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CODENAME W BOOK ONE

It doesn’t matter what’s after you. The only thing that counts is who’s
in your corner.

Bessie is just meant to be an ordinary journalist. Okay, she’s kinda scatty,
bolshie, and has never backed down from a story — or a fight. But when a
fight comes to her that could consume the whole city, there’s only one
person she can turn to.

Xavier Kilmer is a ghost vampire. He’s also Bessie’s sworn enemy. The
animosity isn’t mutual. Three years ago, he met her and sparks flew. Ever
since, every paper in town has promised she’s his true mate.

But right now, all Bessie needs is a miracle. When a shadowy force called
the Ghost King reaches through the dark to claim her as his bride, only
Xavier can help. But all help comes at a cost.

Tune in for the thrilling first installment of the exciting thrill-ride,
Codename W. This series is complete, and there are four books in total. So
start the journey today.



“] DON’T CARE WHO YOU THINK YOU ARE — YOU’RE NOT GETTING IN,” THE
burly vampire bodyguard said as he shoved his beefy hand out in front of
Bessie.

Her lips twitched. The glittering magical downlights of Fire Mansion
played over her hastily applied makeup. It hardly glittered over her equally
hastily thrown-on dress. The various attractive magical lights might
accentuate the figures of all the rich and beautiful celebrities that gathered
in the open atrium beyond, but all anything ever did was make Bessie look
out of place.

Sore thumb. That had been her name in high school. Anyone who saw
her now, all grown up and a proud journalist, tended to add one more word.
Idiot.

Bessie might think a lot of herself. Few others shared her positive
outlook.

Yeah, okay, Bessie Tilley didn’t have a great deal going for her. An
incredible figure? Well, it all depended on how you described incredible.
Bessie was strong and stocky. And ultimately, who cared? Who cared about
her wiry, wild hair? It was the same for her nondescript brown eyes. All that
counted was Bessie’s legendary determination.



It burned in her just as brightly as it had in her parents. They’d been
tenacious and unstoppable. And so was Bessie. They’d also been
journalists.

Bessie had walked in their footsteps. She was proud, and she at least
liked to believe she was known all over the city for never backing down.

Bessie shoved her hands on her hips. Her discreet mic was shoved down
her top. Discreet, that was, until it clunked out of her dress and fell at her
feet.

The vamp bodyguard shook his beefy arms. Then he laughed, this
rumbling affair that sounded like a mountain giving birth to a troll.
“Seriously? You know it’s illegal to record someone without their
permission, right? Even if it weren’t, carrying around microphones is
against the rules of the party. The same party you most certainly do not
have an invitation to. So I’m gonna tell you one last time.” He got up close
and personal in Bessie’s face, his steely gaze ring-fencing her in until she
wasn’t even aware of the atrium, let alone the people staring at her, drinks
in their hands, smiles on their perfect lips. “You can walk away, or you can
be carried. It’s up to you.”

“I don’t like either of those options. I’'m a journalist working for—”

“No one. We’ve already done a background check on you,” the guy said
as he tapped an almost invisible earpiece she hadn’t even noticed before. It
was little more than a small diamond earring that adorned one of his large,
meaty ears.

She bit her lip as she thought. She knew how slick institutions like this
worked. And Fire Mansion was the slickest of all. That would be because
the guy at the helm — the vampire, sorry — was the undisputed king of Parlor
City. He was also the worst vampire in the world. At least in Bessie’s
books. Somebody needed to uncover his secrets and splash them all over
the tabloids. And soon. Because if this city kept falling for his charms, then
he’d have the whole thing under his thumb soon enough.



She could chide herself for not figuring out the security vamps would
have mics. Just as she could be angry at herself for failing to realize that
said mics would likely be hooked up to some security room, and everything
she was saying would be relayed to a crack team who could investigate her
in the flick of a switch. It didn’t ultimately matter, because the one thing
Bessie knew was that when you started to fail, you didn’t give up. That was
a special lesson, one specifically tailored to her and her personality, not for
the rest of the world. See, ordinary people with ordinary standards sure did
give up when the going got tough. Usually it meant that the destination in
mind was out of reach. Bessie never believed in that.

You set your mind on something, and you kept going. It had to work.
Otherwise the last 10 years of Bessie’s life would mean nothing at all. And
her parents’ tragic disappearance would continue to go unsolved.

She shoved her face closer. Any ordinary person would have backed
away, hands held high, a polite smile crumpling their lips in the hope that
the vamp would see it and not tear through their throats. But she really
doubted this guy would snack on her — especially at a public function being
visited by not just literati, but politicians too. That wasn’t her point. He was
still bigger than her. She barely had any magic, and he had the upper hand.
But Bessie—

She never got to finish that particular thought. The guy glanced past her.
Someone had just arrived. They’d driven right up to the front of Fire
Mansion, too. Fire mansion was not just the best-lit mansion in the city, but
it was the most magical by far. You see, it belonged to the most prestigious
line of vampires this place had ever seen. The Kilmer ghost vamps, to be
precise. And Xavier himself — the head of the family — had just rocked up,
hence the fact he could park casually outside of this massive function with
no one batting an eyelid.

The bodyguard locked his hand on Bessie’s shoulder, turned her around
as if she weighed as much as a feather, and shoved her down the steps. It



was only the fact she had good balance and that this wasn’t the first time
she’d been manhandled that she managed to stay on her feet and not fall to
her knees right in front of Xavier himself.

Some slinky model vamp got out of the car beside him, wearing red. It
not just matched her lipstick, but probably her proclivities, too. Though
these days vamps weren’t meant to feed on people, people can be
preciously stupid creatures. If somebody wanted to let a vamp feed on
them, they could sign a waiver and said vamp would gladly sink their fangs
into the naive fool.

This specific slinky model had red splattered all down her chin. Bessie
very much doubted that meant she’d snacked on Xavier himself. You really,
really wouldn’t want to do that. Even if you were a prestigious vamp, it
would come with a certain cost.

Xavier Kilmer and all of his family were ghost vamps.

There’d been a time, not so long ago, when the ordinary souls of the
world hadn’t known ghost vamps were out there. Now you couldn’t take the
bus without someone having a conversation about that new, crazy form of
vampirism.

Ghost vamps were, like most other vamps, technically undead. But
importantly, they were far, far closer to the dead than ordinary vampires.
That didn’t mean they strode around, clods of dirt falling off them wherever
they walked and dust tumbling out of their eyeballs. No, it was far more
magical and insidious than that. Ghost vamps didn’t feed on blood.
Fortunately, they weren’t like ghouls and they didn’t munch on carcasses,
either. They solely consumed dead energy.

It was a concept Bessie still hadn’t wrapped her head around, and she
doubted anybody in Parlor City had, either, let alone the rest of the world. It
required that you understood the edge. And what was the edge? Good
question. According to ghost vamps, at least, there were multiple
dimensions in this world. Most of the time, people were kept separate from



them. Until things pushed through. It was the ghost vamps, according to
their fabulous PR, that stopped that from happening and saved everybody
on Earth from going crunch under the foot of some great big dimensional
demon. Or whatever. Did anyone actually believe all of the hype? Bessie
certainly hoped not. Ghost vamps, whatever their proclivities, at the end of
the day, were just vampires. And vampires knew two things. How to look
good, and how to secure their next feed.

The slinky vampire slipped in close to Xavier. He shot her an
affectionate smile. As for that smile, you wouldn’t have been able to
replicate it on anyone else’s face. It wasn’t just the slow, almost crawling
way it slipped over his lips. Nope. It was the lips and the rest of the face.
They were... okay, he was handsome. He had to be. Vampires had perfected
that long ago as an evolutionary technique to ensure that the humans they
preyed upon didn’t reject them completely. If poison comes from a flower,
you’re less likely to remove it from your garden.

Not Bessie’s point. This wasn’t the first time she’d faced Xavier,
considering her beef with him. But every time, the same thing happened.
Her stomach clenched, her breath quickened, and her heart wanted to retreat
somewhere safe.

He had something to do with the disappearance of her parents, she was
sure. But to be fair, it wasn’t him, just his father. Xavier Senior had died
years ago. Now Xavier was the chief ghost vamp of the city, and Bessie
knew he would know everything about the case.

But he’d always steadfastly kept those details to himself.

Bessie had harassed him for interviews hundreds of times. She kept
getting close to him at every single function she could. But did he ever look
up at her once? Did he even acknowledge her presence? Nope. He always
walked on by.

Bessie was brave enough — or stupid enough — to try to muscle in close
now, but the burly guard who’d shoved her down the stairs pushed one



massive hand out and actually locked it on her forehead. It was like having
your momentum cut by an icebreaker. You were a tiny little dinghy
motoring along, then an ocean cruiser rammed your hull, broke it, and sent
you tumbling down to the bottom of the sea.

Bessie spluttered.

The model with Xavier laughed, her amusement dismissive — then the
two of them walked into the atrium.

Bessie shot up behind Xavier. “When are you going to face me—"

“I do not give interviews to unattached journalists. Try to get a real job
with a real paper,” Xavier muttered.

Bessie spluttered.

Xavier didn’t even bother looking at her. He opened his arm behind his
slinky model girlfriend, gesturing her forward with a flick of a smile.

... Really, he couldn’t even look her in the eyes? Fine. It was pretty easy
to wind Bessie up. But when she got wound up, you’d better get out of the
way.

Slipping back, glad that three cars had just arrived and some seriously
important celebrities were in them, Bessie used them as a distraction to
slink around the side of the mansion. It shouldn’t be easy. Fire mansion
wasn’t just the most important building in Parlor City, but it was also the
most well-lit. There were crackling red magical lanterns everywhere.

When it wasn’t being used as Xavier’s residence during the day, it was a
bona fide nightclub.

There were security enchantments everywhere. There were cameras,
too. Hell, there was even a security guard a couple of meters up, though
thankfully he had his back to her and he was on his phone, chatting to
somebody as he leaned against a tree.

But Bessie had a little secret weapon that would help her slip on by
undetected, no matter what you threw in her path.



She shoved a hand down her top. She grabbed her clock amulet. As
soon as she did, the familiar race of energy charged across her lips, down
her face, across her back, and around her stomach. It felt like love’s
embrace.

Not that she’d had that much experience, considering her red-hot
personality, but whatever. That was the way she chose to describe it. And as
for the way she chose to think of her amulet? Oh, it was her savior.

She’d received it the day her parents had disappeared. She used that
term, though according to the courts, they were dead, thus the fact she’d
been given this in their will.

That didn’t matter. Nothing really did, aside from the fact that with this,
she could get into the mansion easily.

She grasped her fingers around it, and she slid them over the
glimmering primary clock ring. Gold, it glinted under the light of a nearby
lamp. The fire playing within made the clock face all but burn, giving it this
strange, otherworldly feel. As her fingers slid around it, she turned it to the
first charge setting.

Bessie couldn’t technically practice magic. Okay, she could — a tiny bit.
But a talisman like this connected her to her family magic. And the Tillys
had been some of the strongest witches this side of heaven. Honestly, her
grandmother, though now long departed, had been the most powerful witch
in all of the country.

And now Bessie got just a little of that power. As it zinged into her,
raced around her stomach, and reached high, she twisted her hand to the
side, cupped a spell in her fingers, and quickly cut through the
enchantments protecting the side of the building.

She shoved her amulet back down her top. She couldn’t use it too much.
For two reasons. Her body wasn’t used to magic, and the more she
practiced, the harder it became. For days after she used it like this, she
would be wiped out. The other reason was that she didn’t really want people



knowing she possessed something like this. Not with this kind of force.
Technically they couldn’t take it from her, but let’s just put it this way — it
would be a lot harder for Bessie to do her job.

She slunk down the side of the well-lit castle, her back rammed up
against the old, dank sandstone until she finally found a window. It was
locked. But who cared?

As she pressed up against the windowsill, she slipped her fingers down
until she found the slightest crack in its magical defenses. With her tongue
secured between her teeth, she muttered, “Here we go.” She closed her
eyes, squeezed them until the skin was tight, and attuned to the talisman.
Great charges of yellow-green magic zapped from it, across her throat, and
into her fingers. She used it to yank the windowsill up.

She hadn’t even checked to see if there was anybody in the room
beyond. And there was. Because that was the kind of luck she had to deal
with every day. She clambered in, her dress hardly looking attractive as it
bunched up around her knees and stocky legs. Then she jumped down,
heels wobbling, and at least managed a smile. She’d grabbed her
microphone up before being unfairly dismissed by the bouncer at the front
doors. She waved it in the air and brought her phone out. “Don’t mind me.
Just an investigative journalist going about her duty.” She saluted the guy.

Lord knows who he was. He was on his own phone, having a cigarette,
a drink in his hand. He looked like he was a vampire, but a low-class one.

Fortunately, he said nothing, and he didn’t call security.

Bessie still had to be fast.

She opened the door that led to the main hall. She knew this place well.
Well, kind of technically. She’d read all of the gossip mag articles about it,
and her friend, Leanne, wrote the best ones. But Bessie had never been to
Fire Mansion. Not since she’d started harassing Xavier, anyway. She was
persona non grata around these parts.



That fact made her grin. A trace of nerves mixed with expectation
slammed together, forming a heady cocktail, one she didn’t much begrudge.
You needed nerves of steel if you wanted to be a journalist like her. And,
okay, she had hardly had many big scoops. But it wasn’t for want of trying.
She’d just single-mindedly focused on one case. Other journalists went for
simple stories. But Bessie wanted to break the one that would matter most.

There was a secret at the heart of her parents’ disappearance. It was one
that was connected to ghost vamps — and considering they had this city
under their thumbs, it would affect everyone. And it was a case that she just
knew, if she broke it apart, could change the whole world.

Speaking of breaking apart things, two vamps, locked in a passionate
embrace, suddenly burst out of the door to her side. The guy elbowed her in
the ribs, and Bessie, her slight form no match for him, jostled against an
expensive lamp. The lamp went tumbling, and it split her dress at the same
time.

The guy said nothing. He just walked away, hand-in-hand with his
lover.

Bessie stared down at the lamp, which was likely worth more than her
entire crappy fortune, then over at her dress. She petulantly kicked the
broken glass, groaned, wondered if her trashed outfit would make her stick
out like a sore thumb, then laughed at the context.

Who cared? She was meant to stick out. Journalists wanted people to
pay attention to them.

For the more attention she got, the more she could do.

Gathering her split dress and cupping it in one hand as she kept her
microphone in the other, Bessie stalked forward.

It wasn’t too hard to find the heart of the party. According to Leanne’s
gossip mag, the bottom floor of Fire Mansion was dedicated to the
nightclub. Most of the rooms had been magically altered until they’d
created this maze of entertainment, as the official website for the mansion



noted. You could go from one sultry club to a banging dance hall but turn
around and not manage to get back. It was billed as a night of entertainment
like no other. For you would have no clue what you might find.

Now it was pretty easy to follow the signs.

She saw various celebrities and politicians, drinks in their hands, voices
low as they muttered about Xavier’s new girlfriend. Would this be the one?
Xavier, apparently, needed a wife. Once he got one, according to the
rumors, he’d come into the true inheritance of Fire Mansion and his
esteemed family.

It was a whole lot of crap if you asked her. There was a reason so much
mysticism followed vampires around. Vampires weren’t just skilled in
luring prey — they were masters at PR.

Yeah, maybe Xavier had some kind of legal hurdle to get his full
inheritance. But it wouldn’t be mysterious. And it would just lead to more
money and more privilege.

If that slinky model back there would be the one to unlock that treasure
for Xavier, whatever. Bessie just cared about getting the story of her life and
his.

She twisted around a couple who were discussing Xavier in low tones.
She pushed through a large door into a massive reception area. It kind of
looked like a ballroom, but there was a banquet table set up at one end. And
by table, she very much meant tree. It wasn’t to say that it was lying there,
branches and leaves and surprised birds and all. It was to say that it looked
as if it had been carved from a massive Redwood. It stretched... she wasn’t
very good at judging distance. It had to be at least 30 meters, though. It
would probably take a gargoyle to move it on their own.

She was not distracted by the food, even though her stomach rumbled.
How about the celebrities? Nope. She passed one gossiping about some
recent case with a movie producer. Interesting. It could make a good story.
One she could actually sell. Who cared? Because there was Xavier.



There was the outer periphery of the party, and there was the inner
circle.

This room, while it was large and technically open plan, had different
sections. There were even several bars. They were dotted around, and each
seemed to have a different theme. One was sultry and had a soul singer
perched on one end of the polished marble, her voice just as smooth as the
whiskey the barman kept pouring.

The other was a whole lot edgier. An honest to God emo served black...
liquid to anyone who wished to listen to his melancholic prose and take
their chances with the strange gunk he poured them.

Then there was the inner circle. Various comfortable chairs and couches
were set up. And there was Xavier, arm on the back of one, that slinky
model beside him. She leaned in as a photographer from one of the major
papers — Channel 89 — took snaps of them.

