, and the rest of her kit was back in the van. Gulping a deep breath, she tried a different approach. “Hey now, I’m not a claimed human. I’m a hunter.”
“You should be helping me then.” Breanna rushed forward, but the specter of her dead boyfriend stepped into her path. 
“Bree…” Brian’s voice sounded like an echoed whisper. 
Red looked around at the ghosts who glided closer to her every time she looked back at them. Sweat beaded on her forehead. “Then tell me what happened, because what I heard is that you murdered a human. Sounds like the truth, since you’re ready to mutilate me now. You’re dangerous.” 
“They killed my family! They killed Brian’s family.” Breanna pointed at the ghosts. “That’s what happened. Everything I’ve done, they’ve deserved!”
“I get the revenge part. But I’m not sure a suicide mission will help you. And trust me on this, the vampires will kill you.”
“They can’t get in here. That’s why they sent you two.” Breanna lunged forward in a feint before laughing. “Ghosts and vampires, oil and water. You’re the one on a suicide mission, honey.” 
“She doesn’t get it, Bree. She doesn’t remember her family. She doesn’t know what the vampires have taken from her.” The worry was clear even if Brian’s face was translucent. “You don’t have to kill her.”
“She’s working for them!”
Brian stepped forward to block Red from Breanna. “How many people have to die?”
“As many as it takes.” Breanna snarled. 
Goosebumps rose on Red’s goosebumps as she looked back at the ghostly Proctors who were inching closer. Like an ice cube dropped down the back of her shirt, she felt it.
A stronger presence came into the chamber.
The semi-circle of radiant spirits parted. 
The ghost walked solidly forward. He looked corporeal except for the unearthly glow surrounding him. He looked like he had been the first one off the Mayflower in his tricornered hat, plain suit, and buckle shoes. Red had the feeling that he was the original John Proctor even before the name popped into her head. 
John Proctor looked at Breanna. “You will not harm our sister witch. Stand back, child, this one knows not what she does.” He looked back at Red with glowing white eyes. “But she can be made to.”
The vision hit her like a wrecking ball. 
The ballroom transformed from a burnt shell to an elegant chamber again, complete with a grand piano in the corner. Painted sigils on scrolls hung on the walls. A pentagram-decorated rug laid on the floor. The Proctor House had once been beautiful. It even felt like a happy home.
Brian sat at the piano with a smiling, older woman. They had the same nose and smile. She was singing. 
The room rocked before the fireball came through the open door. Then the screams began. People ran into the ballroom. They pushed the rug aside to open a trap door in the floor. 
It wasn’t escape they found.
Vampires jumped out with automatic weapons.  
Smoke filled the room as the shooting started. 
A man in a cowboy hat stood in the shadowed doorway. His laugh echoed in her head even after the vision faded. 
“They culled my line. What the witch hunters failed to do in Salem, the vampires finished in Oklahoma.” John Proctor stepped forward. “I yearn to say it’s Satan driving them forward, but the Bible is blind to the scourge which truly wants to run over humanity. Even now, the powers that be seal my lips, sister witch. You know so little of who you are, who you would be if they had not taken you. It’s not only my clan that will be wiped off the map to ensure their victory.”
“What are you saying?”
“Your mother’s blood runs strong in you.” John Proctor nodded, assessing her as the glow faded in his eye sockets, leaving behind a sad gaze. “That is why you were chosen for their dark purpose. That is what helped you survive.”
“My mother? What do you know of her?” Red gasped. “Is she…?”
“When you learn the truth of what you have suffered, I shudder for your enemies. Even the one who doesn’t know you survived, hidden in the branches of the juniper tree.”
“You’re speaking in riddles. What does all this mean?”
“Riddles are all the dead have, daughter of Melusine.”
“Is that my mother’s name?”
“No, sister witch, that is the source you spring from after centuries of witches and magus bred for a singular purpose. Your mother turned her back on our world, to her mother’s dismay. As you have tried, too. You have stopped seeking your truth. You wish to be the shield of humanity, but you dropped your greatest weapon.” John Proctor shook his head, disappointment clear on his ghostly face. “Cherish your ignorance while you have it.” His voice began to fade. “What do the young say? The truth will set you free, but first it will piss you off?”
Red stared as he disappeared, along with all the other ghosts of the Proctor family. 
“Brian, stay with me, baby!” Breanna called out. She looked around, then raised her hands, claws growing from her fingers. “You did it! You made him leave!” 
The door kicked open, and Vic raised his gun.
The image of the man in the cowboy hat flashed in Red’s mind. She could have screamed. She could have whispered. Red didn’t know. The power of the vision overwhelmed her, even the phantom smoke choked her. A throb in her ears drowned out her words. “No, Vic!”
He fired. Twice.
Breanna shuddered as a bullet hit her side. She growled at them. Running away into a trap door in the center of the room, she slammed it shut behind her. 
Red’s knees wobbled. The pounding in her chest made her want to put her arms over her head. Instead, she ran to the trap door and tried to pull it up. It wouldn’t give. 
“Fucking hell, what happened in here?” Vic nudged her aside. He tried to open the trap door. 
“I saw them all die.” Panting, Red tried to pull herself together as she wiped at her forehead, expecting ash on her fingertips. Hot tears burned her eyeballs. “The ghosts. They told me about my mother. She’s a witch.” 
“Forget it now!” Vic yelled as he shot at the latch of the trap door. It broke, but the door still wouldn’t give. He cursed before grabbing a broken part of a ceiling beam and slamming it against the trap door.
The burnt wood fell through. An abyss stared back at them. 
Vic yelled at her to get into the tunnel.
Even as she ran down the dark stone steps, all Red could think about was the mother she couldn’t remember. 
 



July 18th, 2018, Sunset, the Skinner Bar in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, USA
 
Red watched Vic gulp down his pint of IPA with the force of a sailor on shore leave, but she could barely stomach the glass of pinot grigio she had ordered. The chicken and waffles from earlier seemed to twerk in her belly. 
They were fucked. Capital F, capital “ucked.” Red didn’t share the thought. She knew Vic was thinking it too. 
Souled Sal had taken their order with the air of a prison warden arranging a final meal for a condemned man. He wouldn’t even accept their money when they’d asked for the check.
The other hunters in the bar avoided their eyes as if their bad luck would rub off. 
“Let’s go.” Vic wiped his mouth. 
They were running out of leads to chase. After getting lost in the tunnels underneath the Proctor House, they had gone to bed when the sun was rising. Neither slept well. 
Red kept dreaming of a faceless woman dropping her into a rushing river. The tears were still wet on her cheeks when she opened her eyes.
Vic woke up hollering for Gracie. 
Neither mentioned it as they dressed in the dingy motel off the highway.
Red put foundation on her neck to cover her old scars as she looked in the mirror and wondered if she had her mother’s nose like Brian Proctor had his. The question haunted her as strongly as the Proctors had.
The sun might have been out, but the day hadn’t brought clarity. 
Nyla Begay wasn’t in her dorm room, and campus security escorted them away when they tried to break in. Only smooth talking about being alumni kept them from being hauled to the police station. 
Breanna Larson wasn’t in the Proctor House and neither was she lurking around the burned foundations of her pack’s compound on the outskirts of the city. Thankfully, there weren’t any werewolf spirits to howl at them. It was their one break. 
Walking out of The Skinner to the parking lot, Red wasn’t surprised to see Sancha waiting for them. It had been that kind of day. 
With two black-clad goons behind her, the vampiress stood beside a limo with a gold-plated wolf skull on the front. 
Red hadn’t even been able to pull out her stake before she and Vic were bundled into the limo, bags thrown over their heads, weapons taken away. Red tried to focus on the turns as the car drove away, but she knew it was useless. 
The vampires would drive around to confuse the route to their lair. No vampire would let a hunter know where their lair was, even if they were supposedly working for them.
The walk from the car felt short, but fear could speed up time. Red could smell they were still in the city.
“Our three days are up, already? Could’ve sworn it’s just been a day.” Vic snarked as the vampires removed the bag from their heads. “Time flies when you’re having fun, I guess.”
Sancha pushed Red into a chair. 
Gold lights illuminated a square bar. Stripper poles stood on a raised platform to either side of a fur-covered throne. The place looked like a cross between a gothic saloon and a titty bar. An elk’s head stared at her from a mount on the wall. 
Red had the ghoulish vision of her and Vic’s heads hanging there beside it.
Sancha leaned forward to whisper, “I didn’t choose this. The matter was taken out of my hands.” Her mouth tensed as if she wanted to say more, but instead she went to stand by one of the stripper poles. 
Red studied Sancha. A slip of empathy from an unsouled vampire? Or a powerplay? Who was she kidding? It was all about the power with them. 
Spurs chinked on the wooden floor, drawing closer. 
Turning her head, Red glanced at Vic. Her chest tightened as she tried to ask him with her eyes if he heard that. Her stomach dropped. She already knew the answer.
Vic mouthed a single word.
She bit her lip. It wasn’t the lone ranger come to save them.
“What has the mighty werewolf hunter brought home?” The masculine voice coming from the opening door had the growl of ten lifetimes of unfiltered cigarettes. 
Red looked over her shoulder.
The cowboy hat and slim figure was only a silhouette. The low lights glinted off the gold embroidery on his shoulders. The vampire stepped into view. Years of staring into a prairie horizon had left him with a permanent squint. Clean shaven, he somehow still had a tint of a red tan to his cheeks. 
Even with other vampires coming into the room, Red couldn’t look away. There was no doubt that this was the supreme master vampire around these parts. Souled Sal had called him Cowboy Kurt, but the other name felt more apt. King of the Prairie Dead.
Kurt strode toward them, only to circle their chairs. He took their measure like a rancher at a cattle auction before he sat down on the fur covered chair between the stripper poles. 
The pelt smelled new. It was a wolf. 
“Mr. Constantine, I’m a simple vampire. I pay my taxes, care for my family, and keep the peace. Those are my actions. That is how you know me, son.” Kurt narrowed his eyes. “I feel as if I ready know you by yours.” 
Red winced. 
Inscrutable, Vic met the supreme master’s gaze.
Kurt stroked the fur on the arm rest like one would stroke a lover. “The wolf is hiding at the Proctor House, and you couldn’t smoke her out.”
Vic nodded, his voice even. “She escaped through the tunnels after I shot her.”
“Tough luck, Constantine.” Kurt sighed and snapped his fingers. “And I heard you were the best in the west. Should have known those pretty LA vamps were blowing smoke up my ass.” 
Vic didn’t reply. His eyes pleaded with Red to not make one of her trademark smart ass remarks. 
“That Larson bitch, now she has grit. If she could be tamed, I’d add her to my kennel. I don’t rightly know what to make of her.” Kurt sucked at his teeth, fangs elongating as his brown eyes turned the amber of a predator. “The omega of the pack causing so much fuss. Not just the omega, but the daughter of an omega. Now, don’t get me wrong, Hector was a grisly piece of wolf. I did god’s work with that one.”
The vampires in the room stirred from their places on the bar stools and on along the wall. There must have been over two dozen, but the room could fit more. It felt emptier than it should.
“So true.” Sancha leaned her arm on the back of Kurt’s chair. 
A beefy male vampire in head-to-toe denim stepped forward and raised his fist. “The King of the Prairie Dead!”
Red caught his glare at Sancha before he stepped back.
“Thank you, Marcus.” Kurt nodded to his minion and put his hand on Sancha’s hip. “The other packs might grumble, but they knew he was dirt. The she-wolf knows that too. Lord knows her daddy never protected her when Hector came around. And I hear he came around a lot for those she-wolves when they were real young, too. Don’t get that either. I like a lady with some season to her.” Kurt shared a leer with Sancha, then shrugged. “So much fuss for a pack that she tried to escape.” Kurt leaned forward. “What’s our theory about that? You’re a California boy. Probably had a therapist or two. Enlighten me.” 
Vic clenched his jaw.
“Nothing, boy? Let’s ask the female.” Kurt pointed at Red. “Speak. Now.”
Red licked her lips, mouth suddenly dry. She glanced quickly at Vic before focusing on the King of the Prairie Dead. “She loved a Proctor boy. Maybe her pack didn’t mean much, but they did.”
“Now that is an insight.” Kurt slapped his knee then his amusement curdled. “Didn’t do you two much good. Just left me having to bribe the cops to turn a blind eye to a shooting in a residential neighborhood.” He glared at Vic and Red. “So, what do we do with a wolf on the lam, running roughshod over my city, making a jackass of me?”
The tension grew in the room as gathered vampires shifted in the shadows.
“Mi amor, what is a wolf? You sit on the alpha’s pelt.” Sancha laughed. 
“And that took some doing. They turn back into humans when you kill ‘em. Gotta get the skin while they’re kicking.” Kurt smiled as if thinking about a pleasant church picnic before his mood soured. He drummed this fingers on the arm rest. “A wolf alive means a wolf who can tell the story. Thank god you damn millennials can’t remember a phone number.” 
“We’ve cut off all her lines of communication.” Marcus, the muscled minion in denim, pointed out. “The bitch can’t even walk into a library to use a computer without one of our claimed humans noticing.” 
Kurt jumped out of his chair in a burst of energy. “Now, here’s what we’re going to do. Bounties are all well and good, but we all know that you hunters ain’t money grubbers.” He pressed a hand to his heart. “Shields to humanity and all. What you need is an incentive. What you all need is an incentive.” He looked around at the vampires in the room with dark promise, then stepped down from his throne to brush a hand along Red’s jaw. “Now, you’re a little lady with some season on you. I bet the werewolf hunter likes having you on his arm.” His teeth were yellowed beside his bone white fangs when he smiled. “I was thinking about breaking that arm, but I got a better idea.” 
Red didn’t get a chance to scream before his fangs were in her neck. A haze fell over her—the thrall of a vampire’s bite. She wasn’t numb. She felt the pain, but she couldn’t move. 
“Fucking hell!” Vic yelled and struggled in the chair next to her. 
Kurt pulled back and patted his mouth with a red bandana. “I’ve claimed this human. Your woman is mine by underworld rights. You can get her back when you bring me the wolf’s head.”
“She’s not staying here,” Vic said. 
“Hell, no she ain’t. She’s a working gal. I want her by your side so you can see my marks in this pretty neck. Incentivization.” Kurt smiled to himself. “I almost want you to fail. This girl tastes like strawberries, I tell you.” 
Sancha rushed forward. She pressed a bandage to Red’s throat. “Press down.” 
The King of the Prairie Dead stepped back to his throne and waved a lazy hand without looking behind him. “Turn ‘em loose where you found ‘em.” 
A bag was put over Red’s head, and she was pushed and guided away. The walk to the limo took ages as she pressed the bandage to her throat. They had been on the road for a while before gentle hands removed the bag.
“Monstruo,” Sancha said as she reached over and pulled off Vic’s. “He is, you know, a monster. King of the Prairie Dead does whatever he pleases.”
“Yeah, you weren’t complaining before.” Red stamped the soaked bandage harder to her neck. Pain screaming through her nerves, pulling her face into a grimace. 
“Not where he can hear, but the ones in this car are mine.” Sancha shook her head, doe eyes lowering. “I had no love for Hector. It was a good thing for him to die, but the little wolves… The Proctors… That was bad blood to spill. A cursed thing.”
“You know that witches, they don’t go without the last word.” Vic narrowed his eyes at Sancha. “They’ll die with a curse on their lips.”
“We saw them at the old Proctor house. Their spirits are still there.” Red tried to focus on glowering at Sancha even as sparks rose in her vision from blood loss. Only adrenalin kept her upright.
“Si, I have heard them wail. They call for the blood of a king.” Sancha looked out the window. “They aren’t the only ones.”
“Why do you serve him then?” Red snapped, even as Vic stomped on her foot.
“Kurt was a rebel like a pirate of the plains. I thought my sire would notice when I married him...” Sancha shook her head, lips pursing as if she regretted her words. “Then, how do you say in English, you make your bed. Maybe this is how my sire punishes me… an eternity in Oklahoma.” 
The limo rolled to a stop, and the door opened. An olive-skinned vampire in aviator sunglasses dropped a duffle bag on the black top parking lot of The Skinner. 
“I am in your corner, if you can believe it.” Sancha tilted her head, and for anyone who didn’t know she was a vampire, the concern would have looked genuine.
 “I’ll believe it when I see it.” Red hauled herself out of the limo, the movement jostling the wound in her neck. The trouble was that Red almost believed her. Almost was too much.
Souled Sal waited by the side of The Skinner’s building, a trembling cigarette between his lips. He looked to Vic, opening his mouth before remaining silent. 
“You have another day. Give him something before the next sunset.” Sancha closed the door.
Her driver hopped back behind the wheel.
Vic grabbed the duffle bag and took Red’s hand. He glared at Souled Sal before looking at Red, fear and guilt crinkling the corners of his eyes. “Come on.”
“Hospital. Now,” Red said through gritted teeth. 
“Is she okay?” Souled Sal called out.
“Does she look okay?” Vic yelled back. Grumbling to himself, he unlocked the passenger side of the van first. “Fucking asinine question. Is she okay? Fucker brings us here. My intern gets bitten. Shit.” 
Red managed to get into the van.
As he drove, a stream of profanities spewed from Vic’s mouth along with orders for Red to keep her eyes open.
The adrenalin faded, and a daze overcame her as she slumped in her seat. Red woke at the hospital long enough to hear Vic give a fake name. She could have sworn she saw the outline of a juniper tree before everything went black. 
 
