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Man can believe the impossible, but can never believe the improbable.

—Oscar Wilde

1

Rotten eggs and sulphur. Oh, the sweet stench of home.

The gray cloud of parfum d’sewer rolled out of my apartment door as I juggled my keys, two mocha lattes—heavy on the whipped cream—and bagels. Standing in the hallway, I shouted, “Is it safe to come in, or do I need my gas mask?”

That was not a rhetorical question. My roommate, Katie Lewis, was playing with chemicals again. And I was guessing this morning’s experiment was an epic failure.

She’d converted our kitchen into a chem lab last year. Made sense, since neither of us cooked food. Since then, I’ve learned to live with safety gear at the ready, at all times. Splash goggles. Gas mask. Fire extinguisher. Fabric deodorizer. It goes without saying, Casa Skye/Lewis isn’t the average home of a couple of grad students. But every now and then, having a chemist at my beck and call, 24-7, came in handy. Especially now that Mrs. Heckel in 2B has stopped reporting us to the DEA. We’ve been raided twice.

“Sloan?” Katie was sporting her everyday wear—apron, goggles, heavy rubber gloves ... and slippers with stuffed Albert Einstein heads on the tops. It wasn’t a look every girl could pull off, but she did—and still managed to look cute. If she wasn’t such a sweetheart, I might have hated her for it. “Did you happen to get cream cheese? We’re out.”

“Sure did.” Taking my cue from Katie, who wasn’t wearing her gas mask, I hurried inside and shut the door. “Whew, whatever you just blew up reeks. Do you have the exhaust fan going?”

Grimacing, Katie waved a hand in front of my face. “Yeah. The smoke should clear up in a few minutes. Sorry.” She slid her goggles to the top of her head and swiped one of the coffees from the cardboard tray.

“Did you figure out what went wrong this time?”

“Not a thing. It was supposed to do that.” Katie took a slurp and smacked her lips. “Mmm, good coffee. They used just the right amount of chocolate this time. Not too little, not too much.”

“Good.” After I set my coffee and the bag of bagels on the coffee table, which served double duty as our dining table, I headed straight back to my room. I checked the clock on my nightstand. It was a twenty-eight-minute drive to the FBI Academy. That left me exactly four minutes to finish getting ready.

“Are you geeked about your big day?” Katie hung back, standing just outside my bedroom as I rushed around, digging out my laptop case and tossing the essentials into it. Pens, notebook, spare change, cell phone, Netbook.

“I can’t tell you how nervous I am.” I sighed. “I gotta pee again. This is the third time in an hour. I swear, I have the bladder of a sixty-year-old mother of twelve.”

“I’m so excited for you!” As I shuffled past her, toward the bathroom, Katie caught my shoulders and gave them a quick shake. “My best friend’s working for the freaking FBI. You’ll tell me absolutely everything, right?”

“Sure, I’ll tell you everything that isn’t classified.” I dashed into the bathroom and took care of my personal issue, hoping I wouldn’t get the urge to go again in the next three minutes.

“Call me later,” Katie yelled through the door.

“Will do.” I dropped a throwaway toothbrush into my purse, zipped it shut, and, heading out into the hall, scooped up the laptop bag I’d left next to the door. Racewalking across the living room, I slung my bag over my shoulder and grabbed my lukewarm mocha latte and a dry bagel while on the way to the exit. “Don’t burn the place down while I’m gone.” Before heading out, I doused myself in Febreze.

Katie pushed her goggles in place and headed toward the kitchen. “You have nothing to worry about.”

I’d heard that before, exactly one minute before the last explosion. And the one before that. What can I say? We both like to live a little dangerously.

With not even a second to spare, I yanked open the door and almost crashed into my mother, her hand raised to knock. She was wearing her threadbare hot pink bathrobe—and God only knew what underneath. Two different shoes poked out from beneath the ratty hem, and her hair—today it was the shade of a new penny—looked like it had been styled with an eggbeater. A huge suitcase sat next to her feet, and an unlit joint as thick as my thumb was protruding from the corner of her mouth.

Nothing new there.

I grinned, plucked the joint out of her mouth, and dropped it into my purse. “Hi, Mom. What a pleasant surprise.”

“Honey, I need your help. The power’s out in my building again and the landlord says it’s my fault. He’s exaggerating, of course.”

“Of course,” I echoed.

“It’s not my fault the building’s wiring is outdated. I was just trying—”

“It’s okay, Mom. You can stay with us until it comes back on.” I gave her a peck on the cheek and handed her my coffee as I hurried past. “I’m sorry, I’ve gotta go. It’s my first day with the FBI. There’s bagels inside. Your favorite. I’ll call you later.” After ditching the contraband in the scraggly shrubs next to the building’s main entry, I sprinted out to my car, my laptop case bruising my hip and my empty stomach rumbling. I hit my mom’s landlord’s phone number on my cell, programmed on speed dial, prepared to give the usual “it’ll never happen again” speech.

 


 



I’d already handled my mother’s little problem and was in the middle of an emergency handbag repair—making creative use of a couple of paper clips and a broken pencil—when my new boss, Special Agent Murphy, finally emerged from his office. “There’s been a mistake,” he informed me. “We won’t be able to use you this summer... .”

Of course, there’s a problem. There always is. The question is, what can I do—

“We’ve selected another intern... .”

Another intern?

“I’m sorry.” Murphy scowled and glanced down at his cell phone. “Excuse me for just a moment.”

I should have known it was too good to be true. But after two decades of dreaming and studying and hoping, I—Sloan Skye, the only offspring of a schizophrenic philosopher-self-proclaimed inventor and delusional biology professor—wanted to believe I’d landed the internship of my dreams. I didn’t expect it to blow up in my face my first day on the job.

As I struggled to recover from the bomb that Agent Murphy had just lobbed my way, Gabe Wagner—who should have been doing grunt work for some senator in DC, not anywhere near the FBI Academy in Quantico, Virginia—came strolling by.

That was it; I knew exactly what had happened. His internship had fallen through, so somebody had pulled a fast one on me.

Again.

As a few choice expressions played through my mind—all of them involving specific anatomical parts and physically impossible actions—I gave Gabe, my frenemy since freshman year, a blindingly bright smile. “Hey, Gabe, does this mean the dream job with the Waste Management Department is still open?”

“No, I’m pretty sure that one’s been filled. Sorry.” Looking as evil as ever, Gabe sauntered within reach, but I resisted the urge to snap his neck like a toothpick. “Why? Were you interested in applying?” Lucky for him, I possessed an iron will, an allergy to prison air, and—I’d never admit this to Gabe—I secretly enjoyed our little verbal tussles. They made life interesting. “If you’re really hard up, I could ask my dad to pull a few strings, get you an interview at the meatpacking plant in Baltimore.”

Argh! Animal guts gives me hives.

