
Read & Download (PDF Kindle) 
Awakened (Auralight Codex: Dakota 

Shepherd Book 1)
 Shei Darksbane

http://dl.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/18oYWaTP/e/GERQ/KqPw/jvvnP/Awakened-Auralight-Codex-Dakota-Shepherd-Book-1
http://dl.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/18oYWaTP/e/GERQ/KqPw/jvvnP/Awakened-Auralight-Codex-Dakota-Shepherd-Book-1
http://dl.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/18oYWaTP/e/GERQ/KqPw/jvvnP/Awakened-Auralight-Codex-Dakota-Shepherd-Book-1
http://dl.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/18oYWaTP/e/GERQ/KqPw/jvvnP/Awakened-Auralight-Codex-Dakota-Shepherd-Book-1
http://dl.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/18oYWaTP/e/GERQ/KqPw/jvvnP/Awakened-Auralight-Codex-Dakota-Shepherd-Book-1


You can't unsee the Truth.Geeky lesbian Dakota Shepherd was just a bored night security guard,
working at a museum in Knoxville, Tennessee until one fateful encounter changed it all.A rogue
wizard. A demonic ritual. A silver chalice. Dakota Awakened, Hellfire blazing from her
hands.Dakota's powers are a danger to herself and everyone around her, and she has to learn
to control them quickly or risk losing her one chance to finally fulfill a lifelong dream.While
coming to terms with her new reality, she stumbles upon a secret that changed the course of her
life.Now she wants to know who is responsible for the holes in her memory, the blocks that hold
back her powers, and all the years she spent alone.Who put her back to sleep when she
Awakened years before?Awakened is the first book in the Auralight Codex: Dakota Shepherd
series, a page-turning Urban Fantasy series by Shei Darksbane. Fans of Jim Butcher's The
Dresden Files will love this thoughtful, can't-put-it-down, coming-of-age beginning to an ongoing
series with many installments yet to come.While the first story focuses heavily on inner conflicts,
the series evolves with the main character's growth. If you love heavy character-development, in-
depth world building, and diversity and representation, you will love the Auralight Codex: Dakota
Shepherd series. Those with expectactions of a standard Urban Fantasy experience will find
more familiar territory as the series progresses, so dig in and start reading!This series is best
read in order, so if you need to pick up the earlier titles, check out the suggested reading order
below. Don't wait! Pick up your copy of Awakened today, or borrow it on Kindle Unlimited!Books
in the Auralight Codex: Dakota Shepherd seriesAwakened - Start Here!Hunted - Book 2,
Available Now!Driven - Novella 2.5, Available Now!Blooded - Book 3, Available Now!Dakota
Shorts Vol. 1 - Short Story Compillation, 3.5, Available Now!Risen - Coming soon!And many
more!Join our Mailing List at http://darksbanebooks.com/newsletter/ for updates and new
release announcements!

About the AuthorDon Miguel Ruiz es el autor del éxito de ventas internacional Los cuatro
acuerdos (en la lista de bestseller del New York Times durante más de una década). Sus libros
han sido traducidos a cincuenta idiomas y han vendido millones de copias en todo el
mundo. Don Jose Ruiz se convirtió en aprendiz de su padre, don Miguel Ruiz, y su abuela
curandera Madre Sarita desde el momento en que pudo hablar. A la edad de veintitrés años, se
convirtió en el sucesor del linaje familiar. Siguiendo la tradición de sus antepasados, ha
dedicado su vida a compartir las enseñanzas de los antiguos toltecas. Janet Mills es la
fundadora de Amber-Allen Publishing. Es la coautora de seis libros de la serie de sabiduría
tolteca con don Miguel Ruiz y creadora del curso en línea “The Four Agreements for a Better
Life” (solamente en inglés).
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Auralight Codex: Dakota Shepherdby Shei Darksbane & Annathesa Nikola DarksbaneYou can't
unsee the truth.Geeky lesbian Dakota Shepherd was just a bored night security guard, working
at a museum in Knoxville, Tennessee until one fateful encounter changed it all.A rogue wizard. A
demonic ritual. A silver chalice.Dakota Awakened, Hellfire blazing from her hands.Dakota's
powers are a danger to herself and everyone around her, and she has to learn to control them
quickly or risk losing her one chance to finally fulfill a lifelong dream.While coming to terms with
her new reality, she stumbles upon a secret that changed the course of her life.Now she wants to
know who is responsible for the holes in her memory, the blocks that hold back her powers, and
all the years she spent alone.Who put her back to sleep when she Awakened years before?