 



July 19th, 2018, Sunset, Bricktown in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, USA
 
Red watched the flickers of the lights from the nearby mall ripple on the Bricktown canal. The moon was almost too thin to be seen in the sky.
Vic leaned against a tree beside her. He watched the people walking up a ramp to the ice cream shop and the movie theater on the raised level above the canal. 
They might have been best friends, but they didn’t have anything to say to each other now. Red was a claimed human, and he was man with a target on his back. 
Sancha said they had until sunset to come up with something. They had nada. Zilch. Nothing. Even if they’d had more time, they had no leads. Breanna could be anywhere in the Midwest by now.
Last night, Red had been in and out of the hospital as quick as the blood transfusion could be done and the paperwork could be filled out. The significant looks from the hospital’s night staff made it clear that it wasn’t their first rodeo, seeing a lady with fang marks in her neck. 
Vic had let her sleep in that morning while he went out, trying to use their last day to drum up a new lead. 
Red knew the guilt was getting to him by the twitch in his cheek every time he saw the bandage on her neck. 
He had screamed at Souled Sal over the phone, demanding to know if Cowboy Kurt had any gifts beyond the usual vampire super strength, speed, and hearing. Sal said Kurt didn’t, but he had followers who did.
Even after Vic left the motel room, she still couldn’t sleep, so she tried to do research. All she’d come up with was Brian Proctor’s Instagram account. 
Later, they had hit up the few places that he had taken pictures at that a college-age werewolf might go for kicks. This stretch of urban canal in the middle of Oklahoma City was the last picture posted. Brian and Breanna had posed by this very spot. 
Maybe on the last happy day they’d had with each other, Red mused. 
“He said that the killing should stop.” 
Red turned, already reaching for her holster when she spotted Breanna walking toward them by the canal.
The werewolf walked slower than usual. The silver bullet had slowed her down but didn’t kill her. Contrary to popular opinion, it took more than one to take down a werewolf. She looked like she was trying to blend in, her ashy clothes almost covered by the man’s coat she wore. 
“He was always the good one, you know. Gentle. Never knew men came like that until I met him.” 
“I can tell he loved you,” Red said softly, remembering Brian’s expression as he looked at Breanna in their photo.
“He did. Still does. Most women never get that, a man that loves you to death and beyond.” Breanna stepped beside Red. “I don’t recommend it. It’s a terrible thing to love someone so much and lose them. They take some of you with them.”
Red shook her head at Vic when he reached for his weapon. 
Breanna noticed the movement but didn’t do more than stare at Vic before looking back at Red. “I told him that he had my heart and soul. They passed when he did. It’s weird how we say that. He didn’t pass. He died. He’s stuck. Unfinished business.” Her voice turned earnest. “I can finish it for him.”
“Do you really think you can?” Red asked.
“If you take me in alive, you’d be surprised.” Breanna stared at the water. “My daddy was the omega, but I never was. Probably why Hector liked me too much.” Her eyes narrowed. “The Proctors took me in. They were the ones who sent me to college. That started the feud. I gotta give something back.”
“What’s that smell?” Vic looked over at Breanna.
Red sniffed and noticed it too. She looked closer at Breanna and saw a small curl of smoke come out from under the werewolf’s collar. 
Silver glinted under the coat. 
Red put her hands up and was about to ask Breanna what the hell she was doing when she felt the eyes on her back.
“Well, look at what my hunters finally smoked out!” Kurt called as he walked arm in arm with Sancha like lovers come to stroll along the canal. In all black with a Stetson on his head, he was dressed for a hoe down in hell. “Incentivization, Sancha. I told you.”
“You’re always so right, mi amor.” Sancha patted his arm. She matched him in a black leather two-piece dress.
Marcus the oversized minion walked behind them. The eyeroll he gave Sancha was clear even yards away. His camel overcoat barely hid the weapons he carried.
Red noticed more vampires striding toward them from the other direction. She backed away from the canal in sync with Vic.
Breanna growled. “Cowboy King, I want to dance with you, not your boys.”
Suddenly, half a dozen vampires rushed the werewolf with more on their heels.
Breanna transformed her hands into claws, swiping at the first one before she pulled out a stake and plunged it into the heart of another.
The vampire decayed to bones in an instant.  
Breanna pivoted, her mouth transforming into the snout of a wolf as she buried her teeth in another vampire’s neck. Breanna might have been the omega’s daughter, but she had the control of an alpha and nothing to lose. She fought like it. Stomping to the King of the Prairie Dead, she shook the minions away like water off a wolf’s pelt.
Kurt pushed Sancha roughly to the side and strode toward his enemy. 
“Protect the king!” Marcus called, directing the assault with terse arm motions like a marine commanding his squad.
With Vic on her heels, Red sprinted up the ramp to the outdoor strip mall on the level above the canal. 
The bomb went off as they made it around the corner of the ice cream shop. 
A mangled silver fork landed by her feet. Now she knew what Breanna had under her coat—a homemade bomb and enough blessed silver to take out a mess of vampires. 
“Run to the theater!” Red shouted to the bystanders. She dodged through the screaming crowd of running people to look over the edge of the rail. 
Blood and silver shrapnel littered the sidewalk by the small canal. The bones of dead vampires lay beside the smudge of red that had once been Breanna Larson.
The werewolf hadn’t finished the job.   
Kurt lay on the ground, blood on his face, cowboy hat by his side. Two skeletons were at his feet, suckers who must have shielded him from the explosion of blessed silver.
Sancha looked calm in the chaos as she watched Marcus.
Kurt’s minion, bloodied with silver bits sticking out of him, stumbled as humans rushed past him.
Sancha smiled. She waited until more humans provided cover to raise a stake and slammed it into his back. 
Marcus arched his back. The screams echoing off the outdoor mall covered his final word, but it was clear on his lips. Kurt.
Red stepped behind a streetlamp before Sancha could see who witnessed her betrayal. Her heart thumped in her chest. 
It all happened in seconds.
“Dammit, the Black Veil, Sancha. Take care of it!” Kurt hobbled to his feet and slammed the Stetson on his head. 
Sancha picked up the fallen automatic weapon by Marcus’s bones before stopping a human man in camo pants. She shoved the gun into his hands and forced him to look at her, nails digging into his chin as she spoke. 
The man nodded.
“Shit, she can mesmerize.” Vic grabbed Red’s arm and pulled her away. 
Red looked over her shoulder at the first burst of gunfire. 
Kurt appeared in front of Vic and Red, stopping from a dead sprint. “And she can make a mean flan too.”
Stopping short, Red bumped into Vic. She reached for her gun.
Sancha grabbed her hand and pulled it away. 
Red struggled against the vampiress, but it was like fighting a brick wall. The sound of gun blasts bounced off the walls around them.
“Draw that gun, and I put a bullet in your hunting partner.” Sancha put Red’s own weapon to her head. 
Leave me. Red mouthed the words. Vic had saved her once; she could return the favor. Vic shook his head as he lowered his gun. 
“I believe you failed me, boy.” Kurt snarled through his fangs.
Vic jerked his thumb toward the canal. “The wolf’s dead. What’re you talking about?” 
“I wanted her head. Instead I lost nearly a dozen vampires to a suicide bomber like this was fucking Kabul.” Kurt pulled his cowboy hat off his thick mop of dark hair and tossed it on the ground. 
“You interrupted my hunt, coming in like John Wayne!”
Kurt’s gaze turned amber.
“Run, Vic!” Red kicked her feet as Sancha dragged her toward a black Cadillac pulling up to the curb. She yelled again as her stupid mentor stood his ground.
Sancha looked up as a helicopter flew overhead. “The cops.” She nagged in a voice more like housewife than a vampire in the middle of a standoff. “Kurt!”
Only another round of gunfire answered her. Kurt stepped forward. A panicked stampede rushing away from the movie theater separated Vic from the King of the Prairie Dead.
As Sancha forced her inside the Cadillac, Red saw Vic being pulled away by Souled Sal. She breathed a sigh of relief.
Then the door closed behind Sancha, and all Red saw was Kurt staring at her with his fangs ready to strike. 
 



July 19th, 2018, Night, The Lair of the King of the Prairie Dead, somewhere in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, USA
 
Red blinked, head brushing up against a metal pole as she squinted to see a dimly lit saloon come into view. Her neck wound throbbed. The pain brought terrible clarity to her reality. She was stuck in the lair of Cowboy Kurt. Chilly without her hoodie and in only a thin black tank top and ripped jeans, she shivered more from fear than the temperature. She put her hand out to steady herself and felt a coarse pelt under her fingers. Red cringed away. 
At least Breanna had been spared her alpha’s fate. 
Taking a deep breath, Red mused darkly that Breanna might have been the luckiest of all. The werewolf was reunited with her boyfriend after taking down a dozen of the vampires responsible for the deaths of both their families. She might have been a bloody smear on the sidewalk now, but she’d had the last laugh. 
The Packs of the Midwest would howl the ballad of brave Breanna Larson, the omega’s daughter, under the full moon for generations. If they learned the truth. 
That was a big if.
Red glared at the black heels and pale ankles that glided toward her before looking up at Sancha’s face. She’d spit in that model-beautiful face if she had the saliva for it. The kicker was when Red saw Sancha stake Marcus, she had actually believed that the vampire was on their side. 
Well, at least on the side against Kurt. 
That’s what you got for trusting vampires. Maybe that was how she lost her memories in the first place, Red mused bitterly.
Sancha crouched, wearing a loose white dress instead of leather, with a bowl in one hand and a cloth in the other. She mopped up the blood on Red’s neck with more gentleness than expected from a soulless demon. “You’re finally with us. I was worried.”
“Kurt won, huh?”
“He’s lost many of his men.” Sancha put a weird emphasis on the word “his.” She continued, “But yes, the King of the Prairie Dead rides triumphant again.” 
“Fabulous,” Red muttered. Her sarcasm was weaker from blood loss. Kurt hadn’t taken as much this time, probably just a love bite by vampire standards, but she still felt sick. Or maybe it was just the disgust at being manhandled and claimed by a vampire churning her stomach.
Sancha rose and went to the bar to gather up items, putting some of them in her pockets. She came back with an unmarked brown bottle and a small glass of water. Kneeling, she set the water down before raising the bottle with a consoling smile. “This is peroxide. We don’t want you getting an infection.”
Sighing, Red tilted her head. “Don’t want that.”
Sancha put a long handled wooden spoon by Red’s lips. “Bite down.”
Red took the spoon handle between her teeth. It muffled the yelp when the cold fluid splashed on her neck wound. When the worst passed, she took the spoon handle back out and set it down next to her. It wasn’t a stake, but it would do.
Lifting an eyebrow, Sancha seemed to have guessed her thought. The look in her eyes said to not push her. Yet she seemed content to play undead Florence Nightingale and secured an adhesive bandage on Red’s neck. Sancha pulled a large pill out of her dress pocket and held it out along with the water. “It’s an iron supplement. You’ll need your strength.”
“Must have a regular delivery for your blood donors.” Red took the pill and the water. It galled her to accept anything from Sancha, but dehydration wasn’t going to help her get out. She popped the pill and drained the water.
“Kurt will be back.”
“Well, his throne is here so that makes sense. Does he dance on the pole too?” Red gestured to the pole behind her.
Sancha laughed. “You’re funny. Kurt won’t like that.”
“Then I guess we’re even, because I’m not a fan of his either.”
Sancha shrugged as if to say you got used to him.
Red touched her bandage to remind herself what was behind the vampire’s tender-seeming and deliberately rapport-building ministrations. 
Sancha narrowed her focus on Red’s neck. “Who gave you those marks? They are old, but they are claiming marks for sure.” 
Red shrugged, acting casual even as she cursed at her makeup’s lies about lasting all day. Vampires took claims on humans seriously. She didn’t have the mental power to buy herself some time and think of a notorious vampire to pretend there was a conflict of interest. 
“Red isn’t your real name. Were you mesmerized?” Sancha shook her head, curly brown hair brushing her shoulders as she looked up, amused with herself. “Silly question.”
Rolling her eyes, Red looked away. 
“Do you want to know?” Sancha asked.
Red’s head jerked up. Curiosity burned at her like blessed silver through a werewolf. She nodded without thought, driven by a primal yearning for the mother she couldn’t remember. All vampires came with the standard-issue enhanced senses, speed, and strength, but some had extra skills. They called them the Dark Gifts. If Sancha could unlock her mind, Red would call them blessings.
“Look deep into my eyes.”
It was breaking the hunter’s code, but Red stared into Sancha’s brown eyes like the mysteries of the ages were in there. 
“Remember. Who is your master? What is your real name?” Sancha said slowly, her gaze probing like a surgeon’s scalpel. 
Red waited expectantly as her mouth opened. Then nothing. 
“Tell me.” The coy words were whispered, but the verbal power pushed against Red’s eardrums.
No rush of understanding, no flash of enlightenment came to Red. Just the same old questions rattled around her head.
“There’s a block.” Sancha sat back on her heels with a pout. “Peculiar. I’m quite good at this.” She sounded frustrated. The urge for understanding haunted her like an impotent man struggling to perform. “Whoever mesmerized you was an expert. Or something is protecting you.” Sancha put her finger to her lips, tapping them. “Hmmm.” She rose, grabbing the bottle of peroxide and the empty glass, and walked over to the bar to set them down. “Maybe we can—"
The door creaked as the knob turned.
Red stood, palming the spoon in one fluid motion. 
Sancha pivoted to the door. 
Red looked around for a hiding place before she tucked the spoon into the folds of the pelt on the throne, then pressed herself against the stripper pole.
“Is Strawberry awake?” Kurt said as he opened the door and stepped inside. “Finally! A man can have some peace.”
Sancha smiled at Kurt as she went to him and started to rub his shoulders. “The damn minions were so riled up.”
“Told them to hit the campus, have some fun. Made sure to knock it into their heads to not get a football player.” Kurt tilted his head down as he relaxed into the massage. “Gotta see the Sooners dominate the field. I have a good feeling about this season.” 
“You are so tense, mi amor.” Sancha cooed. 
“Ah, you’re a good woman, darling.” Kurt took her hand and kissed her knuckles. “Still can’t believe that Frenchman let you go.”
A scowl flickered on Sancha’s face, there and then gone in the blink of an eye.
“Let’s have a quiet night in.” He winked at Red. “Mesmerize the girl so we can have a bit of fun. I’m not in the mood for a female’s caterwauling.” 
Red tensed at the idea of what passed for fun in the King of the Prairie Dead’s lair. She never thought that she would want to be mesmerized, but the sleaze in Kurt’s gaze made her want to forget.
“You never like seeing them cry.” Sancha squared her shoulders and strode up to the raised platform. 
Red tried to pull away, but Sancha’s soft hand might as well have been steel.
“You’re at a party. A fun party. You want Kurt’s attentions. Play along with us.” Sancha nodded, but then her expression chilled. “Or else.” 
Stiffening, Red braced herself to be mesmerized, but the compulsion didn’t come. Sancha had said their was a block, was Red immune or did Sancha choose not too? Either way, Red forced herself to relax and smile. They would put down their guard if they thought she was mesmerized. She breathed out in girlish voice like she imagined an excited sorority girl would have. “I like parties.”
Kurt tapped the jukebox’s modern interface to select a song, then spun in a circle and clapped his hands. 
Hank Williams Jr. poured out of the jukebox, singing that all his rowdy friends were coming over tonight. 
Red made herself sway her hips by the stripper pole even as the questions kicked up quicker than the country song’s beat. How distracted would Sancha and Kurt get? How much therapy would she need after this? How much of a party animal would she have to pretend to be before she got the chance to stake these bloodsuckers? 
Red forced the murderous thought away. Pretend to party, she reminded herself. She put a hand on the pole and twirled around it, trying to get the lay of the saloon, noticing a back door. 
“… want to drink? Do you want to party?” Kurt sang to himself as he shuffled in a square dance. He loosened his bolo, letting the big turquoise side clip droop over his heart.  Glancing at Sancha, he drawled, “Honey bush, make me a whiskey.”
Sancha laughed and went to the bar, pouring a neat two fingers into a glass. “You’re so frisky tonight, my cowboy.”
“I shouldn’t be, I know.” His feet moved vampire fast in a double time two-step as he danced over to the bar. “I’m gonna have to draft weaklings like that damn Sal to protect the lair, but let’s celebrate that a bitch has been put in the ground.” Kurt raised the glass to Sancha before downing the whiskey in one gulp.
Sancha kissed his cheek and poured him another. 
Kurt raised the glass to Red, then sipped from it. “Now, Sancha, have you tasted Strawberry here? I forget her actual name, but let’s go with it.”
“I haven’t had the pleasure.” Sancha shrugged and took his glass to sip. 
“You really should, before the night is done.” Kurt stepped up to the platform and flopped into his throne. 
Red watched him carefully even as she crouched, pretending to twerk, to make sure the wooden spoon hadn’t popped into sight. 
“Makes me almost wish that we could keep her around,” he said. “But I’m fixing to turn her and set her on the werewolf hunter.” 
Red stood straight up at his words but forced her face to go blank. 
Kurt waggled his eyebrows at Sancha before crooking a finger at Red. “Come sit on the king’s lap.”
Telling herself that she’d stake him soon, Red grinned at him. “Oh your majesty.” She settled herself on his knee, watching Sancha come forward.
“This ain’t a church social. Don’t play coy. This is a party.” Kurt pulled her against him. “Sancha, here, is my spicy Latina. You know, she likes girls. To eat. Not as much as me, of course.” 
Red glared upward so they couldn’t see her expression, more creeped out than when the Proctor ghosts were closing in on her.  
“Hunting does a body good.” He chuckled, groping Red’s chest and waist. “She’s a little skinnier than you like, Sancha, but she’ll do.”
“Kurt, you always take such good care of me.” Sancha leaned against him and brought him in for a lingering kiss.
“I told you, darling, that night in Wichita, I was your forever vampire. Make you forget that Frenchie,” Kurt murmured. “Took me thirty years and crawling out of a grave to find my queen of the prairie, but I did, didn’t I?”
“Oh, my king.” 
Red looked away to cringe. Could someone just bite her and put her out of her misery?
A sharp kick forced the back door open with a loud bang.
Red tried to dive forward as the first shot rang out, but Kurt held her tight.
Sancha snarled.
Kurt yelled over his shoulder, “Can’t a man enjoy some Hank Williams Jr. in peace?”
Vic and Souled Sal charged in with stakes and guns blazing.
“An oriental werewolf hunter and a souled fry cook.” Kurt shook his head. “Take ‘em out, Sancha.”
Sancha rushed Vic with vampire speed and slapped the gun out of his hand, then headbutted Sal.
Kurt looked at Red and pushed a lock of hair over her shoulder. “Can you still say oriental nowadays? I know darkie ain’t polite no more.”
Where was this drunk grandpa at Thanksgiving train of thought going? Red tilted her head at the weird conversational turn as the fight raged behind the throne. Kurt had a hunter and a souled vampire storming his lair, but he only looked amused. 
Arrogance. It killed more vampires than the sun. She had used it before. Red hoped it worked again.
She reached her hand down to feel for the spoon that she had hidden earlier. It had fallen too deep in the fur. She’d have to grope under herself to find it. Fuck.
“Now, before you say anything, I fought for the Union.” He tapped her nose, then glanced at the fighters. “You never appreciated that, Sal.”
“Fuck off, you dead honky!” Sal choked out as Sancha held him in a headlock.
Vic hit a folding chair over Sancha’s back, but it might as well have been a feather.
“Ingrate.” Kurt shook his head, watching the brawl like it was a Sooners game, even going so far as to adjust Red on his knee to get a better look. 
The wooden spoon handle under the pelt brushed against Red’s leg. Her new position made it easier for her to reach under the pelt. She put her hand on Kurt’s chest with a giggle, playing with the wide side clip of his bolo over his heart. It was a move designed to look flirty. She was really looking to see if his gaudy his bolo tie would deflect an attack.  
“This will be over soon. Then we can have some fun.” Kurt winked at her before loosening his bolo and pulling it off his head. He pointed at Sancha. “Gotta love a woman who can scrap with the best of them.” 
Red grabbed the wooden spoon under the wolf pelt, twisted, and stabbed it into Kurt’s chest. She slammed herself hard against him to drive the spoon’s handle deeper into his heart. “Then you’ll love this.”
Kurt shuddered. His mouth opened, fangs shining in the lights of his lair, as his eyes grew wider than silver dollars. He reached for her. His hand shaking as the final death came for him lifetimes after his first. His pale skin turned grey.  He gasped. “You. Mesmerized!” 
Red shook her head, pushing harder. The spoon handle hit the back of his throne. 
He looked over to Sancha, a terrible look of loss and betrayal in his gaze. 
Sancha paused, Vic and Souled Sal pulling on her arms, then shook them off. A cascade of emotions crossed her face, each darker than the last. 
The King of the Prairie Dead decayed to bones. The two men fell back. Vic dove for his gun on the floor, lifting it and aiming it at Sancha.
Souled Sal started to laugh. “A fucking spoon!”
“The Proctors give their regards.” Red pulled the makeshift stake out before the magic that crumbled his bones to dust could take the spoon with it. She jumped up and wiped his dust off her face. “Breanna too.”
Red lifted the spoon, feeling vaguely ridiculous even as she tried to glare. 
Sancha lifted her eyebrows and smoothed down her dress. “Now, Sal, you were never here, and you will never speak of it.”
Souled Sal nodded and gestured for Red to come with him. “Gotcha, boss. Let me take the humans with me.”
“Of course. Go. Now.” She snapped her teeth, flashing fangs. 
Red was already in motion, leaping down from the platform and running to Vic, leaving the dusty throne behind. The two humans and the souled vampire were hopping into the waiting van when the loud scream pierced the night.
“The werewolf hunters have killed the king!”
Vic was peeling out before Sal could close the side door. He muscled it shut, then settled in the back seat.
“Take a left!” Sal ordered when they met a fork in the alley behind the sprawling building. “We’re taking the long way.” 
Red panted, holding her chest as she told herself to take deep breaths. She had just killed a supreme master vampire. Every vampire in the city was going to be after her. 
“How do you like souled vampires now, Red?” Souled Sal asked as he popped his head between the front seats. “Not too shabby?”
Vic whooped as he slapped the steering wheel. “Hot damn, we took down a king!”
“It was really the spoon that did the job.” Red chuckled as she leaned back in the seat. Oh, god, they were going to die, but that didn’t make it all any less ridiculous.
“A wooden spoon!” Souled Sal’s belly laugh filled the van. “Oh, god, as I don’t live and don’t breathe. A girl with a spoon killed Cowboy Kurt!”
Red pretended to lift an invisible beer. “To the King of the Prairie Dead!” 
Somehow, she knew that wherever Breanna Larson was in the afterlife, the werewolf was howling in triumph. Hopefully, Brian was by her side.
Red also knew that she could never come back to Oklahoma City. 
 