“Gee, thanks. I’d love to spend my summer elbow deep in pig intestines, but I’d hate to impose. I’m sure Senator Wagner has more important things to do, like slip his pet pork barrel projects into the latest bill the Senate’s debating. You never know, that nineteen-million-dollar study on cow flatulence might solve the energy crisis someday.”

Murphy returned, giving each of us a bland look. “Good morning, Mr. Wagner. I’ll be with you in just a moment, if you’ll wait over there.” He motioned toward a grouping of chairs a few feet away, next to a table with a coffeepot, cups, and a mug full of primary-colored swizzle sticks. Once Gabe was out of my reach, Murphy turned to me. “Miss Skye, I tried to call you this morning, after I discovered the administrative error, but it was too late. We’re looking into something else for you. I’ll give you a call as soon as I know something.”

Translation: Don’t call us. We’ll call you.

“Thanks, Agent Murphy.” I fought to look cheery, but I knew I wouldn’t fool anyone, especially Gabe. I was, without a doubt, the world’s worst actress. In my defense, I don’t think even Reese Witherspoon could have pulled this one off.

Feeling a little defeated, I slumped into a nearby chair. It rocked back, almost dumping me on the floor. Not to sound like a pathetic whiner or anything, but this was unbelievably unfair. It’s not that I expect life to be one big wonderful world full of happiness and justice for all, but I’d been preparing for this job my entire life. And when I say “entire life,” I’m not exaggerating. As I lay in my crib, my mom fed my brain a steady diet of everything from analytic philosophy to quantum physics, a thick joint tucked between her lips and a cloud of pot smoke circling her head like a halo. As a result, not only had I memorized the work of just about every major player in the world of psychology by the time I’d graduated from elementary school—Freud, Jung, Adler, just to name a few—but I could square eighteen digit numbers faster than most people could add two. And I could recite the Divine Comedy ... in Italian. “I’ll just mosey on home and wait for your call. Thanks again.”

“Good luck with the job hunt.” Gabe waved from the coffee stand. “Call me if you want me to hook you up.” He had the nerve to actually waggle his eyebrows.

I threw up a little in my mouth.

What a day. Thanks to Gabe, I was not only out of a dream internship but out of a steady paycheck as well. I received an annuity payment every fall, which kept us afloat for the year and helped pay my tuition. I had my dad to thank for that. But I’d promised to pay my mom’s landlord a thousand dollars to cover the damage she’d caused. My bank account was on the brink of imploding. How would I pay next month’s rent? Electric bill? And, more important, how would I take care of Mom? SSI barely kept a roof over her head, even when she wasn’t causing minor catastrophic damage. If I didn’t subsidize her pathetic income, she’d end up living under a bridge, smoking marijuana and talking to invisible zombies ... again.

Damn it!

All of my dreams for the summer—kicking ass and taking down bad guys, anyone?—were slipping from my grasp. But I have never been the kind to stand in stunned silence and let everything fall apart. I had to do something.

But what?

I looked down at my hands, and just like that, I had an idea.

Lucky for me, Gabe was called away to handle some super-important, top-secret intern stuff before I had to throw myself at Murphy’s feet and beg for a job. Quickly, before I lost my nerve, I muttered, “In case the other thing doesn’t work out, I’m pretty handy with a broom.” Sweeping the Behavioral Analysis Unit’s offices was better than the alternative.

“Oh?” Murphy glanced at the paper clips in my hands, then at my cheap Prada knockoff purse, its broken strap dangling off a nearby desk like a dead eel.

“And a vacuum,” I added, hoping I was making my point clear. For a guy who puzzled together clues on a daily basis, Murphy seemed to be having a hard time getting my drift.

“Yeah.” He nodded, glanced at his phone again, and lifted a finger. “Just a minute.”

“Sure.” I beamed a silent thank-you, hoping I’d soon be the recipient of some good news. Anything, and I mean a-n-y-t-h-i-n-g, would be better than last year’s summer job, cleaning behind a pack of greasy, belching, middle-aged mechanics who thought the word “wash” had a letter r in it and a high-school diploma constituted an advanced degree. I have never been an intellectual snob—it’s a lot more fun laughing at people who think they know everything—but come on. There was only so much a girl could take.

I’d been lucky to get that job last year, even with two bachelor’s degrees and a master’s in the works. And this year, things were even worse. The guy who was sweeping my uncle’s garage this summer had a master’s degree in mechanical engineering.

I finished up my handbag repair, and was about to tackle the broken chair, which posed a genuine threat to national security, when Murphy returned with a woman who looked like an older version of myself. The agent’s dull brown hair, the same shade as mine, had been scraped back from her face and tied into a tight knot at her nape. Her nondescript polyester suit had fashion disaster written all over it, just like mine. And little-to-no makeup enhanced her unextraordinary features—also, sadly, just like mine.

“I think we’ve found a solution to our problem.” Murphy motioned to the woman. “This is Special Agent Alice Peyton. She’s chief of a new unit in the FBI, and she could use your help.”

Yes, yes, yes, the angels were singing! And I was ready to join them in a lively round of Handel’s “Hallelujah Chorus.”

I had no idea what kind of work Chief Peyton’s unit was involved in; I didn’t care. All that mattered was I had a job, and it was within the hallowed halls of the FBI Academy. Gabe hadn’t ruined my summer, after all. And dear old mom wouldn’t be sharing the overpass with Crazy Connie, the bag lady—who wasn’t crazy at all, if you ask me.

Sane has always been a relative term in my world.

I cranked up the wattage of my smile and offered a hand to my soon-to-be boss for the summer. “Sloan Skye.”

“Alice Peyton. It’s good to have you with us.”

“Glad to be here.” That was no lie.

Murphy turned my way. “Special Agent Peyton will take care of transferring your paperwork. I hope you have a good summer, Miss Skye.”

“I will now. Thank you.” I shook his hand.

Chief Peyton motioned toward the elevators. “Let me show you where you’ll be working. We’re one floor up.”

“That would be great. I’ll get my things.” As I snatched up my purse and laptop case, I caught Gabe’s openmouthed gawk. I couldn’t help noticing he held a coffee cup in both hands.

Within Gabe’s earshot, Chief Peyton said, “I’m hoping you can do more than fetch coffee. Do you have a valid passport?”

Karma was my new best friend.

I tossed Gabe a little smirk. “You mean I’ll be traveling with the unit?”

“Of course, Skye. Wherever we go, you go too.” Chief Peyton stopped in front of a bank of elevators. “Speaking of which, Skye is an unusual name.”

“Yes, I suppose it is, statistically speaking. According to GenealogyToday-dot-com, it was the sixty thousand one hundred eighty-fifth most popular surname in the ...” I’m doing it again. “... Sorry, I get a little carried away with statistics sometimes... . Um, I was told my father was Scottish.”

“I thought he might be. What does he do?” Chief Peyton pushed the elevator’s up button.

“Well, my father’s dead. He was a professor at the University of Richmond.”

“I’m very sorry.” When the elevator door opened, Chief Peyton motioned me in first, then followed.