AwakenedA Dakota Shepherd NovelPart of the Auralight CodexBy Shei Darksbane&Annathesa
Nikola DarksbaneCopyright © 2015 by Shei Darksbane.All rights reserved. This book or any
portion thereofmay not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoeverwithout the express
written permission of the publisherexcept for the use of brief quotations in a book review.Printed
in the United States of America.First Printing, July 21, 2015Darksbane Books247 Macedonia
LoopJasper, AL 35503-5959This book is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to real people and
events are coincidence.For my wife, without whom I wouldn’t be anything that I am, without
whom this world would not exist.1Wake Up CallI watched in horror as sickly green flames
erupted from my palms for the first time and the rest of my world just faded into the background.
The police had just left, taking with them the stranger I’d tackled in the middle of what I’d
originally taken to be a heist. Albeit, even in all the excitement of finally seeing an intruder on the
job, I managed to wonder why anyone would pick, out of all of the far more valuable items
available, the unremarkable silver cup the guy had been messing with when I’d spotted him. It
was a cup. I mean, that’s it. Just a cup. Not a solid-gold cup, or one bejeweled and signed by
Elvis himself. It was just a stylized silver chalice with engravings around the rim, and it couldn’t
possibly have been worth enough to warrant the risk of breaking into a freaking museum.The
dark-eyed crazy guy I’d caught messing with it seemed to disagree. I was still sitting in the
middle of the mess he’d made, a ring of chalk encircling the display pillar where the silver cup
sat, and an array of objects scattered around it that made it look like a scene from The Craft.
Candles, crystals, bones I hoped had come from animals, and a sharp-looking knife still coated



in the stranger’s own blood lay scattered around the scene in a pattern of ordered chaos. Or
maybe, just a pattern I didn’t understand. I wasn’t sure what he’d been hoping to accomplish, but
I was sure it hadn’t been a simple robbery.And the ritual had obviously accomplished something.
Mostly on account of how my head was still aching from the unfathomable, deific voice that had
invaded my thoughts, seeming to fill my mind to the breaking point; the words she had spoken
still rang in my ears. “So be it. Thy pact in blood is made.”My eyes had drifted across the
markings and components on the floor long enough for me to wonder what purpose all of them
served, but my fascination with the scene waned, my attention returning against my will to the
fact I’d been numbly hoping to avoid: that my hands were somehow on fire and yet not…
burning. I stared at my hands entranced until the flames suddenly flickered out, leaving no trace
of their presence to prove I hadn’t just lost it entirely.I panicked.I turned from the point of impact,
and ran. I ran until I was out of the building, and I kept going. I ran all the way home. And
somehow, though I don’t remotely remember how, I managed to wake up in my own bed the next
morning, still in one not-on-fire piece, and at least arguably still sane. But something, something
important, had changed.I walked outside to get the mail, and ended up standing there on the
sidewalk in an oversized t-shirt that read “I am Sherlocked” and PJ pants, my short, brown hair
sticking out in a ridiculous approximation of what a hedgehog probably looks like first thing in the
morning, staring at the people walking down the street as if I’d seen a ghost. And for a moment, I
almost wondered if I had. All the people looked somehow different than they had the day before.
They looked, well, gray. Like the world was in color, but the people inside it were walking around
in black and white, as if they’d marched straight out of an old TV show. After gawking for a
moment, I realized, it wasn’t the case. I could still make out their colors; their skin, and eyes, and
hair all still possessed various hues. But it was like there was no real vibrance or clarity to them.