 



July 20th, 2018, Early Morning, somewhere on the Oklahoma-Texas border, USA
 
After dropping off Souled Sal near The Skinner, Red and Vic booked it down the highway to the southwest. The headlamps of their van showed the green prairie landscape turning to dry shrubs. No moon hung in the sky. The Millennium Falcon devoured the road like the devil itself was after them. 
For all Red knew, he was.
Eventually, hours later, they had to stop for gas. Vic pulled the Falcon into a quiet truck stop. The silent TV above the cash register showed a loop of footage from the Bricktown shooting with a news ticker listing the half-truths allowed by the Dark Veil. Somewhere, a vampire PR agent was working overtime.
Red walked between the eighteen wheelers with beer and snacks in her arms. Her ears pricked as she heard a yee-haw.
A haggard brown-haired woman in jeans gave another whoop and jumped down from her truck. 
Another trucker leaned out of his window. “What is it, Tammi?”
“The old cowboy is dead! The final death!”
The trucker turned up his radio, and it crackled to life. “…a wooden spoon like your grandma used to swat you on the ass with!”
Red smirked as she picked up the pace to reach the van.
Vic looked up as he slapped the gas cap closed. “IPA?”
“You know it! We gotta motor. The news is already over the CB.”
“We’re going viral?” Vic trotted over to the driver’s side of the Falcon. 
“Like cholera.” Red opened the passenger side and slid in. “The vampires will be closing in.”
Vic turned the keys and the engine came to life. He peeled out of the truck stop and turned toward the Texas Panhandle. “You’ll never guess what text message I got.”
“Is Souled Sal okay?”
Vic snorted. “Oh, now you like vampires?” 
“Sal’s alright. Comes through in a pinch.” Red shrugged. “Makes a mean plate of chicken and waffles.”
“I told you to trust my taste in vamps, padawan.” 
“Yeah, yeah, what did the text say?” Red opened a bag of chips. She felt hungrier than she could ever remember, but she always did after a brush with death. 
“The payment on the other half of the bounty went through.” Vic glanced at her. “With a bonus. Killing a king pays pretty damn good.”
“Shit.” Red let the news sink in. “I guess we know who’s the new Queen of the Prairie Dead.”
“We have enough cash to get those scars lasered off you and to lay low at Henry’s old place in Flagstaff for a while.” Vic grinned as he shook his head. “What a fucking world.”
Red leaned against the door, letting the wind from the highway blow her hair back, and smiled. “You know they call this part of Texas the Staked Plains?”
Vic laughed. “You sure did stake him.”
“With a spoon.” Red chuckled, then sighed happily. Her shoulders finally relaxed. It was a relief to know that they didn’t have to look over their shoulders for undead Sooners fans. 
“You made Souled Sal’s century.” Vic slapped the steering wheel again but grew quiet afterward.
They drove in silence for a while. Eventually, Red said, “After Arizona, I want to try to find my folks again.” The thought had been brewing since she’d met John Proctor’s specter. Between the parts where she had nearly died and then the other parts where she had nearly died, Red hadn’t been able to talk about it.
“You sure you’re ready to run down that road, Red?”
“Let me heal up a bit, but yeah. I know I have a past. I want to figure it out.” 
“You got it, kid.”
Red smiled and turned up the radio. Led Zeppelin’s Immigrant Song blasted through the speakers and out into the night. 
In the distance, like a beacon from heaven, a sign welcomed them to Texas.
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A Witch Called Red
 
When Red woke up in a hospital, she didn't know who she was, but she knew vampires existed… 
Taken in by a supernatural bounty hunter, Red spent the last year looking for clues to her identity. All she found were monsters.
Her latest case takes her to Los Angeles after a murdered model washes up on a lonely beach. Red doesn't find angels under the shadow of the Hollywood Sign. Only more bodies.
And vampires who seem to know her better than she knows herself.
In a world where demons can have souls, witches can have amnesia, and humans are clueless about either, Red needs to keep her wits sharp and her stake sharper.
Or she'll die before she even learns her real name.
 
A Witch Called Red is the first book of a gritty urban fantasy series containing magic, paranormal adventure, and vampire mayhem along with swearing, violence, and sexual situations.
 
Chapter One
 
August 3rd, 2017, Afternoon, the Sacred Heart Hospital, Eugene, Oregon
 
 
BEEP. BEEP. BEEP.
 
Smelling antiseptic, she tensed before opening sleep-crusted eyes to focus on the heart monitor screen. Consciousness hit her like a wave of anxiety. She pushed the thin blue blanket down. Wincing at a sudden pain in her wrist, she sat up in the hospital bed and swayed at the rush to her head.
 
Her vision blurred as she studied the bandage on her wrist covering unconnected IV ducts. The name on her patient bracelet read Jane Doe.
 
 “What the fuck?” Her raspy voice sounded like she hadn’t spoken in a hundred years. 
 
She looked around at the white curtain surrounding the bed before her eyes found the sleeping man in the chair at the foot of the bed. 
 
Head tilted back, he had East Asian features and a shoulder-length mullet with short, spiky black bangs that popped up like a cockatoo’s. A faded Metallica logo on his denim vest peeked out from under his folded arms. The left arm was tanner than the right. His knees poked out of his torn jeans, and his dirty steel toe boots were propped up against the leg of the bed. 
 
“Hey, Mister,” she croaked out, throat dry, before she looked around and saw a small pink plastic mug on the bed stand. She pulled it over and peered at the clear water inside before drinking, then trying again. “Hey!” 
 
“I wasn’t there—” The man jumped in his chair, jerking his head up as his dark eyes flipped open. “Oh, shit, you’re awake.”
 
“Seems like it. Unless this is one of those weird dreams where you think you wake up but it’s still a dream.” She looked around again. It felt like a dream, sitting in a hospital room with a guy who looked like a roadie for a metal tribute band. But the pain in her wrist and the general ache all over her body were evidence of reality. 
 
She put her hand to her chin, looking down as she struggled to remember. She remembered the blue sky, the plane overhead, and the grass underneath her. Then a shadow loomed over her, features slowly becoming clear. 
 
It was him. The man in the chair.
 
She remembered him carrying her and settling her on a bean bag chair in a van, then only flashes of the bright lights of the hospital. “You brought me here. Um, where is here? Actually, let’s start with who are you?”
 
“I’m Vic. I found you off the 126 near Coyote Creek. You’re at the Sacred Heart in Eugene.” 
 
“Eugene, Oregon.” She said the city name slowly as she read the patient bracelet again. She knew of it, but nothing stirred in her beyond a punchline from an old Simpsons episode. “Why?” 
 
“You tell me. I’m just a guy who thought he was going to take a nap in his van after a long drive. Then I found you. Your neck is all marked up, bruises and fang bites… What happened to you?”
 
Fang bites on the neck? 
 
Like a peek behind a dark veil came the awareness that humans were far from the apex predator. She didn’t have a montage of memories; it was more like his words shook supernatural trivia into her mind. 
 
Fire and stakes killed vampires. Blessed silver could wound or repel them. Crosses were a toss-up. Supernatural speed and strength with fangs equipped with venom to put their victims in thrall. She might not be able to remember a single one, but she knew of them. She might not have known where she was, but she knew what bumped in the night.
 
“A bite? Like a dog or a, um, vam—” She stopped herself. She didn’t know who Vic was. He could have been a trucker for all she knew. 
 
Vic opened the curtain a crack to glance at the sleeping patient in the other bed in the shared room. He looked back at her, an eyebrow raised. “You were going to say vampire.” 
 
“Would that be crazy if I did?”
 
“Not to me.” Vic said. “Who are you? The police couldn’t find anything when they ran your prints.”
 
She opened her mouth, but the words died on her tongue. It wasn’t as if her name was on the tip of her tongue. Her mind just felt blank. She tried to think of where she was from or who her family was, but only found more blanks. She knew concretely that she was a white woman, from America, who had watched the Simpsons at least once and knew that monsters existed. Everything else was fuzzy. “I don’t know.”
 
“Where did you come from?”
 
“I don’t know.”
 
“How’d you get out there?”
 
“I don’t know, I…” She couldn’t even remember her name, let alone how she ended up by Coyote Creek.
 
“How do you know you were attacked by a vampire?”
 
She shrugged. That was a question she could answer. “I assumed, because you said fang bites. Oh God, what if it was a werewolf?”
 
“No, it looks like a vampire’s handiwork. You have some old bite scars too.” Vic slumped back in his chair. “What color are your eyes?”
 
“Um, brown?” She guessed, frowning as she realized she didn’t know. She reached up to find her hair in a bun, held back with two hair ties, and let her hair down. Looking at the wavy red hair, she bit her lip. Her hair was so long. The sight didn’t jog her memory, it just made her realize she would have to use a lot of conditioner.
 
“No, green.” Vic stood and walked closer. “So, you don’t remember anything?”
 
“Not about me. I think I have some general facts like Columbus sailed the ocean blue in 1492.” She pursed her lips, the question kickstarting her brain synapses like slapping an old TV on the fritz. “Which I have some opinions about, apparently. I know what a molecule is, and that Brad Pitt and Jennifer Aniston dated. Which I also have some opinions about.” She frowned. “Nothing about me.” 
 
“What day is it?”
 
She shrugged.
 
“Okay, that isn’t fair. You’ve been unconscious for a while.” Vic crossed his arms. “Who is President?”
 
“Barack Obama,” she said. 
 
Vic tilted his head. “No, it’s Donald Trump.”
 
“The guy from the reality show?” She laughed. “Okay, I know that I’m amnesia girl, but don’t mess with me like that. It’s only two years into Obama’s presidency.”
 
“Two years? It’s 2018.”
 
She furrowed her brow before pinching herself. “I’m ready to appear naked in English class reading a book report now.”
 
“Tough titties on that kitty, Red. You’re awake, alive, and missing the last eight years. And you don’t know where you’ve been?”
 
She shook her head, then frowned at him. “Red?”
 
“I gotta call you something.”
 
She shrugged. Red… It was better than Jane Doe. “So, what’s your deal? Hunter? Vigilante trucker? Kind of the same thing, I guess, but probably not a Bard.” 
 
“What? Why not?” Vic looked down at himself. “I am, for your information. From a long line of them.”
 
“You just look so business in the front and party in the back.” Red smiled. She might not have memories, but her sense of humor still worked.
 
In addition to Jennifer Aniston’s love life, she knew enough about the supernatural world to remember the players. Hunters were scattered vigilantes, bounty hunters, and people who couldn’t resist the call to fight the darkness. The Brotherhood of Bards and Heroes was an ancient order of scholars who acted as mentors to the supernatural champions who kept demons, vampires, and more dark beings at bay. Vic looked more like a drunk guy at a honky-tonk yelling for someone to play “Freebird” than a Bard.
 
“I know my badass style makes me stand out from the stuffed shirts, but I have my credentials. I had at least two years at UCLA too before I dropped out,” Vic said. “I’d ask you how you know about the Brotherhood, but I reckon you’d say you don’t know.”
 
Red nodded. “You said my prints didn’t come up in the check?”
 
“Nope. You were in a bloody white dress, roughed up, without any ID. No phone. Nothing.” 
 
“Can you bring me a mirror? Anything to look at myself in.” Red asked. 
 
Vic nodded and looked around before grabbing a spoon off the rolling tray beside the bed. He handed it to her.
 
Red looked at herself, distorted in the back of the spoon, and pulled away the bandage on her neck. The mass of purple bruises stood out first, the puncture wounds from vampire fangs nearly lost in the color. Her skin was chalky pale, and dark circles lay under her bright green eyes. She had just woken up but looked and felt like she could sleep for another week. 
 
“It’s weird. I’m familiar, but I wouldn’t…” How could she explain the feeling of seeing a face that she barely recognized, yet instinctively knew, reflected at her? “What happened to me?”
 
“I’d hoped you’d tell me.” Vic shrugged. “My simplest theory is that you’re a hunter who crossed the wrong vamps. There are some with the gift to mesmerize their victims. But I’ve never seen anyone with their brain scrubbed so hard. You looked thrashed.” 
 
“Yeah, maybe the other guy looks worse.”
 
“Whatever it was, it wasn’t good. Maybe that’s why you can’t remember. The vampire opened the amnesia door, and your brain said, ‘don’t mind if I do.’”
 
Red looked down at the spoon again, wondering what could be so bad that she forgot not just eight years, but her whole life. 
 
“Or maybe it was dark fairies,” Vic said, “and you escaped from their realm, and this is just interdimensional jet lag?” He raised his hands, his voice pitching higher as he tried, and failed, to sound comforting. 
 
“Is that supposed to be the bright side? Because that’s not any better.”
 
A male nurse wearing blue scrubs and a bright white smile on his dark face pushed a cart into the room. “Hey, hey, you’re awake!”
 
Vic slipped out of the room while the nurse fussed over her. She let herself sink into the pillows. Sleep claimed her in a fitful wave as she visualized her face and found a stranger staring back. 
 
She woke to a parade of baffled social workers, curious nurses, and finally a detective.
 
In a suit rumpled from too much sitting, mustard stain on the lapel, the bald detective took quick notes in his notepad between brisk questions. The pen stopped moving while he studied the bite marks on her neck. His beady blue eyes blinked in recognition behind his glasses.
 
Familiar like a sunset, Red recognized this old pattern from law enforcement. Strange crimes with witnesses spouting fantastic tales ended up as cold cases. The supernatural might have been a secret to most humans, but she didn’t need to know her real name to know this cop had seen his fair share of the weird. He would believe her, even if he denied it, but he was just too close to retirement to chase shadows. 
 
“Before you go, could you give me Vic’s number? The man who helped me. I’d like to thank him,” Red said.
 
The detective looked through his notes before jotting down a number and handing it to her. “Thank you for your cooperation, ma’am.” 
 
The nurse tried to convince her to stay in bed, but Red felt a weight pressing on her chest the longer she stayed in the hospital. Something about hospitals gave her the creeps.
 
In donated baggy jeans and a T-shirt that read North Dakota: Best for Last Club, Red tied up the laces on her leather boots. She had been found wearing them. They were the only thing that she could claim. Her bloody dress and underwear had been taken somewhere as evidence. She hadn’t even seen them. She had to wonder what dress went with vintage black boots.
 
Walking to the nurses’ station, she dialed the number, scanning the detective’s even scrawl, wondering what she was even doing. 
 
Vic picked up after two rings. “Vic. Talk.”
 
“Hey, it’s me. Red.” She sighed, realizing she hadn’t exactly practiced what she was going to stay beyond that she was going crazy in this hospital. “I know this is weird, but I don’t know, you’re more useful than the cops. Can you come get me?” 
 