Even from here, though it sounded kind of mad, Bessie could see the
reflected flash of the camera’s bulb in Xavier’s wide eyes.

Then said wide eyes suddenly darted over to her.

Crap. There was a whole crowd of people between her and him, but he
still picked her out.

Ignore me, ignore me, she chanted in her head. He was so good at doing
that usually, but now he clicked his fingers once, pointed to a huge gargoyle
bouncer, then over at Bessie.

Oh God. Right. She only had a few seconds to do this.

She ground one hand into a fist and, still holding onto her split dress
with the other, she marched over.

There were several other bodyguards about, not all of them dressed in
black and as obvious as neon signs, but she managed to dodge them all. She
could be light on her feet, even though her figure didn’t do that fact justice.

She ducked under one just as he swiped toward her head.

She finally reached the inner circle.



She was out of breath even before she opened her mouth. “Are you
going to ignore me now? Or are you finally going to tell this city exactly
what happened that night 20 years ago? Because your family has been
hiding something. Something massive. Something that could change—"

“Who’s this?” the model-type asked as she leaned forward, one svelte
hand tapping her knee. “And why hasn’t security thrown it out already?”

Bessie didn’t react to being called an it. She’d been called way worse.
Harsh words tended to slide off her like water off a particularly aquatic
duck’s back.

But actions?

They stuck.

She marched up to Xavier.

Beside her were the photographer and lead reporter of the same paper
she’d been trying to get into for two years. Both of them shot her this look.
It was the exact stare you’d give the craziest person in the village when they
somehow became even crazier, surpassing everybody’s already low
expectations.

Whatever.

Bessie shoved the mic in front of Xavier’s face.

He just looked at her, eyes narrowed, jaw locking together.

“Are you finally going to tell people what ghost vampires really are?
Are you going to reveal where you get your power and money from? Are
you ever going to—"

The svelte vampire suddenly sniffed. “She has some kind of magical
talisman,” she snarled.

“Indeed,” Xavier muttered, unamused but hardly surprised.

It was like Bessie had been sucker-punched. Come on, her talisman was
all she had. She’d always been so careful to keep it hidden. How could
Xavier already know about it?



The model vampire pointed at Bessie, her lips parting back in a vicious
snarl. “She’s trying to attack Xavier.”

Those words made the security team already chasing Bessie explode.

You know that massive bouncer from earlier? The one that just had to
be a troll bred with a gargoyle bred with Mount Everest? Yeah, he rammed
Bessie from the side.

Bessie had been struck by a car once. It hadn’t been enough to knock
her out, but it had certainly been enough to make her appreciate that there
are some forces the human body cannot play with. There are some forces
that will turn you and all your bones and all your joints into the equivalent
of a tennis ball being struck by a hammer.

You won’t bounce. You’ll split.

Bessie had a little magic left in her.

It didn’t provide her with explosive force, but it did protect her from
that blow, enough that she slipped out of the guy’s grip. So where did she
go? Forward.

And where did forward deposit her? Right in the lap of the most
important vampire in the city.

Bessie felt the moment, watched the moment, and heard the moment.
The moment that would be trapped in her head for the rest of her damn life.
Not only did every single person at the party see it, but it was being picked
up by the photo journalist right behind her. Every damn detail. Every.
Damn. Detail.

Bessie knew what should happen. Xavier should just shove her off like
somebody discarding trash. That was not what occurred.

Xavier Kilmer paused.

No, sorry. His whole body just stopped. The heat that had surrounded
him, which had once felt like getting uncomfortably close to a hot coal,
suddenly switched off. His breath froze until his skin turned a little blue.



And as she fumbled in his lap, trying desperately to pull herself up but
struggling as her split dress got in her way, she felt his heart.

And that paused. For half a second. Then it damn well raced.

Bessie knew that vampire hearts were important organs. The most
important to a vampire, in fact. To be fair, the heart was pretty important to
humans, too. But Bessie meant more about magic right now.

A vampire’s heart is where their magic truly comes from, and if
vampires were to be believed, it was their compass.

The heart, the saying went, could tell them when something was
important to them. And the faster it raced, the more important that thing
would turn out to be.

Bessie was still in his damn lap, but so far she’d been concentrating on
trying to extricate herself from it. Now she made the mistake of tipping her
head back, and she made the even greater mistake of staring into Xavier’s
eyes.

Urban legend has it that a vampire will know when they meet their true
mate. Sorry, their body will. Their mind might be blessedly ignorant. Their
ego might demand another person. But their body will always reveal the
truth.

Aside from a vampire’s heart, their eyes are the next most important
organ. For they can reveal so much. And now Xavier’s pupils diluted to the
point of becoming two almost indistinct black pinpricks.

All at Bessie’s mere touch.

The massive Everest-like bouncer finally reached Bessie, grabbed her
by the arm, and wrenched her back. It was a move that meant business. And
the business it had was to throw her out by her coattails, not that she was
wearing any.

He was hardly gentle. As his beefy grip locked around her arm, he
bruised her. But he did not get the chance to drag her out.

Xavier finally moved.



He jolted forward. He pressed right up against Bessie, and he grabbed
her other wrist.

All of this was caught on camera.

As was the way that his gaze shuddered, tried to jerk to the side, but
failed, then locked on her again.

That gaze revealed so much. If she’d cared to look, she would’ve seen it
start to unravel the true mystery behind Xavier Kilmer.

Instead, she got stuck between a rock and a hard place. Or at least a
surprised bouncer and his vampire master.

“Sorry, sir,” the bouncer stammered. “I’ll get rid of her immediately.
We’ll press charges because there’s video evidence—"

“No,” Xavier Kilmer said, barely capable of forcing the words out.
“You can’t. She’s my W—"



THREE YEARS LATER.

Bessie kicked back in her chair. It was easily the crappiest at Channel
89. She didn’t care. All her dreams had come true three years ago when
she’d started working here. She honestly wouldn’t have cared if they’d
stuffed her down in the basement with the janitor. As long as her work got
out there, that was all that counted.

Leanne, her best friend and arguably one of the most important
journalists in the newsroom, tipped her head up over the dividing line that
separated Bessie’s tiny desk from the rest of the open-plan office. “So what
do you think?”

“Sorry?” Bessie leaned all the way back, stretched out her shoulders,
and sighed.

Leanne frowned, the move pronounced, cutting its path across her chin
like a scalpel. “About the story?”

“Why are you even asking me? Gossip about vampires is your thing.”
Bessie fidgeted a hand back and forth in the air as if trying to do a very
rough sketch of Leanne and her thing.

If her fingers could’ve grabbed hold of handy paintbrushes, they
would’ve depicted Leanne standing there with a thousand gossip rags all
centered on the most important vampires in town. But Leanne wasn’t just



into opinion pieces. She knew everything there was to know about vampires
in every form.

So why was she asking Bessie this again?

Bessie just leaned back further. “I don’t have time to chat. I’ve got an
important case — honest,” she said a little too defensively when Leanne
frowned.

Leanne walked around, locked a hand on her desk, and leaned in.
“Yeah, I’'m sure you do. But I’m asking for your honest opinion, because it
matters.”

Bessie’s nose scrunched. “What was the question again?”

Leanne sighed, crossed her arms, and leaned against Bessie’s desk, the
photo Bessie kept of her parents teetering awkwardly.

Bessie clutched it up quickly, moved it to the other side of the desk,
then leaned back, giving Leanne more room.

“A vampire’s true-mate response. I’m writing an article about it. Come
on.” She clicked her fingers in front of Bessie’s face. “You were paying
attention, right? You care about me,” she flattened her hand on her
expensive white blouse, “your best friend, right? You don’t want me to lose
my job, do you?”

Bessie snorted. “No, I don’t want you to lose your job. And you are
never going to lose your job. But why—"

“Sometimes I don’t know if it's innocence, blind stupidity, or something
else,” Leanne muttered under her breath.

Bessie bristled. But only in that way you do when the person who’s
apparently insulting you actually cares for you. “What does that mean?”

“Just answer the question. What does it honestly feel like to see a
vampire’s true-mate response up close and personal?” Leanne slowed down
every last word until they hung in the air around Bessie.

Bessie honestly hadn’t been paying attention. Her mind had skipped
forward to her next case. Now her cheeks brightened ever so slightly.



Which meant something. With her fiery hair and pale complexion, any
change of vascular activity was like a neon sign.

This one lit up her embarrassment. Her perpetual, never-ending,
undying frigging shame.

Three years ago, when she’d fallen into Xavier’s lap, his response had
been picked up on camera.

The media at the time had gone wild. Vampire experts from across the
country had all pointed to one thing. Xavier had found his true mate.

Like hell he had. While he... okay, technically he had started treating
her differently since that day, and he had never ignored her once since, they
were hardly hitched. And they were never going to get hitched. Bessie
hated him. That would never change.

She dropped her arms. She straightened. Then she went and crossed her
arms again. “How many times do [—”

Leanne opened her hands. “I get it, okay? You and Xavier,” she lifted
two fingers but didn’t bring them together as if to suggest she and Xavier
weren’t close in any way, “are never gonna get together. His true-mate
response probably misfired. That’s not the point. You are still credited as
being the only person who’s ever seen his response up close and personal.
You felt it. You were even in his arms.” Leanne closed her arms around her
waist, doing a good impression of an over-enthusiastic straight jacket.

Bessie went to stand. Heck, she wanted to run. She settled for placing
her hands down beside her, clenching her teeth, and trying to figure out how
to get this over and done with quickly. “I wasn’t in his arms. I fell on him.
That’s all.”

Leanne looked right at her. Hell, she looked right through her,
something people had been trying to do to Bessie — including psychologists
— over the years, but she quickly gave up. “Sure. But you still know what it
really feels like. Just read the article. I want to get every single detail right.”

Bessie sighed.



Leanne proffered the article, and Bessie reached over, grabbed it, and
did not read a word. She settled it down on her desk and grabbed a red pen
like she honestly cared, though.

Just when Bessie thought she’d never get rid of Leanne, someone
cleared their throat behind her.

She knew who it was.

It was her friendly vampire photographer.

Bessie didn’t have a problem with vamps as a whole. Most of them
were fine. It was the ghost ones she had to watch out for. Charlie, on the
other hand, was the greatest guy in all of the city. And now he smiled, his
fat, red cheeks shoving high against his thick-rimmed glasses, and he
pointed to her then toward the door. “I thought you were keen to check this
out? It’s not every single day a mortician winds up in a casket meant for the
dead mayor.”

Bessie jolted to her feet. Leanne’s article fluttered out and fell around
her simple black shoes, but she didn’t lean down to pick it up.

“Hey,” Leanne muttered.

Bessie opened her hands, turned around, and backed off. She made this
awkward shuffle. To be fair, most of the things she did were awkward. Who
cared? Bessie wasn’t here to look good. She was just here to make a
difference.

“I will look at the article later. I’'m sure every detail is right, anyway. It’s
not like I’ve ever seen a vampire true-mate response, and it’s not like I ever
will.”

Leanne muttered something under her breath that sounded like dumb
ass. Charlie? He got this strange look he sometimes did.

He didn’t say anything, though. He shoved his hand into his pocket,
pulled out his phone, texted somebody, shoved the phone away again, then
gestured to the door. “Can you even believe this story?”



Bessie put her finger in her ear and waggled it. “Honestly? Yes. This
city is cursed. Anything weird that can happen, will happen. And all of it,”
she growled, “has something to do with ghost vamps,” she said, voice
hardening with practiced ease.

If you hung out with Bessie for too long — say, longer than two minutes
— you would be inundated with her views of ghost vamps. Most people
were tolerant of it.

That included Charlie. Most of the time.

Apparently not today. “This has nothing to do with ghost vamps,” he
muttered, voice hardening a little.

She frowned, crossed her arms, and walked backward toward the door.
She didn’t quite have the skills to pull it off, and she almost fell against a
rubbish bin. She righted herself quickly, and importantly, she didn’t look
embarrassed. “Sure, it does. The head of the largest funeral home,” she
brought her thumb up and started counting off the relevant points of the
story, “winds up dead in a casket meant for our dear late mayor,” she started
to tick off the next fact on her other finger, “and no one knows where the
mayor’s body has gone or how the mortician died — that’s got to be ghost
vamps. It’s written all over the case in massive neon bloody lines.”

“Firstly, neon has to glow, and blood doesn’t glow,” he muttered. “And
secondly—" He shot her that look again. It was so similar to the one Leanne
kept using. You know, the one that suggested she was a hopeless case.
Whatever.

Bessie strode out of the door, reached the elevators, tapped her foot as
she waited for them, then turned. “Have you heard anything from the
police?”

Charlie shrugged, scratched under the short sleeve of his blue paisley
shirt, then shook his head. “It only happened yesterday. As far as I’'m aware,
they wrapped up their forensic report this morning. That’s why we can head
to the funeral home today. But the rest—"



“You must know something more.” She pointed at him, fingers stiff,
words harder. “I know you have a cousin who works on the force.”

He opened his hands in a surrendering position. “Yeah. But you should
also know that this is one of the most important cases the city has seen for
decades. The police are keeping this under wraps.”

She opened her lips. It was an automatic thing. It felt like someone had
shoved electrodes in them. Then they’d trained her over years and years to
repeat the same thing when posed with a comment like that.

This was not the most important case. The disappearance of her parents
was. But Bessie didn’t get a chance to reply.

The doors to the elevator opened.

She had her back to them. So rather than turn and walk in like a normal
person, she just backed into it like she was willy-nilly reversing down some
highway.

Except there was something in the way. And that something wore a
perfect black cashmere suit. It also smelt of an attractive mix of orange and
coffee cologne. But most importantly, that something always did the same
thing to her body.

Bessie didn’t need to turn around to know that she’d just backed into
Xavier Kilmer.

Her heart warned her of that fact with the equivalent of a 10-ton punch.

“Whoa,” Charlie said. Then he made this S sound almost as if he was
gonna say something along the lines of sir. He reached over, hesitated,
grabbed Bessie’s arm tenderly as if Xavier wouldn’t like it if he used force,
and pulled her back.

The whole time, Bessie settled her gaze forward. She didn’t turn around.
She didn’t face him. She didn’t even say anything.

Suffice to say, her relationship with Xavier had changed over the past
three years.

He didn’t ignore her anymore. Ever.



Not too long after the incident, as she judiciously called it, she’d
received a job offer with Channel 89. In fact, it had come in the very next
day.

Since then, she’d had legitimate reasons to run into him — too many, if
you asked her.

She was always assigned to his various press conferences, charity
functions, and parties. She always politely declined, knowing her boss
would just sack her if she took it as an excuse to do a hard-hitting interview,
but that didn’t change the fact that she kept running into Xavier more often
than not.

Not quite as literally as this, but....

“Charlie,” Xavier said, muttering Charlie’s name easily, suggesting he
knew it and didn’t have to struggle hard to remember it.

Hardly amazing. Xavier was knee-deep in the press. As the most
important vamp in town, he understood that in order to keep his fake,
pristine reputation intact, he had to befriend every reporter he could,
especially the photographers.

There was a long pause.

Bessie still didn’t turn around, and she still didn’t acknowledge him.

He, on the other hand, acknowledged her.

“Codename W,” he whispered, words like a slight rustle of fingers down
smooth glass as he brushed past her.

There he went again. Codename W. Ever since the incident, that’s what
he’d referred to her as. God knows what he’d called her previously. She
doubted he’d even known her name before the incident.

Now, even if he did know it, he never used it.

She bristled. She could have turned. She could have faced him. She
could’ve made a scene, even. But Leanne suddenly appeared in the corridor.
Her eyes widened with a pulse of interest as she saw the two of them



together. Sorry — not together and never together. But technically in the
same hallway.

So Bessie turned quickly. She marched into the elevator.

Xavier paused. He angled his head toward her. And just like a frigging
magnet that could not move away when its other pole called it, Bessie
looked up, her chin angling high, her eyes widening.

“Be careful. I would never want anything to happen to you.” With that,
he walked away.

Bessie shoved her finger into the ground floor button and stabbed it
with all her might. Charlie had to rush into the elevator or be left behind.

Her calm fractured as soon as the doors closed. Okay, she hadn’t been
calm previously. Now she went into full Attila the Hun mode. She turned on
Charlie, and it was a surprise steam didn’t issue from her ears. “Did you
hear that threat?” She gestured wildly at the doors with a rigid thumb.

Charlie felt the need to open his hands in surrender again. He did that a
lot around her. But now he really meant it. His lips also ticked into what
could only be described as a disappointed frown. “Yeah, I did, and—"

“Xavier just threatened me. In plain daylight. I know that he hates the
fact I’'m looking into ghost vampires, but—"

“That wasn’t a threat, Bessie. He meant it—"

Bessie turned on him. “Why do you always defend him? He’s the
shadiest vampire in the city.”