I stepped toward the back of the car. “It’s okay. He died when I was young.”

She hit the button for the third floor. “I see. He was a professor of ... ?”

I wondered for a second or two why Chief Peyton seemed to be taking such an interest in a man who’d been dead for more than twenty years. But I quickly shrugged it off as small talk, her way of making me feel more comfortable. “Natural science—specifically, biology.” I left out the part about how he’d been shamed into giving up his position at the university after publishing an article arguing for the existence of fictional creatures—vampires, werewolves, ghosts, and goblins, that sort of thing. I was fairly certain that would be low on Chief Peyton’s need-to-know list.

“That’s very interesting.” As the elevator slowly rumbled up to the third floor, Chief Peyton began explaining, “The PBAU is a brand-new unit within the FBI. We’ll be handling our first case this week, and we’re very fortunate to have you on our team.” When the car bounced to a stop, she motioned for me to exit first, then followed me out.

Wondering what the acronym PBAU stood for, I headed straight for the open area where the unit members’ desks sat in tidy rows. It was exactly as I’d imagined the Behavioral Analysis Unit, aka BAU, would look. Semitransparent half walls separated a half-dozen identical cubicles from each other. And around the back ran a raised walk, which led to a couple of rooms closed off from the main space. But this wasn’t the home of the BAU; it was the PBAU. And instead of a bustling room full of busy agents, it was eerily silent.

“I’m very happy to be a part of the team. I’m eager to get started,” I said.

“We’ll be meeting for our first case review in a few minutes. I want you to join us.”

Join them? I almost giggled like a little girl, I got so excited. I never giggled, not even when I was five and I’d built my first robot, using Legos and a few electronic bits I’d “borrowed” from various sources around the house. Mom didn’t need that old drill, anyway. Or the toaster. We never ate toast. And the computer ... it had been useless, outdated, and begging to become spare parts for Heathcliff, my new best friend. “Sure.”

My new boss tapped the back of a chair, tucked under a nearby cubicle desk. “This’ll be your work space. We’ll get you a computer, supplies, and phone by the end of the week.”

“I get a desk of my own?” I peered at the inhabitants of the adjoining cubicles, thinking I’d introduce myself, but both had their backs to me.

“Sure. Of course you get a desk,” Chief Peyton answered.

“Well, thanks. Don’t worry about the computer. I brought my own.” I lifted my computer case.

“We’ll need to have it checked for security before you can log into our system.”

“No problem.” I set my case on my desk and unzipped it. “This is great. It’s like I’m a permanent part of the team.” Trying not to think about the fact that this whole thing sounded too good to be true, I tried the chair out for size. It was a perfect fit.

“Perhaps you will be someday.” Chief Peyton patted my shoulder, then announced, loud enough for everyone to hear, “Case review in five minutes. Let’s take it up in the conference room.”

Scuffling and chatter followed; in less than five, I was introduced to the three other members of the PBAU.

Of course, there was Chief Peyton. Also on the team were Special Agent Jordan Thomas, Special Agent Chad Fischer, the media liaison, and Special Agent Brittany Hough, the computer specialist/techie geek. They had all transferred to the PBAU from other units. That meant I was the only clueless newbie. Each greeted me with a friendly smile and a handshake.

Finally, with the introductions over, we all took our seats. Standing in front of a whiteboard, Fischer taped up a color photograph of a dead body. Fischer launched into his presentation. “The Baltimore PD is asking for our help solving a suspected murder case. At this point, all indicators are pointing to a nonmortal suspect... .”

Did he just say “nonmortal”? No way.

“... Bite wounds on the victim’s neck suggest we may be looking for a vampiric predator... .”

Vampiric?

“... It’s too early to say what the cause of death is, but local law enforcement doesn’t want to wait. The media’s hot to cover the story, and they can’t be held off for long.”

Had Chief Peyton known all along who my father was and what he’d researched?

No. Okay, maybe. Crazier things have happened.

“... It appears to be a single vampire killing, blitz attack. We don’t know much, but one thing is certain. This unknown subject—unsub—won’t stop until we catch him.”

They all looked at me.

What were they expecting? Should I have whipped out a wooden stake and led the charge, yelling, “Die, you bloodsucking bastard”?

My phone, set on vibrate, started buzzing.

“Skye, what are your thoughts?” Chief Peyton asked.

“Well ...” Lucky me, not only was my mother calling, asking me to solve another crisis, no doubt, but it also seemed I’d just been dubbed the FBI’s Buffy the Vampire Slayer. There was only one problem. My mother had taught me plenty—Latin, vector integral calculus, quantum physics. For some silly reason, though, she’d eschewed vampire psychology and comparative biology of shape-shifters.

I didn’t know a Sasquatch from a yeti.

When no coherent response came from my direction, Chief Peyton turned back to Fischer. “I agree. If the unsub is a young vampire on a feeding frenzy, there will be more. And soon.”

Vampire. They were actually thinking this crime was the act of a vampire?

Again, I should’ve known it was too good to be true. This had to be some kind of joke. A freaking brilliant, absolutely hilarious one. Gabe Wagner was behind this. It had his name written all over it.

“Not only must we profile our killer’s personality, but also his species,” Chief Peyton said.

Species? God, this was good. Anytime now, one of Gabe’s’s friends was going to pop out of a corner and shout, “You’ve been punked!” Then everyone was going to laugh, including me. And then I’d be escorted to my real boss, and I’d find out I don’t get a nice desk and my own computer and phone, but rather a rusty old file cabinet, a yellow legal pad, and that crappy broken chair, shoved into a supply closet.

“Excellent point,” Fischer said. “The being’s physical characteristics will influence his behavior as much as psychological factors.”

Yep, any minute now ...

My phone, sitting in my lap, started vibrating against my leg.

Gabe?

No. Mom again.

I ignored the call and played along with Peyton’s game, nodding at the appropriate moments, raising eyebrows, and scribbling notes on the pad of paper that I’d dug out of my laptop case.

Very interesting. The body had bite marks on the neck.

Oh, yes. Fang marks were most definitely a sign of a vampire attack.

It appeared blood was missing from the victim’s body, but if so, the body hadn’t been completely drained.

Hmm. “Perhaps the unsub had been interrupted midfeed-ing. Cena interruptus,” I offered.

Everyone concurred with a nod.

Okay, this practical joke was stretching on too long. I leaned back and tried to peer around the corner. I didn’t see any sign of Gabe or his posse. Where was he? This had to be a joke. It couldn’t be real.

I checked my phone, thinking maybe I’d missed his call. Nope. Nobody had called but my mother.

At the end of Fischer’s presentation, the team members stood, each one giving me a look as they filed out of the room. Finally Chief Peyton walked to my side of the table, pulled the chair out next to me, and sat down. “We’d like you to come with us.”

“You would.”

“To Baltimore. We’ll be leaving in just over an hour.”

“Oh. Um, I don’t know.” I am so rarely struck completely mute, but this situation had done just that. There were so many questions clogging my brain, I couldn’t think.