“I’m always more useful than the fuzz.” Vic said dryly. “Okay, Red, let’s be real. You’ve got no name and nothing more than the memory that something bumps in the night. I know how this ends. I’ve been there, just with more memories attached. I can help you, but you gotta choose. Those social workers at the hospital can get you into housing, maybe work, something. I’m running after jobs from the Brotherhood like a hunter. I’m not the kind of Bard you’re thinking of. You roll with me, you’ll find yourself living out of motels, hanging out in a van, always on the highway. You’ll earn a cut of whatever bounties we can claim until you’re ready to run loose. In the meantime, I control the radio.”
 
Red looked around the nurses’ station. She knew what he was saying was true. No specific memories came to mind, but her left hand curled as if around an invisible stake. “That works for me. I’ll meet you out front.”
 
Vic sighed. “Alright, kid. Keep in mind that this is temporary. I’m a lone wolf. You can stick around, but you’ll need to be useful. You’ll be my…” He snapped his fingers. “Intern. Prepare for danger, research, and beer runs, Red.”
 
Red laughed. “I’m waiting with bated breath.”
 
 
October 24th, 2018, Past Sunset, a gas station on the edge of San Bernardino, California, USA - Over a Year Later
 
The call came in after breakfast about the murdered woman found on the beach. Red was behind the wheel before noon. Eight long hours later, they were barely in LA County.
 
Red hiked up the reusable shopping bag on her jean-covered hip, rattling the six pack inside. Vic should be grateful for this beer run, she grumbled to herself, after she drove most of the way from Reno. The convenience store door dinged behind her.
 
The clerk almost hadn’t accepted the twenty she had laid on the counter. The bloody thumbprint on the bill had made the Latino man cross himself and say a small prayer.
 
Red had frowned when she realized she understood his words. That was a new one to tell Vic. Red didn’t know her own name, who she was, or where she came from, but apparently, she could understand Spanish. Another quirk of her supernatural amnesia.  
 
The last glow of the sun faded, casting smoggy shadow over the San Bernardino foothills. Her boot crushed broken glass as she walked across the parking lot of what looked like the loneliest gas station in the inland empire. Heat radiated from the ground. Dead scrub brush surrounded the lot. The old light pole painted an orange circle on the pavement. Coyotes howled in the distance. Red didn’t need the reminder that predators stalked the night.
 
Stopping by the black creeper van with side and back windows spray painted, Red paused to look at the balding right front tire and put the beer on the stubby hood. Car maintenance wasn’t one of her lost skills, but she was quick with mechanics. It didn’t take her long to figure out how to fix minor issues with the van. It was what Vic appreciated the most about her, but they couldn’t keep patching the tire. The Millennium Falcon, the van also affectionately known as the Falcon, needed a new one soon. 
 
She noticed movement out of the corner of her eye and pulled a stake out of her pocket. “I see you. Neon isn’t that stealthy.”
 
The vampire stopped short from a run that would have put an Olympic athlete to shame, skateboard under his arm. Dropping the board, he crossed his arms over his neon orange tank top. His sun-streaked mop of blond hair would be the envy of any surfer. “No ragging on the duds.”
 
Heartbeat picking up, Red lifted her eyebrows and squeezed the stake. She summoned her magic from the well of energy centered over her navel. It was as reliable as an old beater car, prone to stalling, but it still felt familiar like an old jacket. It had taken months for her to even float a pencil. She wouldn’t call herself a witch just yet. She had been practicing with all four elements, but only Air ever answered her call. “Do you have a soul?”
 
“Fuck no,” the skateboarder said. “Do I look like a loser?”
 
Red shrugged. “You look like an undead Backstreet Boys reject.”
 
He dropped his board and charged.
 
She tossed the stake and forced her will onto the air, harnessing it to propel the stake toward the vampire. She couldn’t reliably make things fly, but she had almost mastered gliding. Her focus scattered as the urban coyotes yipped closer. 
 
The stake embedded deep in the wrong side of the vampire’s chest.
 
“Effing A, lady!” The skateboarder stopped and hunched over, grabbing at the stake in his shoulder. “What are you? A mutant?”
 
Red shrugged. “That’s what I keep asking.” She tried to pull the stake back with her mind, but her energy fizzled and popped. She dodged the rocketing stake, and it hit the side of the Falcon. Jogging backwards, she glanced around in search of it, brushing her hair over her shoulder and out of her face.
 
“Whose marks are those?” The vampire turned paler, clashing with his orange neon. “Are you claimed? I don’t need the heat, man, not with another vamp and not with the Blood Alliance.”
 
“I’m not claimed.” Red bent to retrieve the fallen stake. 
 
He wasn’t the first vampire to notice the old scars on her neck. Most vampires gave them a second glance, even though they were indistinct after laser scar treatment.
 
 Red banged on the van door, wondering where the hell Vic was. She shook her hand, willing magic out of it, but it was as reliable as a stray cat. Not even a spark. Her energy was exhausted after making the stake fly. 
 
“Cool beans.” The skateboarder hissed and revealed his fangs. “Let’s see what you taste like, weirdo.”
 
Red raised the stake, but it was too late. 
 
The vampire slammed her against the van. “I don’t think the catch and release rule from the supreme bitch applies to whatever the hell you are.” 
 
Red kneed him between the legs.
 
The skateboarder stumbled back with a yell and grabbed his crotch. A ding from the convenience store door drew his attention. “Shit, now I have to take him out too. Fuck, my sire is going to be pissed. Gonna yell at me in European.” He rushed Red.
 
Red had the stake ready to jam it through his heart as he collided with her. The air knocked from her, she managed to huff out, “Daddy issues?”
 
The skateboarder stilled and staggered to the side. His pale face decayed rapidly, blond hair falling to dust, leaving greasy bones to fall in a heap. The skateboarder couldn’t have been that old in death. 
 
When a vampire was staked, the magic preserving them seemed to snap, leaving the body decaying rapidly as if to make up for lost time. The oldest ones barely left dust. Sunrise would take care of whatever was left, leaving burning bones to greet the dawn. 
 
Red looked over at the convenience store to see the sign turn over from open to closed. She could imagine that a night clerk at a convenience store saw enough weirdness to teach him to mind his business. Most humans didn’t know what bumped in the night, but some people couldn’t avoid it.
 
She was one of them. 
 
The van’s side door slid open. 
 
Under the hanging Tibetan prayer flags and Christmas lights in the blanket-strewn back of the van, Vic popped his head out. Giant headphones hung on his neck. His laptop blared at top volume behind him on a beanbag. The supernatural world knew him as a hunter, one of the few who were brave enough to go after werewolves. He had a badass reputation, but she was one of the few who knew he was a TV junkie. “What did I miss?”
 
“Oh, you know, nothing much, just fighting for my life against an undead Tony Hawk wannabe. Discovered I know basic Spanish.” Red rolled her eyes. “Standard beer run.”
 
“Hablo español, eh?” Vic asked, then quickly added, “Hangug-eseo malhal su issni?”
 
“Um…” Red cocked her head.
 
“Well, now we know you know Spanish but not Korean.” 
 
They played a game out of trying to jog her memory. They’d learned that she knew how to stake a vampire, was good at math, and had enough magic to occasionally get her out of a pinch. Not her real name. Even after he read through a baby name book.
 
She brushed her red hair off her shoulder. For a guy who believed in nearly every conspiracy theory, he hadn’t been very imaginative with her nickname. It stuck anyway.
 
“Gonna have to explain that to Quinn.” Vic stepped out of the van and looked at the vampire’s bones before he spotted the bag with the six-pack of beer on the hood of the Falcon. Brushing his black mullet back, he nodded to Red. “IPA? Nice.” He cracked open a beer and pounded it before crushing the can against his head. “Thirsty Thursday, am I right?”
 
“It’s Wednesday.” Red pulled the stake from the vampire’s empty rib cage before she walked around to the driver’s side of the van. “Come on, didn’t you say your buddy was in Culver City? We still have an hour left on the road.”
 
“Don’t worry. Quinn’s a PI and a vampire—he’ll still be awake.” Vic grabbed the beer. Sliding the side door closed on his TV watching nest, he climbed into the passenger seat beside her. “All we have to worry about is if he got called to his other job.” 
 
“Other job?” Red asked. Vic had told her a lot of stories, but made it sound more like Quinn skulked in alleys saving maidens rather than sat on a payroll.
 
“I never said he was a successful gumshoe.” Vic shrugged. “He moonlights as a sketch artist for the LAPD. Does a bit of this and that for the Supreme Master of the City when she calls on him, too.”
 
She knew a little bit about Vic’s two years at UCLA, where he ran from being a Bard and ended up spending more time with a souled vampire detective than in his computer science classes. He made it sound like he spent most of his time stoned and doing surveillance. Red could read between the lines. Vic’s friend wasn’t your usual souled vampire, or at least Vic thought he was more. 
 
Quinn had called and asked for help. That was all the information Vic needed to get them on the road. 
 
Red backed the van up, then gunned it ran over the bones on the way out of the parking lot to make it less recognizable. The vampire’s brittle remains shattered under the Falcon’s tires. Sunrise would burn the bones, but a complete skeleton didn’t take long to raise questions. From the back, the laptop’s blaring in the back of the van distracted her from her brewing question about Quinn. “What are you watching?”
 
“Period piece.”
 
Red looked over at Vic in his sleeveless denim vest and Lynyrd Skynyrd shirt. “Like Jane Austen?”
 
“No, it is about Victorian hookers, but tasteful. It's a BBC show.” Vic folded his arms. “I just started it.”
 
She smirked. 
 
“What? I don’t just watch 9/11 documentaries or YouTube videos about the FBI. I have layers.”
 
“Uh huh.” Red said before she refocused on the puttering LA traffic. She navigated through the light traffic on the wide boulevard, following the signs for the 66 to get to the 10 based on her memory of the map she had read earlier. Vic was paranoid about Google and banished any GPS from the car. “Can you turn it off since you’re not watching it?”
 
The van jerked, and a warning icon blazed to life on the dashboard as a tire popped loudly. Turning into the vehicle’s slide, she put on her hazard lights.
 
“You okay?” Vic asked.
 
“Yeah, it’s just a tire. I bet it’s the front one.” She steered the Falcon over to the shoulder and turned right into a darkened strip mall, parking in front of a closed nail salon.
 
“We have a donut in the back.” Vic sighed and opened the door. 
 
Unbuckling herself, Red rubbed her temples. She had driven most of the eight hours from Reno, each hour tempting herself with Vic’s promises of the amazing shower at his friend Quinn’s place. Culver City was still an hour away, and with a flat tire… That shower felt so out of reach. 
 
Clever English banter boomed behind her from tinny laptop speakers.
 
Twisting in the van’s high seat, she climbed into the back to turn off his show that Vic had left on. On her knees, she turned the laptop around to look for the off button when she noticed the screen.
 
Lounging in a boudoir, the woman lay in stockings and corset, her English accent coy as she flirted with a dark-haired man in a tuxedo. 
 
Slapping the laptop closed, Red’s heart raced, and her ears rang. The adrenaline flatlined in her system.
 
Dragging air through her lungs, she slumped on a bean bag chair and put her head in her hands. Her chest ached. She leaned her head between her knees, trying to catch her breath. She didn’t know what it was about the scene, but it felt like a weight had landed on her shoulders. Trying to calm her breathing, she didn’t look up when the side door slid open.
 
“Hey, easy, Red,” Vic said as he crouched in front of her. “Keep your breathing steady. Through your nose. That’s it.”
 
He didn’t ask what she had seen or what it meant. It would have been like asking how she understood Spanish. She wouldn’t have an answer. 
 
“I hate this. I can’t avoid triggers if I don’t know what they are.” Red choked the words out as she tried to calm her ragged breathing. “I can’t trust myself if any random thing could set me off.”
 
“Sure, you can trust yourself. You know who you are.”
 
Red glared at him. 
 
“You don’t have the bio, but you know the essence. That’s enough. The rest is baggage.” Vic shrugged. He gestured to the makeshift bed of bean bag chairs in the back of the van. “Take a nap. I’ll get us back on the road.”
 
She rubbed her neck, feeling the nearly invisible fang marks on her skin, then laid down on the bean bag in the nest of blankets. Red might know that she hated cob salad or loved Harry Potter, but it wasn’t the same as knowing what formed her. 
 
After over a year, she still knew as much as she did when she woke up in that hospital in Eugene. They had crisscrossed the West and met half the active hunters and few retired ones. None had recognized her. Even talking to a spirit or two hadn’t brought more than obscure riddles about her mother. A long-dead pilgrim told her she came from a long line of witches, but they hadn’t found a coven missing a member. Every clue was a dead end. 
 
Her hands shook.
 
Red had long ago accepted that Vic was probably right. She was probably an inexperienced witch or hunter that tangoed with the wrong vampire who mesmerized her into forgetting. What she’d suffered didn’t keep her up at night. It was the question around what she loved. Who were her parents, how did she grow up, who were her high school friends, what was the story behind the black lyre tattooed on her left shoulder? Those were the questions that haunted her. 
 
She needed something to take her mind off the anxiety washing over her. She grabbed a citronella candle from a plastic milk crate filled with supplies. Staring at it, she tried to visualize a blue flame erupting from the wick. 
 
Magic came in many forms, from the ceremonial magic of exorcisms and blessings that even muggles could do, to harnessing the power of the elements. She had been trying to make a spark for months. If she thought air was difficult, fire was even more beyond her. Yet, Red still squinted at the squat white candle in the tin. 
 
Light, damn you, light! 
 
The scent of citronella made her nose twitch, and she couldn’t concentrate. 
 
“Fuck.” She tossed the candle back into the box. Who was she fooling? She was as bad at magic as she was at remembering. 
 
Red curled up on the multicolored bean bag, trying to breathe deep and push past the faceless ghosts to steal some sleep.
 



Chapter Two
 
October 24th, 2018, Night, Strip Mall in Rancho Cucamonga, LA County, California, USA
 
 
Snow sleeted against the window. She could hear the wind howling. Red shivered before she buried deeper into the blankets. She leaned her head against a strong, firm, bare chest. She looked up and smiled.
 
The dim light cast shadows over the face, always obscuring him from view except for the storm gray eyes staring back at her.
 
She ran her blind fingers over his high cheekbones, chilled as if carved from marble, to comb through his mussed hair. “Do you at least have a secret handshake?”
 
“Afraid not, kitten. We have a lot of inane rituals, but handshakes are not one of them.”
 
Red pouted. “Not going to lie, I’m a little disappointed.”
 
Chuckling, he rolled her under him, faster than she could process. Rising up on his palms, lean biceps tensed, he stared down at her.
 
Red ran her hand down his defined abs to the ridged V-shape of his hip. “What about—”
 
He kissed her, lips brushing softly as he ran his fingers through her hair. The kiss deepened, leaving her breathless. His hand cupped her breast, thumb circling her nipple. He pulled back, grinning, before peppering kisses down her neck. Cold lips started a fire on her skin, and she forgot all about what she was going to ask.
 
Red arched her back. She fell off the bean bag onto the floor of the Millennium Falcon, her foot kicking the tackle box tied to the van wall. She panted as she pushed herself up. Her body seemed to want to fall back into sleep to carry on where she had left off. Her imagination was already making her blush at the thought of Vic waking her from a sex dream. 
 
After Vic had found her by Coyote Creek, Red had tried a shamanic ritual to help remember past lives and repressed memories. It had only given her disjointed, shadowy dreams. This wasn’t the first time she’d had a vivid dream of the mystery man, but it was the first time she’d heard his voice. 
 
Sex dreams—amazing sex dreams, if she were honest—weren’t the only time that the mystery man made a cameo in her subconscious. She had dreams of watching him prowling behind slabs of granite, ashes under his boots, yet she knew he would protect her. His face had always been obscured. She tried to hold on to image of his chiseled features, his soft black hair, and the look in those gray eyes… The image faded, and she couldn’t keep it. She never could hold onto the dreams.
 
She could only capture flickers, not of memories, but images that rarely made sense in her dreams. Times and places that she hadn’t been and couldn’t possibly have been—moonlit pyramids, crumbling towers, locomotives puffing dense black smoke. Also, places so mundane she could have seen them anywhere—a classroom, a cemetery, and a red diner booth.
 
Red got up, adjusting her jeans and black tank top before opening the Falcon and stepping outside. She looked at Vic, hunched over the van’s front tire.
 
“I almost have it,” Vic said. “I texted Quinn, so he knows we’re running late. He’s not much of a talker, but he gets livelier after dark.”
 
Red leaned against the van. “Most vampires do.”
 
“Can you be cool around him? It can’t be easy to be around vamps, even knowing that he has a soul.” He shrugged. “Considering.”
 
“I’ll be cool.” 
 
“You weren’t cool with them in OKC.” Vic straightened on his knees and crossed his arms. 
 
Red sighed and sat down in the open side door of the van. “You know I chilled out after working with Souled Sal in Oklahoma. I don’t have the best history with vampires, but I know the difference between the good guys and the bad ones.”
 
“You sure?” Vic raised his eyebrow. “A vampire might have been the one to erase your memories, and it's chill to be around them?” He shook his head. “I don’t buy it. Werewolves killed my family, and it doesn’t matter who they are, I can’t be around one of them without thinking about it. You’ve had a hard few weeks. How are you gonna react when you’re sitting across from a vampire?”
 
“If you tell me they’re hunters, that’s enough. We all come to this life differently. I’m not going to get all PTSD on your friend. You know I don’t crack in a fight. It’s just when it gets quiet.”
 
“All I’m saying is don’t stake Quinn. I was once his intern.”
 
The chop of a motorcycle sounded in front of them, getting closer. A headlight blinded her before the bike came to a stop. Red looked away.
 
“Thanks for the blinding light. I didn’t need to see what I’m doing,” Vic muttered.
 
“You should be thanking me, mate,” the English voice said as the rider popped out his kickstand and killed his lights. The streetlight reflected off the safety pins and patches of old punk bands on his leather jacket. “Quinn owes me for driving to the far side of Rancho Cucamonga.”
 
Red put her hand to her mouth as her ears perked up at the voice. She peeked out at him from the open van door. 
 
“Oh, boohoo, we’ve been on the road all day,” Vic said. “I didn’t tell him to send the welcome wagon.”
 
“LA is crawling with vampires. Not everyone plays nice like we do.” The newcomer got off his bike. Lean in his denim and leather, he swaggered toward them.
 