Charlie’s lips twitched. He looked like he wanted to push the point, but
maybe he realized that would be just as effective as trying to shove a meteor
out of the sky. He scratched his head and said, “Let’s just focus on this case.
The chief wants us to get the report in by the end of the day. And, Bessie?”
Charlie looked at Bessie just as he pulled his phone from his pocket,
checked something, and frowned.

“Yeah?” The elevator doors opened, she turned, and she walked
backward through them, because no, she had not learned her lesson. But at



least she knew Xavier couldn’t be behind her this time. “What is it,
Charlie?”

“I think we need to be careful, just as Xavier said.”

Just as Xavier said, ha?

Screw that. Bessie wasn’t careful. Bessie got things done. And this case
would be no different.

Or at least that was the plan.



THEY ROCKED UP TO THE FUNERAL HOME, AND BESSIE KNEW SOMETHING
was up.

No, no, it wasn’t her nonexistent magic senses — though at least she still
had hold of her trusty talisman. It was just... something.

Way before Charlie pulled up completely in the packed car park, Bessie
undid her seatbelt. She jumped out before he put the parking brake on.

“Bessie,” he spluttered.

He hated whenever she put herself in danger. More often than not, he’d
reach toward his phone. What, did he report to the chief whenever Bessie
went a little too over the top?

To be honest, she couldn’t begrudge him. Overboard was her specialty.

So was giving in to her intuition.

She stood next to the car, grinding her bottom lip through her teeth.
“I’ve got a bad feeling about this. Or maybe a good one.” She clicked her
fingers. “If a story is what we want, I can definitely sense there’s one in
there.” She cast her wary gaze momentarily behind her. The major funeral
home was not far from the main cemetery. The cemetery was... Bessie
didn’t want to go there. Literally. She hated it. Even when close members of
her family departed, she only ever saw them off at this very funeral home.
She never went further.



That way trouble lay.

Now she shoved a hand into her pocket, pulled out one of her legal
pads, and marched off toward the half-open steel and glass doors that led
into the new side of the funeral home. There was an old section of the
building, too, and it was from around 200 years ago. Made of large brown
sandstone bricks, they had the kind of importance you don’t get with new
buildings.

But new buildings, on the other hand, looked clean. Which is exactly
what the almost clinical dark steel lines and glass managed — apart from a
single mark.

Before Bessie could stride through the half-open doors, she paused,
teetered back on her feet, clicked her tongue, and hovered her hand over the
mark.

“What do you suppose that is?” she demanded as she frowned, getting a
little closer, then a little closer still. She was like someone warily
approaching a chemistry experiment. Move too fast, and it might explode in
her face.

Charlie was staring ahead. As she’d already said, he was a vampire, and
even though he was a small-time guy compared to a lot of the other vamps
in town, he still had vampiric senses. Now, as his nose twitched and the skin
around his neck tightened, suggesting tension was marching down into his
chest, he ignored her. He stared through the half-open doors, and tellingly
for his species, she saw a flash — just a subtle one — of his primary fangs.

“Charlie?” She clicked her fingers in front of his face. Then she pointed
at the mark. “What do you suppose that is?”

It took an age for him to yank his gaze off whatever he was watching.
He looked at the mark once, eyes darting right over it without registering a
single thing. He shrugged. “A nail mark, maybe?”

She thought about a human nail, and she went to laugh. Human nails
were far too soft to scratch hardened glass like that. Then she inspected it



closer. Maybe he was right — just not about the human part. Whatever had
produced this had been long and thin....

Bessie could tell herself this detail was somehow all-important, but she
was self-aware — sometimes. And now she knew perfectly well she was
distracting herself. This case would get grizzly. Bessie could promise you
she was good at grizzly, but....

Charlie nodded her forward, and finally she unstuck her feet and walked
in. He kept close to her side as they strode through the large open foyer. A
gray, nondescript patterned carpet led to a small, polished reception desk.
Channel 89 had already called ahead. The receptionist behind it blinked at
them from over her hornrimmed glasses, her graying hair matching the look
in her eyes.

What did that comment mean? Bear with Bessie, but the exact way the
receptionist looked at them was like she’d seen this all before.

Well, Bessie most certainly hoped not. Yesterday, that receptionist’s
boss had wound up in a casket meant for someone else. One hoped that
didn’t happen every day of the week.

Bessie shoved her hands into her pockets. It was for two reasons. Her
shoulders were a little tired — she hadn’t slept particularly well last night.
But more than that, she didn’t want Charlie seeing the sweat starting to pick
up along the back of her thumb and along her webbing.

They strode through a series of large doors until they reached the main
casket viewing room. It was huge. It also had the feeling you’d get around a
place dedicated to seeing off the dead.

This strange gloom hung in the air.

There was a large old sandstone wall at the back, and it was decorated
with a beautiful circular stained-glass window. The window didn’t
necessarily depict anything, but it still gave one the impression of going
through it. This part of the building belonged to the old funeral home.

It gave that sense of transitioning from new to old.



Bessie’s mind wasn’t usually this lyrical. She’d pulled her legal pad out
previously, then she’d shoved it back into her pocket to hide her hands. That
comment about the old meeting the new might be a nice detail for the
article. But really, she didn’t want to take her eyes off the room, even if it
was just to look down to jot something onto paper.

“You’ve gone all quiet,” Charlie said somewhat knowingly. He fingered
the strap of his large, impressive camera. He frowned at her. “If you don’t
want to be here—”

Before he could finish whatever he wanted to say, she charged forward
like a horse. “Take pictures of the stained-glass window,” she commanded
him, gesturing like she was a hardened battle commander, and by take
photos, she secretly meant shoot everything to bits.

“We already have hundreds of pictures of it. It’s a significant item—"

“I’m just going to go check something.” She scratched the side of her
nose.

Charlie frowned even harder. “Wait, what? What are you going to
check?” His voice deepened in that way someone’s does when they know
you’re about to go get yourself into trouble — possibly of the epic variety.
Seriously, didn’t he trust her at all?

Okay, more often than not, she got herself into trouble. But that was not
her point. Exactly what kind of trouble could she actually get into around
here?

Bessie shrugged. “I’m just going to check something—"

“The mark on the window was probably made by a claw.” There,
Charlie just deposited that like he had been carrying that secret over his
shoulder in a sack and he was now tired of lugging it around.

Bessie spluttered, her eyes widening sharply. “What? You mean, I’'m
right, and some—"

“It was already in the paper this morning. Didn’t you even read other
people’s articles before you got here?”



Bessie scrunched her lips through her teeth.

“Before you ask,” Charlie volunteered. “There are no other claw marks.
No one knows what made them, either. Plenty of other magical creatures
use this place. It could’ve come from a gargoyle — in fact, it’s most likely it
did.”

Bessie just looked at him. Then the slightest grin parted her lips. “Yeah,
but I’ve got that feeling.” She slapped her chest once.

Charlie looked like a balloon someone had deflated, not with a mere
pin, but with a hammer attached to a thousand pins. “Sorry?” His shoulders
hadn’t finished descending yet. By the time they reached the floor, they’d
probably clunk like anchors.

“I just want to go check something out—" she began.

“Please be careful,” he said in a long-suffering tone as he plucked his
camera out and nonetheless started taking the photos she wanted.

Bessie turned around and walked backward — a serious habit of hers —
lifted her hands, and shrugged. “When am I not careful?”

... The answer was all the time.

Bessie bumped into an old pew stacked up against the wall. Why it was
there and why it looked 10 times older than the rest of them, she didn’t
know, but it almost toppled over. She grabbed it in time, winced in pain and
shame, and scurried out of the door.

Don’t get her wrong, she liked Charlie’s company. And when she was
scared and stressed, there was nothing more comforting than his large
glasses and paisley shirts.

But Bessie got the sense that if she wanted to blast this case open, she
had to be nimble, and she had to be bold.

You could put those two together and paint the picture of a woman
who’d decided it was justified to break into Fire Mansion. A woman who...
let’s say, didn’t necessarily mind breaking the law. Or at least pushing the
law aside momentarily to get to what lay beyond.



Bessie wore her talisman. She never took it off. Now the whole frigging
world knew about it, she was occasionally stopped in the street for
questions. No, it wasn’t that epic. Yes, it had come from her seriously
powerful family. But no, Bessie didn’t have the strength to really squeeze
anything special out of it. It still gave her magic — only a few sparks here
and there — but it was useful when she needed it most.

She kept it under her blouse now.

She went to head out front to check that seemingly innocent scratch on
the glass doors once more. But she quickly changed her mind. She started to
follow the growing sense in her stomach instead.

She knew the funeral home. Like she’d said — she’d been here plenty of
times before.

But... had it always... seemed this blurry?

You might think this was a good moment for Bessie to snap back, check
her eyes, and go see a doctor. Sudden onset blurriness was never a symptom
to ignore. But Bessie had seen stuff like this before.

At the same time, strange sensations beset her. Fear and expectation
coiled together in the pit of her stomach, rose like a snake, and faithfully
marched up her back. Whenever she got a sense like this, big things always
went down. So she reached for her legal pad and clutched it in a white-
knuckled grip.

“I can sense that this is the story of the century — sorry, the second story
of the century,” she quickly and automatically corrected herself. Then she
rushed down the long corridor. There were other funeral rooms in this
massive building. There had to be. This city was huge. Multiple people died
at the same time, and many people had to be buried a day. You also needed
separate rooms for certain magical creatures. You never saw a vampire off,
say, in a room where you saw gargoyles off. The two were completely
incompatible. There was a known rivalry between most of the gargoyle



gangs and the vamps in town. While it was usually kept under wraps on the
city streets, when grief was involved, it could be a volatile mix.

Bessie passed the gargoyle room now. She zeroed in on the door frame.
Fortunately no one was inside, so she didn’t have to interrupt grieving folk
who could pick up a car and throw it at her if they didn’t like her attitude.

She saw the marks on the wall, all right, and quickly established they
were real gargoyle claw marks. They were fatter, they were longer, and they
were coarse. The mark on the glass doors was slim but chaotic in
comparison. It was almost like someone had extended a single claw and just
sliced it down the window frame unconsciously. If she closed her eyes, she
could see it.

So Bessie went ahead and shut her lids. When she opened them, things
were even blurrier.

Bessie pressed her lips together. The good part of her — the smart part
that had kept her alive this long regardless of how stupid the rest of her was
— wanted to go get Charlie.

But she rarely paused long enough to heed her common sense.

She continued through the funeral home. She angled toward the back
where the bodies were dealt with. She did not have free rein as a journalist
to just walk about wherever she saw fit. So Bessie finally did it. She shoved
a hand down her top, and she grabbed her talisman. As her finger slid into
place around the gold case, everything momentarily felt right. She aligned
with her family, not just the memory of them, but the power of them that
she had always been too weak to possess. As those few tingles rushed
through her skin, they reached her lips, and a fat smile slid into place.

But then Bessie turned the talisman, and that smile turned into power.
She hardly glowed, thankfully. Though if you’d been pressed up close, you
would’ve seen a slim line of power trace over her entire form.

It was enough to give her the energy to rush forward and dart behind a
large palm just as somebody walked out of an office abruptly by her side.



She had a small stature, so she squeezed in behind the foliage easily.

Plus, the guy in question was far too busy to notice little old her trying
to blend in with the pot plants.

“I don’t care how long it takes. Get it to me. You have a day. You
understand? A day—"

The guy’s voice was tense with true fear. The kind that wanted to sink
into his stomach, pummel his lungs, reach his heart, and kick it for good
measure.

Bessie was old-hat when it came to interviewing stressed-out subjects.
And by interviewing, she meant spying on them. But she had never faced
somebody quite as tense as this.

It made her own stomach kick. No, sorry, that was the fact that, when
she slid her gaze over to him, he became blurrier than ever. It was now so
bad, it looked as if somebody had taken a photo of this scene, isolated him,
and added semitransparent smoke.

She would’ve rubbed her eyes. But the only reason she was successfully
hiding from this guy was that he was distracted and she hadn’t moved
noticeably yet.

The guy suddenly got a phone call. It managed to ring through, even
though he was already on the line to somebody, and even though this
conversation was so important, it felt like it could pop his heart. But as he
yanked his screen down to check who was calling, he froze, his shoulders
turning into this line of pure tension, the side of his face she could see
becoming as white as snow.

His breath got stuck in the top of his chest. His torso rocked forward,
but then it couldn’t rock back again. Sweat picked up along his already
clammy skin, making him look as if he was an amphibian. He took an
achingly long time to finally slide his thumb across the answer button. Then
he swallowed — like he’d been punched in the throat. “Yes?” he stammered
breathlessly.



Bessie shouldn’t be able to hear what was on the other end of the line.
She couldn’t. Technically. But she could see it. The blurriness that had
already encompassed him got even worse. It centered on the phone. It
spilled out as if it was somehow having a permanent effect on reality.

“Soon now. Keep going. Bring me the next one. Don’t delay.”

Bessie... that voice took her to a place. She couldn’t tell you exactly
what place. It just felt like the edge — no, the end. The very verge of
oblivion.

She couldn’t take it anymore, and she went to gasp, but that would be
when her usually elusive good luck held.

The receptionist from earlier came barreling down the corridor. “Sir,
we’ve had an issue with one of the recently arrived bodies. It’s got another
one of those marks,” she muttered. Her voice dropped a full octave on the
word marks. It made it sound like the devil himself was speaking through
her.

Bessie at least managed to slip a hand up and cover her mouth.

The guy had already shoved his phone into his pocket. Bessie doubted
that meant he’d ended his conversation with the guy with the... world-
ending voice. But whoever that monster was, he was smart enough not to
speak over the receptionist.

Bessie doubted he was that polite. He clearly did not want to be
overheard.

“Ah... I’'ll come and check it out soon,” the guy muttered.

“Sir, we have a corpse with a mark actively burning into his face. If we
don’t do something now, no amount of makeup is going to fix it. We’ll have
to answer to the family—"

“I’m coming, Stella,” he said through clenched teeth. “I was just on an
important call.”

Stella got a knowing look. She turned away quickly, though. “Finish
your call and see me in the mortician room as soon as you can.”



Were these two together? Stella had come across as a simple
receptionist. But maybe she had a stake in this company or something? She
certainly seemed to be running the joint.

Then again, maybe this company was reeling, considering the fact their
real boss had just died and wound up in a casket yesterday.

Finally the other guy trotted off. It was not before he carefully pulled
the phone from his pocket and said, “I'll get you one.”

Bessie knew when the call ended, because that touch of unreality went
with it. The guy was no longer blurry like someone was fastidiously erasing
him. That said, it took a while for him to look real again.

When everyone was gone, Bessie set about carefully extracting herself
from the palm.

It took a long time to extract her talisman from her own palm, however.

You wouldn’t have thought that somebody with her build could hide
behind a mere pot plant — even though it was a very large and very leafy
one. While she wasn’t tall, she certainly did stick out.

But with the talisman, it was criminally easy to hide — with over-
emphasis on the word criminally.

That said, it wouldn’t help her hide from somebody like, say, Xavier.
But it made it simple to hide from people who were already busy and
lacked a ghost vampire’s incredible senses.

She slowly pulled her pen from her pocket, and she faithfully wrote
down everything she’d just heard. Her hand got a little shaky when she
started to write down the bit about burning marks in some corpse’s
forehead.

“Bessie. Bessie?”

She looked up to see Charlie running toward her.

He had that look again.

He came to a skidding stop beside her. “Why are you all pale like
you’ve seen a ghost?” He couldn’t quite stomach the word ghost. It got



stuck on his lips and shook there in his throat.

“Ghost?” She reached up and touched the back of her neck. “I haven’t
seen one of those. But, Charlie, you won’t believe what I just overheard.”

She shoved the pad at him. She could have quickly told him everything,
but she didn’t want her voice to shake.

As Charlie read it, she turned around, and she went to head to the office
that guy had burst from. That would be when Charlie grabbed her arm. He
shot her this look. One that said maybe she should at least try not to be so
obviously illegal.

She grinned. It couldn’t make it far over her crumpled lips. “Did you get
the photos I was after?”

“Did you honestly overhear this?” he asked as he gestured with the legal
pad. This corridor was relatively dark, but there were windows up near the
junction between the walls and the ceiling. They let in in a few shafts of
light, and they cut across Charlie’s frown and the side of the legal pad,
illuminating what Bessie had written. Now she was calming down more,
thanks in part to Charlie’s anchoring grip, she saw just how frightened her
scrawl was. It was surprising he could read it at all. You’d likely need a
team of scientists and several very smart Als to make sense of a single
letter.

She scratched behind her ear. “Yeah. Should we go and—"

“Yes, we should go and do something. Let’s head back to the room
where it all happened. You can take some more notes. Then we’ll go back
to work.”

“But what about what I overheard—"

Charlie frowned, the move pronounced as it cut down his chin. He drew
more attention to it as his lips sliced open. “You got this by eavesdropping.”

Charlie could sometimes swing between being what she thought was a
competent photojournalist to... well, doing what he was doing right now.
Laying down the law. A law which he did not have any right to be wielding.