Like they were all missing something they needed very badly, but none of them seemed to
notice.I went back inside and paced around my apartment, hugging myself with eyes wide and
talking to myself out loud. “This isn’t real.” I said. “This isn’t happening. The people aren’t in black
and white. My hands weren’t on fire last night. Was I drinking?” I knew that was ridiculous. I didn’t
have a social life to speak of, I never drank anything heavier than malt beverages, and I’d never
touched a drug in my life. I spent most of my spare time alone in my apartment watching shows
like Sherlock on BBC, The Legend of Korra, and Castle and geeking out over the fandoms for
said shows on Tumblr.But as humans, we sink so easily into a comfortable lie, especially when
the alternative is an uncomfortable truth. Thus I managed to convince myself that I’d been to
some kind of party or managed to let myself drink too much, and the whole night before and all
the weird tricks my eyes were playing on me this morning were just the miserable consequences
of chemical intoxication of one variety or another.So I called in for the night, grabbed a bowl of
cereal, and curled up in the comforter from my bed as I plopped down on the purple camo bean
bag in front of the low desk that held up my laptop. I turned on A Study in Pink, the first episode
of my favorite show, and I spaced out for an hour or so, trying not to let my thoughts creep back
to the unbelievable events of the previous night. And amazingly, they didn’t. Despite all of the



craziness of the night before, and the very real shock and trauma I was experiencing at present,
the only thing my mind kept drifting back to was… her.2First Sight“Dakota,” my boss called my
name as I passed him, hurrying to the clock so I could check in for the night before it was too late
to be on time. I glanced back as he hustled to catch up with me, and decided against cracking
wise at the “big, strong man” having trouble keeping up with the only “short, skinny girl” co-
worker he had. The last time I’d teased Joe about outperforming him, he’d put his money where
his mouth was and let’s just say my mouth was better at winning wrestling matches than the rest
of me. I turned to face him, jogging backward toward the clock with a shit-eating grin, which was
really just about as bad as if I’d opened my mouth. Joe scowled as he caught up to me at the
clock. “Hold the hell on. I got a special assignment for you tonight.”“A special assignment?
What? Am I double-oh-Dakota now? Or should I introduce myself as ‘Shepherd. Dakota
Shepherd.’?” I smirked at him as I went through the motions of clocking in. I could tell that it was
driving him crazy. He’d worked with me long enough to know that smirking was my way of
exuding snarky remarks without putting them to words. And if I didn’t say it out loud, he never
had a chance to refute whatever I was silently teasing him over.“Kiss my ass, Shepherd.” Joe
began with his usual level of eloquence, leaving it to me to keep the “witty” in our banter. “There’s
some rich-assed patron coming through tonight and the curator has advised me that it’ll be the
job of the guard on duty to see to it that she’s let in and given a tour.”I leaned against the wall and
raised an eyebrow. “Oooo.” I cooed, “La-ti-da. So this patron’s so hoity-toity she can’t be assed to
do her touring during the day when the museum’s actually open and there’s real tour guides who
actually know what all this shit is and how to present it?”Joe scoffed and gave me a
conspiratorial smirk. “I know right? Wish I was so rich all the normal rules didn’t apply to me.”“Eh.
I don’t.” I shoved off from the wall and started down the hall toward the break room. “So what do I
have to do?”Joe followed me and I stopped purposefully outpacing him since I actually wanted
to hear his reply. “Let them in, walk them around and let them see the exhibits. Don’t let them
steal anything. Make sure they leave and everything here stays where it belongs. Babysitting,
essentially.”“Great.” I strode into the break room and approached the row of lockers we night
security guards used to store our personal belongings during our shifts. I opened mine, and
dropped my Captain America lunchbox inside along with a bottle of water. “This is going to go
horribly, you realize?”Joe knew me too well. “Why do you think I’m leaving early?”I slammed my
locker shut and turned to face him. “You are not! You’re kidding, right?”It was Joe’s turn to smirk
at me. “Nah, Shepherd. You got this! Just check the folder over there for the details.” He pointed
at a plain yellow folder laying on the break room table and started to back out of the room.
“Besides, I got a date!”I snorted and rolled my eyes. “Right. You bastard. You owe me one.” Joe
ignored me as he walked back out into the hall. “If I screw this up and get fired, I’m blaming you!”