Vic waved his hand as he stood. “Yeah, yeah, we already staked a douchebag in board shorts on our way into town. What’s your name again? Lucas, Ice Pick, maybe Greg?”
 
“Greg? Really?” The biker took off his helmet to reveal black hair and high cheekbones that models would die for, his skin untouched by the California sun. He had been plucked from the mortal coil in his twenties, before he could lose the boyishness in his handsome face. His lips were full and looked mischievous, but sorrow lingered in his pale gray eyes. The shadows only added more mystery to his handsome features. 
 
Red furrowed her brow, straining to catch his voice. She stared at the vampire, forcing her jaw not to drop. He sounded so familiar. She stood and stepped beside Vic. “Who is he, Vic? Another friend?”
 
“No, Sid Vicious here is one of Quinn’s.” Vic shrugged as if there was no accounting for taste before grinning. “I’m giving him shit. He’s cool. His real name isn’t Greg.”
 
The biker stepped from the motorcycle and looked her over from head to toe. His eyes widened before he looked away. His lips gaped open for a moment before he clenched his jaw. “Who’s the bird?”
 
“My intern.” Vic jerked his thumb at Red. “Red.”
 
“We don’t need your help.” The biker put his helmet back on and hopped on his bike. “Get her out of the city tonight.” He started the bike and kicked back the stand with a final look at them. The motorcycle spun and sped out of the parking lot. 
 
“What? What about all the sensitive Blood Alliance bullshit? Vampires not playing by the rules. Quinn called in one hell of a favor on this.” Vic waved his hands over his head trying to flag motorcycle down. 
 
“Are we being punk’d?” Red rubbed her arms, staring at the spot where the motorcycle was. “I need to know who that is.”
 
“That was Lucas Crawford—proof that a soul doesn’t stop you from being a dick. He’s the annoying vampire cousin that Quinn can’t shake off. Works for him sometimes.” 
 
“What’s his deal?” 
 
“He’s a vampire. Enough said.” Vic shrugged and knelt to put away his tools after tightening one last lug on the wheel. 
 
“I recognized him. I think… His voice sounded like one from a dream. At least, I think it was.” Red admitted before describing the flashes and snippets of the dreams she remembered of the granite stone circle. “I was sitting behind these stones. Hard to explain since it's a lot of flashes of images. I think he was trying to help me.”
 
“You’ve had this dream before.” Vic stared at her, toolbox under his arm. His fatigued eyes narrowed to slits before he shook his head. “This is some Memento shit. Listen, you were a mess when I found you. Then all the scars.” Vic gestured at his neck before looking down. “Maybe you’re remembering something, but maybe not. I’ve seen Lucas in action. If he was going to save you, he’d do it.”
 
“Well, he was acting all weird.” Red shrugged. “Is that a souled vampire thing?” 
 
All vampires were animated by a demonic instinct, but for the last hundred years, more and more had been bewitched to feel their human conscience. Poetically, they had their souls returned. Technically speaking, they were cursed to feel remorse and empathy. All the facets of the human emotional condition that the demon essence possessing their bodies suppressed. It might not sound like a soul to a human, but after countless nights of murder, that guilt was a karmic bitch. It was meant to be. She’d only met a few on her journey. Traveling the byways on demon hunts, she had found more of the original unsouled and unrepentant kind. 
 
“He’s always weird, but he usually sticks around to make with the banter.” Vic hoisted his toolbox into the van. “We need to get to Quinn. He said that something about this case being different.”
 
Red hopped into the driver’s seat. She put her hand over her heart, trying to calm it, before she stuck the key into the ignition. The pale gray eyes of a demon flashed in her mind as she drove under the streetlights and billboards, through the City of Angels.
 


 
 



Chapter Three
 
October 24th, 2018, Night, Quinn Investigations in Culver City, Los Angeles, California, USA
 
 
Red stepped through the broken glass door of the office building, following behind Vic to the cracked open door on the first floor. ‘Quinn Investigations’ read the small plaque on the wall beside it. She held a revolver, loaded with wooden bullets, at her side.
 
Loose papers and turned over file cabinets covered the floor of the small front room. Two men bent over the secretary’s desk. 
 
Skinny and hunched over in a Rick and Morty shirt, the shorter one typed into the desktop computer. His tongue stuck out between through his fangs in concentration. Pale, he looked as if he hadn’t gotten much sun even when he was alive. 
 
Dressed like a bank manager, the taller bald black man glared at the files as if they were stocks going belly up. He looked up, fangs jutting out of his mouth, and hissed. 
 
Vic hit the lights and raised his shotgun. “Wooden tips, cucks.” 
 
“I’ll rip that out of your hands and shove it up your mullet-wearing ass,” the taller vampire said.
 
Red pulled her cell phone from her pocket and took a picture quickly. “I guess we won’t be appealing to your souls. Let’s try your brains.” She stepped in front of Vic as she put her phone away and tightened her grip on the revolver at her side before raising it. “Bad time to make trouble, boys, what with that fancy vampire summit and all. Quinn has enough connections to make a stink.” Red didn’t know that, actually. He could have been a weirdo loner. 
 
Since he was Vic’s friend, he probably was.
 
“Come on.” The shorter vampire pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose and sprinted out the door fast enough to stir Vic’s mullet as he passed. 
 
“Chicken.” The black vampire left behind adjusted his suit jacket lapels and stepped away from the desk. “Hunters, eh? Is that how far the mighty Quinn Byrnes has fallen, to consort with you people?” 
 
"You people?" Vic blew a raspberry.
 
“I’m a witch, so watch it, pal.” Red lifted her hand, trying to look more confident than she felt as she focused her attention to summon her magic, pleading with the little bit left to listen. 
 
He widened his stance and raised his fists. “I don’t scare easy.”
 
Red slammed her palm forward, drawing upon the well of energy within as she called to the element of air.
 
The vampire flew back and hit the window behind him, taking the cheap Venetian blinds with him as he fell through the cracking glass. An alarm sounded, and a floodlight came on outside the building. Grimacing, the vampire brushed off his suit and fled in a blur , his bald head reflecting the light.
 
“I wanted to shoot that one,” Vic said.
 
“Yeah, somehow I don’t think your friend wants either dead vampires or gunshots in his office.” Red bent over at the waist and controlled the urge to dry heave. Sweat beaded on the back of her neck. Chills rolled down her spine. That spell had looked cool, but now she felt like she was getting the flu. Too much magic took a toll. She would need to remember to eat or meditate to center her energies. She hoped that a half-melted candy bar in the van would do the trick. 
 
“If he’s still alive.” Vic gritted his teeth, looking around. Fear glimmered in his brown eyes. He stomped past Red to go into the closed door on the left. “He has an apartment in the basement.”
 
Red nodded before she turned in a circle, surveying the trashed office. She stepped over to one fallen filling cabinet and pushed it upright. Trying to keep the files together, she gathered up the loose papers and folders and placed them at the foot of the cabinet they spewed out from. She found an open safe, ripped from a wall somewhere else, on the floor by the desk. 
 
The safe had been cracked, its metal front hanging open with files, boxes, and books spilled out of it. She pushed the items back into the safe, trying not to look at them. No cash or jewels, just the ephemera of a very old life. A photo album lay open to reveal a sepia portrait of a light-haired woman in a crown and medieval garb, lounging in a Victorian parlor. She closed the album quickly, feeling like she was spying, and shoved it in the safe. 
 
A torn piece of paper fluttered out. She picked it up. The sketch paper had gone soft with age. She set it on the pile with the others, face up, and frowned as she focused on the scrap of paper and the sketched figure of a reclining blindfolded woman on it. 
 
The paper had been ripped at the bust line, leaving only the face, tensed bare shoulders, and an arm raised over the head. She picked it up again to study the anticipation in the woman’s mouth and jaw under the blindfold. The aged pencil marks had faded, but the lines came together in a forehead, mouth, and chin that resembled the one she saw every day in the mirror. 
 
Hearing the opening of a door, Red pulled out her phone and took a quick picture of the sketch before shoving it back into the photo album and pushing both back into the safe.
Red stood and stepped away. Her heart raced even as she tried to tell herself that the sketch didn’t look like her that much. 
 
She was imagining things, just like with Lucas. Had she been looking so hard for clues about herself that she saw them everywhere? Hadn’t she learned anything from that wild goose chase in Nevada?
 
Vic stepped into the office and opened the door wider, showing a smaller private office behind him. A relieved grin stretched across his face.
 
A tall, broad-shouldered man, rubbing his hand over his spikey blond hair down to a growing goose egg on his temple, walked behind Vic. He had a rugged masculine look with a strong jaw and brow. A dark V-neck shirt clung to his defined chest in wet patches. His pale skin pegged him as a vampire, but the brooding glint to his brown eyes marked his soul. 
 
“They caught the old man in the shower!” Vic said, chuckling even as he gazed at Quinn like a comic fanboy meeting Stan Lee. “Didn’t even see them.”
 
Red raised her eyebrows. She could call the vampire a lot of things, but old wasn’t one of them. Whoever had turned him had caught him on the cusp of thirty. 
 
“You don’t need to sound so happy about it.” Quinn glared at Vic without bite in his eyes, his tone droll and quiet, without any change in expression.
 
“You’re the one who was always going on about vigilance when I was at UCLA.”
 
“You used to hunt high and end up at In-N-Out Burger,” Quinn said dryly. He looked over at Red, and his stone expression grew stonier. “Who’s this?”
 
“My intern.” Vic gestured to Red with a deadpan expression. “She keeps up my Twitter.” 
 
Red stepped forward and held out her hand. Vic had told her so much about his adventures with Quinn that she felt like she knew him. She could recite the story of when they fought zombies at In-N-Out, at least. “Pleased to meet you, Quinn. Vic told me more about his college years than you might have wanted him to.” 
 
Quinn looked down at her hand before shaking it, but released it quickly as if it burned. “Vic likes to talk.” He stepped away from her and looked around at his office before his eyes came to the safe. “They were thorough.”
 
Red said, “I tried to pick up a bit, but you’ll have to see if they stole anything.” 
 
“You said this vamp case was delicate.” Vic gestured to the room. “It looks like the Watergate burglary up in here.”
 
Red stepped up to the men and held out her phone, swiping to the next-to-last picture. The sideways shot wouldn’t win awards, but it wasn’t too blurry. She held out her phone. “Do you recognize these vampires?”
 
Quinn stared down at it, shaking his head. “No.”
 
Red quirked an eyebrow at Vic as she tucked away her phone. He’d said his friend wasn’t a talker, but monosyllabic would’ve been a better description. “Alrighty.”
 
“Tell us what you have on this case,” Vic said. “We popped a tire, staked a vampire, and crossed states to get here. All you said was a model was found drained on the beach.”
 
“Staked a vampire? Describe them.” Quinn crossed his arms. “Master or minion?”
 
Red pursed her lips. The Blood Alliance had changed a lot of traditions, but just like sire and childe, there were some hierarchies that couldn’t disappear. She remembered reading that the old vampire bloodlines each had their own unique definitions of what made a master vampire. The way she saw it, the difference between a master and minion was the power—who took orders and who followed. “Definitely a minion. Tallish, blond, skateboarder. He couldn’t have been more than a year dead. Attacked me in San Bernardino. Ring any bells?” 
 
“He’s not from LA. Or if he is, he’s not on the city list of vampires.” Quinn frowned. 
 
“If he is here for the Summit,” Red said, “he drove a long way for a meal. What sire would let that young a vampire head that far afield to make mischief? Too many old, canny ones around for that.”
 
Quinn lifted his eyebrows at her observation, then looked down.
 
“Great, then let’s assume we don’t have to worry about the supreme master or the Blood Alliance coming for us,” Vic said, flapping his hand before turning to the vampire. “What about the reason you made us drive here from Reno?” 
 
“Olivia Greene,” Quinn began. “A jogger found her on Tuesday morning, washed up on a beach.”
 
“We read the paper.” Vic motioned for him to continue. “Give us some new details.”
 
“The name is new.” Red pulled up the browser on her phone and plugged the name in. “I found her Instagram. She was represented by DB Models.” She looked up at Quinn. “Have you heard of them?”
 
Vic tilted his head at Quinn. He blinked slowly, and his mouth curled up like he’d sniffed bad milk. “DB Models? So, that’s what makes this case delicate?”
 
“What?” Red looked between Vic and Quinn. 
 
“His ex-wife runs the modeling agency,” Vic said. “Delilah Byrnes is the Notorious DB.”
 
Quinn flicked an annoyed glance at Vic. “It’s more complicated.”
 
“Yeah, it usually is.” Red said, “Do you need help because you’ll be recognized investigating, or because you don’t know how deep you’ll dig?” She lifted her hands, palms out, with a sympathetic head shake. “I’m not judging you either way.”
 
“Both.” Quinn looked away.
 
Vic glanced at her, his eyebrow raised. “Ease up on my bro. It's complicated.” 
 
“No problem. I don’t know either Quinn or Delilah from Adam. It makes sense to bring some new faces around. I just want to know what I’m dealing with.” Red shrugged. She’d follow Vic’s lead, since it was his bromance that lead them here. She might have gotten some wacky stories from Vic about Quinn, but this vampire drama ran deep. It wouldn’t be the first time a hunter gave up a case that hit too close to home. “Give us what you have on the case, and we can start digging into it tomorrow.”
 
Vic yawned and stretched. “Yup, I’ve got you covered, brother.”
 
“I need to be kept in the loop,” Quinn said, making eye contact with Vic before hunching his shoulders.
 
“Your office is headquarters, man.” Vic yawned again.
 
Red covered her own yawn. “If you need help with filing, let me know. I get the feeling that the break in made your folders more organized.”
 
Quinn straightened with a small smile. “Lucas does the filing.” He rubbed his fingernails on his chest before looking down. “Sometimes.” 
 
“So, he’s like your secretary?” Red laughed. “Does he answer your phone?” She raised her hands. “Sorry, I met him tonight, and I can’t imagine him in a headset.”
 
“He saw you?” Quinn’s smile disappeared. 
 
“Yeah, I forgot to mention what a dick he was tonight,” Vic said. “I thought we were mates or chaps or whatever is British for friend.”
 
“Why doesn’t he want us in town?” Red asked. She had recognized him tonight, and a part of her could have sworn that he had done the same.
 
“You’d have to ask him.” Quinn stared at her before looking away as if the sight burned him like a cross. “I told him to check on you. The supreme master has declared that LA will be a model city, but we have new vampires in town for the Summit.” 
 
Vic smiled, nodding, and put his hand in his back pocket. “Stranded out-of-state travelers look like easy pickings. I get it.”
 
“He checked in, made with the cryptic small talk, then left.” Red said, shrugging. She looked at the safe behind Quinn, remembering the sketch. Lucas wasn’t the only one that was cryptic. Who was that sketch of, and why did every souled vampire want her out of the city?
 
Vic laughed. “That’s what you get for hiring relatives.”
 
Quinn rubbed his face. “I need to board up the window and call the security company. I’ll email the background check that I got on the victim. You’ll have it before you get to your hotel.”
 
Vic narrowed his eyes before he shrugged and slowly turned. “See you at sunset then.” 
 
Red followed him out with a look back, feeling eyes on her. 
 
Quinn looked away when she caught him staring. 
 
Red caught up with Vic at the broken glass door of the building. “I don’t know him, but was that weird?”
 
“Damn right it was! He has an extra bedroom and a couch. A nice couch.” Vic shook his head. “Sending us to a hotel. Cold. Ice cold. Damn, after eight hours in the van, too.” 
 
“You spent most of it sleeping or watching TV in the back,” Red pointed out without sass. She owed him after he had spent half of a month crisscrossing Nevada on a dead-end lead on her origins. One more in a long list. At this point, she was ready to believe Vic’s crazier theory about dark fairies kidnapping her. 
 
“Still. He could have given me some warning that Delilah—his sire, ex-wife, and professional ice queen—was connected to the victim.” He shook his head as he got into the driver’s side of the van. “I still haven’t decided if she asked him to investigate or he’s doing it out of guilt. He doesn’t make small talk, but the brood-meister at least gives me the heads up.”
 
Red shrugged. “Does his ex-wife have a soul too?”
 
Vic nodded and looked at her. “Not just that, but they’re the original gangsters.”
 
“Oh, that’s right… He just looks so normal, I wouldn’t have…” Red licked her lips, trying to reconcile the stoic vampire in the center of Vic’s wacky college shenanigans 
and the Quinn from the Brotherhood’s legends. 
 
“You just met two of the four vampires so bad that the soul special was invented just for them.” Vic started the Falcon. “Delilah turned Quinn, and they rampaged around Europe for a century before turning Justine, who I hope you never meet because she is nuttier than a peanut farm. Lucas found his way into the crew after the nut job made him, then he never left. Blood, bodies, and mayhem piled up before they pissed off the wrong dude. August 1st,1900, the day everything changed.” Vic snapped his fingers. 
 
“The spell heard around the world,” Red said. 
 
“Exactly. They didn’t just piss off the wrong dude, they pissed off a magical librarian—which you never want to do. Killed his family or something. The guy, Father Matthew, doesn’t just shove empathy back into them, he writes a little guide to exactly how he did it with ideas how someone without soulmancy skills could do it. You know librarians, always trying to get people to read. Add a printing press and you get…”
 
“The August Harvest.”
 
“Yup. Thirty odd years of mages and more slinging souls at vampires. Breaking down the old bloodline system into a chaos of purges, revolts, and suicides. Vampire World War until the Blood Alliance brought order.” Vic shook his head. “It all started with that guy.”
 
“I heard the story before but really, that’s Quinn Byrnes?” Red furrowed her brow. She would have expected a Dracula type in a cape with old world charm, not a stone-faced guy in a V-neck, hunching his shoulders and awkwardly deadpanning his way through small talk. “The Black Libertine, himself.”
 
“Yeah, might as well be called the Stingy Libertine, now,” Vic said as he turned onto the highway. The lights of Los Angeles spread out before them. 
 
After pulling into a no-tell motel advertising both daily and hourly rates and checking in using a fake ID and credit card, Red was bushed. She brushed her teeth and changed into her House Ravenclaw pajama bottoms and baggy North Dakota tourist T-shirt in the tiny motel bathroom, then yawned good night at Vic who channel surfed crossed legged on the other bed. 
 