She spluttered. “Should I repeat the journalist’s code to you? We’re here
to uncover the truth.”

“No. You should not repeat the code, because you don’t know it. You
were about to break into that guy’s office. And you overheard all of this
stuff while eavesdropping. My point, Bessie, is this is an active and
extremely important case. You don’t have any right to be messing around
and interfering with the police’s investigation. You really don’t want to
mess up like you did a year ago, remember? It was only because X—” He
stopped abruptly.

She had to actually think this one through. What had she done a year
ago? Oh yeah, she’d almost gotten fired because she’d snuck into the trunk
of the car of two dirty politicians to get evidence on their dodgy deal.
They’d then proceeded to race down the highway at 100 miles an hour,
being chased by the cops who were... it turns out, already investigating
them.

Bessie had almost died.

If the car she’d been traveling in hadn’t magically switched itself off,
she probably would have.

The police had asked for her head. Channel 89, for whatever reason,
hadn’t given it.

Bessie shrugged. “Come on. I promise not to clamber into any trunks to
be almost killed in high-speed car crashes,” she said with a cute laugh. Or at
least what she hoped was one.

Charlie didn’t buy it. He crossed his arms. “I’ll be the judge of that.
Now come on.”

She turned with him and walked away, and he stared past her shoulder
at the very office he was preventing her from walking into.

Maybe Bessie was making this up, but he appeared to make a mental
note of it.

Then he pretty much dragged her away.



The story, according to him, was in that direction. It wasn’t. It was
behind. And it would wait for Bessie until she was ready.



BY THE TIME THEY MADE IT BACK TO THE CAR, BESSIE WAS A LITTLE EDGY.
Strange, considering she was usually bouncing up and down at the
possibility of a big story. But something had sunk into her stomach, and it
steadfastly refused to be removed. Even as she clamped a hand on it and
pushed her fingers down, she couldn’t dislodge it.

Charlie kept shooting her worried looks. He started to drive back to the
newsroom, but his phone pinged. He checked it quickly. He always had this
knack of being able to hide the screen from Bessie. Bessie was pretty good
at spying on people, but it was somehow impossible when Charlie was
involved. He had limited vampire skills, but it was like all the skills he did
have he directed at preventing Bessie from eavesdropping on him.

Smart. It wasn’t like she could control her urge to find out everyone’s
secrets. It was inbuilt.

Charlie sucked in a breath like he’d just been hit. “I just have to park
here.” He pulled up to the curb. Then he jumped out of the car.

Bessie undid her seatbelt quickly. “What do you mean? What’s going
on?”

“I just have to deal with this call. There is a coffee shop across the
road.” He shrugged at it. “It’ll be 20 minutes or so.”



“Charlie, are you getting serious on me again? What'’s the call? If it’s a
problem, I can help—”

She meant it. But Charlie just smiled noncommittally.

Bessie crossed her arms and strode over to the coffee shop.

She knew she was in a crappy mood. And she knew exactly why. It
wasn’t every day she banged physically into Xavier. She might run into
him, share a few snarled words, or see him from across the street and duck
into a laneway to hide... but touching him was different.

She grabbed her neck. She sank her fingers in. She scratched her nails
down. And it was in that distracted mood that she strode into the coffee
shop.

And, as always, distraction was a particularly dangerous thing for
Bessie. She almost walked face-first into a stunning blonde, thin vampire.
She was in some kind of beautiful blue silk dress that looked as if the ocean
had come to life and wrapped itself around her svelte limbs.

It was only when she turned, clearly perturbed by the fact someone had
rammed her, even if that thing was like being rammed by a small mule, that
Bessie’s stomach truly kicked.

Xavier’s girlfriend.

Bessie didn’t honestly expect the woman to recognize her, but the way
her cheeks suddenly stiffened, tension wrapped around her long, sinewy
throat, and her hands curled into fists meant that yeah, she recognized
Bessie. And no, she didn’t like what she saw.

“You,” she hissed. “Is there a reason you just assaulted me in public?”

“Assaulted you?” Bessie muttered. She felt the need to put her hands up
— something people mostly did around her. “I didn’t assault you. I just
wasn’t looking where I was going. Sorry,” she stammered.

The vamp was not about to let go. She crossed her arms, the beautiful
silk of her dress slipping around like dripping water. “What are you sorry



for exactly? Making a fool out of me today, or for three years ago?” she
hissed.

“Three years ago?” Bessie struggled. “What did I do three years ago?”

There were a lot of people in this café. It was packed. Some of them
were even vamps. Everybody looked at Bessie with those damn knowing
stares. What, did all of the city know how crappy and innocent she could be
sometimes?

To be fair, that wasn’t exactly the way they were all staring at her. Nope.
It was kind of like Bessie was the most important person here. Not just
some small-time journalist like she felt she was — but the queen of the damn
city.

Xavier’s ex tilted her long neck back. “Do I really need to remind you
of the fact that you stole him from me?”

Oh crap. Here we go. Bessie could play innocent for a while. But the
time for games was up. Her stomach kicked back and forth like someone
was desperately trying to change gears but they didn’t know how.

She dropped her hands. She quickly scratched her cheek, then her neck,
then beside her eye. “Look, I didn’t steal anyone from you. If you’re talking

»

about Xavier—” she wanted to keep her voice even. Even, it was not. It
shook worse than a Richter scale registering a category 11 earthquake. Did
they even exist? Well, they did now.

The look in this woman’s eyes was getting darker and darker.

She laughed coldly. “I cannot even fathom what he begins to see in
you.” She looked Bessie up and down, up and down.

Bessie’s lips twitched. “Look, I’m sorry for what happened three years
ago. I didn’t mean to disrupt your date. I was just looking into a case. But I
am not,” her voice dropped down low, “together with Xavier. You got that?”
She didn’t know if she was speaking to the woman, the room, or, you know,
all of Parlor City. She might have acted all innocently with Leanne this

morning, but Bessie was painfully aware of how the city treated her.



But things change. And one day, everyone would realize there was
nothing going on between her and Xavier.

Bessie was an eternal optimist. She told herself that at some point,
Xavier would get married. Not to her. And when it finally occurred, all this
would disappear for good.

She held her head up higher.

So the vamp crossed her arms. She leaned in. “Xavier doesn’t need
some weak, pathetic half witch like you. He does important work.
Necessary work. He keeps people safe. You just irritate them. If he’s ever
dumb enough to actually let you into his life, it will likely be the last thing
he ever does. You, Bessie Tilly, get people killed.”

Bessie stood there, cheeks cold, tension descending down her shoulders.
It reached her stomach, then it... it got worse. Much, much worse. It made
her feel like someone had stabbed her stomach then replaced all of the
contents with icicles.

God knows what she looked like. God also knows she didn’t care.

“Excuse me?” she stammered through stiff lips.

“You heard,” the vamp snarled darkly. Then she slipped her hand down
her blond locks, shook her shoulders, turned, and accepted her coffee.

All eyes were on Bessie, including the barista’s.

She turned abruptly.

She went to walk away. She took a single step. She stopped. All she
could do was think of her parents.

This vamp... how dare she. How dare she bring up Bessie’s dead
parents. She hadn’t done that directly, but come on, that’s what she’d meant.

Bessie twisted. People were now taking out their phones. They would
be recording this.

Bessie had a very careful game to play. She couldn’t tell you how many
times she’d screwed up at work. Yet her boss kept asking her back. There
would be a limit to his kindness, however. If she did something crazy, like



finally taking on an important vamp in public, there’d be no crawling back,
even for her.

But Bessie couldn’t stop herself. “If you think—"

The vamp now had her coffee.

She walked over to Bessie.

She was a great deal taller than Bessie. So Bessie had to tilt her head
back. Her face was in the direct line of the coffee cup. She could see the
steam coiling out from underneath the lid from here.

She should’ve paid attention to that and put it in the dangerous context
of the vamp’s rapidly darkening features. It was like a storm was
overcoming her. “Bessie Tilly, I don’t even know why you bothered to get
up in the morning. If it weren’t for that,” she pointed at Bessie’s talisman,
“you’d be nothing. The only reason you got to Xavier was that you
bewitched him with that.”

Bessie couldn’t take it anymore. All of the footage being taken of her
face would presumably show it about to explode. “I do not get people
killed. I don’t honestly care what happened between you and Xavier. Maybe
he just woke up and realized you’re a monster.”

Not exactly the worst insult. Bessie could’ve said something much
worse. But the vamp reacted. She didn’t need much to push her over the
edge. Nor did she need a reason to attack.

She couldn’t go for Bessie’s throat. Not in public. She just went to
throw the coffee cup in Bessie’s face instead.

But Bessie wasn’t about to get a face full of burning hot liquid.

A hand shot in over Bessie’s shoulder and grabbed the coffee cup before
it could leak a single drop onto her.

The door had opened into the coffee shop a microsecond earlier, and
whoever had just saved Bessie had rushed in in the blink of an eye — so
quickly that not even Xavier’s ex had noticed.



If Bessie had bothered to look at anyone else, she would’ve seen that
from the very second she’d walked in here, the vamps had been texting
each other about her.

In other words, word had spread.

It didn’t take long in this town for word to spread to one very specific
man.

Bessie didn’t need to turn around to know who’d grabbed that coffee
cup. She didn’t need to question why her attacker’s face suddenly looked
like it had been kicked in by an army. All Bessie had to do was slightly
slide her gaze to the side to see the monogrammed watch, the broad palm,
and the crackle of a ghost vampire’s magic.

She’d run into Xavier again, ha?

Was this where she should feel thankful? Was this where her heart
should glow at the fact he’d saved her?

It couldn’t, and it never would.

She fixed this tremendous angry glower on her face, turned, and huffed.
“What are you doing here?”

The coffee had dripped down the side of his hand, and a few chaotic,
hot wisps of steam coiled around it. It reached his exceptionally expensive
watch, then moved onto his seriously expensive suit. He did not hand the
cup back to his ex-girlfriend. He shook his hand out to dislodge the hot
liquid’s relentless march. He finally moved alongside Bessie. “I believe the
words you were looking for were thank you.”

She crossed her arms and huffed. “I had that situation in hand.”

“No, you almost had it in your face.” He might technically be talking to
her, but he was looking at his ex.

And she... wow, Bessie had never seen someone melt on fast forward,
but that was exactly what she was looking at now. The vamp had looked so
in control and all-powerful previously. Now her shoulders crumpled. She
bit her lip. It was not a coquettish move. It looked like somebody who’d



just strolled in front of a lion and stolen the beast’s favorite toy. She put her
hands up. “It’s a minor dispute—"

“Indeed. You will find assault is not minor.” He shook his hand out
again. “Nor is property destruction.”

Her eyes could’ve exploded out of her head. “Assault? I didn’t lay a
finger on her.”

“No, but you did ruin the cuff of my suit,” he muttered.

The vamp looked like she was going to crumple. She’d seemed real,
alive, and actually made of flesh and blood previously. But maybe she was
really nothing more than a statue. One whose base had been ripped right out
from underneath it. She took another step backward, opened her hands out
wide, and smoothed something that could almost be called a smile over her
face. It was too twitchy. And God knows the rest of her was far too jittery.

Bessie turned on Xavier. “Just let her go. Stop being such a bully,” she
added.

He had technically saved her from a face-full of coffee. And to be fair,
if anyone had been a bully, it was that woman. But whenever Xavier was
concerned, or rather, whenever he was concerned with Bessie, rules of
propriety changed. He was the only one responsible for all that went wrong
in this town.

The vampires in the room muttered amongst themselves in low,
guarded, but clearly affronted tones. Bessie didn’t pick up everything they
said, but let’s just say, people were more than surprised at her reaction.
What, did they honestly expect she should fall into his arms for saving her
from a few drops of hot coffee? Fat chance.

Xavier didn’t look surprised. His lips twitched, then moved smoothly
into a smile. “As you wish.” He said that, but he still stared daggers into his
ex-girlfriend’s eyes.

She clearly knew what was good for her. She scurried off, proverbial tail
tucked between her legs, and she didn’t even ask for her coffee back.



That just left Bessie with Xavier. She could have used the word alone,
but they very much were not alone. At least the vamps in the room were no
longer obviously taking footage. They weren’t bolshie enough to do that
with Xavier around. A lot of the other magical races, however, were.

You would think that, knowing she was on camera, it would make
Bessie a heck of a lot politer. She just crossed her arms. This was a good
chance to grab a public interview. “Are you finally going to tell me and the
people of Parlor City who you really are?”

Xavier reached over to the bench, placed the coffee down, and faced her
as he stood tall. “I’m Xavier Kilmer, senior ghost vamp of this city.”

She mostly hated the look in his eyes. She should have detested it, but
she could admit one thing. He could look at you so directly, the rest of the
world became boring and irrelevant. The universe with its countless stars,
planets, and intelligent life? Extraneous. It was just him and you. Or should
she say him and her?

She wouldn’t let her stomach kick, even though it was trying its hardest
to do a good impression of a bucking horse refusing any control. She
crossed her arms tighter. “I want to know who you really are. There’s a
festering secret at the heart of this city—"

The main shop door opened from behind Bessie, the little brass bell
above it giving a light tinkle. Someone gave a strangled gasp. She knew that
voice well enough. It was Charlie.

She turned. It was only her concern for her friend that made her do it.
With Xavier in the room, yanking her attention off him was like throwing
the lid off a pit of snakes and turning your back to them. But Charlie
couldn’t spare a second to glance at her — he watched Xavier with wide,
white-rimmed eyes.

Charlie had seen a lot in this town. He had an unrivaled ability to put
facts together quickly. And now as he looked over from the coffee to
Xavier’s stained cuff, then back to Bessie, his shoulders sank like a



burning-hot meteor through ice. “You didn’t throw coffee on him, did you?”
he muttered quietly, the skin around his lips as tense as she’d ever seen it.

“It wasn’t me. But now you’re here, put the camera on. Xavier Kilmer is
finally feeling in a talkative mood. Great place for an interview.” She
pointed to the side at all of the rather flabbergasted witnesses.

Xavier just looked at her. No, she couldn’t say it was aggressive or
angry. It was just the exact same look he’d been shooting her for three
years. The one that was determined but somehow tender, like it was a hard
chocolate with a soft center. The one that, if she paid too much attention to
it, might send exactly the wrong kinds of tingles rushing through her
stomach.

So what did she do? Why, she went for her go-to move, of course. She
crossed her arms and walked backward.

Someone had just got up, but rather than tumble into them, she tumbled
into their chair, thankfully.

She said thankfully. Because the chair soon toppled over. Way to go for
looking like the tough, in-control investigative journalist she imagined she
was. She was about to face-plant a half-finished bowl of eggs and bacon in
front of a packed, attentive room and at least 20 camera phones.

About to.

Why was it that vampires — and ghost vamps especially — could move
faster than the wind? Why, in the blink of an eye, could they be on one side
of the room, then in the next blink, on the other? Oh yes, because they very
much weren’t human.

Bessie never got to knock her head on the table. Somehow the chair was
whipped around, and the next thing she knew, she was seated in it. Xavier
didn’t touch her for long. He didn’t even linger. His hand locked on her
back for a microsecond as he placed her in the chair, then it retracted faster
than light.



His smell, however, and the specific sense of him remained, even as he
took a proper step back, expensive shoes clunking on the floor.

Bessie didn’t like to be reminded of that moment three years ago, but
today she’d been reminded of it twice.

He’d only touched the side of her shoulder, and even then, it had been a
preciously light move. Yet it left these aching tingles racing down her arm
and into her hip.

Most of the various people in the room, including the vampires, actually
cheered.

That just set Bessie’s teeth on edge. “I didn’t ask you to save me,
Xavier.”

“You don’t need to ask.”

Crap. What a comment. The kind of perfect comment you would put on
a tagline on the front page of tomorrow’s paper, preferably under a photo of
Bessie tilting back, limbs all akimbo, expression still with fright.

She had tried desperately to shrug off her connection to him three years
ago, but now it would come racing back to bite her in the bum.

She thought for a second Xavier would sit. You know, for a second she
actually thought that he would act like an adult and have a public interview.
That, of course, did not occur. When he confirmed that she was fine, he
walked over to the barista, ordered two coffees, stood there, texted
somebody, then waited.

Sorry, Bessie was doing all the waiting. Seriously. She sat there staring
at him, her hair a mess, her heart aflutter, for 30 whole seconds. It took way
too long for her to realize she had a job to do and a reputation — or whatever
was left of it — to upkeep.

She jerked to her feet. The barista worked quickly and soon finished the
coffees. He handed them to Xavier. Then Xavier paused, turned to her, and
in full view of everyone, handed her one.



Without a word, he walked out. But he didn’t need words, did he?
Because his gaze was sufficient. He stared at her once, and once more, the
world didn’t matter. Only she did.



“l DON’T WANT TO LOOK,” BESSIE SAID AS SHE CLENCHED HER TEETH AND
rubbed her face.