“This case is local, but I should mention, every member of my team has to keep a ‘go bag’ with them at all times, stocked with the basics—a couple changes of clothes, toothbrush, makeup, hairbrush—”

“Excuse me, but what exactly does PBAU stand for?” I asked.

“Paranormal Behavioral Analysis Unit. Like the BAU, the mission of the PBAU is to provide behavioral-based investigative support to local FBI field offices. Unlike the BAU, the cases we are called to assist with all involve acts of violence that have some tie to the unknown, the paranormal, or the occult.”

Seriously?

I couldn’t help asking, “You don’t really believe there are Edward Cullens running around, chomping people in the neck. Do you?”

“Not the kind of vampires you see in movies, no. Of course not.” Finally this very sensible-looking woman was saying something reasonable. I pulled in a lungful of air and let it out slowly. “I have yet to see a vampire that sparkles,” she added, looking dead serious. “Now, come on, I’ll tell you more in the car. I thought we’d all drive together. It’ll give us a chance to discuss the case.” She checked her wristwatch. “Time’s tight. We need to get going. Sunset’s a few minutes after nine tonight.” Not waiting for me, she headed for the conference room door.

I followed her. “Is it too dangerous to be outside after dark?”

“We’d like to get as much time as possible at the crime scene during daylight hours. It’s hard to see after sunset.”

Why did I feel like I’d just said something totally stupid? “Gotcha.”

She waved Jordan Thomas over. As I’d noticed earlier, he was the closest to my age. Fischer and Chief Peyton were older, thirties, maybe early forties. I’d noticed another thing about him too—he wasn’t hard on the eyes. He had nice ... glasses. “JT, I need you to give Skye a rundown of our policies and procedures before we leave.”

“Sure, Chief.”

Chief Peyton tapped my arm and looked me straight in the eyes. “Are you with us, Skye?”

That was the fifty-thousand-dollar question, wasn’t it?

The way I saw it, I had two options: either forget about an internship with the FBI, and let my mom down; or chase imaginary monsters.

When I looked at it that way, spending three months profiling vampires and werewolves couldn’t be any worse than emptying Porta-Potties in the county parks. And that I’d done, for more summers than I cared to remember.

I shrugged. “Sure. I’m in.”




I would rather live in a world where my life is surrounded by mystery than live in a world so small that my mind could comprehend it.

—Harry Emerson Fosdick
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“According to Wikipedia, a vampire feeds on a mortal being’s life essence, which is most often defined as blood,” Fischer recited as Chief Peyton navigated her black government-issue Suburban through thick Baltimore traffic.

Chief Peyton flipped on her turn signal and changed lanes, somehow defying the rules of geometry by wedging the huge vehicle into a space the size of a Chevy Volt. “I think we all know this. But I suppose I’d better ask, since this is the team’s first case, does anyone not have a rudimentary grasp of vampire legend?”

Riding shotgun, I raised my hand, hoping I wouldn’t be the only one. About a half minute later, I learned I was. And I couldn’t help laughing at the irony. Throughout all my years in school, that had never happened. Not even after skipping one grade in elementary school, one in middle school, another in high school, and starting college at the age of fifteen. For the first time in my life, I didn’t know something that everyone else did.

I was both amused and mortified.

If Chief Peyton was disappointed in my lack of knowledge of supernatural beings, she hid it well. “I guess we’ll start from the top, then.” She pointed at the file sitting on my lap. “Skye, you’ll need to review everything in that file. I hope you’re a fast reader.”

“I am,” I assured her.

“Excellent. Fischer, continue.”

Sitting directly behind Chief Peyton, Fischer read from a book. “‘While ancient cultures all had some form of vampire-like creatures within their legend systems, the being most commonly associated with the word vampire has roots in eighteenth century Eastern European lore. This being is commonly described as ruddy or purple-ish in color, bloated—’”

“Not skeletal and pale, like Bram Stoker’s Dracula? Sorry for interrupting,” I interjected, somewhat confused by the difference between the vampire I was vaguely familiar with and the one Fischer was describing. I’d caught maybe twenty minutes of Dracula playing on television one Halloween. To say my exposure to vampire legend was limited was a gross understatement.

“Don’t apologize. You’re a part of this team for a reason, and I want you to keep asking questions. Questions lead to answers. Or, in some cases, more important questions.” After a beat, Chief Peyton continued as she cut across three lanes of traffic to exit onto I-295. “The type of creature you’re describing is what we’d call the contemporary vampire. It’s an adaptation of older vampire legend. Fischer, could you please give Skye the book you’re reading?”

“Sure.” Fischer handed the heavy hardcover to me.

“I understand. But I have to ask, aren’t there living, breathing, mortal people who think they’re vampires? Or pretend to be vampires? And if so, couldn’t this murder have been committed by a human being with an unusual fetish?”

Chief Peyton nodded. “Sure. Our job is to develop a profile that local agents and police personnel can use to eliminate suspects. While we’re talking as if it’s a given the unsub is a vampire, until we have enough information to make a clear determination, we will not set our minds on any one possibility.”

“Got it.” I set the case file on top of the book and flipped it open. The very first thing I found was a photograph of the victim, a woman, lying with arms and legs askew, on a sidewalk. Like every dead person I’d ever had the misfortune of seeing, she looked like a mannequin. It was hard to guess her age, but I estimated her at about thirty-five. Judging from her clothes, hairstyle, and level of skin wrinkling, she appeared to be older than me but younger than my mother. Her mouth was slightly open, eyes staring blindly. Her clothing was still in place, shoes on her feet, hair slightly mussed. Overall, she looked like she’d simply collapsed and died of natural causes.

Except there were those puncture marks on her neck.

“The wounds were made before she died.” JT, who’d been inhabiting the seat directly behind mine, leaned over my shoulder. He indicated the redness around the injury. “See here, she bled. Dead people don’t bleed.”

“Yeah. No heartbeat, no circulation.” I leaned to the side, a smidge uneasy by how close he was. With his shaggy brown hair, dark eyes, razor-sharp cheekbones, and adorable dimples, he was a little too good-looking for my comfort. He also smelled really nice. Normally, this wouldn’t be a problem. But I was an intern. He was an agent. That made him strictly off-limits to me, and me to him.

Reading my body language, he sat back. “Didn’t mean to crowd you.”

“It’s okay.” I shifted in my seat and stared down at the file on my lap. My cheeks were burning, which wasn’t good. But I knew he couldn’t see them, since he was still sitting behind me. When I was almost positive my cheeks weren’t the color of the traffic light we were stopped at, I twisted, facing the back of the vehicle. “I’m a little overwhelmed. I didn’t expect to be hitting the road my first day, profiling a murderer. I mean, I’m just an intern. I assumed I’d be filing paperwork and fetching coffee.”

Fischer, busy reading the rest of the documents in the case file, responded to my confession with a quick smile.