She slipped between the surprisingly clean sheets and fell into a dreamless sleep on the lumpy mattress. 
 
Metallica blared as a low vibration skittered on metal. 
 
Red jumped awake, blinking at the ringing cell phone on the stand between the beds. She yawned, half tempted to pick it up just to make the old rock song stop. Vic didn’t listen to anything from this century. He had gotten her hooked on classic rock, but before 4 a.m. wasn’t the time for a vintage Metallica wake up. 
 
“Vic, your phone.” She propped herself up on an elbow and squinted at the screen, surprised at the familiar name that she usually saw on emails sending them bounty orders. “Fat Jake Crispin is calling.” 
 
Vic coughed and rolled over, grabbing the phone. He rubbed his eyes. “Vic. Talk.” His eyes snapped open, and he bolted upright, looking over at Red and gesturing for something to write with. 
 
Red swung her legs over the side of the bed, walked over to the empty rickety desk, and tossed him a pen before looking for a pad of paper. The motel was too cheap to provide swag beyond brittle soap bars, but she did find a notepad under a Gideon bible in the bottom drawer. She tossed over a coffee-stained pad monogramed with ‘Smith and Reaper, Financial and Legal Services,’ thankful for whichever ambulance chaser had left it. 
 
Red crossed her arms and leaned against the desk, knowing from Vic’s lack of sarcasm that it must have been serious. She waited until he hung up. “Must be a red-letter day to get a call from headquarters.”
 
“He’ll never forget it, either.” Vic ran a hand through his hair. “He lost his only daughter. Found drained. She was signed with DB Models. Crispin already talked to the LAPD. There’s another connection between the two vics. Both had a snake eating its tail carved on them.”
 
“Quinn left that detail out.” Red kept the emotion out of her tone, walking over to her bed and laying down. Her mind raced, trying to recall where she had seen that symbol before as she fluffed up her pillow. 
 
Vic knew her well enough to read her face. His nostrils flared as he huffed and laid back.
 
Red had a sinking feeling about this case. Like an animal trapped in the La Brea tar pits, she felt herself being drawn in deeper. She felt like she knew Quinn already. After enough road trips, she’d heard all of Vic’s stories twice, and the best ones even more. Red couldn’t stop herself from grumbling. “So much for keeping each other in the loop.”
 
“Hey, he might not have known.” Vic gritted his teeth and rubbed his eyes. 
 
Red lifted her eyebrows but tiptoed around poking at his bromance with Quinn. “What now?”
 
Vic said, “Sleep. After that we do what you do in LA. We do some yoga, hit the beach, then check out the nightlife.”
 
 



Chapter Four
 
October 25th, 2018, Before Dawn, The Pump House Bar in Downey, Los Angeles, California, USA
 
 
"I really don't like this," Red said as she pushed open the battered door of the Pump House. 
 
The hole-in-the-wall bar was sandwiched between an unopened taco shop and a nail salon in the southern part of Downey, known to the world for the oldest McDonald's, and known to a smaller number for having the oldest hunter bar in Los Angeles. In the pre-dawn hours, the city buzzed with cars making their 6 a.m. commutes, yet a hush lingered over the strip mall.
 
"You keep saying that. I thought you wanted to try yoga." Vic followed behind her, pushing his sunglasses down to take in the sparse, wood-paneled bar decorated in NASA memorabilia. 
 
An old timer in a cowboy hat stared ahead, cupping a mug of steaming coffee in his hands.
 
"Not with a fucking vampire teaching it." Red muttered under her breath so the lone bartender leaning against the bar couldn't hear. Vic had woken her only an hour after the call from the Brotherhood with the order that they needed to see the Supreme Master of LA at a pre-sunrise yoga class. Fuck that.
 
Vic gasped dramatically. "Racist."
 
"Cautious." Red rolled her eyes. She’d had her fill last night of cryptic vampires, their secrets, and being kept in the dark. 
 
Vic might have looked at Quinn with puppy worship in his eyes, but Red couldn't shake the fact that the blond souled vampire hadn't told them about what was carved on the victim, or that his ex-wife Delilah Byrnes had a direct connection with her. Then adding Julia Crispin to the body count... Fat Jake Crispin might have written their bounty checks, but she needed more than an order from the home office before she walked into a vampire's nest. She nearly hadn’t walked out of the last one.
 
A hunter's bar could give them the earful of gossip they needed to stay one step ahead of their enemies and allies. Red frowned as she looked around at the nearly empty place. That was the theory, at least.
 
Vic took his sunglasses off and met her eyes. "The place has changed. I think they dusted."
 
Hunter's bars didn't play by the usual rules. You could find gangs coming in for a drink after a night's hunt at the same time others were getting coffee and settling any bounties before hitting the road out of town.
 
In a place like LA, this cramped bar should have been full. Vic made it sound like he could get home fries here any time of day. It didn't smell like home fries had been made here for a long time.
 
Red leaned against the counter and held up two fingers. "Coffee, please. Black. To go."
 
Vic leaned next to her. "I’m Vic. It's been a spell since I blew into town, where’s Murphy or Derek?"
 
The bartender, sallow-faced and sleepy, shrugged before turning. "Vacation to Palm Springs. They won't be back until the first week of November."
 
"Can I still get home fries?"
 
The bartender shrugged. "No kitchen, Vic. I only know how to make coffee and pour the beer. It's just me and Chuck here, keeping the fires running." He nodded at the old-timer.
 
Red shifted her focus to Chuck. "We saw a lot of California hunters blowing through Reno when we left." 
 
Chuck coughed, puffing his white mustache up, before sipping from his mug. "No one will be back until after All Soul's Day, young lady. You should get back on the road. Might make it to someplace sunny in Arizona before it starts."
 
"What?" Vic asked.
 
Chuck shrugged. "The Blood Alliance. There are enough souled vampires to keep the peace in town, the supreme made it clear. Guess most hunters decided there are other monsters in the west."
 
"Y'all take orders from the head vampire?" Red tried to keep her surprise and disdain out of her voice. She failed.
 
"Does it look like it?" Chuck tipped his hat back, his voice quiet but the threat coiling like a rattlesnake ready to strike. 
 
Vic looked between them and tilted his head at the bartender, motioning for Red to pay. 
 
Red slapped down a five-dollar bill and gestured for the man behind the counter to keep the change.
 
"We're here on a Brotherhood case. Julia Crispin was found drained last night,” Vic said.
 
Chuck's shoulders sank. "That pretty English gal had some stones on her. Maybe too many, getting so close to the vampers like that. I don't know much. I retired once the Brotherhood made that truce with the damn undead. I refused to be put on her list."
 
"Who, Cora Moon?" Vic asked.
 
"She has lists of vampires, lists of hunters, lists of lists." Chuck slurped his coffee with a grimace. "Best be off now, don’t want to be late for yoga.”
 
“We’ll be around if you hear of anything.” Vic nodded to him. 
 
Red raised her eyebrows and grabbed the to-go coffee cups. Now, she really didn’t like this.
 
Rush hour started early and ended late in LA, and the sun still hadn’t risen when they finally reached their next destination. It lay on the weird middle ground between the hard scrabble neighborhoods of Inglewood and the UCLA campus.
 
Moon Enterprises was the social good startup listed in Essence Magazine as one of the top ten black businesses on the rise in 1992. Beyond the article and the business registry, the internet couldn’t produce any more about the company. The shadowy CEO was known to the neighborhood but kept a low profile without giving a single quote to the press. 
 
You wouldn’t have thought that it was the vampire headquarters in LA by looking at it. 
 
"Are you sure this is place?" Red asked as she eyed the crowd of smokers in the corner of the parking lot kitty-corner to the tall building.
 
Vic walked through the haze of smoke, hands in his pocket. “This used to be my hood.”
 
“Hey, how many people do I gotta tell?” a Hispanic man in a plaid shirt mumbled as he flicked his cigarette. “No yoga, no hot meals, no nothing.”
 
“We have an appointment.” Vic jerked his thumb over to Moon Enterprises.
 
“That’s what they all say, hombre.” The guy shook his head. “Better not try that door until after sunrise.”
 
An unmarked car that screamed law enforcement pulled up, and a too-pale blond uniformed officer opened the passenger’s side door and half stepped out. “Hey, I thought I told you punks to move along!” 
 
“Ease up,” his Asian partner said before waving at the crowd from the open driver’s side window. “The center is closed for the next two weeks, folks. Have a nice day!”
 
The crowd wandered away, muttering, as the car drove off.
 
Red glared at Vic but followed him across the street to the art deco concrete building. “I really don’t like this.”
 
“You keep saying that…” Vic shrugged before pushing the intercom button next to the darkened door. “Cora Moon is expecting us. Two Bards come to play our respects.” 
 
“I’m a Bard now?”
 
“Congrats on the promotion.” Vic pushed his sunglasses up atop his head.
 
Red tensed, wishing she had a stake. Fat Crispin had sent them instructions to come unarmed to get the blessing of the supreme vampire master of Los Angeles as official representatives of the Brotherhood. They had the protection of a truce behind them, but her hunter’s instinct still screamed at her to arm herself. She knew a stake wouldn't be nearly enough to protect them from the nest of vampires inside, but it still felt like she was walking in naked. 
 
Red pushed away the flashbacks from Oklahoma City and tried to center her breathing. This wasn’t Oklahoma! This was the land of the teddy bear vampires, or so she tried to tell herself.
 
The door opened automatically into a small tinted glass entry way. They walked inside.
 
Her heartbeat jumped as the door behind them closed, and the one before them opened. 
 
Her adjusting eyes only made out the silhouette of a gloriously full afro and a white smile. "Welcome my Bard brothers."
 
Vic stepped forward. "Howdy. Miss Cora Moon, I presume."
 
The regal vampire wore a white bodysuit, hemp necklaces, and a pink tie-dye scarf around her head. She beckoned them forward. The faint smell of patchouli and lavender lingered around her. Her smile was wide and dazed, but her brown eyes took them in with laser focus. She looked like a hippie, but that aura was pure master vampire. She walked like she owned the city. In a very real way, Cora Moon did.
 
Five vampires in black suits flanked them like secret service. Their jackets concealed the bulges of filled shoulder holsters.
 
Red kept at Vic’s heels as they moved into the dimly lit lobby painted with murals of proud brown skinned people in African garb in 70s hues. The place had the look of a well-funded community center, but the energy was of a business hotel filled with conventioneers.
 
Two clerks in suits and headsets typed at inhuman speeds in between answering questions at the circular front desk. Milling pairs and trios walked to the elevator and into the swinging doors of darkened hallways. Their eyes shone with amber light as they looked up at Red and Vic. 
 
She realized that they were the only two breathing. 
 
"I heard you offer a hungry man a hot meal here." Vic looked around, his hands balled into fists in his pockets as he tried to make small talk.
 
"I can hear that belly growl, son, but with the Blood Summit, I had to close the first-floor drop-in center to the public." Cora gestured them forward past an open door where a PowerPoint presentation glowed over a crowd settled in a large room transformed from a cafeteria into a conference space. “Usually we have vegan breakfast cooking in there.”
 
Red looked inside see a slide reading: Tips to Avoid Trending on Twitter. 1. Smash the phone or camera first.
 
"Tonight was our first round of knowledge sharing workshops before the official committees. Some go longer than others. We only get together every two years, and some vampires have more to say than others." Cora rolled her eyes. “Prétentieux, je sais, mais que pouvez-vous faire?”
 
"Conferences really are all the same." Vic chuckled, but his laugh was thin.
 
“I am lucky that my homegirl Delilah is happy to hostess.” 
 
Red glanced at Vic to see if he picked up on the name. Did Cora mean Delilah Byrnes?
 
Cora pushed open a door into a brightly lit room painted with Sanskrit characters and lined with shelves of yoga mats. One teal and gold tie-dye mat remained in the middle of the room. "You two are a chill excuse to peace out for a bit.”
 
"Jake Crispin said you were a friend to the Bards," Vic said.
 
"Our truce was the capstone of my work in the last century. We want peace. I’ve tried to create it here as the supreme master."
 
"His daughter was killed," Red said, then wished she hadn't. Vic had told her to keep quiet, but following the rules wasn’t her strong suit.
 
Cora looked at her, the groovy hippie vibe disappearing from the vampire’s eyes. "And I want her killer brought to justice. Trust me, chica, I am making this a true City of Angels."
 
Vic glared at Red and coughed. "Can we trust on your protection while we investigate? I know this is a sensitive time."
 
"Let's drop the tension. You missed the class, but we can still relax a bit." Cora strode over to a high shelf and climbed up. Not the shelves but the wall itself. Her hands and feet pressed flat against the wall and she climbed like a spider to grab two yoga mats. 
 
Red took a half step back and craned her neck up. Watching Cora was the exact opposite of relaxing. She had seen wall crawlers before. Usually, she had a gun with wooden bullets in her hand to take them down. All vampires came with super speed, senses, and strength… some came with extras. They called them the Gifted. Red called it creepy. 
 
Standing on two feet, Cora climbed up the wall and strode across the ceiling. Gravity pulled at her brown afro, but her poise was as graceful upside down as it was on the ground. Cora jumped down to the middle of the room and unrolled both mats out flat. "We are allies." She dropped into a lotus pose on the tie-dyed mat. "Sit. Your auras are as tense as your shoulders.”
 
Vic and Red looked at each other before walking closer and sitting crossed legged on the yoga mats.
 
"Um, yeah. This is cozy.” Vic drummed his fingers on his bent knee. “So, you know that Crispin doesn't just want justice, he wants..." 
 
"He wants to see the vampire who killed his daughter staked. Preferably by his own hand." Cora shrugged. "It's an eye for an eye, but that happens when a man loses his baby girl. Any vamp in my city who is stupid enough to break my rules and go for a Bard's kid is fair game."
 
"You really mean that." Red tilted her head. She had met supreme masters before, and they were usually less like an earnest vegan social worker. Then again, she’d never met a souled vampire who managed to run a city.
 
"Yeah, I just run a soup kitchen, an after school program, and job development training for single moms for the diabolical glee of it." Cora shook her head before stretching one arm across her chest and holding it. "You haven't met many like me, hunter chick, I can see. Let me educate you. Running around trying to end the world is for crusty old-world vamps. I created a sustainable community in LA. That means all of us, even the unsouled vamps, have a social contract. Everything I’m trying to do at this Summit is to school these immortal fools that it’s not optional to give peace a chance." Cora smiled. "Obviously, you will both have my protection during your investigation.”
 
“Kick ass.” Vic nodded. “The Brotherhood will keep you informed.” 
 
“You'll be safe here, sugar,” Cora said to Red, then put her hands into a praying position and addressed them both. “Now, let's take a deep breath before I have to run to my next meeting."
 
Red breathed along with Vic and Cora until a bodyguard in a black suit came to the door. 
 
Cora departed, giving a cheerful farewell of Namaste with four bodyguards trailing behind her. 
 
Another escorted them through the now crowded lobby of vampires complaining about social media.
 
A vampire in a yarmulke sighed and slapped his hand on the shoulder of a black vampire in a red suit. His New York accent cut through the crowd. “And I thought the printing press was bad for business!”
 
“I’m ready to sleep. I hope our rooms smell less like the homeless.” The vampire in red wrinkled his nose.
 
Red kept her head down and a calm pace to her feet, feeling like a lamb among wolves. Primal instinct told her to run. Her brain agreed, but she kept close to Vic’s side, hoping that she looked as unaffected as he did. 
 
The smoggy LA air had never felt fresher than when they stepped outside Moon Enterprises. 
 
Red looked at Vic.
 
Vic shook his head. “I already know what you are going to say. None of us like this. Come on, let’s get some home fries and a nap in before we hit the beach.”
 
“You know how to treat a girl. Diner food and crime scenes.” Red pulled on her sunglasses, already feeling the heat of the day bouncing off the concrete buildings. The sun had risen, but she felt the shadows closing in. 
 



Chapter Five
 
October 25th, 2018, Night, Club Vltava off Sunset Strip in Los Angeles California, USA
 
 
The last lights of the California sun had turned the city to gold, the mythical El Dorado, making Red understand for a moment why so many young creatives were drawn here like gold miners of the past. 
 
Sunset had followed them when they left the beach, finding nothing and no witnesses at Olivia Greene’s murder site before returning to the motel. 
 
Quinn had emailed the background check and the pictures he had taken of the police report, but they hadn’t gleaned anything close to a lead beyond DB Models. Unlike Julia Crispin, Olivia Greene was exactly as she appeared at first glance: a normal girl who stumbled onto the supernatural and lost the fight. Fate would push her murder into that percentage of cold cases too weird to investigate. If it hadn’t been for Vic needing to take a piss and a nap by Coyote Creek after a long drive, Red could have been the same statistic. 
 
Vic always prayed for the victims, but Red swore justice. She figured between the two of them some power out there would take pity. 
 
Hours later, they dressed to hobnob with aspiring celebrities and current has-beens. Nightfall had left the city blazing with lit up billboards, neon signs, and streetlights. No star could be seen through the smog reflecting the light, leaving the night sky a dark burnt orange.
 
Vic cursed as he navigated through the stop and go traffic on Sunset Strip. 
 
Red frowned as the last download from Fat Crispin’s email attachment stalled on the laptop. “Damn, out of data until we get that bounty.” She transferred a few crime scene photos to her phone.
 
“Fantastic,” Vic grumbled. 
 
“The Brotherhood must have some clout to get the LAPD to pony up so much info about the case.” Red sighed as she closed the small laptop and untethered the cell phone from it before pushing it underneath the car seat and covering it with a layer of washed Mountain Dew cans. Vic called it urban camouflage.
 
“The Brotherhood has people in more places than you’d think.” Vic kept his eyes on the road, avoiding her gaze. “I bet the deal with the Supreme Master of LA did more than make us sanctioned investigators. The protection is a plus. Can’t say that it’ll stop anyone from killing us if they really wanted to, though.”
 
“Cheerful.” Red shook her head. “Fat Jake was detailed, as usual. I can’t imagine writing a crime report like that for my kid. He even estimated to the minute how long it would take him to analyze the surveillance camera footage.” 
 
“Duty is mother’s milk to the Brotherhood. We vowed to be a shield to humanity. That doesn’t stop in grief,” Vic said, jaw tightening.
 
Red studied him, noting the drop-in snark, letting the silence grow as she hoped he’d continue. He’d told her everything about his time at UCLA, but he never gave details of his time training in London with the Bards. 
 