Leanne leaned over. She shoved the phone in front of Bessie’s nose.
“Why would you need to look? You were there — the very center of
attention,” she chuckled. “What did it feel like exactly? I mean, seriously?
What did it—”

Bessie couldn’t take it anymore. She snapped. “Xavier Kilmer is
directly related to the disappearance of my parents,” she hissed.

Leanne was not somebody who was callous, but she was also not
somebody who gave you any quarter if you were being foolish. “He’s your
age, a couple of years older at the most. Xavier couldn’t have had anything
to do with the disappearance of your parents — you know that.”

“Fine, his father did. But Xavier definitely knows what happened.”

Leanne opened her mouth to say something. From the look in her eyes,
maybe it would be a comment to tell Bessie to snap out of it already. But
she didn’t. She sighed. Then she crossed her arms and finally put her phone
away. “What are you going to do about this? Your groupies are going wild.”

“I don’t have any groupies,” Bessie stammered.

“Sure, but Xavier does. And considering you’re—"

Bessie looked at her challengingly. “I’m his what?” she growled.



Leanne put her hands up. “I didn’t say the word his. You did.”

“What were you gonna say, then?”

“Famous,” Leanne said, shoving her teeth into her bottom lip and really
enunciating that with a purr.

Bessie’s eyes narrowed. “I’m hardly famous.”

“You are in the vampire community. So let’s go back to my question.
What are you gonna do?”

“What do you mean?”

“Even if you’re not together with Xavier,” Leanne spread her hands
again, “this sure looks bad. Especially the line—”

“Don’t say it,” Bessie spat.

“Fine. What do you say we just get some Chinese and head home?”

“No. Let’s go see a movie afterward. I don’t particularly want to have
an early night.”

“Afraid of what you might dream of?” Leanne muttered.

Bessie scowled at her. But arm in arm, they walked to their favorite
Chinese restaurant.

They sat at one of the back tables, ordered their dishes, and waited.

It was a beautiful restaurant. It was a little dark and small, but the food
was great.

Leanne drummed her fingers on the table and leaned in. “Anyway, have
you heard?”

You often used the word anyway as a segue. But Bessie had no clue
what Leanne was talking about. “Ha?”

“Come on, you must’ve heard.”

“About what?”

“The multiple disappearances.”

Bessie had no context. “What are you talking about?”

“Reports have been coming in ever since the mayor’s body
disappeared.”



All Bessie could think of was what she’d learned at the funeral home.
She straightened. “You mean corpses with marks burned into—"

“No. Living people. Mostly construction workers.”

“Ha?”

“Not just from one construction site, but from all around town. Five
people are missing already. There doesn’t seem to be any connections
between the cases. Barney, my cousin, mentioned it.”

Her cousin worked on the force.

Bessie leaned in, intrigued. “You sure it’s only been happening since
yesterday? Maybe some of the guys went missing earlier and nobody
noticed?”

“No. Every single one of them went missing from the construction sites
they were working on. It happened in the last 48 hours. What the hell do
you think is going on in this town?”

Bessie opened her mouth to give a snapped, automatic response. Did
she honestly have to tell you what it was? Whatever was going on, it had to
have something to do with Xavier.

But something held her back from making that knee-jerk conclusion.

She went back to what she’d heard at the funeral home. That guy...
with the endless, void-like voice had said he wanted another. Soon. Bessie
still didn’t know what he’d meant, and Charlie had pointed out that the
conversation itself hadn’t been illegal — nor had it necessarily suggested
untoward conduct. There was no reason to believe they’d been referring to
people. But what if they had? And somehow that’s why all the construction
workers were going missing?

Bessie wasn’t about to let Xavier off the hook, but if there was one
other person in this town who could be responsible for something so
devious, it was the voice she’d heard on the phone.

She wasn’t careful with her expression or her body language, and as she
straightened and her cheeks became slack, Leanne leaned in. “What do you



know? You’ve always got your ear to the ground.”

“What does Barney know?”

Leanne shrugged. “He’s not really giving too many details. The case is
way too fresh. It’s going to take time for the police to figure things out —
and even more time before they’re comfortable telling the rest of the city
what’s going on.”

Bessie looked to the side.

She went to say something along the lines of they should just check
with Xavier, but she looked over Leanne’s shoulder. And that would be
when she saw a blur spreading down the street. This area of town was well
lit. There were lots of little shops clustered together, and every single one
had a brightly lit sign showing their wares.

It meant it was bright enough that Bessie could see the blur marching
down the street. Sorry. To march, you need to have feet. Maybe you also
needed to have somewhere to go. The blur, on the other hand, slithered
around like a snake looking for prey.

Bessie knew that the blood drained away from her cheeks, knew it
looked as if she’d just had her throat slit.

“Bessie?” Leanne jerked close, eyes wide, lips wobbling.

She knew full well that Leanne couldn’t see the blur, even though
Leanne was a level II witch.

But Leanne saw as, four seconds later, a guy came racing into the
restaurant. He was in high-vis gear, a hard hat askew on his sweaty head.

He looked like he’d just seen the dead.

The owner of the restaurant came racing out. “Chan?”

“This... I...” the guy couldn’t spit out whatever he needed to say.

Bessie jerked to her feet, Leanne too.

“What’s going on?” Leanne demanded.

“There’s—” The guy backed off. He still couldn’t form a proper
sentence. His lips wouldn’t work. It wasn’t just the fear talking. Maybe



Bessie was making this up, but it almost looked as if his mouth was turning
to ice. This cold pressure was building around his body. It started in his
chest then moved over his neon orange vest, actual little icicles marching in
its wake.

The guy abruptly turned.

He went to throw himself back out of the restaurant, but he stopped. He
skidded, his large brown boots churning up chunks of mud from one of the
construction sites he’d been at all day.

His eyes widened at the sight of something. But there was only one
thing out there that Bessie could see — the blur. She’d never met another
soul who could see it. Not before today.

Hell, she’d never trusted that the blurs were real. Not before today.

She’d always suspected they were just some peculiar symptom of the
fact she’d come from a powerful magical family. While all the rest of her
parents and grandparents had received incredible powers, she’d gotten
nothing but the ability to see crazy blurs instead.

But if this guy could see it too, then—

“Chan,” the owner of the restaurant demanded one last time, but Chan
couldn’t answer.

It was like he’d entered a little world of his own.

He took a breath, then jogged through the open door, large shoulders
jostling the glass hard enough that it cracked.

He shot away, moving so fast, he was out of sight in a heartbeat.

“What the hell is going on here?” Leanne demanded.

Bessie lurched toward the door.

She could have thrown herself out into the street, but she slowed with a
terrified twitch that started in her stomach then shot into her shoulders. Yes,
there was a story out there, but boy, was the blur getting thicker. She’d
never seen it move like this before. It seemed to seep down the street like
poison gas looking for a crack. When it found one, who knew what it would



do? But as Bessie’s skin chilled, she got the sense it was building up to
something big.

She—

“That’s my son. He’s got a baby on the way,” the restaurant owner
screamed desperately.

That kicked Bessie into action. It wasn’t that she didn’t care about
saving people who didn’t have families of their own. She wasn’t that
callous as to think people were only important when they lived for others.
But she just needed one spark to ignite her curiosity — to force it to burn
brighter than her raging fear.

She ran for the door, hair flying around her face.

“Are you crazy?” Leanne screamed, her voice hoarse.

No, Bessie wasn’t. But if anyone had a chance of chasing Chan down,
then they needed to be able to see exactly what he could. And from the fact
that nobody else was staring at the blur, it was clear this was now down to
Bessie.

“Call the police,” Leanne spluttered. She turned, but Bessie had already
reached the door.

She thrust out into the rapidly chilling night.

And what a night it was. It was... strange.

She heard mutters — these distant moans that broke through, not just the
street, but the matter that created it. She whipped her head from left to right,
her neck muscles straining like overstretched rubber bands. But still, she
couldn’t detect whose throats those shadowy sounds came from.

Bessie kept searching for their origin until finally, she reached the edge
of the blur.

Until now, everything had been cold like Bessie had been shoved face-
first into a snow drift. A few little icicles had even picked up over her lips
and the back of her neck. But as she reached the edge of that great marching
shadow, everything became as hot as coals pulled from a crackling fire.



But paradoxically, part of the experience was also cold. Her teeth kept
chattering in her head.

In the real world, something was hot, or something was cold. But at the
edge of this blur, reality morphed, smashing together, all of the once distinct
states of matter forgetting the rules of physics that defined them and making
them up instead.

“Chan?” she screamed. Her voice made it out of her lips, but that was it.
It couldn’t penetrate the edge of that blur. If the sound waves had
momentarily become visible, she would’ve seen them smash up against that
strange shuddering threshold only to fall back like marbles thrown at a
mountain.

She thought she heard Chan scream. Guttural, low, and truly frightened,
but the sound only just made it to her ears as if somebody had smothered
them with layers of blankets.

“Chan? Chan?” She ground her nails into her palms, scratching them
hard enough that she cut the skin.

Though she could hardly hear Chan anymore, at least his echoing
distant voice told her where to run. She stopped at the mouth of the
laneway. The blur wasn’t particularly distinct from here, but as she thrust
inward, it quickly became thick. Bessie had never walked through a pea-
soup fog, but even if she had, the experience couldn’t be that similar to this.
Not unless fog could be given the means to infiltrate, not just the air, but
one’s mind. The further she pushed into it, the more this cloudlike force
spread through her psyche.

At least it didn’t stop her from running down the laneway, her simple
shoes slapping against the uneven bitumen with distant thwacks that made it
sound as if the noise didn’t come from her but was only overlaid over the
scene to make it seem more real.

The laneway was hardly empty. This was the primary shopping district
of Parlor City. There were little cafés, small supermarkets, and tiny clothes



stores everywhere.

A lot of the stores down this laneway, however, didn’t operate at night.
The lights might still be on, and Bessie might be able to see their wares, but
that was it.

As she ran past the store to her left, she saw it was a strange toy shop.
Bears and old wooden soldiers were aligned up under powerful downlights.
Though it could’ve been her imagination, as she spun past, heart a flutter,
hair sticking to her sweaty brow, she swore she saw shadows gathering in
the eyes of every toy like tar dripping onto white beads.

There wasn’t another soul around, which meant there was no one to
help her should she scream.

But scream she did not. She focused every single one of her senses on
the threshold of the blur.

It was insane to watch it as it marched down the street. She could only
just see Chan’s hardhat bobbing above and beyond it.

Bessie’s phone rang. She was aware of it in that way you are when
something comes in contact with your body. But not like she actually had to
do anything about it. Because the only thing she needed to do right now was
get to Chan before it was too late.

Maybe it was already too late. That blur suddenly thickened.

Bessie needed to stop calling it a blur. Why not call it some pocket
instead? It occupied space, but it didn’t seem to do so with the ordinary
physical constraints that dictated the properties of normal matter. It was like
anything that got too close to it or strayed inside was somehow carried
away to another world. One that looked almost exactly like this, but not the
same.

That sense of unreality Bessie had felt earlier morphed, becoming
bigger, sliding around her shoulders and holding on until it felt like it
wanted to drag her down into the sewers.



She ran past a clothes store. If she’d been paying any attention, she
would’ve noticed that the mannequins’ eyes looked glossier, almost like
they were watching her.

She heard Chan. His breathing was labored. He sounded like he was
struggling under a 10-ton stone pinning his chest.

She would’ve called his name, but she’d run out of breath 10 meters
ago. She was fit, but... but indeed. The more she chased, the less things
seemed real.

She had no clue what would happen when she actually reached Chan,
but it would involve going into the pocket. There was no way around it,
even though her trembling heart warned her with every shuddering beat not
to dare get a step closer.

She clutched her talisman. Her fingers did it automatically, moving long
before she was actually conscious of it. As they slid around that smooth,
easy-to-hold-onto clock face, it gave her the blast of courage she required.

“Hold on,” she responded just as Chan screamed one last time, his voice
somehow sounding further and further away as if it was an echo at the edge
of the world. Then she flung herself forward.

Bessie encountered the true edge of the blur, and it felt like straying
behind a spacecraft as it took off through the atmosphere. So many forces
struck her, she should’ve been torn apart, turned to ash, then atomized for
good measure. But somehow, her body held on, a few charges of green-
yellow magic blasting up from the talisman, slicing around her fingers, and
holding them in place with a desperate grip.

The exact way the edge of reality pulled and tugged her was memorable
but impossible to describe. Magic had to be involved. While Bessie didn’t
technically practice that much magic herself, she did have a good grounding
to understand it.

While approaching that threshold felt like throwing herself into a black
hole, this had to be more appearance than fact.



So she just clutched her talisman harder. Running her teeth back and
forth, she pushed further on. It felt as if she was crossing some great divider
— like she’d walked up to a wall in her mind and found a door that separated
her conscious side from her unconscious side. With just a little more effort,
she could cross through and find what lay beyond.

Bessie closed her eyes. She shoved forward.

She did it.

She didn’t know how long she’d been avoiding these blurs for — it had
to be the best part of her life. Not once had she ever actively moved toward
one. Now, she moved within.

It didn’t take long until Bessie reached the other side. Before she did,
she had to put up with, Bessie didn’t know — the pulsing heart of creation?
The chaotic lifeblood of pure magic? Why describe it? Why not just feel the
terror that engulfed her and the force that flung itself through her limbs,
reached her heart, and exploded?

Her trip through unreality didn’t last. Bessie soon punched out the other
side.

And she... screamed.

All her life, Bessie had seen shadows. These ghastly, almost ghostlike
creatures. It was why she hated cemeteries, because they hung out there
more than any other place.

For the large part, Bessie knew how to avoid them. Not now. Because
the world that met her was filled with them. Not just one or two — frigging
hundreds.

Bessie appeared in a version of the city — the same laneway, almost the
same shops. And as she faced the wide streets beyond, she saw them filled
with those shadow creatures.

They appeared not to notice her at first, almost as if they were busy
living their own lives. But as Bessie skidded to a stop, fell to her knees, and
screamed, the closest one twisted its head around. It had no face, and it had



precious little that could be referred to as a form. Until it grew a head. A
mouth and teeth came next. Then a hand stretched out from its shadow
body with the sound of plastic wrap melting and moved toward her.

Bessie shrieked and backed off, her jeans ripping on uneven sections of
the asphalt beneath her. Then the shadow creature freaking screamed. Wait,
no. It was Chan, and it came from far further ahead. Maybe space wasn’t
the same in this weird pocket world. But he hadn’t been that far ahead
before she entered this place. Now it looked as if she’d lose him.

He ran around the side of a major street. He kept muttering to himself,
voice low, words strangled.

She couldn’t pick up a single thing — other than one horrifying
comment. “King. The Ghost King is waiting.”

Bessie couldn’t describe the way those words affected her. But boy oh
boy, did they reach in. They shook through her stomach, pounded into her
back, and made her want to spit her teeth out.

But she still shoved forward.

She had to push through the shadows. They didn’t attack her. They
seemed to be more intrigued than aggressive. They didn’t appear to have
the ability to speak, either. Until one of them figured it out. To do that, it
had to grow a mouth, then teeth, then disgustingly, a tongue. Bessie heard
and saw as it slid out into the air. Then the creature said three little words.
“Ghost King’s bride.” It looked right at Bessie as it said that.

Bessie lurched back from it. She wanted to shriek and run, but she
couldn’t. She heard Chan. He sounded like he was half-a-city away now.
“Chan? Chan? Come back,” she screamed.

He didn’t respond.

Bessie lurched around the fiend that’d called her the Ghost King’s bride,
then continued to run.

This place was strange. It felt like the city she knew and kind of looked
like it, though there were glaring differences. For one, all of the people were



these ghostly apparitions. And for another, whole sections of the city were
replaced by shadowy divides.

“Not far now. Not far,” she heard a faint cry that had to come from
Chan’s lips.

Bessie threw herself around the side of a laneway and encountered a
large street. Ghost cars were driving on it. Actual frigging ghost cars. They
had the proportions of actual vehicles and even had exhaust. They didn’t
look like the cars she knew and loved, however. They didn’t have colors.
They were all painted out of the blackest substance you could imagine until
they absorbed the light completely.

She moved toward one, reaching out, telling herself it couldn’t be real.
But it almost took her fingers off as it raced past without a care. She jerked
back. She looked down at her hand. Her fingers were bleeding. But the
blood couldn’t possibly be real. It shimmered, glowing brighter than
ordinary blood at first, then it rapidly turned into this strange tar-like black
substance. Bessie shrieked at the top of her lungs and desperately tried to
wipe it off her.

She was starting to gather more and more attention, and the same refrain
was repeated. Ghost King’s bride. Ghost King’s bride. Bessie had never
heard those particular words before, and yet somewhere in her, she swore
she already knew them. It was like this refrain had been repeated all her
life, right on the edge of sleep or whenever she’d closed her eyes long
enough to slip into a slight reverie.

She pulled herself up. She clutched her injured hand against her chest,
forming a tight fist so she didn’t lose any more blood only to see it turned
into the equivalent of crude oil. And she spun.