I yelled to the empty hall despite knowing he’d already departed from it. I sighed and walked over
to pick up the folder he’d indicated and flopped it open. I read a list of names and general
descriptions from a memo on company letterhead that was signed by the curator himself. Well at
least I know this isn’t some dumb prank. I dropped the folder on the table and headed out to get



started on my early-shift duties. The memo had said the patron’s party would be arriving around
midnight. Who the hell visits a museum in the middle of the night?I was standing in the lobby at a
quarter to midnight when the perimeter guard’s voice crackled through my radio to inform me
that the patron’s party had arrived. I headed over to unlock the front double doors and let the
fancy rich people inside. I waited as the outdoor guard escorted the small party of finely-dressed
individuals just to the threshold before turning to abandon me - Me! The smart-assed one who
couldn’t keep her mouth shut - to deal with the uppity fancy patron. It turned out to be the nicest
thing he ever did for me.She walked into my life with slow, languid steps, the click of her heels on
the polished marble floor echoing in the quiet, uninhabited entry hall. My body reacted to her
presence the moment I laid eyes on her, tingling with some mixture of excitement and anxiety, or
whatever you call the feeling an average girl would have the moment she laid eyes on the most
beautiful woman in the world.She was utterly breath-taking, which, now that I think about it,
could have been the reason for the tingling by itself. She was a little taller than average with the
most perfect figure I’d ever seen, all luscious curves in all the right places. The woman before me
was a porcelain-skinned goddess with immaculate ebony hair spilling down her back and over
her shoulders. Her lips were this perfect shade of red that offset her look with the only splash of
color it really needed. And it was the only splash of color I spotted, too. She was wearing an
elegant black evening gown that clung to her breasts with its heart-shaped neckline which rose
on one side to glide across her delicate shoulder where the dark fabric was decorated with
intricate designs in silver and clear, shimmering gemstones that could very well have been
diamonds for all I knew. The gown fit her curves perfectly, accenting her small, feminine waist
and her softly rounded hips before flowing to her ankles like some inky waterfall, baring an
enticing sliver of pale thigh as it parted just above the knee.I must have looked like an idiot,
staring at her with a slowly slacking jaw as she entered, nodding her appreciation to the other
guard and myself for letting her in. I stood for a moment in wide-eyed shock, feeling my cheeks
warming pre-emptively as I must have known on some level that I was about to horribly
embarrass myself.So of course, I flopped off my hat and gave an exaggerated bow. “Welcome,
my lady, to the Knoxville Museum of Natural History!” I said in my best impression of a 1920’s
radio announcer. Don’t ask me why I picked that. I still haven’t figured that one out. I replaced my
hat as I straightened, and put on the world’s cheesiest grin. She glanced at me with a hint of
humor in her wide blue eyes and a soft, sly smile curled her gorgeous lips. She tilted her head
ever-so-slightly as a noble graciously acknowledging the peasantry.Her lips parted as if to
speak, but before she could get a word out, another finely-dressed woman took hold of her arm
and escorted her away, leaning in and speaking quietly as they passed from the entryway into
the museum proper. So, feeling like a complete ass, I closed the door and locked it up as per my
instructions, then trailed along behind her party of five with the most awkward feeling I’d ever had
regarding the spectacle I’d just made. She spoke softly with her friends as they toured the
museum, gliding elegantly from exhibit to exhibit, pausing to read the plaques and study the
displays. I followed along as quietly as possible, hoping I wouldn’t be needed for anything, lest I



embarrass myself further by having absolutely no idea how to control my idiotic sense of humor
in the presence of such an insanely beautiful woman. Not that they needed me. The girl of my
dreams seemed to know more about the exhibits than I did. Maybe that’s why she didn’t mind
visiting in the middle of the night.An hour or so later, I was rewarded for my patience as we
circled back to the front door and the late-night touring was over at last. I turned the lock for them
once more, and the rest of her party was filing out into the warm Tennessee night air when she
paused, the other young woman still curled around her arm, to turn her attention to me. “Thank
you for the tour.” Her voice felt like velvet: gloriously soft and warm, with a faint European accent I
wasn’t fancy enough to identify. My typical Tennessee-Southern accent likely did far less for her
than her soft, delicate syllables did for me.“You’re welcome. Any time. I mean, it wasn’t my fault--
er, that is… I’m just the night guard… but you know… I’d be happy to tour you anytime. Let you