JT leaned forward, elbows resting on his knees. The seat was big and cushiony, but he was bulky enough to make it look small. The guy obviously spent some serious time in the gym. “Since this is our first case, we’re all a little overwhelmed. And excited. We have a lot to prove.”

“Are you new to the FBI?” I asked him.

“To the FBI, sort of. I was a field agent, low on the food chain. I’ve only been out of the academy a year, not long enough to apply to the BAU. When I heard about the PBAU, though, I knew it was the place for me. Luckily, the qualifications aren’t as strict.” He motioned for me to come closer and whispered, “I think they’re having a hard time staffing the unit. Most of the agents in the bureau—the ones that know about it—think it’s a joke.”

“I did too ... kind of.”

JT nodded, his expression clear of any anger or defensiveness. “None of us would have taken it personally if you’d said, ‘Thanks, but no thanks’ to Peyton’s offer. We know we’re neck deep in The X-Files territory, risking ridicule. But we’re all determined to do our best and hopefully save lives by helping local authorities get killers off their streets, whether they end up being homicidal vampires, psychotic werewolves, or sociopathic mortals.”

I liked this guy. “A noble cause, for sure,” I said.

“The cases we’ll be taking are the ones no other units want to touch. For the victims of these crimes, we are their voice.” After a moment, he pointed at the photograph on his lap. “Notice anything else?”

“No. Did I miss something?” I opened my file and stared at the picture.

“Look again. A good profiler will pay attention to every minute detail.”

Slightly bothered by the fact that I wasn’t catching everything I should, I concentrated, starting at the upper left corner of the image and moving across the photo slowly enough to give my mind time to register everything I saw. I scrutinized the woman’s hair, eyes, face, neck, shoulders, the patch of cement sidewalk beneath her. “There’s no blood on the sidewalk.”

JT lifted the photo and pointed at the dry area just under her neck. “She stopped bleeding before she collapsed.”

“Did that mean she was already dead when she was placed here?”

“Good question.” He handed me a pencil and pocket-sized notebook. “You’ll want to make some notes for yourself, so you’ll remember to ask the right questions when we’re at the crime scene.”

“Thanks.”

He set his hand on my headrest. “We’re in this together. We all want the same thing—to do our jobs and do them well. And I know, once you get your feet beneath you, you’re going to be a valuable member of this team.”

“Thanks.”

JT’s words echoed in my head during the rest of the drive as I read The Vampire Encyclopedia and then scoured each document in the file, looking for clues. By the time we’d made it to the crime scene, I knew the basics about every vampire legend in the world, from the West African Asasa-bonsam to the Greek Vrykolakas. I was ready to prove to my new coworkers, and myself, that criminal profiling was the perfect job for me.

 


 



This was not the job for me.

I swallowed. At least a dozen times. I breathed through my mouth and closed my eyes. I concentrated on taking slow, deep breaths. And still, I couldn’t stop it. I puked. In front of Chief Peyton, as well as the other members of the PBAU, and the local FBI contact, and a whole passel of Baltimore’s finest men in blue.

Little had I known, but getting up close and personal with a recently deceased person was not the same as seeing one that had its hair done, makeup on, and was posed in an appropriately peaceful manner, snug in a coffin.

I was ready to crawl back in the Suburban and die of embarrassment.

Chief Peyton was nice enough to compliment me for not contaminating the crime scene. Then, kind soul that she was, she suggested I accompany JT in interviewing a witness who claimed to have seen the victim collapse. The witness was standing at least twenty feet away.

After doing what I could to eliminate all signs of my shamefully weak moment, I headed in the direction Chief Peyton had indicated, quickly locating the pair.

JT greeted me with a nod before turning back to the witness. “This is Sloan Skye.”

The witness, a woman wearing a dress at least four decades old, turned bloodshot eyes my way, giving me a quick assessing glance before looking back at JT.

“Can you tell us what you saw, Mrs. Zumwalt?” JT asked.

“Miss Zumwalt,” the witness corrected, her wispy gray hair whipping into disarray as an almost imperceptible breeze blew through it. “I saw a woman walking from that direction.” She pointed a shaking hand toward a tall redbrick building hidden by a small grouping of trees. “I was going this way, toward Centre Street. I collect the cans and bottles people throw into the street. You know, just doing my part, keeping the city clean... .” Her words trailed off, and her eyelids slid over her eyes.

“Miss Zumwalt,” I asked, “what happened next?”

Miss Zumwalt’s eyes snapped open. Looking a little confused, she glanced around. “Oh. Yes. Where was I?” Her hands disappeared into her pockets.

“You saw a woman. Coming this way.” JT pointed toward the redbrick building.

Miss Zumwalt fingered her mouth. “Yeah. She came from that way. We passed each other here, at the intersection. A few seconds later, after I turned the corner, I heard something behind me. A dull thump like a heavy sack being dropped. When I turned around, she was lying on the ground, just like she is now.”

JT scratched some notes in his notebook. “Then you didn’t see the victim fall?”

“No, I guess I didn’t.” The witness swayed slightly. She blinked in slow motion.

Swaying. Slow reflexes. Bloodshot eyes. Shaking hands. Was this witness credible? Regardless of my doubts, I took notes on both what the woman said and what she did.

I asked, “Did you happen to notice if the woman was bleeding as she walked toward you?”

Miss Zumwalt’s forehead crinkled into deep grooves. “Bleeding? No. But ... now that I think about it, she didn’t look right.”

“In what way?” JT asked.

“She was kinda pale. And I think she was sweating. With this cold snap—it was downright chilly this morning, for June—and dressed the way she was, she should have been cold, not hot.”

I jotted, sweating, pale. “Did you see her carrying anything? A purse?” I asked, recalling the one useful detail I’d retained from the crime scene.

“No.” The woman paused. Nodded. “I take that back. Yes. She had a purse.”

“What did it look like?” JT scribbled more notes.

“Brown.” Miss Zumwalt tapped her chin, then shook her head. “I’m sorry. That’s all I remember. The bag couldn’t have been big. That would have stood out. But it was big enough for me to see it. So, I’m guessing medium and brown. Or maybe it was black.” The witness sighed. “I don’t remember. I looked at her face, not her purse.”

“It’s okay. You’re doing fine,” I reassured her. The details the woman had been able to give us were remarkable, especially considering her state. I had a sneaking suspicion she existed on a primarily liquid diet, and it wasn’t coming from the local soup kitchen. I’d seen my share of hard lifetime alcoholics to recognize one when I saw it. “Did you hear anything? Gunfire? A struggle?”

Miss Zumwalt shook her head again. “No gunfire. I would’ve ducked for cover if I’d heard a gun.”

“Okay. Thank you for answering our questions.” JT flipped to a fresh page in his notebook. “Do you have a phone number where we can reach you if we have any more questions?”

Miss Zumwalt’s eyes brightened. She ran a hand over her mussed hair, catching a thin tendril and curling it around her finger. “No, but you can always find me at St. Edith’s during lunchtime. They serve the best soup. Maybe you’d like to join me sometime?” She gave poor JT a coquettish smile.