Vic grunted, changing subjects as quickly as he turned right. “I’m going to violate one of my sacred beliefs.”
 
“Parking garage?”
 
“Parking garage.” Vic began ranting about pay parking, late stage capitalism, and civil liberties as he turned into the three-story garage. Then, as always, he quoted the Constitution as if the founding fathers could have foreseen the automobile.
 
Red let his grumbles roll over her. After a year riding shotgun with him, she had heard all his gripes about federal, state, and municipality overreach. She rolled down the window to let in the night air, hot and dry even in October. 
 
They were going to check out the club and the alley where the second victim, Julia Crispin, had been found. Vic made it sound like the Crispins were an oversized old Brotherhood family with more arms than an octopus and at least five named Jacob, which led to the Fat Crispin nickname for Julia’s father. Ironic, given that he was a skeletal beanpole of a man. The bounty on staking the vampire who killed Julia would keep them afloat for months. Vic said he kept his distance from the Brotherhood, but he still seemed to know everyone. 
 
Red envied that. 
 
Vic had strong history on both sides of his family, from Henry Constantine who adopted him, to the Parks—his biological family he had lost to a werewolf attack. He even had an adopted brother named Lashawn out there. He had collected people in his life. 
 
Red had a big blank when it came to friends and family. She had Vic and the scattered people she had met on the road, but everything before August 2017 might as well have been a question mark. She might never find the answers she wanted, but they could find some for Julia Crispin. 
 
Getting out of the car, Red adjusted the drape of her slinky green dress. The asymmetrical skirt covered her to the knee in the front while exposing the thigh at the side. The back was high, but the neckline plunged low. The knockoff wide choker spelled out Versace in metal letters over black velvet.
 
Vic had tried to convince her that everyone in LA wore heels, but Red wasn’t sure. She put foldable black leather flats in her black purse as backup. 5’7 might have been short in the land of models, but heels were a recipe for a sprained ankle if they got in a fight. He could fight in the heels for all she cared.
 
Walking together to the line at the half-open, rounded, red-varnished double doors of the club, Red looked up at the black letters above. Club Vltava. She had already looked up the club, owned by Novak and Novak Company, distinguished by a rare liquor selection comprised of obscure European vintages like Vino Verde from Portugal and Slivovice from the Czech Republic. 
 
Just another hot spot hyped up on social media with even two of the Kardashians sisters coming to the opening last week.
 
“Ugh, a line.” Vic scowled. He brushed his hair back. He had forgone his vest and donned a blazer over his jeans and Star Wars T-shirt. His mullet lay slicked back. He looked like a tech startup founder ready to burn investor cash. “I don’t understand waiting to buy a twenty-dollar cocktail.” 
 
Red smirked. “Blend in. Pretend you have money.” 
 
“I wouldn’t spend it on this.” Vic listed a few better things, in his opinion, to spend twenty dollars on, from a plate of chicken and waffles to new windshield wipers. 
 
A beefy bouncer in a black suit glared down at them from nearly seven feet. A jagged scar cut down his dark-skinned cheek. “Not feeling you two tonight. What is that, bro, a mullet?”
 
“Hey, this hairstyle is big in Korea, pal,” Vic said. 
 
Red fluffed out her loose red hair, forcing a smile as Vic argued with the bouncer. She looked over his bulky shoulder.
 
The open door showed a black painted hallway. A pale, brown-haired man in a pinstriped suit with a white Bluetooth device in his ear walked down the hall, chatting as he swiped through his phone. His thumb was a supernatural blur. He looked up when he reached the bouncer. His eyes flicked over Red, head to toe, but without any heat in his gaze. 
 
“Let them in.” He chuckled. “My brother likes gingers.” 
 
Red resisted the urge to roll her eyes.
 
“Even with this dork, Arno?” The bouncer asked.
 
“Hey!” Vic said.
 
“She’s hot enough.” Arno shrugged and pointed out three other groups in the crowd. “And them. Wait until ten come out before you let more in.”
 
Vic glared at the bouncer as he took Red’s arm. “Dork? I don’t know what he’s seeing. I look badass.”
 
“That’s right, honey.” Red patted Vic’s arm before they disengaged to walk down the short hallway into the elevator. She and Vic had pretended to be a couple on jobs before, but it always felt like taking her cousin to the prom. They ended up having to stop themselves from making each other laugh and breaking cover. Tonight, they had to play it cool. This wasn’t just any night club. This was a club run by vampires. 
 
The elevator filled up with the other clubbers, then rose to the second to the top floor. The doors opened to a dark, fog filled, strobe-lit dance floor playing electronica. 
 
“Great, Eurotrash music,” Vic said as he stepped out. 
 
“Come on, let’s do a lap, then see if they have an IPA for you.” Red motioned with her head, and they walked around the chamber. Along the wall, alcoves and niches were filled with white pillows that glowed in the strobing black lights. 
 
Two even bigger bouncers stood in front of a staircase with a velvet rope. A sign on a pedestal read: PRIVATE PARTY. 
 
Red stopped Vic and nodded to it. She watched two tanned blondes in tiny black dresses get turned away. 
 
A pale man in a wrinkled brown suit, bald and blinking behind round glasses, stepped in front of the bouncers. 
 
The velvet rope lifted. 
 
The bald man looked over his shoulders, fangs just barely visible on his lip, before he disappeared up the stairs. 
 
Red said, “It looks like that is where the real action is.” 
 
“No, it just walked through the door.”
 
Red turned to see who Vic was waving at. Lucas.
 
He tightened his jaw and glared at Vic before his eyes widened on Red. He glanced her up and down, a dumbstruck expression flashed across his face before he collected himself and stomped forward. His voice was deep and harsh. “What are you two doing here?”
 
“Oh, you know. When in LA, go where the beautiful people are.” Red smiled to spite Lucas’s grumpiness.
 
“Get us into the vamp party upstairs, Greg.” Vic jerked his thumb at the staircase. 
 
“Oi, enough with the Greg business,” Lucas scoffed with a small resigned smile. 
 
Red looked away to hide her smirk. After Lucas had left them at the strip mall, Vic had declared him Greg forever more. 
 
“Whatever, Greg. We’re working for your boss and with the local vampire fuzz. What’s the deal with upstairs?” Vic asked.
 
“It’s a big to-do for the Blood Alliance, speeches and kumbayas between vampires—souled and unsouled. Quinn sent me to be bored to tears up there and report back.”
 
“The supreme master has a tight enough leash that even the vampires in San Bernardino are playing along with her catch and release policy,” Red said. “It can’t be a coincidence that a girl was found drained and dumped here right before the pep rally. That’s a message. We just need to know who it’s for.” Red put her hands on her hips when Lucas opened his mouth to argue. “Come on, this is a PR event with enough souled vampires that we know it’ll be tame. We’re not going to start a fight. We just want to have a look around while we have most of the town up there.”
 
Lucas crossed his arms. “Then half the town can get a look at you.” His eyes flicked to Vic. “Both of you. You shouldn’t be in this club. This is dangerous.”
 
“It’s hard to investigate a murder if you don’t see the full crime scene. I doubt she spent the whole night in the alley.” Red folded her arms and composed her most determined face. Vampires, souled or not, only respected confidence. No one wanted strangers taking over a case, but Quinn had given this to them. Lucas would have to respect that. 
 
“Come on,” Vic said. “We’ll hang out in the background.” 
 
Red looked over Lucas’s shoulder as she noticed the dancing crowd part around them as if unsettled by an unseen wind. 
 
The Supreme Master Vampire of the City had arrived.
 
The tall dark-skinned woman stepped onto the dance floor. The strobe lights caught the yellow of her patterned caftan as Cora Moon raised her arms and moved her hips, dancing through the crowd. Her large brown afro framed her thick brows and soft hazel eyes. 
 
She wasn’t alone.
 
A pale man stepped behind her in dark slacks and a light jacket, a white patch over his eye and his black hair pulled back in a low ponytail. Cellphone pressed to his ear, he strode through the parted crowd with the impatience of a rush hour commuter in Manhattan. 
 
“Is that…?” Vic said.
 
Red caught a glimpse of a curly blonde-haired woman beside the vampire with the eyepatch. 
 
Lucas stepped closer and gestured for them to turn around for privacy. He huddled closer. “Brilliant detection, Vic. Yes, the hippie is Cora Moon and that’s her second-in-command and public relations prick, Michel de Grammont, behind her. You’ve both stepped into the viper’s den, and found the head vipers.”
 
“Awesome, let’s rock and roll. Get us up there.” Vic rubbed his hands. 
 
Lucas looked between them. His eyes lingered on Red. “Okay, Vic. You’re my date.”
 
“What?” Red said.
 
“Hell yeah!” Vic said. “You can scope out this level and the alley. I’ll let you know what the stiffs are doing upstairs.” 
 
“You’re so lucky I brought flats with me. I knew I’d end up doing the dirty work.” Red said, shaking her head. “I can’t wait to get out of these heels and into cozy socks.” She folded her arms. 
 
Lucas’s face gained a brooding edge as he stared at her. His lips pulled up in a sad smile.
 
“What?” Red frowned and tilted her head at Lucas. 
 
Lucas shook his head. “Nothing. You reminded me of someone.” He gestured Vic forward. “Away we go to be bored by speeches. Rah rah, unity between vampires.” He walked away but glanced over his shoulder at Red as if she was a mirage about to disappear. 
 
Red pushed her loosely curled hair out of her face to drape over the covered back of her dress as she watched them go. 
 
Questions about Lucas bubbled up like a witch’s brew. She couldn’t stop staring, but neither could he. Who was he? No, that was the easier question to answer. Why did she remember him from a dream that had already crumbled into scattered sounds and flickering visuals? For an amnesiac, she had a good memory. She remembered what she ate for lunch last Tuesday, but these dreams didn’t belong to that tidy, conscious side of her brain. The dreams came from the unhelpful part of her brain that brought on panic attacks and spontaneous language fluency.
 
She turned away as the two men reached the top of the stairs. Red strode between the dance floor and the low padded white benches and chairs clustered to the side. Stepping to the corner of the metallic topped bar, Red pulled out her phone. 
 
She flipped to the picture of Julia Crispin in her Oxford University shirt with her bright blue eyes and lush blond hair. She held it out to the bartender. “Did you see this girl?” 
“Are you going to order or what? I got customers.”
 
“I get it.” She looked at the cheapest drink she could get on the menu then ordered a glass of Portuguese wine. “I just need to know what happened to Julia.”
 
The Hispanic bartender in a black dress shirt and white bowtie put her hand on her hip. “I already told the cops what I know. What’s it to you?”
 
“I’m a friend. Her dad wanted me to ask around. He hasn’t been able to book a flight yet from London.” Red tried to look mournful.
 
“Shit, sorry.” The bartender dipped her head, showing the bright green streaks in her short pixie cut, before she sighed. “She’s been here every night since we opened last week, but outside tipping like a stingy Brit, I didn’t see any more than that. She usually walked out with a daddy type. Rich white guys. But I wasn’t doing more than making drinks.” The bartender’s eyes darted around before she said with urgent emphasis. “They were really really white guys.”
 
“Say no more.” Red nodded, understanding the bartender immediately. She pulled out cash, wincing at dipping into her wallet, and put the bills on the bar. “Thanks.”
 
The bartender hurried to help the growing line. 
 
Red sipped the Portuguese Vino Verde and turned around to lean against the bar. It was more than she wanted to spend, but the light bubbles made her smile, summoning up the feeling of sunshine and beaches. The mini mental vacation was quickly over as she refocused on the job at hand.
 
Red had gone over the case files. The Los Angeles Police Department had done a thorough job with questioning Julia Crispin’s grad school friends, roommate, and even Delilah. They had covered her days, but what about her nights? 
 
She scanned the nightclub, trying to imagine the vampire who bit Julia Crispin in that alley. She walked around the perimeter of the chamber, trying to answer the question. Who killed Julia Crispin?
 
Olivia Greene, the first victim, was just a regular blond sorority girl from Orange County who became a model. Julia was raised in a Brotherhood family. She knew what bumped in the night. Fat Jake Crispin wrote in his report that his daughter went to school, modeled on weekends, and was at home by a sensible bedtime. 
 
Father might have known best, but he didn’t know it all. He certainly didn’t know that Julia had been signed to DB Models.
 
With two floors, plenty of seating space, and a rooftop, Red couldn’t imagine what could have led Julia out to the alley besides one of those “really really white guys.” It wouldn’t have been an accidental meeting. She had seen the smokers out on the front sidewalk, so she doubted there was a smoking area out back. 
 
Fat Crispin had noted that his daughter didn’t do drugs, but he didn’t mention that his daughter regularly hung out in vampire clubs. Red studied the dancers in their mix of hipster and designer fashions. This looked like a place where you didn't find your fix in the bathroom; you were rich enough to have a dealer on speed dial. Why skulk in an alley to find your brand of high when you had a trust fund?
 
Red found herself back at the large bar, closer to a door marked employees only. She set her wine glass on the bar. 
 
“A pretty lady shouldn’t have an empty glass.” An overly tanned man with a manbun leaned close and smiled.
 
“I’m good.” Red nodded and stepped away from the bar. Goosebumps rose on her arms when she looked over Man Bun’s shoulder to the figure standing in a dark corner of the bar. 
 
A flash of green and white strobe lights briefly illuminated his high forehead, dimpled chin, and chiseled jaw. Masculine lips curved into a grin for a second. The lights reflected off his dark blonde hair. 
 
Déjà vu hit her like an ice cube down the back of her dress. She shivered. Red stepped around Man Bun, ignoring him as he opened his mouth to speak to her. 
 
She waited for the lights in the club to shift again. Cocking her head, she studied the tall handsome man, clad in a fitted black suit without a tie over his gray no-collar shirt. He looked at least four inches over six feet.
 
His stylish suit covered broad shoulders, and—well-tailored as it was—it couldn’t hide his strong arm muscles. He held a blonde glamazon loosely, one hand on her lower back and the other brushing her hair off her shoulders before running up her neck. His fingers looked too pale against her tanned cheek. 
 
Vampire. Red knew she should step away, but something about him… It didn’t jolt a memory, but it jolted her. She pushed her chain purse strap higher on her shoulder, telling herself to move.
 
His gaze turned to her, the easy flirtatious grin softening before his mouth gaped open. His blue eyes widened like a kid seeing presents on Christmas morning. 
 
Red took a step back, breath catching in her throat, then tried to disappear into the crowd. The shiver going down her spine wasn’t fear, but something about him compelled her. Was he one of those vampires with the gift to mesmerize?
 
“Juniper!” 
 
She didn’t turn at the shout as she slipped behind a grinding couple on the dance floor. The club went dark as the music dropped before the lights came on in a cascade of beats. 
 
The dark blonde-haired vampire appeared in front of her, hands clasped behind his back. “Miss Juniper St. James.”
 
She gasped and put a hand over her heart. 
 
Red weighed her options. She could pretend to be a clueless human. That had cons too. If he thought she would be easy pickings, she didn’t want to have to stake a vampire under the nose of the Supreme Master of the City. She didn’t care how handsome this wannabe playboy vampire was, she wasn’t going to be intimidated. 
 
“Not cool. First off, I don’t know who you are, but it’s rude to pop out all vampire-like. and second, even if that was my name, I’m not a dog to be called after.” 
 
“What game are you playing?” He stepped closer, brow furrowed, a smile quirking at the corner of his lips. His eyes darted over her face as if expecting her to disappear. 
 
She folded her arms. “I could ask you the same thing. Far be it from me to give you vamp advice, but sprinting across a dance floor full of humans isn’t really keeping a low profile, Mister.”
 
“Juniper…” He frowned, blue eyes concerned, and put his cold hands on her upper arms. “It’s me, Kristoff. Kristoff Novak.”
 
Red looked down at his hands. Her heart began to race. She stepped back.
 
Kristoff let her. He stared down at his hands as if in shock to discover she was solid before glancing up.
 
Red told herself to run. Curiosity made her stay. He recognized her, but the name was all wrong. Juniper St. James… the name sounded like a Romance author’s pen name. “I don’t know who you think I am, but if you’re Kristoff Novak, then you’re one of the owners of this club, right?”
 
He nodded, putting his hands behind his back, lips curling into a smirk. “This is one of mine.”
 
Red pursed her lips at the brag. Kristoff was staring at her with too much interest. This was what passed for friendly banter among the undead and she wasn’t here for it. 
 
Bringing more chilly professionalism into her tone, she said, “I’m here on an official joint investigation with Cora Moon and the Brotherhood of Bards and Heroes. I will need you to cooperate, Mr. Novak.” She held her breath, waiting for the reaction. Powerful vampires didn’t like to cooperate with hunters.
 
“Mr. Novak, is it?” His smirk grew wider. “You have my full cooperation. Ms…?”
 
She ignored the question and held out her phone, showing him Julia’s picture. “Did you see this girl here last night?”
 
He raised an eyebrow. “Sure, she was here. But she left alive, as you could see if the cops hadn’t taken our security footage. We run a tight operation. None of ours would be so stupid to break Cora’s laws, especially not here where they’d have to answer to me first.”
 
“You don’t have a soul, do you?” Red put her phone in her purse as she folded her arms.
 
“No, but I have a brain.” Kristoff shrugged. “Arno and I have opened a new club. We don’t need the heat.”
 
Red snorted. “Oh, so you’re the brother who likes gingers?”
 
“You would know, Juniper.” Kristoff’s grin turned flirtatious. 
 
“Why are you calling me that? My name’s Red.”
 
“It’s impossible, but you look...” Kristoff leaned forward to sniff at her neck. “You even smell…” His lips hovered over her skin 
 
Instinctive fear bolted up. Red jumped back from Kristoff. “Hey! Personal space, dude.” She pulled a blessed silver cross out of her purse to shake it at him. Crosses might have been hit or miss for her faith level, but blessed silver made any vampire think twice. “Ugh, I’m not a cupcake.”
 
“No, you’re more like a macaron.” Kristoff smirked and snapped his head to the side, looking across the dance floor. His flirty manner popped like a bubble, and his eyes flashed amber like a predator, the tips of his fangs poking out under his upper lip. 
 
She followed his line of sight.
 
Lucas stomped through the dancers toward them. The strobe lights reflected off his patched leather jacket and ripped jeans. The dark hair dipping over his grey eyes didn’t hide the amber flicking in the irises. 
 