Something thumped against her chest. Her talisman. It was still with
her, even on the edge of reality. She stared down at it. It was glowing
strangely. The colors were inverted. She’d never seen it look like this. It



was like someone had flipped it, and in doing so, had somehow changed its
power, too.

Instinctively, she grabbed it.

Her hand shook. It was the injured one, but as soon as it slipped around
her talisman, at least it stopped actively bleeding.

Nothing could calm her crazy breath. Bessie focused her senses once
more. Chan was across the street, disappearing beside what, in the real
world, was a beautiful old Art Deco hotel.

Bessie shoved forward to follow him. If she’d been paying attention,
she would’ve realized that she was dripping blood wherever she went. The
talisman might have stopped her from actively bleeding, but she’d still lost
a lot. It covered her front, and it dripped down her wrist and the side of her
arm, splashing over the road wherever she went.

Bessie didn’t care. She just had to get to Chan.

More of those shadows kept appearing. Now they thronged the streets.
It was almost like some important person had appeared and they desperately
wanted to see them with their own eyes — or the shadow equivalent thereof.
And that person had to be her.

All Bessie kept hearing was the same word.

Bride.

Bride.

Bride.

If Bessie had thought that the past three years of living down the
outrageous claim she was Xavier’s true mate was bad, then this was
something else entirely.

The word bride made Bessie want to strike the closest thing. But the
shadows always moved far out of her grip, and she didn’t have the ability to
do anything but run.

She made it across the street in front of the ghostly equivalent of a
truck. If it had struck her, God knows what would’ve happened. If touching



a racing car had split her finger like someone taking an ax to a leaf, she had
to take this shadow world seriously. If she could leak blood, she could most
certainly die, and who knew what would happen if she carked it here?

As the wind buffeted around her face, she saw Chan. He was the only
thing that could distract her and focus her off every hissed claim she was
someone’s bride.

He stopped beside what looked like an alternate entrance into the Art
Deco hotel. He rocked back, and from here, Bessie could see this glassy
force overtaking his eyes like somebody pouring milk into water. He shot
forward, his body desperate to open the door and rush inside.

Bessie did not know what was going on here. She doubted she’d ever
learn the truth. Maybe she’d been struck on the street and this was nothing
more than a crazy nightmare. But she knew if Chan went in there, he would
never come out.

“No. You can’t. You can’t,” Bessie screamed.

Chan either couldn’t hear her or didn’t want to listen.

He stared up at the entrance, dumbfounded, mouth opening wide, hands
groping the door until finally Bessie heard a click as something unlocked
from within.

Bessie couldn’t reach Chan in time, but her magic could.

In the real world, her magic barely functioned. In the real world, even if
she turned her talisman up to its top setting, it didn’t matter. But this wasn’t
the real world. And without even having to twist the talisman, Bessie just
opened her hand. Magic shot out of it. It curled wildly around her fingertips
in charges of red-black force. It struck the street and kept going as it raced
through the bitumen. She hadn’t intended to, but she ripped up a massive
chunk of it, right underneath Chan’s feet. It threw him to the side just before
he could lurch through that open door.

He struck his hip with a bone-shaking thwack.



He spluttered. And for the first time, his senses returned to him. Bessie
was sure of that, because the milky magic that had overtaken his pupils
retreated like a slapped hand.

Bessie reached him. She fell down on her knees. “Chan. Chan, you’ve
got to get out of here. Think about your kid. Think of your mother. Think,”
she spluttered.

He shook his head, clutched at his eyes, and rammed them shut. Bessie
couldn’t see his pupils, but she could swear that that milky force was
returning. Should it grasp hold of his eyes once more, she was certain it
would never retreat.

That was until Bessie grabbed his face. Her fingers were still charged
with magic. Honestly. She wasn’t making this up. This couldn’t be a dream.
Because she felt the magic moving through her, racing like water flowing
down a pipe it’d always been kept from, and it was unstoppable.

Something broke in Chan. Not his sanity, fortunately — just whatever
was trying to overcome him. He spluttered, jerked back, and shook his
head.

“What?” Chan looked straight at her, and for the first time, he actually
looked like he was present, like there was a real life behind his widening
eyes.

“You have to think of your family. I don’t know where we are, but you
have to trust me. We have to get out of here.”

Chan let her help him to his feet.

Bessie turned.

She might have just spoken bravely. But how the hell was she going to
get out of here again?

Maybe her talisman could answer that for her. All she had to do was
frown down at it, and she saw light tracing around it. But only in one
direction. It was... it was almost like it was telling her where to go.

“This way,” she muttered. She darted down the side of the hotel.



“Who are you? What’s happening here? And what the hell are those
shadows?” Chan spluttered.

Bessie stared down at her hands. Her magic hadn’t gone anywhere. It
still surrounded her with a gentle, crackling embrace. It felt like it was
coming from some other place. But it wasn’t. It originated from deep inside
her.

She needed to assure Chan she was in control, that he actually could
trust her. But she kept staring down at her hands, watching the magic charge
along her fingers as if it was the first time she’d ever seen it.

But Chan had plenty to distract himself with. He stared, flabbergasted at
the street and all the shadows until something distracted him. There was
some fine dust on his fingers. He glanced down at it, dumbfounded.

It probably came from whatever construction site he’d been working on,
right?

“Honestly, where the hell are we?” he demanded in a throaty gasp.
“What is this place? And why... does it seem so familiar?”

“What do you mean?”

“I... at the construction site, we encountered something similar this
morning.”

“Ha? What are you talking about?”

He shook his head distractedly, grabbed his chin, and let his fingers sink
in hard. “I work down at the construction site for one of the new car parks.
We found something this morning... something deep in the basement as we
were digging further in to support a pylon.” He started off strong, but with
each new muttered word, they became ever more distant as if his mouth
was busy moving away from the rest of his body.

A sickly chill raced down Bessie’s back. “What are you talking about?”

His eyes almost became glassy again.

No way. Bessie would not let whatever force was trying to overcome
him return. She grabbed his shoulder hard. “Chan?” she demanded in a tone



that could not be ignored. For it was one that came along with the ever-
present crackle of magic. A few little shaking sparks zipped from her
fingers and pounded into his cheek. They were the equivalent of a well-
placed slap.

Either he responded to her touch or something else, but once more, he
shook his head and pulled himself out of his own reverie. He clenched his
teeth. “We encountered some... jet-black stone. It looked like obsidian, but
it was... pure, pure black.”

Bessie’s stomach lurched. “How come nobody has heard about this?”

“We”

Bessie could continue to question him. But the fact of the matter was
they just didn’t have the time. Every time she pushed, that glassy look
would return, and it would just make him slow down.

Nothing was chasing them yet, but Bessie kept passing those shadows.
They all brushed past her like leaves being pushed by a violent gale, and
they all whispered the same thing — the Ghost King was waiting.

She had to get Chan out of here now. She could question him later — if
there was a later.

They ran down another side street.

Bessie needed a plan. You know, something other than just running
around crazily.

Maybe that plan was her talisman.

She started to follow it, tuning in to the light that kept chasing around it,
walking to the left when the light shimmered to the left, then to the right
when it glimmered in that direction.

Finally, they came to the edge of a street. A blur seemed to separate
them from something beyond.

Bessie pulled Chan toward it, but he yanked back. “What the hell is that
thing? It feels like a black hole. We can’t possibly go through it. It will tear
us to pieces.”



“Trust me — it’s the only way out of here.”

“You—"

Bessie didn’t give him the chance to say anything else. She knew this
was their only option. So she yanked him forward.

Again, she crossed through that transition space. Now she knew what to
look out for, she felt it distinctly as if she was somehow traveling through
the various stages of matter. It couldn’t last. It didn’t need to. In a crack,
they finally came back to the real world.

Bessie fell down onto her knees, and her body was suddenly seized with
a muscular tension worse than any she’d ever felt. It was like someone had
fastidiously injected every one of her muscles with tetanus.

It was just in time to hear sirens. She stared across at a squad car as it
blared into view, its tires screeching.

God, she’d done it. They were back, and they were safe.

But to be safe, you have to be sure the threat will not return. And the
threat, whyj, it had just got started.



SHE SMILED AT THE FACT SHE’D GOTTEN CHAN BACK TO SAFETY. THEN
Bessie almost immediately went to faint. Her body couldn’t take it. She’d
used too much energy. Too much... magic.

What she learned in that strange realm raced around her head, every
thought getting progressively more violent, each one slicing in until they
could’ve turned her brain to mush.

She fell to her side, and so too did Chan.

Then he started muttering something under his breath. “King stone.
King stone.” He crumpled in on himself. Though his hardhat had remained
steadfastly on his head, no matter what, now it tumbled to the side with a
light clunk as he clutched his brow. “King stone. King... stone.”

The police reached them. They grabbed Chan up. Maybe Bessie didn’t
look as bad, but though she tried to get to her feet, she soon staggered to the
side and face-planted the bitumen, cutting her cheek and nose.

She would’ve stayed there, bleeding, picking up God knows whatever
muck from the street, had someone not taken the opportunity to rush over.

There are few times in life when a single touch can anchor us. To be
fair, there are few times in life when we need to be anchored so desperately.
But now Bessie encountered both situations. They threw themselves
together to form an experience she would never forget.



Just when she felt she was slipping sideways and somehow she would
fall back into that strange world again, someone grabbed her. They pulled
her to her feet. As she twisted, her hair brushing out in an arc, her face fell
against that person’s chest. And that someone gathered together her
confusion and wiped it away with a broad, firm hand.

Suddenly Bessie wasn’t teetering there on the edge of that strange
space. Suddenly she came back to the here and now.

She was already standing, and she was already firmly held in someone’s
arms. But as she returned to this reality, it was like somebody yanked the
carpet out from underneath her feet. She jolted forward, and a magical
shockwave spread out, scattering her fringe over her face and rumpling the
shirt of the man who held her.

It was as if, until a few moments ago, she hadn’t technically left that
ghost realm yet. Now she had, it was like landing back on Earth after being
thrown from a plane. Fortunately, she was held safely in Xavier’s arms. Yes.
Xavier. Her senses realigned, and she stared up at him just as his horrified
face stared down at her. “Bessie—"

She clutched the side of her cheek. She pushed away from his chest.
“What—"

He let her go. Then he immediately shook his head, opened his arms,
and gestured at her. “Bessie,” he said in this deep voice she’d never forget.
“You’re here, with me.”

Here... with him.

She touched her head again. She sighed, and she let his voice take her
that last little distance between the ghost world and this real one.

She dropped her hand, and she stared at him. Then Bessie screamed. It
pitched up from the bottom of her frigging soul. Nothing could have gotten
in its way.

“What the hell is wrong with her?” somebody muttered as they rushed
past to deal with Chan.



As for Chan, he was now convulsing on the ground. He kept muttering
the same thing. “King stone. King stone.”

In a rush, everything came back. Bessie started to shake.

Xavier slowly approached her, his hand opening wide, his face alight
with true fear. “Bessie, it’s okay.”

“What the hell was that place? What just happened? Xavier—”

He reached her. He grabbed her arm. His touch did this thing. As soon
as it locked onto her, the horrifying nature of that strange pocket space
could no longer crush her.

And what a welcome release. But she couldn’t forget one thing. He was
still Xavier Kilmer.

She went to pull away, but he tightened his fingers. “You need to anchor
yourself. You don’t know how to do that yet. So you have to let me.”

“Anchor myself? What... what the hell was that place?”

“I shouldn’t answer your questions out on the street,” he warned, voice
dark but eyes still alight with the same real fear they’d shown the moment
he’d grabbed her up.

“Answer...? How do you... even know what happened to me? Did you
cause this?” she demanded, voice shaking with anger.

He just looked at her. He’d faced her with disappointment before. But it
was usually tinged with understanding. Now it sure as heck wasn’t. If
anything, it was colored with a peculiar kind of fear she’d never seen
someone like him show. “No, Bessie, I did not do this. You just had your
first brush with the ghost realm.”

She went to say something, anything, but her mouth stopped. She
couldn’t form the word ghost. God knows she couldn’t say the word realm.
It felt like she was choking on her own frigging tongue. And that brought
into sharp contrast everything she had seen and heard. Those strange
shadow creatures felt like they were about to crawl up through the cracks in



reality to claim her. She screamed when a stray cat suddenly jumped down
from a dumpster nearby.

So Xavier just clutched her tighter.

One of the police officers came up. “Is she going to be okay?”

“I’ve got this,” Xavier muttered, words quiet but still somehow louder
than anything she’d ever heard. It could cram out the hisses of those
shadows, no matter how much they muttered she was the ghost bride in her
mind.

“Sir, this is a serious incident, and we need your immediate help. We
have no idea how it happened,” the officer muttered.

Bessie got stuck staring at Xavier as he turned his attention to them. It
wasn’t just that nobody seemed to care about her anymore — though for that
to be true, Xavier wouldn’t be holding onto her as determinedly but
tenderly.

That wasn’t the point. She couldn’t hope to speak. Yet slowly but surely,
she started to appreciate the fact that she had just been to another... realm.
She could claim that it had all been in her head. Maybe it had just been
some kind of crazy group hallucination between her and Chan? But he kept
muttering the same refrain that echoed in her mind like the shadow of a
bomb blast. “King Stone. King Stone.”

Worse than that, she started to overhear the conversations of the excited
police officers. They repeated the same damn thing. Ghost realm — and the
Ghost King.

... The... Ghost King.

Bessie would’ve fallen back on her ass had Xavier not pulled her
toward the side of the road. He sat her down in the passenger side of his
open car.

She stared ahead. He fortunately did not get into the driver’s seat. He
stood beside her, one hand on the door, his gaze never deviating off her for



more than half a second as he dealt with the various questions from the
officers.

They all seemed to know what was going on. It was like they’d all seen
something like this before.

Bessie clutched the seatbelt. She had no intention of pulling it around
herself, but that wasn’t the point. She had to anchor her fingers right now,
or they would fly off and do something unexpected.

Now she was sitting, there was no way to get away from what she’d
experienced. Everything summed to create this violent weight that suddenly
rammed down on her shoulders. It was a surprise the expensive car’s
suspension didn’t break. As she jolted, she almost struck her head on the
dashboard.

She honestly didn’t think Xavier was paying any attention to her. He
kept being pulled away by the various emergency workers. Yet before she
could knock herself out with her silly move, he was there, pulling her back,
eyes anchoring her once more, taking her away from all the horror and
bringing her back here in front of him, always in front of him.

“What... was that place, Xavier?”

People kept trying to pull him away, but now he stopped by her side. He
let his gaze rove over hers. It seemed to be asking a question, but she had
no clue what that might be.

She shook her head, and once she started, she couldn’t stop. “What’s
going on here? What was that space? Why are the police reacting like
they’ve seen all this before — like this kind of thing happens all the time?
What—"

“Why did you go inside, Bessie?” he asked, and be damned if she
couldn’t hear disappointment filtering through his tone as if she had
somehow hurt his feelings.

“Excuse me?”



“Why did you go inside? I’'m talking about the shadow you
encountered. Why would someone as smart as you throw all caution to the
wind and go inside? You should’ve called the police.”

“How... how the hell do you know what happened? What is that
place?”

He kept looking at her until suddenly, he couldn’t take it anymore. He
stared to the side. He watched the police coming and going.

It didn’t look as if he’d face her again. But abruptly, he turned back.
“That was the ghost realm. You should already know that, because you’ve
been there before.”

“I’'m sorry, what? Been there before? What the hell are you talking
about?”

He faced her, jaw stiff, gaze harder. “You need to calm down, regulate
your breathing, and resist the urge to be pulled into any more shadows. Do
you understand?”

Sorry, did she understand? The answer was absolutely not. She still had
no clue how the hell anything like that could happen.

Though all Bessie ever wanted to do was dismiss anything he said to
her, she couldn’t dismiss the look in his eyes. The one that promised that, if
only she listened, he would finally answer.

“What was that place?” she asked one last time, only just capable of
shoving her words from her stiff lips.

“I will tell you, but first, you need medical assistance.”

“I’m just a little wobbly, but apart from that, I’m fine.”

He looked pointedly down at her hand. The same hand that was now
leaking blood all over the expensive upholstery of his equally expensive
car.

Bessie stared in utter befuddlement. It took her too long to remember
that she’d received this injury by touching one of those ghost cars.



Xavier made a motion to pick her hand up, but she winced, not at his
proximity, but the violent memory.

He steadily looked into her eyes. “I intend you no harm, Bessie, and I
never would.

Stressed-out and not thinking, she used the very same injured hand to
cup her face, apparently not caring that it transferred blood all over her
cheeks in front of a frigging vampire. But this guy wasn’t after the red stuff,
was he? “What even is that place? Just tell me,” she growled. “And who is
the Ghost King?”

Xavier Kilmer froze. Froze until she swore the blood turned to ice in his
veins. Froze until a breath rocked his chest forward but couldn’t pull it back
in. Froze until the look in his eyes relayed one message.