“Thank you for the invitation, but I’m afraid I can’t. It’s against agency rules.” JT glanced at me. “Do you have any other questions, Skye?” I shrugged. I couldn’t think of any. “Thank you again, Miss Zumwalt. You’ve been very helpful.”

“I hope you catch whoever killed that nice woman. It’s terrible of me to say this, but I’m grateful it wasn’t me. You never know if you’ll be in the wrong place at the wrong time. I’m thinking I almost was today, just like my friend Lulu.” She made the sign of the cross over her chest. “God rest her soul.” The fear in Miss Zumwalt’s eyes couldn’t be missed. “Lulu was buying some cigarettes in a 7-Eleven when it was robbed. Bastards shot her. For no reason.”

Again, I could relate. Once, years ago, I was almost mugged on campus. A man came out of nowhere and grabbed me. I had no idea what he was going to do. Luckily, a campus security officer saw it. He dashed to my rescue, and the man ran off. I’d never felt so helpless, vulnerable, or terrified before.

“We’re going to do our best to help the police catch whoever did this. I promise.” I wrote down St. Edith’s, and JT and I started back toward the rest of the team. I saw Chief Peyton talking to the local FBI field office liaison. Agent Fischer was talking to a couple of Baltimore police officers.

“I wasn’t sure about that witness when we started,” I admitted before we were within earshot of the other agents. I didn’t mention Miss Zumwalt’s obvious flirting, figuring JT probably dealt with that kind of thing all the time. He clearly knew how to handle it.

JT nodded. “It’s probably alcohol. But she gave us some good details. I wish she’d seen the victim collapse.”

I chewed on my pencil eraser as I reread my notes. “The purse was a good catch. I don’t remember seeing the victim’s handbag. Maybe it was a robbery. Or she could have collapsed. Miss Zumwalt thought she might have been ill.” I took a quick glance around. “This doesn’t look like the best neighborhood. Someone could have stolen her handbag after she passed out.”

“The witness saw no blood. That would suggest the bite was an old wound.”

I stood next to a parked police car, intentionally positioning myself so I couldn’t see the body. “Not necessarily. Puncture wounds don’t always bleed, or if they do, they don’t bleed for long.”

“Sure, but a puncture striking the jugular?”

I shrugged. “Could have missed the major blood vessels.”

“I guess it’s possible.” JT stared over my shoulder, in the general direction of the dead body.

I cleared my throat. “I think I’ll go find Chief Peyton, ask her what she’d like me to do next.”

“Sure.” JT gave me a knowing smile. “It gets easier, Skye. I promise. The first body’s the worst.”

“Thanks.” I swear, I was so embarrassed my cheeks were hot enough to melt lead. I’d hoped he hadn’t seen me throw up. So much for that.

JT, bless him, didn’t say another word about my weak stomach. “The ME’s here. Before I talk to him, I want to double-check and see if a purse has been found. We need to identify our victim.”

“Has her car been located?” I asked.

“Probably not, but we can check the meters and run the plates of any cars parked at the ones that are expired.”

“What about a bus?”

“Looks like there’s a stop back there, so that’s a possibility. I’ll be looking at maps of the area later, once we’ve finished up here.”

I took one sweeping look around, at the old brick and concrete multistory structures crowded together. There had to be hundreds of people in the neighboring buildings. Which one had the victim been headed for when she’d died? And why had the killer chosen this location for the crime?

The traffic wasn’t heavy, but it wasn’t light either. And there were pedestrians walking around, people gathering at the bus stop, businesspeople walking to and from cars. It was a busy intersection, the meeting of not two but three roads. Behind me sat a homeless shelter; in front, some kind of large, sprawling building. To the left and right were a deli, beauty salon, and church. To me, it seemed like a very risky place to jump someone.

As I approached Chief Peyton, I overheard part of the conversation she was having with Agent Nelson from the Baltimore FBI field office.

Nelson was saying, “There haven’t been any similar deaths reported, that I’m aware of. That’s why we couldn’t get the BAU in here. The locals don’t think it’s an FBI case.”

“You don’t agree?” Chief Peyton asked as she gave me a slight nod, signaling for me to stay put and listen.

Nelson added, “Something just doesn’t sit right with me. I’m hoping you’ll get to the bottom of it.”

“We’re going to do our best.” Chief Peyton’s phone rang, and she glanced down at it, smiling. “Just a minute.” When Nelson acknowledged her with a nod, she stepped aside, out of both his earshot and mine, and flipped open the phone to answer.

That left me standing next to an agent I didn’t know, an agent who had seen me throw up. I might as well have been wearing a big scarlet letter N for “Newbie” on my chest.

I had no idea what to say. I tried to push aside my discomfort by focusing on the case.

Our job wasn’t necessarily to gather evidence; that was the work of the local detectives and agents. We were there to interpret the evidence they uncovered, to determine if a paranormal element was involved in the crime. If there was one, we were to provide a profile of the creature responsible. It was all very X-Files.

But, of course, we didn’t have a profile yet. So, instead of standing there feeling out of place, I turned to look back in the direction the victim would have come from.

That’s when I noticed the sign. The blue rectangle with a capital H in white.

“Excuse me, Agent Nelson, but is that a hospital?” I indicated the building on the opposite side of the street.

“Yep. That’s Good Samaritan.”

Could that be a coincidence? My mother didn’t believe in coincidences.

The victim had looked as if she might be sick.

She’d collapsed within eyesight of a hospital.

Seemed like the hospital might be a clue.

I asked, “Has anyone checked to see if our victim was a patient?”

Nelson nodded. “We checked both the ER and the cashier. Nobody fitting the victim’s description was seen in the emergency room or clinic. Nor was anyone fitting her description discharged this morning. However, visiting hours start at nine. She could have been visiting a patient.”

“I see.” I took a few more notes.

Chief Peyton gave my arm a tap, letting me know she was back. “There may not have been another death like this in Baltimore, but there has been one in a town close by. Agent Nelson, the rest of my team will stay here with you and follow up. I’m going to take Skye and see what we can learn from the first victim.” She didn’t wait for Nelson to respond before she started toward her Suburban. “Hurry up, Skye, we need to pay a visit to the hospital before the victim’s body is released to the family.”

“Another death?” I echoed, trying to keep up. For a woman who needed three-inch heels to stand eye to eye with me, Chief Peyton sure could move fast. “Do you think we’re looking for a serial killer?”

“I don’t know yet, but I’m hoping the pathologist can tell us something useful. Let’s go.”




Many have puzzled themselves about the origin of evil. I am content to observe that there is evil, and that there is a way to escape from it, and with this I begin and end.

—John Newton
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Hospitals aren’t my favorite places. I hate the smell, that cloying combination of antiseptic and blood. The sounds of moaning patients, squeaking shoes, and chirping monitors. Certainly, the sight of fresh blood isn’t high on my list of favorite things either.