tour. I mean. That.” My face was probably actually on fire.She laughed and I could just see the
flames erupting on my cheeks. But her sly smile returned and she leaned in, pressing a finger to
the embroidered name on my shirt. “Shepherd?” Great. I just knew this meant she was going to
report me for being a tool.“Yeah. It’s my name. And Dakota. That’s the other one.” I stuck out my
hand out of general habit and immediately wished I hadn’t. But in rather than staring at my
proffered hand as if it were contagious like she did in the image my nervous mind had conjured
the instant I’d reached out, she took my hand and shook it delicately, her eyes still sparkling with
humor and delight.“Well, thank you, Dakota. It was lovely.” She paused and looked me over as if
seeing me for the first time. The way her smile climbed to one side suggested some private
satisfaction, or maybe she just thought I was funny-looking. “You’re a cute one.”What? I grinned
stupidly and tried to think of something clever to say, but instead, I blurted, “Yeah? Well if you
plan to tip, I’d take your number.” It was like I was on an embarrassment rollercoaster and I just
kept going down big hills.But to my surprise, she laughed again and slid her fingers into a little
purse I hadn’t noticed before and deftly removed a little black card with silver writing and offered
it to me between two extended fingers. “Very well then.” I accepted the card with a goofy smile
and turned it over to stare at the words written on the front. The shiny letters proclaimed “Amorie”
in a flowing script above a phone number and email address. I looked up and smiled at her
broadly, meaning to say my thanks, but the younger woman on her arm tugged at her and
whispered something in her ear and the two of them turned away and vanished into the night,
hours before I could recover. I was so bewildered by her smile that I didn’t really notice the
daggers her companion glared at me as the two of them walked away.3SynchronicityMy heart
sank as I pulled the remains of the black and silver card from my washing machine the next day.
I’d gone home giddy and distracted by thoughts of Amorie, and unthinkingly dumped my work
uniform in the wash without remembering to remove the card from my front pocket. The paper
was destroyed and the numbers were illegible. I’d sighed and pouted for a day or so before
deciding that it was probably for the best. I had no idea what I’d have done with her number if I
hadn’t lost it. Would I have called her? If I had, would I have regretted it? I had no delusions as to
how big of a fool I’d have made of myself if I’d ever actually managed to call her up and— what?



Ask her out? It really was for the best.But that hadn’t stopped her from stealing the sanctity of my
dreams and invading my nights with the lingering aroma of her beauty. I saw her day after day (I
was a night security guard, remember? I sleep during the day, so that’s when my dreams
happened.) and it was always the same. She’d appear somewhere that I happened to be and I’d
awkwardly try to ask her for her number again, but every time, the dream would end when she
made it clear she had no memory of me, and I’d slink away in shame. I didn’t dwell on her
forever. But I can’t say I’d entirely put her out of my mind the next time I saw her outside of my
own mind, which was only a few weeks later.I had decided to take a few days of sick leave and
head down to Gatlinburg to unwind. Gatlinburg is a walking city. The main thoroughfare runs
along the Parkway with all the main attractions, and most people just take the sidewalks to get
around. I had been there before plenty of times with my family when I was younger, but it had
been a while since my last visit and I was trying to remember how to find my way to one of my
favorite restaurants when I saw her.She was every bit as lovely as the first time I’d seen her, as if
not a single moment had passed. Her ebony hair was bound in a loose, but elegant style that left
a few roguish ringlets to cascade freely about her face and shoulders. She wore a gorgeous
dress cut from some shimmery black fabric that tumbled softly toward her feet in fluttery
sidelong layers. I spotted her walking toward me from half a block away and panicked. What
could I do? How could I approach her? I glanced around and my eyes landed on a little stall with
free information booklets commonly found around the city to help the tourists find ways to spend
their money. I darted over and grabbed a little folded paper map before resuming my post, dead
center of the sidewalk where I would be in her way. I unfolded the map and made a show of
reading it, pretending not to notice her coming closer until she arrived.“Dakota?” She
remembered my name. I glanced up from my map, trying to look surprised. I noticed that the tall,
muscular man who I’d previously assumed was just walking along the same path must have
actually been there with her, as he paused with her, though he stood off to the side,
unobtrusively. Though unobtrusive was pretty difficult for him. He was six and a half feet tall and
built like a truck, with strawberry-blond hair that hung to his shoulders and a straight-up Viking-