Whoever the Ghost King was, that way death lay.



BESSIE STARED IN DISMAY AS XAVIER REACTED NOT JUST TO THE WORD
Ghost King, but the way she’d said it. She knew that, because he’d twitched
along with every syllable and hissed breath.

Though she’d already figured out whatever had happened had been real
enough, at the corners of her mind, she’d still been playing with the
possibility it was all in her head. But there are some things you can’t fake.
There are some things, when you see them, that change your entire outlook
on life and never let you return to the person you once were. Xavier’s gut-
punching, skin-chilling reaction was one such thing.

This... God, this was all so very painfully real.

“Xavier—”

“Your questions will be answered... eventually. But first, you need
urgent medical attention.”

“It’s just a cut—"

“One that was received on the other side,” Xavier said that a little too
loudly. An important-looking police car had rocked up a few minutes ago,
and though Bessie’s mind seriously wasn’t functioning right now, it still
worked sufficiently to recognize the guy that jumped out of it, moving at a
million miles an hour as if he’d been ejected from a cannon. From the look



in his eyes, it was clear that something like this wasn’t meant to happen in
his city.

Because he was the Police Commissioner.

As soon as he saw Xavier, he jolted over. “Tell me the breach wasn’t too
bad? And what do you mean an injury from the other side?”

Bessie stared over at the commissioner. Then she warily looked down at
her hand. “It’s nothing—"

“Whoever you are, I don’t require your opinion on this. Xavier?”

“She will be capable of pushing through the injury if she gets the correct
medical attention.”

Sorry, what? Pushing through? It was a graze. Okay, it was probably a
little worse than the mere scrape she was making it out to be, but the point
was, it was nowhere near as bad as what these gentlemen were suggesting.

“I will take her to the clinic immediately,” Xavier said. He moved to get
into the driver’s seat.

Bessie balked. “There’s no way I’m getting in a car with this man. Do
you have any idea who he is? He’s a criminal,” she spluttered. She might’ve
been having an almost polite conversation with him previously, but it
couldn’t expunge his past. Nor could it change hers. She had to hold onto
the fact that Xavier was a criminal, because if she didn’t, and she started to
pay too much attention to the tender look in his eyes, she had no clue what
she’d do next.

The commissioner, suffice to say, did not react kindly to Xavier being
called a criminal. “And who the hell are you to call one of the most
respected vampires in the city and the savior of this town a criminal?” he
growled darkly, lips like whips that were learning how to work on his words
until they swiftly moved on to her behind.

Bessie had heard about the commissioner in gritty detail before. He was
not the kind of man you toyed with. He was not the kind of man who
tolerated people doing anything but getting out of his way.



And here was Bessie, apparently insulting one of the most important
resources he had.

She turned a little red. “I’m not—"

“You have two options. Considering the possible severity of that,” he
hissed down at her injury, “you will get taken to the hospital by him, or you
will be taken by a squad car — handcuffed.”

She now turned beetroot red. She went to argue again, but Xavier
cleared his throat. He motioned with his head toward a group of gathering
journalists. While some of them worked for her own paper, others came
from her competition. It would be noted if she was taken away in handcuffs.
And as she’d already been at pains to explain, while there were certain
things that she could bounce back from, other things would see her sacked
as fast as a gun shooting through paper.

Bessie mulled it all over. Did she honestly think that Xavier would do
anything to her in the car? No. And that was a resounding no. It wasn’t just
the way he kept looking at her. It was....

Screw it. She was already in the car, so she leaned over, and she
grabbed the seatbelt.

She did not look at the commissioner again. Quite wise, because he
looked like a volcano ready to lose its top.

Wordlessly, Xavier walked around, got in the driver’s side, closed his
door, and waited for Bessie to do the same. Eventually, she did. And
without a word, he started driving.

As he conscientiously paid attention to all of the emergency vehicles
and avoided them, he didn’t say a thing. It left Bessie in this strange
position where she wanted to scream at him, wanted to know everything he
did, but wanted him to stay perfectly silent like he already was in case his
revelations undermined her further.

Without distractions, all Bessie could do right now was go back to what
had just happened. And that just made her crumple.



She didn’t have anywhere to fall, so the crumpling only happened inside
her frigging mind.

What the hell was that place, and more to the point, more to the eternal
point, who was the Ghost King?

If Bessie had bothered to look over, she would’ve seen that Xavier was
paying her some of the clearest attention he ever had in his life — and that
was saying something considering the way he usually looked at her.

“Bessie, it will be fine. We’ll get you to the clinic. They’ll treat your
injury.”

She couldn’t take it anymore. She turned around in her seat, body
practically lurching like a zombie towards their next feed. “What the hell is
that place, Xavier? And who—"

“Please don’t say his name,” he muttered.

It was only quiet, but it had a disproportionate effect on Bessie. Her
stomach lurched. She felt like it tried to climb her throat.

It was about as pleasant as you could imagine. She choked on the Ghost
King’s name as it rose through her mind once more. She palmed her head.
“Xavier—”

He reached over. He grabbed her hand, and ever so tenderly, he pushed
it down. It was the kind of move that Bessie should’ve shaken back from
immediately, but the kind of move that came with its own gravity. She got
stuck in it like a tiny speck of space dust that had dared strayed too close to
Jupiter.

It took him a few seconds to drop his grip. He looked at her earnestly.
“Your blood has to be treated. Though this might only look like a simple
injury, it isn’t. Please be very careful.”

This was where she should snarl some comment about him being a
vampire, but she knew it was pointless for multiple reasons.

“Will Chan be okay? Will he be taken by that blur again?” Her eyes
darted away from Xavier and searched the growing crowd of blaring



emergency vehicles for any hint of Chan in his high-vis orange.

“You’re finally admitting that you can see it, then?”

She paled once more. “What do you mean finally?”

“The... blur.” His lips wouldn’t quite move right around that word.
They tried to carve it out of the air but then got stuck halfway through,
almost as if the mere recitation of it were enough to blur his own mouth.
“Are you finally admitting that you’ve always been able to see it?”

“I’ve never kept it a secret.”

“Sure, apart from failing to mention it to every doctor you’ve ever seen.
And except from the medical questionnaire that you were given by Channel
89 News when you joined — the same questionnaire that explicitly asked if
you ever saw anything otherworldly. And except from every single person
in your life, Bessie. Sure, apart from all that — you haven’t kept it a secret at
all.”

She didn’t know how to react. So she hunched in on herself, her
shoulders rounding. “Have you been spying on me?” she whispered, breath
quiet, throat closing off with every stuttered syllable.

“No. I haven’t been spying on you.” He kept his eyes only for the road.

She had no clue how to interpret that comment and the fact that he
didn’t make eye contact with her again. But it didn’t take much longer until
they reached the front of the clinic.

Bessie’s stomach knotted with nerves. She had no clue how to deal with
this. Worse, she had even less of a clue how to deal with Xavier as he
leaned over once more. “No matter what happens in there, understand this —
you will be fine.” With that mysterious comment, he gestured her out of the
car.

She could hardly be on death’s door or anything, because no one was
waiting for her as they strode into the foyer. The passing medical staff
largely ignored her, even though Xavier became the instant center of
attention. Everyone seemed to know him, and disappointingly, everybody



treated him like he was a king. Sorry, that implied privilege. They treated
him like he’d actually earned their trust.

He walked up to the attending physician, muttered two little words, and
proceeded to get her and everyone else’s attention.

All he’d said was ghost realm.

The doctor’s eyes could’ve blasted out of her head. “This way,” she
muttered.

Bessie was taken away.

The whole while, she stared, not at Xavier, but at the way people treated
him. Or didn’t, rather. Not a single person came up to him and slapped him
for being the monster he truly was. Nobody bothered to point out that all of
this had to be an act. For someone like him, a vampire steeped in privilege
and money, kindness had to be nothing more than a ploy.

But not a single person tried to throw their drink in his face or call
security.

Bessie was aware of something. She was distracting herself, big time.
Because if she managed to do that, then she wouldn’t have to think about
what happened. She wouldn’t have to remember the way those shadows had
whispered in her face, the way they’d all grown mouths, all to mutter one
thing. Bride of the Ghost King. Bride of the frigging Ghost King.

By the time she sat down on the edge of the bed, her pulse was racing at
a million miles an hour. The attending physician was a vamp, and even
without expensive medical equipment, she would know full well that Bessie
was losing it.

“It’s a significant ghost injury, but considering who you are, you will
live,” the doctor muttered.

“What do you mean considering who I am? What’s going on? What the
hell was that place?” Bessie began to speak, and after a splutter like an old
car remembering how to speed, she soon got so fast, she’d likely swallow
her tongue. “How can something like that possibly exist in this city? Can



someone please tell me what the hell is going on here?” she ended up
screaming.

Way to go to act professionally. Bessie was like a kid finding out for the
first time that, not only was magic real, but monsters were, too.

The attending physician looked at Bessie passively, then over at Xavier,
then back to Bessie. If she was going to make some comment about the fact
that Bessie and Xavier were together, Bessie would lose it.

“If you want to know about the ghost realm, then ask our resident
expert. Now you have physically been there, you will be dealt with by
him.”

Bessie’s shoulders shook. “Dealt with? What do you mean?”

Alarm didn’t have a chance to plaster her features for long. Xavier

swiftly lifted a hand. “I’ll get to the complexities soon. Please, first heal her
cut.”
He said that with a great deal of ceremony. What exactly was gonna
happen here? How were they going to heal her injury? Was the vamp doctor
going to crack out a holy potion, throw it on Bessie, and go grab every
priest she could find before Bessie fell to the damned? Not exactly. But let’s
just say it didn’t involve Band-Aids and a lollipop, either.

The doctor walked out of the room, then walked back in wearing what
looked like hazmat gear. Bessie was so surprised, she actually took a
double-take. “What the—"

The doctor had some kind of radio piece in her ear, and she muttered,
“Is the potion field ready?”

“Yes,” Bessie heard somebody respond faintly from the doctor’s
earpiece.

“Bessie, you will have to stay exactly where you are. A shadow-fighting
medical field will soon appear around you. Expect it to tingle.”

“A shadow fighting—”



There was no time to finish off that question. Because something started
to flicker down from the ceiling. It reached Bessie, then encapsulated her
with this great whoomph. This wasn’t the first time she’d experienced a
magical medical field. You often felt like you were inside a bubble. Sounds
wouldn’t travel correctly, and everything would feel strange. But this was
the thickest she had ever encountered. It was like she was underwater.

The physician proceeded to deal with Bessie’s cut with what looked like
a freaking blowtorch.

The whole time, Xavier remained in the room, though he wasn’t
surrounded by a medical field, and nor, apparently, did he need to wear a
hazmat suit. Tellingly, even though there was a chair right beside Bessie’s
bed, he chose to stand and face her, his attentive features never missing a
thing.

When it was finally over, the physician let out a massive sigh of relief.
She brought up some device, checked Bessie’s cut, then nodded at Xavier.
“That was a close call. If it were anyone else, I’d hate to think of what
might have happened.”

“What do you mean?” Bessie squeaked.

The doctor ignored her. “We need to discuss this.”

Xavier lifted a hand. “Of course we do. But give me several minutes
alone with Bessie to discuss things first.”

Bessie hated the way he said discuss things. Possibly because she didn’t
hate it enough. Confused? So was she, and that was the point. She knew
how she should react around Xavier. She knew what her body ought to do.
But all the rules she had lived her life by were starting to be rewritten.

As her heart charged along too fast, she turned her hand into a fist and
watched the doctor walk from the room, her hazmat gear swishing and
rustling.

Bessie sat on the edge of her bed.



Xavier was already on his feet, so it wasn’t as if she had to watch him
get to his feet slowly. Nor was it as if her eyes had to move far as he warily
approached her. He carefully reached out a hand.

When she receded back, he muttered, “I just have to check the integrity
of your scar to ensure there is no shadow magic leaking from it.”

She knew she had to be compliant, so she let him draw close, his fingers
hovering just over the scar. When no charges of magic leaked from it, he
appeared satisfied.

Bessie, however, was not. Something inside her either reacted to the
scar or his presence, and her heart lurched.

He opened his hand to placate her. “I’m just checking on the integrity of
the seal. It’s fine. No shadow energy has leaked out. But to check it, I have
to interact with your magic system slightly. You might jolt a little but try to
stay seated.”

“Shadow energy? Come on, Xavier, put me out of my damn misery.
What the hell happened back there?”

He finally sat. He did so heavily. It was like a massive burden had just
descended on his shoulders, and it was one he couldn’t carry.

Or perhaps it was one he was uniquely placed to carry. One word struck
Bessie. One she’d always ignored.

“Hold on, aren’t you a ghost vampire?”

He looked at her impassively and nodded.

“Your kind claim to protect us all from some other dimension. But it’s
just vampire PR—” she said automatically.

He looked at her pointedly, and that one glance was all it took for Bessie
to stop speaking abruptly. Vampire PR puff? If it was all just empty PR,
then what the hell had she just experienced?

“There are realms beyond this one. Shadow realms. That is where the
true ghosts lie.”



“I know the standard explanation you vampires give,” she spluttered
quickly.

He looked at her evenly. He leaned back in his seat and crossed his
arms. “Fine. But now do you actually believe it considering you have
experienced it personally?”

Say no, she told herself. Hell, she begged herself. But the more she tried
to actually say no, the more it got stuck on her lips.

She’d been there, for the love of God, and she’d felt how different that
realm was.

She shoved her head into her hands. She groaned. “A place like that... it
can’t possibly be real. How can—”

He offered nothing. He just watched her with a silent, sharp gaze that
roved over her face, no doubt noting every single detail with his extended
vampire senses.

She lifted her hand. She palpated her cut. Then she remembered how
she’d received it. “If that had just been a ghost realm, then how come that
car hurt me?”

“You walked into a car?” he spluttered.

She shook her head. ‘I touched a speeding car as it shot past.”

He closed his eyes. That long-suffering look crumpled his mouth and
broadened his brow once more. He shook his head as if there was no one
quite like Bessie. Not in a good way. In a very stupid way. He sighed and
leaned back. “There are things I can tell you, but things... that are best left
unsaid for now.”

She frowned. Bessie was overcome. She was confused. And her brain
just wouldn’t work. But she could always sense when someone was keeping
a story from her, and that was about the only thing that could help her
function now.

She shoved forward, her legs dangling off the edge of the bed. She
frowned until the move overcame her face. “Up to your old tricks, then?”



she growled. “Hiding the truth from people, are you? Just what’s your stake
in this, anyway?” She fired off her questions, every new one faster than the
last.

He actually smiled. Here she was, doing some hard-hitting journalism,
apparently striking where it should hurt most, but he looked like he’d
wanted this from the beginning.

If Bessie had taken a step back, she would’ve realized that in the blink
of an eye, her sorrowful mood had changed. She was now so focused on
getting a story, she didn’t care about her trauma.

“The ghost realm is quite real and must be treated as so,” he warned.

“Excuse me?”

“It may not seem like a real place. You may encounter creatures that...
shall we say, can choose to change their faces at will. But you cannot touch
cars zooming past you, Bessie. In fact, you can never go there again.” His
voice dropped like someone had thrown it off a cliff.

She blinked quickly. “Sorry?”

“You must never go there again. This is the most important piece of
advice I’'ll ever give you. You have to stay out of his grip.”

Oh God, why had he used one little word? One frigging curse of a word
that could take Bessie’s mood, crush it, and strangle her for good measure?

His.

His grip.

She had to stay out of his grip....

She shunted forward. She stared at him. It wouldn’t be beyond Xavier to
be playing with her, right? This could all just be some elaborate trap. Right?
She didn’t just think that desperately, but she acted desperately as she sat
forward on the edge of her bed, crumpled her fingers in, and squeezed them
so tightly, she nearly cut her palms. “What are you talking about, Xavier?
What does... he want with me?”



“I’m afraid I have to be quite clear on this. You must never,” he said,
slowing down every single word, “ever go back there. If you see a blur, you
are to contact me.”

He reached into his pocket, and he pulled out his card. It wasn’t the
standard card you might see someone give an ordinary person on the street
or even a politician. No. This was his direct card. You didn’t need a phone
number to call it. All you had to do was rub his name with a little magic,
and it would give you a direct connection to him. Cards like this were very,
very expensive, and you only gave them out to people who meant
something to you. Should Bessie take something from that? You know,
should she expand on that fact to conclude she had to mean something more
to Xavier than just the mild irritant she’d always assumed herself to be?

Nope. She couldn’t think like that. She just didn’t have the brainpower.
All of her mind was too busy going over two little words that started with G
and K.

When she didn’t accept the card, he stood, and he offered it to her with
a stiff grip. “I’m afraid this is nonnegotiable. You’re also going to have to
sign a contract.”

That got to her. Her stomach lurched. Then her teeth wired themselves
shut. “I’'m sorry, what? You think now that you have me in a vulnerable
position—"

“I would watch your tongue if I were you,” the physician said as she
walked back into the room.