So, of course, because hospitals make me uneasy, I had to be dragged to the very bowels of one on my first day on the job.

Down in the basement, where patients never tread.

Who would ever think that something surrounded by sand, silt, and clay could be so white? The floors, the walls, and the ceiling of the basement were stark white. The only color breaking the blinding glare were the little signs pointing the way through the maze of identical hallways to such thrilling locations as records. Accounting. And, of course, the morgue. We, however, had no need for the signs. We had a personal escort, a security guard who said very little as he led us to our destination.

I’m guessing I looked a little pale by the time we reached the morgue. Chief Peyton took one look at me and said, “If you’d rather stay outside, I understand.”

Bless her.

“However,” she continued, “I brought you along for a reason, and I’d like you to at least try to come in.”

Urgh.

I’d had one unfortunate episode with a recently deceased person today. Did I really need another one so soon? The answer, of course, was no. But there was this little problem. A job with the FBI, particularly the BAU, was going to involve regular exposure to dead people. Sooner or later, I was going to have to get over the wooziness.

Sooner was definitely better than later.

It was decided; I would go in.

Pulling my lips back in what I hoped was a passing attempt at a smile, I said, “Of course, I’ll come in.”

“Excellent.”

In we went.

The pathologist who had conducted the autopsy was waiting for us, with the body laid out on the metal table, lights fully illuminated. Thankfully, a sheet covered the body from head to toe.

“Thank you for meeting with us.” Chief Peyton offered the doctor a hand.

The doctor gave it a shake. “Not a problem. Bob Davis.” Dr. Davis looked at me.

“Sloan Skye.” Standing as far back as possible, I gave a little wave. “The room’s kind of small. I think I’d better stay out of the way.”

Dr. Davis nodded and turned his attention back to my boss. I surmised he was used to people reacting the way I had. “I have a Caucasian female, thirty-one years old. This was an interesting case, unique. I don’t know exactly what you’re looking for, or how it might be tied to your case in Baltimore, but I’m more than happy to share my findings.”

Chief Peyton moved a little closer to the table. “Thank you. I’m anxious to see what you discovered.”

The doctor uncovered the victim’s head, neck, and chest. Even from a distance, the rash covering the woman’s upper body was still visible. “This patient died of—”

“Typhoid?” I asked.

“Yes, this patient consumed food or water tainted with the bacterium Salmonella enterica typhi and later died from complications,” Dr. Davis explained. “Intestinal perforation and encephalitis.”

“But what about the puncture wounds on the neck you told me about?” Chief Peyton leaned over the table.

The doctor pointed to the side of the patient’s neck farthest from Chief Peyton. “They’re located here, just under the right ear. They are odd. Deep and fairly large. Bite wounds, not clean punctures. The skin is torn. But it doesn’t appear they played a role in the patient’s death. Whatever made them missed the major blood vessels.”

“Just like our victim in Baltimore.” Feeling okay at the moment, I moved a little closer, to get a look at the wound.

“Had the patient recently traveled out of the country?” Chief Peyton asked.

Dr. Davis picked up a clipboard and skimmed the chart. “The family said she hasn’t.”

Peyton inspected the rash closer. “And that didn’t strike you as odd?”

“Roughly four hundred Americans contract typhoid fever every year,” I commented, reciting a statistic I’d read a few years ago.

The doctor gave me a raised-brow look. “That’s correct. So, no, it didn’t. But what did strike me as odd is why this generally healthy patient, with no underlying health conditions, died from a disease with a relatively low fatality rate. I also question why she wouldn’t have seen a doctor before it got to this stage. Treatment is generally successful. It isn’t invasive or expensive.”

“Did you mention your concerns to her family?” Chief Peyton asked.

Dr. Davis set down the clipboard. “No. I felt it was better to let things be. I know it’s difficult accepting loss. Why make it worse by giving the family a reason to wonder if the death might have been prevented?”

Whatever the reason for the woman not seeking medical care, the way I saw it, her death was obviously caused by a pathogen. Not a vampire.

Case closed.

“One more question,” Chief Peyton said. “What about blood volume? Was it low?”

Dr. Davis took a look at the chart again. “On the low side of average, no lower than if she’d donated blood the day before.”

“Okay. I guess that’s it for now. Thank you, Doctor.”

He pulled the cover over the body and shook Chief Peyton’s hand again. Within a handful of minutes—thank God—we were on our way back to the team’s temporary home away from home, a conference room in Baltimore’s Central District PD.

We’d just pulled up in front of the building when Chief Peyton’s phone rang, pulling me out of the book she’d handed me when we left the hospital, The Element Encyclopedia of Magical Creatures, by John and Caitlin Matthews. Fascinating reading, but her phone conversation was more interesting. From her end, I figured something major had happened. I hoped it didn’t mean we’d be making another trip to a morgue tonight.

“There’s been another death,” she told me as she maneuvered the car into a parking spot. My hollow stomach slid to my toes. “The victim has the same wounds on the neck. Another woman. She collapsed in front of a fabric store in Arlington, Virginia.”

“A third death?” This couldn’t be a coincidence ... or could it? Three people dying suddenly, and all displaying what looked like bite marks on the same area of the neck. The odds were incredibly remote, considering the population in the city of Baltimore alone.

The chief didn’t cut off the engine. She shifted in her seat, facing me. “You’re doing a good job, Skye. You were thrown in the deep end of the pool, but I knew you’d swim okay. You’re intelligent and, more important, you have good instincts.” She poked an index finger at my forehead. “Trust yourself.”

As long as I could remember, I’d been told I was smart, but somehow this was different. This meant more. “Thanks, Chief. I will.” My stomach rumbled loudly. Embarrassed, I jerked my arms around my waist.

“I want you to get JT up to speed on what we’ve learned.” Chief Peyton poked at the number pad on her cell phone. “I’m going to call him now and have him take you to get something to eat.”

“I am a little hungry.” I checked my watch. Eight hours had flown by since I’d walked into the FBI Academy this morning. I hadn’t eaten lunch yet, and it was dinnertime. It was no wonder my eyelids felt like they were weighted down with sandbags.

“I need to get going.” Chief Peyton lifted her phone to her ear and waved me out. “JT leased a car for the day so the team could split up and get more accomplished. After dinner, he’ll drive you back to Quantico, Sloan.”

“Great, thanks.”

As I scrambled out of the car, she reminded me, “Don’t forget your bag.”

“Oh, yeah. Thanks.” A smidge unsteady on my feet—low blood sugar—I opened the back door and dragged my laptop bag off the backseat. Once I’d set it on the ground, I pulled the telescoping handle out and shut the door. And before Chief Peyton had maneuvered the car out of the parking spot, I headed toward the police department’s entry, my bag’s handle in one hand and Chief’s book in the other.

When I stepped inside, I found JT standing at the front desk, chatting with the officer on desk duty. I gave him a wilted smile as I dragged my weary self toward him.

He hurried across the lobby. “You look tired.”