styled mustache and beard complete with little beads. He wore a tight black t-shirt and Levis
jeans. I recognized the little hammer he wore on a sturdy cord at his throat as Mjolnir, Thor’s
Hammer. What? I’m a geek; I love comics. Anyway, I noticed the Viking guy was eying me
curiously, paying me more attention than I’d have expected.But interesting companions aside, I
was far more concerned with the fact that Amorie had remembered my name! I put on what I
hoped was a winning smile and lowered the map to greet her. “Hey! Amorie! Fancy meeting you
here!” I knew I’d butchered her name which I’d pronounced like “Am-murry”. She smiled in return
and gave her companion a glance that said that all was well. I decided he must be her
bodyguard, and determined with another glance at Viking guy that I should make sure to avoid
doing anything that looked threatening. It would take like six of me to make one of him and if he
was her bodyguard, I wasn’t interested in finding out what would set him off.She laughed softly
and drew my attention away from Viking guy again. “It is a small world indeed.” She looked me



over and smiled. “What are you doing here, Dakota?”Play it cool, hot shot. I’d heard that in a
movie somewhere, so it seemed the right thing to say to myself. “Me? I was just, you know.
Shopping, and well, right now I was just heading to Huck Finn’s for some dinner. They have the
best catfish and— ” Cooler, would be better. “—food.” Sigh. “So, what about you? Have you
eaten?” Her smile was growing steadily broader and I couldn’t tell if she thought I was funny or
pathetic, or both. My best hope at this point was both.“No, I—” She began, but I was apparently
still determined to make a fool of myself and just kept talking.“Because you could go too, if you
wanted. I mean to Huck Finn’s. For dinner. It’s a good place. Though maybe not quite fancy
enough for you. But if you like catfish…” I met her eyes with a hopeful smile. “You could go with
me if you wanted.”She did me the service of looking like she was interested, smiling over at her
companion for a moment before looking back at me with an apologetic, or possibly pitying
expression. “I’d love to.” My heart literally skipped a beat. “But I have a previous engagement this
evening.” She indicated Viking guy and I wilted. Oh. Not her bodyguard. Her date.I tried to hide
my disappointment behind a smile and put on an excellent show of shrugging it off. “Oh, yeah.
Sorry, I understand. I didn’t mean to intrude.” I gave a glance toward Viking guy and hoped he
wasn’t the territorial type. Though I lost interest in her beefy companion entirely when she took a
step closer to me and leaned in.“But, perhaps another time?” I met her eyes and realized she
wasn’t just saying it to make me feel better. She was actually asking me out! I felt giddy.“Yes!” I
might have spoken a little too loudly, or too quickly. “I’d love to. Though, do you live here?
Because I’m not normally in Gatlinburg. I mean if you want to meet here, I can though. But I live
in Knoxville—” She pressed a cool, slender finger to my lips, and her confident eyes told me she
felt none of the anxiety I was experiencing. With a smile, she pulled another little card from her
purse and started to offer it to me but paused.“If I give you this, are you going to call me this
time?” I suddenly felt like an ass again.“I— what? Yes! Of course! I mean, I was going to last
time, but something awful happened and when I got home, your number was… uh…
gone.”“Gone? Did it disappear?” Her sly lips smiled at me as if to say “I know the truth.”“Yes. It
was viciously attacked and devoured by the washing machine and I mourned its passing with a
vow of silence.” I heard Viking guy snort at that, and I mentally gave him a cookie for getting the
joke.The smile reached her eyes again, “I see. That is tragic.” I nodded gravely. She put the card
away and my stomach sank for just a moment before she pulled out a phone instead. “Well, why
don’t you give me yours this time. I’ll be sure to keep it safe from vicious washers.”I grinned and
nodded, then recited my phone number slowly and carefully, pulling my own phone from my
back pocket and flicking the screen on. I input her name into my contacts and asked her for her
number again. This time, she gave it with her voice and I enshrined it in my phone, never to lose
it again. I showed her the contact file I’d just created to make sure I’d gotten it down correctly and
once she nodded her approval, I put the phone away. “Great. Thanks. I can’t wait to see you
again.”She smiled and glanced at Viking guy again. “I look forward to it, Dakota. For now, I really
must go. Please excuse me.”I nodded, smiling. “Of course. Have a great night.” She turned and
stepped away, daintily offering her arm to Viking guy who almost grudgingly accepted and



escorted her down the street. To my surprise, as they departed, he nodded to me in what I would
have described as an amiable manner. And here I’d thought he didn’t like me.4AwakeningI didn’t
hear from Amorie over the next few days. I decided that calling her first would seem desperate,
and so determined that waiting for her to call me first was the more dignified course of action.