Why was it that everyone always got the same look whenever she
treated Xavier like this — you know, like she was kicking a puppy? He
wasn’t a frigging puppy. He was one of the most powerful, competent, and
dangerous vampires in the land.

“I will not accept your card. And I am sure as hell not signing any
contracts,” Bessie spluttered as she defensively crossed her arms tighter.
She didn’t care if her attending physician was one of the best doctors in the



city. When it came to Xavier, everything came down to principles that could
not be broken.

“I would accept the card if I were you. As I would sign the contract,”
the physician growled.

“Why?”

“I can deal with this, Bella,” Xavier muttered quietly.

Bella, apparently, didn’t think so. “Mr. Kilmer deals with everything
regarding the ghost realm. And anyone who has anything to do with the
ghost realm, whether they went there by accident or an act of stupidity,” she
added somewhat meanly, “must sign a contract with him.”

“I’m not going to sign a contract,” Bessie spat. She should have at least
taken something of the increasingly dangerous look in the doctor’s eyes, but
she was too tired to. This wasn’t fair, anyway. Why did everyone always
come to Xavier’s side? Couldn’t they see how much of a criminal he was?

Bella, apparently, was the least of Bessie’s troubles. Because who chose
to walk in at that moment? Why, the commissioner himself. Bessie liked to
believe that she wasn’t the kind to back down, even in the face of possibly
epic defeat, but she still shrank back a little. The way he’d snarled at her
was all too fresh.

Worse than that, apparently, he’d heard some of the recent conversation.
“Xavier Kilmer deals with anyone who has gone to the ghost realm. And
anyone who has traveled there is a clear and present danger to this city.
Ghost forces could be attracted to you again. If you see them, any hint of
them, you will call him at any time. To ensure you do not take matters into
your own hands and you do not willfully ignore this advice,” he growled,
“you will sign a contract. Or you can go to prison. It’s up to you.”

Bessie jolted as if she’d been struck by a car again. This was all
happening so fast, and not a scrap of it made any sense. “Prison?” she asked
in a high-pitched voice.



“Yes. As you are starting to recognize the severity of this situation, I
will not bother to repeat myself again, Miss Tilly.”

Bessie didn’t want to, but she looked back at Xavier. Why? Because he
was the only person in the room who wasn’t snapping at her. And when the
only person in the room you could turn to was your worst enemy, then your
life had officially gone to hell.

Xavier rose to his feet again. He nodded at both Bella and the
commissioner. “I’ve got this.”

“We need to discuss—” the commissioner began.

Xavier opened his hand. “We can do so in a moment. Just give me a
minute.”

Both of them retreated. Bessie watched them go, red-cheeked like
they’d slapped her with more than their words.

She wouldn’t look at Xavier. Even as he cleared his throat and stopped
in front of her. He reached into his pocket. His fingers fidgeted for a while,
almost as if he didn’t want to do this. Then, with a somewhat regretful
glance her way, he pulled out a contract.

Her lips hardened. “If you honestly think I'm going to sign that, you
have another thing coming. I don’t know how you twisted them around
your finger, but I know who you really are, Xavier Kilmer.”

He looked right at her. Bessie suddenly felt as if everything could get in
her way, from the city, to the commissioner, to the frigging Ghost King. But
he would stare right through them. He always would when she was
involved.

“You have to sign the contract, Bessie. And you have to agree to be
bound by it. The next time you see one of those blurs, you must call me.”
He handed her the card.

She tried to reject it, but he just moved around, and he placed it in her
hand with a tender grip.

She went to growl. It went nowhere.



She had two options, see — take this, or be thrown in jail. If she was
thrown in the clinker, she’d never be able to find out Xavier’s secrets. And
honestly, that’s all she lived for.

When she had the card, he plucked up the contract. He didn’t have to
hand it to her. You see, it already knew she was its target. It hovered in front
of her insistently.

“You must accept it.”

“I know.” She snatched it up. She let her fingers hover over it and
finally called the pen to her grip. It clunked against her fingers as if it was a
ship’s anchor. It was going to drag her down to the bottom of the sea, she
was sure of it. And if it didn’t, why, Xavier would just latch onto her and
drag her the last distance.

She signed. It very much felt like signing her life away.

When it was done, peculiarly, he sighed. It was deep and somehow
sorrowful, as if this was the last thing he wanted.

“That’s done.”

“If you think—" Bessie began.

He placed the contract in his pocket. He took a step back. “Don’t worry,
Bessie, I’m sure you’ll have nothing more to do with the blur. And if you so
choose, you can have nothing more to do with me, too.” With that, without
another explanation, Xavier walked away.

For somebody who had been such an unwanted fixture of her life, it
almost felt like a bittersweet goodbye.

Then Bessie reminded herself of everything that had happened, and she
flopped back on the bed. This was insane.

And none of it was fair. Nor, apparently, was it over yet.



BESSIE STARED OVER AT CHARLIE. HE KEPT WINCING WHENEVER SHE SPOKE.

“You’re not exactly helping, Charlie.”

“I just feel a little guilty, that’s all.”

“How could you be guilty? What did you do?”

“I failed to watch you like a hawk.”

“How does this have anything to do with you? It’s to do with Xavier.
It’s all his fault.” Bessie went to launch into one of her usual tirades, but she
got stuck.

And Charlie? Oh, he kept wincing.

Bessie had got to work early that morning. She’d figured there had to be
a story around here somewhere. One that wasn’t related to the ghost realm,
and one that could take her mind off it. Because even though you would
think, considering her journalistic proclivities, that she wouldn’t take no for
an answer, and she’d investigate that place, you would be dead wrong.

The last thing she ever wanted to do was have anything to do with that
strange place.

Charlie crossed his arms, took another step back, and shook his head.
“I’m surprised I still have a job,” he muttered.

“What are you even talking about, Charlie? This has nothing to do with
you. Now, let’s start to investigate—"



Charlie threw his hand out as if he was stopping a madman from
grabbing a gun. “You can’t go anywhere near one of those blurs again. Do
you understand?”

“I wasn’t suggesting that. I’'m not mad. Do that, and I’ll be honor-bound
to call Xavier frigging Kilmer.”

“No, Bessie, not honor-bound. Vampire-contract bound. If you don’t do
it, there will be very serious consequences.”

“People always say that when discussing vampire contract breaches, but
what exactly does it mean?”

“In your case?” he squeaked. “You’ll likely be thrown in prison. But
that would be the least of your troubles, frankly. When you break a vampire
contract, the vampire in question can—”

“Yes, I know — do what he sees fit with me. It will provide him the
perfect opportunity to get rid of me.”

Charlie did that thing. You know that thing where the entire world
looked at her as if she was just an idiot that didn’t get what was happening
here? Usually she could ignore it. Not today.

“I know what that look means, Charlie. But you have to understand,
everything Xavier does is fake. He has no feelings for me,” she said
proudly. “He doesn’t care about anyone but himself.”

Charlie sighed.

She pushed to her feet. “Now, why don’t we go out and investigate—"

“I’ve got a case for you,” the chief said as he strode out from his small
office at the back of the room. He didn’t exactly look like one of those
cigar-chomping media moguls from the height of TV, but he was close. It
was all in his attitude, too. He never technically raised his voice and
shouted at anyone, but that was because he didn’t have to. All he needed to
do was shoot you one look over the end of the plastic pen he was always
chewing on, and you would crumple. Hell, Bessie imagined even Xavier
would crumple.



Bessie stood to attention. “So you heard—"

“Yeah, I heard. I heard you had a narrow run-in with the law yesterday.
So guess what you get to do today? You get to go do a piece on the local pet
fair,” the chief said. His grin was all hard and very much all teeth.

“The local pet fair? You can’t be serious,” she spat. “You promised—"

“Yeah, I’ve promised a lot of people a lot of things about you over the
years, but I’m still your boss.” He reached forward, clamped his knuckles
on her desk, and leaned in. It wasn’t that far. But honest to God, he didn’t
need to get any closer. He was like a dragon bearing down on her.

Bessie crumpled her nose up.

She looked over at Charlie, hopefully to, you know, get a little bit of
moral support. But Charlie looked as if this was the best idea he’d ever
heard.

“Charlie,” she growled.

“I think it’s probably smart for us to just do something simple for a few
days.”

“Simple? The only thing we're going to find at the pet show is fluff.”

“I get to decide who goes and finds stories,” her boss growled. “Now
you,” he stabbed a finger at her, “can go and write up the best piece of your
life about Fluffikins and Spot. Go.”

Bessie grumbled some more. But she was smart enough not to do it too
loudly.

By the time she made it into the car with Charlie, he had that look again.

It was surprising. Here they were, going to the frigging pet show, but he
still looked like she could get into trouble.

“This is for the best, Bessie.”

“Yeah, yeah, the best.” She clamped her arms over her chest and tried
not to swallow her teeth. “It’s not fair, though. I don’t even want to go
investigate that place again. The Ghost King,” she hissed, “terrifies me.”



She didn’t honestly know how much Charlie was privy to. But clearly
word had gotten around the vampire community.

He had to know something about the Ghost King. Because the way he
paled was so similar to the way Xavier had.

She frowned and looked over at him. “Who is that guy, anyway? Xavier
wouldn’t tell me a thing. Wait, do all vampires know about the ghost realm?
Why am I only learning about this now?”

“Bessie,” he said, voice serious, possibly even more serious than she’d
ever heard it, “I want you to promise me something.”

She frowned at him. “Ha?”

“Just... be careful, okay? Put your curiosities to bed and don’t go
scrounging information on him.”

Bessie wanted to pretend there was no reason for him to say such a
thing, but he knew her too well. Whenever she was explicitly told not to go
find information on something, she dropped what she was doing and
tracked it down on pain of death.

But now she just frowned. “What do you know, Charlie?”

“Let’s head to the pet show.”

So they headed to the pet show. The whole car ride over, Bessie stewed.
Her mind whipped back and forth like a wild sail in a gale.

And yeah, one or two times, it was stupid enough to stray toward
Xavier.

Why had he not gloated when he forced her to sign the contract? Where
was the man she was certain he was? And what about... the bit about him
leaving her alone if she never wanted to have anything to do with him
again? Okay, that was obvious. That was what you said when a journalist
was getting way too close to the truth. Because it would be nice for him if
she never had anything to do with him again. It would mean he wouldn’t
have to answer some seriously uncomfortable questions.

But....



Bessie remained in that mood, and the word “but” filled her head like
water filling a dam until finally they reached the show.

It was already getting started, and it was only 8 in the morning.

Bessie didn’t have anything against pet shows, but at the same time, she
sure did hate time-wasting. Her skills could be better utilized elsewhere. So
many stories had popped up in front of her over the past 24 hours, she was
like a cat who didn’t know which toy to play with first. She couldn’t forget
what she’d learned at the funeral home. What about those marks appearing
on corpses’ heads? And what about the guy who’d spoken to the man with
the world-ending voice? There was so much for Bessie to do. Rather than
do it, she’d get to take photos of fluffy cats and adorable puppies.

Bessie groaned as she walked through the large doors of the function
hall. You would think you wouldn’t need a function hall for this, but clearly
the citizens of this city took their pets seriously.

Bessie walked past a well-to-do couple holding a cage. Inside was...
okay, let’s just say it resembled a cat, but even from here, Bessie could tell
that it had several illegal magical spells cast on it. She’d read the rules of
this show on her phone on the way over here. She knew that the pets had to
be natural and unchanged by magic. And yet, walking in the front door, she
saw her first violation.

“Keep your head down for a while, okay? Go back to life as usual,”
Charlie said.

Bessie stopped paying attention.

“Bessie? Bessie? Are you listening to me?”

“There’s a story over there,” she muttered.

She followed the criminal couple into the main hall. There were cages
upon cages of pets, most of them being groomed and fed before the big
show. There were also officials walking around, reminding people of the
rules. If Bessie had spotted that the criminal couple’s cat was magically
altered, then the officials should be able to do it, too. As one such staff



member walked past, Bessie saw a magic checking device clutched in his
hand. As he strode past the couple’s kitty, he turned it off with his thumb.
He only bothered to toggle it back on when he was passed. Three cats
down, the device beeped, and he found his first unsuspecting cheat. Sorry,
his second. He didn’t care about the first one, though.

Charlie looked over. “Who the heck would bother to cheat at a pet
show?”

“And who the heck would bother to engage in corruption?” she
muttered. You’d think her mind should be elsewhere. Come on. Her world
was crumbling.

But there was a story to be had.

There was always a story to be had.

Bessie spent the next half hour carefully documenting the corruption
she saw. It wasn’t just the first couple. The show staff clearly had deals with
multiple entrants. But all of them were well-to-do. One would suppose you
would have to be to afford a bribe in the first place. Though that said,
Bessie had no idea how much money it took to grease the palm of a pet
show official. Not her point.

Charlie stopped haranguing her over the ghost realm. But whenever he
got a little too close, Bessie saw he was still watching her carefully.

What, had the boss dragged him aside and told Charlie on pain of death
that if he let Bessie get up to any more shenanigans, he’d lose his job?

Bessie certainly hoped not. Protecting her own job was bad enough.
Protecting Charlie’s would be like a noose around her throat.

Speaking of her throat, ever since she’d started investigating this place,
this strange pressure had started to build up around her neck. She was
making it up, right? It was nothing more than a little left-over adrenaline
from her hell ride yesterday. But whenever Bessie strayed too close to the
thick shadows at the edge of the room, they were like... hands reaching out
to her.



Charlie got distracted taking photos of the real event instead of
investigating Bessie’s side project. It meant Bessie was on her own to walk
around the tables.

The main hall was starting to fill up.

Why they were having a pet show in the exhibition hall, Bessie didn’t
exactly know. Wasn’t this where they had famous operas and whatnot?

It certainly had a grand feel to it.

More than that, it was massive. And though Bessie had never
appreciated this before, massive things cast large shadows.

As Charlie got distracted talking to a photographer from a rival but
friendly company, Bessie marched toward the edge of the hall.

She saw someone disappearing through a back door, and her instincts
told her to follow. He marched ahead, but she could recognize him easily
from behind as her stomach kicked.

“Is that the guy from the funeral home?” she muttered to herself, her
words so quick, she almost drowned on them.

Yeah, it was, and before Bessie could think it through, she started to
follow him.

Fortunately he was so distracted that he didn’t even bother to look
around. He had something clutched in his hands. Bessie had to narrow her
eyes to see that it was a phone. He wasn’t waiting for another call, was he?

Yes, yes, he was.

He answered.

Bessie froze.

She saw dark energy encase the guy’s fingers. Her stomach lurched,
warning her about what she’d see next.

The blur. It was coming.

And there was only one thing Bessie could do, right? Contact Xavier.
She was contractually obliged to. Her fingers almost darted toward her
pocket. She’d made certain the card was there this morning. No, she wasn’t



a dirty little rotten sellout, and under ordinary circumstances she would
never jump to calling Xavier. But there would be serious consequences if
she breached that contract. And perhaps one of the most serious would be
that she would be forced to have more to do with Xavier — and in the space
of the last 24 hours, she’d had quite enough of him, frankly.

But Bessie didn’t get the chance, because something happened to the
corridor.

The door behind Bessie had been partially ajar. Now it slammed closed.
It did so with such force, a shot of air raced past Bessie, whipped her fringe
over her face, and almost made her fall over. Yet it somehow didn’t come
with a single sound.

Hell, the gasp that rocked out of Bessie’s lips was silent, too.

Alarm shot through her.

The blur pushed out of the man’s phone.

Then... then there was the voice.

“Do you have another for me, Jeremy?”

Bessie was frozen to the spot, fear coiling around her stomach, reaching
high, making it feel like someone was wrapping vines around her throat.
Though vines was a tame image. Why not call them chains made out of fire
and ice? They felt like the pure, chaotic forces of magic. And they were all
coming for her.

“No, my lord. I don’t have another yet. But—"

“Then you can bring me something else instead. Turn around. She’s
standing behind you.”

Bessie lurched back. She spun. She went to grab the door open. A big
mistake. She should’ve gone for the card in her pocket instead. Because it
would not remain in her pocket for long.

A jolt of magic shot from the phone, coiled around her, grabbed her
pocket, and yanked the card backward. She clutched toward it desperately



as if the loss of it was somehow akin to the loss of a limb. But she didn’t
grasp hold of it in time.

It spun out of her grip.

Jeremy grabbed it. Sorry, the force rippling out of his phone did. Bessie
watched it as it marched down his arm, coiled around his fingers, and
seemed to control him.

He sneered. “Were you eavesdropping on me? A big mistake. The
Ghost King does not abide by spies.”

Oh God no. Oh. God. No.

Two little words. And one horrifying conclusion. Ghost King.

Maybe somewhere at the back of her mind, she’d already concluded
that that world-ending voice had come from only one man’s throat. But to
have it confirmed was like being slapped by the heart of a blazing star