“Has he claimed you?” Kristoff asked. 
 
Red snorted and shook her head. “What is it with vamps?” She crossed her arms as she stared at Lucas. She didn’t need a rescue, especially not from a vamp that already thought she couldn’t handle herself. He was supposed to be minding Vic up in the private party upstairs, not agitating her witness. If expressions could talk, Kristoff’s would be cursing. “I’m under the protection of the supreme master. No one is claiming me.”
 
“Red, you need to step away from this soulless tosser.” Lucas glared at Kristoff, putting his hands in his pockets and leaning on his heels, his gritted jaw highlighting his high cheekbones. 
 
“How long were you going to keep her a secret, Lucas?” Kristoff’s tone turned to a growl.
 
“So, not friends?” Red sighed and glanced around at the human crowd, wondering how big a scene the two vampires were going to make. She rubbed her left temple. “I’m in the middle of questioning him.”
 
“He thinks you’re someone you’re not,” Lucas said, glancing at her. Worry battled with anger in his gray eyes. “You’re in danger, even if he seems… domesticated. Novak will play the friend before he stabs you in the back. It's what he does.”
 
Kristoff stepped up to Lucas. “Your soul doesn’t change what you’ve done. Don’t act like you’re better than me.”
 
“I don’t need to act.” Lucas held his hand out to Red.
 
Kristoff smacked it away. 
 
The club went dark again.
 
Red found herself pulled against a hard chest. Her head tilted to the side as fangs dug into her neck. She gasped, but she couldn’t scream. She tried to raise her cross, but her arms felt limp. 
 
She had fought vampires before, even had one or two dig their fangs into her, sending enough venom into her system to bring her into a numbed thrall. Nothing felt like the wave of pleasure that radiated from that bite. Red panted, trying to tell herself that her trembles were struggles against the firm arms. It happened in seconds, even if time felt slower in his arms.
 
The lights came on. 
 
Fangs retracting, the vampire licked at the bite, his arm around her waist. His biceps tensed as if ready to pull her away from the crowd for round two. 
 
She snapped her gaze to the vampire’s head buried in her neck. Her eyes widened as her skipping heartbeat dropped. The ecstasy in the thrall ebbed away like low tide. Kristoff.
 
Cringing, Red pulled away from the tongue on her neck as reality set in. 
 
Kristoff turned her chin to meet her gaze, smirking. He knew exactly how his bite felt. “Mmmmm, Red, you’re delicious… and mine.”
 
She glared at Kristoff. “Wait a second!”
 
His chilled fingers brushed her cheek as he grinned, a mix of relief and elation in his blue eyes contrasting with the blood on his lips. “I claim you with this bite.”
 
“Bastard!” Red jerked her head away. After Oklahoma, she’d thought she’d learned to never trust a vampire without a soul. It only ended with fangs in your neck. 
 
Red stomped on Kristoff’s foot before she angled an elbow to slam into his nose, wincing at the pain in her neck. Wiggling away from him, she pressed her hand against the bleeding bite and stared at Kristoff as she stumbled away on those stupid heels. 
 
Kristoff, blood on his chin and amber in his eyes. He wiped the blood off with his thumb, bringing the digit to his mouth, staring at her like an animal in a tailored suit. “Tastes like strawberries. You can thank me later.” 
 
“Bugger the Black Veil.” Glancing around at the crowd, Lucas gritted his teeth.  He rushed forward at vampire speed. He grabbed Kristoff by the collar and clocked him across the face. “You won’t get close enough, Novak.”
 
Kristoff headbutted Lucas before raising his fist. “Give me time. She’ll want me close. Juniper did.”
 
Lucas growled before tackling the taller blond vampire around the middle and bringing him down to the floor.
 
Red’s head spun as the eerie pleasure fully evaporated, leaving only pain. Warm blood dripped under her hand from her neck. She stepped away from the fighting vampires, trying to blend into the few startled, tipsy club-goers gawking at the fight nearby. The loud, dark club was too big and loud for even a vampire fight to draw much attention from the humans. She had no doubt that the other vampires had noticed. 
 
The club went dark again, and the frantic techno beat grew louder. 
 
Red could still hear the growls, hisses, and thump of fist on flesh. She raised the cross and her phone screen up.
 
The dim light of the screen caught Kristoff and Lucas rolling on the ground in the curling smoke of the club fog machines. 
 
Red thumbed out a quick text to Vic. Get out. Lucas in fight. I got bit! The screen blinded her in the darkness. The pain made tears come to her eyes. She gritted her teeth. Fucking vampires… Fat Crispin was going to get an earful about this deal with Cora.
 
Raising her lit phone, she roamed her eyes over the club to see the vampire she had seen at the door. She wanted to investigate a crime scene, not start a fight at an undead UN party. 
 
She looked up to see someone whisper to the DJ in his raised booth. 
 
Arno ran in from the front of the club, yelling into his Bluetooth earpiece before pulling it out to throw at his large bouncer. 
 
The vampire in the white eyepatch and black ponytail came from the stairs. He got there first.
 
The strobe lights came back on as the beat switched to a remixed pop banger.
 
“Boys, boys…” Michel de Grammont, the supreme master’s right hand, stood with his arms spread between Lucas on one side and Kristoff and Arno on the other. His white eyepatch seemed to glow purple in the blacklights. “Such behavior at this historic event. Miss Cora has brought together the cream of the Alliance to our fair city to marvel on how we’ve managed to integrate between souled and not— dove and bloodliner, all while maintaining the Dark Veil. We are on the world stage, and you fucking monkeys are taking a shit on it.” 
 
Arno and Kristoff exchanged a glance. 
 
Kristoff dipped his head. “He challenged my claim on a human. I reacted. Apologies.”
 
Lucas gritted his teeth and cracked his neck.
 
“Je m’en fous!” Michel spat out, clearly not giving a shit as he straightened his lapels. “I expect more from the Novak Brothers, since the Master of Portland speaks so highly of you two.” Michel turned his glare to Lucas. “And you. Get the fuck out before you draw any more attention. If Cora hears that you were challenging a claim… you know the rules. You’re lucky Delilah has me wrapped around her finger, or I’d bring you to the supreme myself. Test me, and I will.” 
 
Nodding, Lucas stepped back. He glared at Kristoff before looking back at Michel. “Already gone, mate.”
 
Red caught Lucas’s eye and gestured to the elevator. She stepped through the dancers, still clutching the bleeding mark on her neck, the pain making her grimace at each bump of an elbow or a shaking booty. 
 
Lucas caught up to her at the elevator and reached out to take her wrist to stop her before he stilled himself. He handed her a black bandana instead. “How’s the bite, Red?” 
 
“Doesn’t feel great. Let’s get out of here.” Red took the cloth and pressed it to her wound before walking into the open elevator and hitting the button for the ground floor. The pain didn’t hurt as much as the humiliation of being so stupid. 
 
Kristoff Novak. She recognized the name from her research on the club, but she hadn’t expected anything more than the usual vampire deflecting banter. Maybe some threats. Not whatever the hell that was. 
 
Stupid curiosity had had her chatting with Kristoff like a teeny bopper expecting sparkles instead of fangs. After a year of hunting, Red should’ve known better. Vic taught her that you kept out of a vampire’s sight until you were fixing to kill them. Now, she had new marks on her neck. And a question that wouldn’t go away. Who was Juniper St. James? 
 
“Your chest is covered in it, kit—er, Red.” Lucas distracted her from her thoughts before he pulled off his jacket and put it around her. 
 
“Thanks. I definitely can’t return this dress now.” Pulling the jacket on, the smell of leather and sandalwood enveloped her. Red tipped her head down before she stepped out of the elevator to the front entrance. The bouncer came into view. She glared at him as she stomped forward. The feel of eyes on her back made her look over her shoulder as she walked onto the sidewalk.
 
Kristoff called out behind her. “Lucas was the one who was kicked out. You should stay, Red.” His voice said her name slowly, as if to roll the word over his tongue to taste it. 
 
“Fat chance.” Red glared at him as she pivoted around.
 
“Doesn’t matter. I can always find what I claim.” Kristoff smirked. His suit jacket had disappeared in the scuffle, leaving only his slacks and gray shirt, ripped at the neck, revealing some of his toned chest. Blue eyes raked over her body before softening on her face. 
 
“That’s a myth.” Red flipped him off as she stormed away with Lucas on her heels. 
 
He wasn’t the first vampire to have tried that on her. It had to be a myth. If vampires could always find their claimed humans, then wouldn’t the mysterious vampire who had roughed her up outside Eugene have found her already? She might not remember what had been done to her, but she didn’t need to be claimed again and find out what she had missed. 
 
“Lady made her choice, Novak.” Lucas smirked and held up his hands. 
 
Kristoff crossed his arms, his blue eyes following her. “She doesn’t know what she’s choosing.”
 
 



Chapter Six
 
October 25th, 2018, Night, Alley behind Club Vltava off Sunset Strip in Los Angeles California, USA
 
 
Red held her tongue until they turned the corner a block away from Club Vltava. “What was that back there? Who the hell is Kristoff Novak? More importantly, who does he think I am?”
 
“You live long enough, you see some faces again. Never thought I’d see hers. Not when she died over a hundred years ago.” Lucas looked away as if the sight of her hurt him.
 
“Juniper St. James.” Red furrowed her brow, and the realization hit her like a shovel to the face. She didn’t know how she felt about being a doppelgänger. Or the fact that more and more vampires seemed to recognize her in Los Angeles. Now, she knew why. “Is that why you and Quinn have been acting weird? I look like someone you two knew back in the day?” She shook her head. “Why didn’t you tell me? Or at least tell Vic? He’s sensitive and took all the cold shoulder personally.”
 
Lucas chuckled, then grew serious. “Because that sounds insane. ‘You look like my dead girlfriend that Kristoff always had a thing for so stay out of LA for a while.’” He shrugged. “Seeing your face… It brought up a lot of memories.” 
 
“Bad ending?” She looked down, wanting to wince at her words. Of course, it was. Two feuding vampires and one dead woman wasn’t the sign of a happy ending. How could something between a vampire and a human end well? 
 
“Something like that.”
 
“I’m sorry. You cared for her. That was callous to say.”
 
“I loved her as much as I could without a soul. Not nearly enough. Fair warning, I’m the original bad boyfriend.” Lucas put his hands in his pockets. “She was nice like you are.”
 
“I’m not fucking nice.” Red crossed her arms before looking down and stepping aside to avoid tromping on a praying mantis strolling the sidewalk. 
 
“You’re a little Billy Badass.” He shook his head to hide a smile, but then his face fell. “Let me see that bite.”
 
“I think I have had enough vampires in my face.” Red pressed harder on her neck wound.
 
Lucas arched an eyebrow. “I have vampire vision. I don’t need to loom over you.” 
 
Red pulled up the jacket and the black bandana to reveal the two fang marks on her neck. The bleeding seemed to have mostly stopped. She mopped up the drying blood. “Hurts, but I’ll live.” She sighed. “As a claimed human. It’s a territory thing, I know. I’m like a hydrant that he only peed on so you couldn’t.”
 
“That’s one way of describing it.” Lucas shrugged. “Might not be far off. The bastard didn’t waste any time, that’s for sure.” 
 
“What does that even mean in a city like this?” Red wasn’t a scholar of vampire society, but she knew enough of the rules, and when vampires set rules, they could always break them. 
 
The Blood Alliance was the vampire UN, but each supreme master ran their city differently and interpreted the Dark Veil policy in their own special way. Older than the Blood Alliance, the Dark Veil was the agreement made by the supernatural community to stay hidden from humans. In Oklahoma City, the Dark Veil was upheld by leaving no witnesses. 
 
Vic and Red had barely gotten out of OKC alive. 
 
Los Angeles had the most souled vampires in the West. A catch and release rule would have gotten supremes ripped off their thrones in other cities. Where did that leave claimed humans in this land of the cuddly vampires? She had already learned that Cora didn’t have the out-of-towners under the same control as her own people.
 
Red hugged an arm to herself. “You know him. How fast should I be running?”
 
“He can’t turn you in LA county. Even if you didn’t have the Brotherhood behind you, Cora keeps tight control on our numbers.”
 
“No, but he can put me in a car and take me up to Portland.” Red pressed the bandana back to her neck and shivered. “I got blood on your coat. I made it more punk.” She sighed and started walking down the sidewalk to the opening of the alley behind Club Vltava. “You’re welcome.” 
 
“Where are you going?”
 
“I might as well do my job, between all the macho brawling, I didn’t get to do much sleuthing. Give Vic a text, and tell him to bring the van around.” Red didn’t look back. Fighting monsters, solving crimes, that was something she could focus on. This doppelgänger business only made her head hurt, while thinking of Kristoff’s claim chilled her.
 
She pulled off her heels one at a time as she walked, putting them in her purse before jamming the flats on her feet, mentally cursing herself for listening to Vic. Her ankle tendons stretched in painful relief to be on flat feet. 
 
As she walked down the alley, lights came on from hidden sensors. Club Vltava took up the corner of the block with three back exits in the alley. She was impressed by how clean and well-lit it was. Kristoff might not have been able to keep the dead bodies off his doorstep, but he certainly took out the trash. 
 
Red pointed at the cracked surveillance cameras above the doors. “Someone’s taken out the cameras.” She squinted. “Looks like they threw a rock at the lens of each one or something. That wasn’t in the police report.” 
 
She stepped under the police tape and looked for where Julia had been found. In the crime scene photos, Julia had huddled in a corner made by the fence and dumpster. One arm stretched out towards the bottom of the dumpster as caught trying to lift herself up. 
 
Red looked up at the fire escape, then crouched by it. Partly to see better, and partly to stretch her hamstrings. Julia had been found with her face looking toward the club. Tilting her head, she tried to focus on what Julia had seen.
 
“Red, you should be getting a plaster on that wound,” Lucas murmured behind her.
 
“If you had finished draining someone, would you just drop them?” Red asked over her shoulder.
 
“Not my game anymore, ducks.” Lucas put his hands in his pockets. 
 
“Hmmm, but if you did now…”
 
“I wouldn’t leave them near the rubbish.” He said, his voice low.
 
Red looked over at the dumpster before studying the alley floor. . The crime photos Fat Crispin had sent rose in her mind. Julia had been bruised on her face and hands, but her wounds were defensive, not from torture. The Bard’s Daughter had fought to the end.
 
“I’m doing a bit of pop psychology to guess if it was a souled vampire or not.” She flipped to the crime photos on her phone gallery, stood, and handed him the phone. “What do you think?”
 
Lucas took it, fingers avoiding hers, and looked down. He swiped to the next. “A rush job. Looks like a quick feed and dash.”
 
“Except they had enough time to take the cameras out.” Red looked at him with her phone. “Hey, no more swiping.”
 
Lucas gulped as he stared down at her phone. The torn sketch of the blindfolded woman that she had found in Quinn’s safe stared back. He handed it back to her.  “How’d you find this? It was lost.”
 
“Then I guess I found it. It was on the floor when those guys did the smash and grab at Quinn’s office. I noticed the creepy weird resemblance. It’s her, isn’t it?” Red studied his face.
 
“It’s Juniper.” Lucas turned away to hide eyes troubled with memories. He put a hand in his pocket, rocking back on his heels, before he turned around. Steadying himself on the dumper with a thud, his fingers dented the metal. “That should have stayed lost.”
 
“Then you might want to ask Quinn how it ended up in his safe.”
 
“Do you have it? The full sketch?” 
 
“No, I just saw that one piece and put it back in the album it fell out of.”
 
 
Headlights flooded the alley. A breeze pushed an old styrofoam cup out from under the dumpster. 
 
Red put her phone in her purse and looked over her shoulder to see the Falcon before she looked back to Lucas. She shifted her feet. They were strangers who had met before. She had met him in dreams, and he had loved a woman with her face. What did that leave them? “I’m guessing that this sketch is from your bad no-soul days.” 
 
“I wasn’t just bad, I was the worst. And I taught Kristoff everything I knew.” Lucas warned. 
 
“I’ll keep that in mind about the both of you.” Red put her hand on her hip, trying to strike a pose that was something other than creeped out. A claim mark on her neck felt as terrifying as the idea that she was a double for a dead woman. “Let’s do what we came here for.” 
 
She refocused on the alley. The crime scene techs had picked it clean, but the breeze and Lucas’s bear grip on the dumpster had freed trapped rubbish. A glimmer reflected in the dirt and wrappers on the ground. “Hey, can you move that dumpster?” 
 
Lucas nodded and pushed it aside like a human man would move a cardboard box. 
 
Vic hopped out of the van. “Come on, idjits. Stop playing with trash.” 
 
Lucas stepped toward him. “Took you long enough.”
 
“I had to get out of a paid parking garage.” Vic scowled.
 
Red let the bickering roll over her as she walked over to the dumpster and pushed her foot around to move the few pieces of litter. She bent over and picked up a small circle of old gold—half of a locket. She turned it over to see a small sepia portrait of a petite blonde with wide-set eyes and a coy smile. 
 
“Vic, get the first aid kit ready. I’ll join you in the van in a second,” Red said.
 
Vic gave her a look that said they were talking later. 
 
Red shrugged out of the leather jacket and walked it over to Lucas. “Thanks.” She bit her lip, but she couldn’t stop herself from asking. “Do you only see her when you look at me?” 
 
“I’m trying not.” Lucas cocked his head. His brows drew together, his mouth soft as his gaze seemed to memorize her. As if she would fade like a ghost.
 
“What happened to her, to you?”
 
“I got a soul. She was murdered by hunters.” Lucas shook his head. “Kristoff left her to die to save his own ass.” 
 
Red blinked, and the vampire was gone, leaving her alone with her long shadow cast in the van’s headlights. She looked down at the locket half and brought it close to her chest. She wasn’t thinking about the woman in the locket, she was thinking of another woman from the past.
 
Juniper. Her dopplegänger.
 
Who was this woman who had captured the hearts of two master vampires and held them even a century after she died?
 
 
Want to read the rest? I’d love to see your review of the full novel! Get a free advanced reader copy and dive into the rest of the story by clicking here: https://storyoriginapp.com/reviewcopies/5e1b2872-95c7-40e0-bc06-4df9c54af558
A Witch Called Red is a full-length Urban Fantasy novel to be released on November 20th, 2019. 
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