That, or the less terrifying. Regardless, I didn’t reach out for a few days, and in those days, I
finished my long weekend, returned home, and got back to work. It was Friday of the next week
when I heard from her again, though it couldn’t have happened any more differently from how I’d
expected.Thursday night, I was working my usual shift, wandering about the museum with one
earbud in, listening to a motley playlist of varied genre, when I heard something odd. It was a
strange scraping sound coming from another room. I plucked the earbud out and clicked my
music off, quietly crossing the room to investigate. I carefully approached the sound, figuring it
was just one of the janitors or something, when I saw an odd light emanating from the other
room in a strange, pulsating pattern. I leaned cautiously around the corner and peered in. In this
room, most of the displays were settled against the far wall, with just two smaller pedestals
taking up the center space. I noticed right away that one of the two pedestals had been pulled to
one side, clearing a space around the other one. That could have been the scraping noise I’d
heard.I looked up to the other pedestal, and that’s when I spotted the intruder. He was a middle-
aged man with long black hair pulled back in a low ponytail. He had pale skin, a wicked, short,
beard, and crazy eyes. Maybe all the strange symbols he’d drawn on the floor and the honest-to-
goodness wizard robe added to the feeling that he was a few marbles short of a hot dog stand.
Whatever he was using to make that cool glowy effect was actually pretty awesome, and I
considered casually strolling in and asking him about it before my training kicked in and I settled
on taking him more seriously. Crazy people could be highly dangerous.Whatever I might have
done, the decision to act was made for me when he reached out toward the shiny silver cup
displayed on the pedestal. I couldn’t let him steal museum property. If he even touched it, he
could mess something up. A lot of the display items were rather fragile, after all.I sprinted across
the short distance from the door to the pedestal just as a strange green light erupted out from
the cup and spiraled toward the man I was right in the middle of tackling. I felt something strike
me in the side as I landed on him, pushing him hard to the floor as he wailed and cursed me,
kicking against my pin. I twisted his arm into place and cuffed him with some difficulty as he
struggled. I wasn’t very strong, but I knew how to use leverage to my advantage, and I was pretty
fast. Whatever had hit me in the side hadn’t seemed to hurt me; it hadn’t really even felt like it’d
done anything, but I had a distinctly odd feeling all the same.I started to think about what had
just happened as my radio rasped out, “Shepherd? Are you okay?” it was Joe. He was working
perimeter tonight. “Shepherd? What was that sound?” I had no idea what he was talking about. I
just kept my hold on the strange man who bucked and cursed. I stared determinedly at his back
for an unknowable amount of time, my arms straining to hold him, though I hardly noticed the
burning sensation slowly creeping through my shoulders and into my back. Shadows seemed to
dance all around me, flickers of the pulsating, glowing lights, and shadowy forms that couldn’t



really be there.Some time later, whether minutes or hours I couldn’t say, Joe came rustling into
the room and some uncertain amount of time after that, police had arrived. I watched with idle
curiosity as they took the angry stranger, kicking and spitting curses, out of my sight and out the
door. He was calling out strange-sounding names and phrases; I’m pretty sure there was some
kind of Satanic ritual stuff in there, but I wasn’t really registering any of it. I couldn’t stop staring at
him as his tall, slender frame diminished into the dark of the main hall. Why was he glowing?