“I’m okay. Hungry.”

“Me too.” Proving himself a gentleman, he took my laptop case and together we headed outside. “The car’s around the corner.” He pointed at a blue Chrysler. “Would you rather eat before heading back to Quantico, or wait?”

“If I wait, I may pass out.”

“Not a problem. The boys said the café down the street has good food. Would you rather drive or walk? It’s only a block away.”

“We can walk. That’s fine.”

JT reached for my laptop case. “I can throw this in the car—”

“If you don’t mind, I’d rather not.” I smiled, hoping he wouldn’t think I’m crazy for insisting on dragging it around. “Call me paranoid, but I don’t like to keep valuables in a car.”

“Actually, that’s very smart. Can I carry it for you?”

“Only if you insist.”

“I insist.” JT fell into step beside me, dragging my laptop case behind him.

“Thank you.”

We headed into the cute little restaurant. The hostess escorted us to a table tucked in a cozy corner. We ordered sandwiches and drinks. As she scampered off to fill our orders, I rubbed my neck. It was stiff, sore. Thanks to JT, a few other bits of my anatomy were sort of achy too, but in a good way.

“What a weird and fascinating day,” I said. “Outside of making an ass out of myself at my first crime scene, I think it went pretty well.”

“You didn’t make an ass out of yourself.”

Despite JT’s sincere expression, I wasn’t buying that. “Well, I don’t think I made a good first impression with the detective,” I said, hiding my embarrassment under a chuckle. “Or the rest of the PBAU. Or the Baltimore PD... .”

“Hey, every one of them, including Peyton, probably hurled at their first murder scene too.”

“Probably.” Wondering why I’d even brought that up, I redirected the conversation into safer territory, tried to lighten the mood. “Judging from today, I think this is definitely going to be a summer I’ll never forget. Probably more exciting, and disturbing, than the year I worked for a traveling carnival. Let me tell you, I saw some freaky stuff that summer.”

“You were a carny?” JT laughed. I liked his laugh. And I liked the way his eyes twinkled when he was laughing. “Hopefully, you didn’t see any dead bodies ...”

“... with bite marks on their necks?” I finished for him. “No, no dead bodies. Or vampires. Thank God. It wasn’t a bad job. Except for the food. And the scary clowns.”

“Speaking of shitty summer jobs, one year I was a mascot for a restaurant. I had to wear this ugly dog outfit and stand outside for hours, waving at cars as they drove by. I think I scared more people away than anything. And yes, before you ask, it’s hotter than hell in there.” JT gave me a funny look, the kind a guy might give a girl on a first date.

I swallowed hard.

As our eyes met, I reminded myself this man was off-limits. Period. It sucked, since I was already beginning to see that JT was not only very good-looking, but also intelligent, easy to talk to, and he seemed to get me. There weren’t a lot of JTs in the world.

“So,” we said in unison. We shared a laugh as the waitress brought our Cokes. Then we apologized, once again, in unison. Finally JT motioned with a wave of his hand for me to speak, and he took a healthy gulp of his cola.

“I guess we should get to work.” I pulled my notebook from my back pocket and flipped to the last page. I normally wouldn’t have needed to skim my notes; I always remember everything I write down. But my gray matter was a little mushy tonight. “The lady at the hospital died from typhoid fever. The bite played no role in her death.” I pointed at him. “Your turn. What did you get?”

“The Baltimore victim’s COD, complications from malaria.”

“Seriously, malaria? Is the ME sure?”

JT nodded. “We received the initial report just before you rolled in with the chief. It was caught by RDT—rapid diagnostic test. It’ll be confirmed with a blood smear later.”

The waitress brought our food and hurried away.

I read over my notes as I ate a few bites of my sandwich. “So we have two victims, dead from two different infectious diseases. And so far, the only thing they share in common is a pair of puncture wounds on their necks.” That sure didn’t sound like a vampire on a rampage to me. But that didn’t mean it wasn’t weird or suspicious either. “Could this be a bizarre coincidence? Statistically, it seems so improbable, but ...” But what?

“How many people have you seen today with a pair of puncture wounds on their necks?” JT took another bite of his sandwich. He had a little smear of mustard on his lip. I kept staring at it.

“Two. And they were both dead.”

He pointed a fry at me. “Doesn’t sound like a coincidence to me.”

“Okay, but what are we dealing with then?”

“I don’t know. Hopefully, by tomorrow morning, we’ll have more information.” JT dabbed his face with a napkin. No more smear. But I still kept staring at his mouth.

“That doesn’t leave us with much to do tonight,” I said, a little sorry the day was coming to an end.

JT pushed his plate away. There wasn’t much left on it. “I’m going to head into the office for a while, do some more reading. And I need to take a look at some maps. But I’ll probably call it a night before ten.”

“Sounds like a plan. Tomorrow’s going to be another long day.” Sensing that JT was ready to go, I waved at the waitress, who happened to be at a nearby table, and asked her for a box. “Ready to hit the road?”

“Yeah.” After I packed what was left of my food into a foam box, JT gave me another one of those looks, the kind both of us had to know he shouldn’t be giving me. “It’s good having you on the team, Skye.”

“It’s good being here.”

I tried not to think too much about that I-like-you look. Not as we drove home in silence, and I pretended to read The Element Encyclopedia of Magical Creatures. Or when I ate the rest of my lunch/dinner at my new desk, my Netbook’s screen glaring at my tired eyes. Or when I leaned back in my chair, closed my eyes, and slowly sank into a shallow slumber.

 


 



It was in the room with her again. She always knew it was there. The air turned cold and dead, like everything had been sucked out of it. She squeezed her closed eyes harder and silently prayed for it to leave her alone this time.

Why her? What did it want?

A frigid gust drifted over her, making the hairs on her nape stand on end. Goose bumps prickled the skin of her arms, back, and shoulders. The feeling of death was growing stronger. The scent of rotting flesh filled her nostrils and her eyes teared.

Please leave me alone. Please.

Something hard, sharp, scraped down her arm and she shivered.

Please go away. Not again. Oh, God, not again.

 


 



Beethoven’s Fifth was playing. Somewhere close by.

My phone.

I lurched upright. My eyelids snapped open.

I shook off the memory of that creepy dream. Clearly, this vampire stuff was getting to me.

Hands trembling, heart pounding, and eyes squinting against the light, I rocked forward, shoved my hand in my purse, and dug for my cell phone. After I’d rescued it from the deepest corner, I checked the number and hit the button, answering, “Hey.”

“You scared me to death!” Katie yelled into my ear. “Why didn’t you call me? Where are you?”

I glanced at the clock on the wall. It was just after eleven, but it felt like it was three in the morning. “It’s been a long, long day. You have no idea.”

“Well, I hate to break it to you, but it’s about to get longer.” I couldn’t miss the laughter in Katie’s voice. “Your mother was disassembling small appliances again.”

My stomach twisted into a knot. “What did she do now?”





End of sample
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