And how had he managed to make the glowing light he seemed to be emitting pulse and change
colors like that?At some point, I must have convinced Joe that everything was all right, because I
was alone with the cup when my hands suddenly burst into sickly green fire. I gazed at my hands
in abject horror, too stunned to even scream. When the flames suddenly extinguished
themselves - the fire that hadn’t burned me leaving as quickly as it’d appeared - I finally reached
the proper reaction, and panicked. I ran out of the museum and didn’t stop running till I was
home.5DenialThe next day was hard to handle. It was difficult enough to accept that it had all
been a dream when I was still in denial and telling myself I’d just partied way too hard. When I
went down for the mail and spent several minutes ogling the strangely desaturated passersby, I
began to realize that no amount of partying could really explain these things away. It was with a
rising sense of urgency that I pulled out my smartphone and thumbed over to Amorie’s number. I
thought about dialing it over and over again. But no. She barely knew me. I was only considering
calling her because I had no one else to turn to.At least, I had no one else I really wanted to turn
to. Ultimately, my choice was made for me, however, when my phone rang, startling me from my
indecisive reverie. I was surprised to see the call was from Shannon, one of my co-workers, a
day-time museum employee who had bullied me exchanging numbers during a company
meeting. Why was she calling me? She’d hardly ever spoken to me before. I almost thumbed the
ignore button, but some part of me was really curious why she was calling and another part
reminded me it could have something to do with the incident last night at work. I took the call.
“Hello?” I really was out of it. Not even a clever answer quip.“Hey! Dakota!” Shannon’s chirpy
voice immediately grated on my nerves, almost as much as the way she pronounced my voice
like “dak-ota” instead of “duh-ko-ta” like a real person would say it. “How are you?” I thought
about answering her with a variety of colorful choice words, but she barely paused for breath.
“Listen! The girls and I are going out tonight and we were hoping you’d join us!” What? Why
would she want me to go out with the girls? They’d never asked me out before. On the one hand,
I was just a lowly night security guard and “the girls” were all proper daytime museum workers
with college degrees and salaries. On the other hand, I was the obvious lesbian who was less
“out and proud” than simply “couldn’t keep her mouth shut” when it came to things like being
asked if she thought male coworker A or B were attractive. Which is to say, on either hand, they’d
never asked me out before and I had no idea why they would want me to go out with them
now.Regardless, I listened on as she spewed out an explanation of where they were going and
how it was some new club with some kind of show, and music, I think. I didn’t realize that I’d
completely spaced out again until Shannon’s voice finally broke for the requisite oxygen. “So?



Will you go?” It was an interesting question. I didn’t particularly want to go out to a new club with
a bunch of people I barely knew. I didn’t usually go to clubs at all, and I wasn’t really that fond of
hanging out with people who existed outside of a screen. After all, my television idols never put
me on the spot or judged me. But as I was standing there, listening and deciding, my eyes had
drifted to my hand where just hours before, a sheath of emerald flames had—“Yeah. Sure. What
time?” I silently assured myself that I was not in denial.6RunningA few hours later, I was
showered, dried, and standing in front of a mirror in my underwear, trying to decide if a dress
was really necessary for my evening destination. After a moment of agonizing over the clothing
options my closet had to offer, I caught sight of my face and ended up taking a long, hard look in
the mirror. I was what my Nan would have called “a scrawny slip of a girl”. Five-five with a petite
frame and boyish figure. I was allergic to exercise for exercise’s sake so my body lacked any real
tone despite my generally active career path. My bust was too small to be attractive, at least by
my own standards, and I was otherwise altogether uninteresting with medium-brown hair in a
short, shaggy cut, and unremarkable light golden-brown eyes. I spent a moment studying my
face: a soft, pointed chin with a feminine jawline, more or less average lips, and an ordinary,
slightly upturned nose. My skin was fair of tone and generally bore no evidence of any lasting
relationship with the sun. Working nights will do that for you, as will generally preferring indoors-
only hobbies.I sighed. It didn’t really matter what I wore. I wasn’t going to impress anyone, and I
didn’t even want to. I started to pick the button-down shirt and slacks in one hand over the simple
black dress in the other, but just as my mind was made up, I realized I felt oddly disappointed,
and so decided the dress it was. I returned the first outfit to its place in my closet, and pulled the
dress off its hanger, discarding that into the floor of my closet. I pulled the sleeveless black shift
on and straightened it, watching my reflection in the mirror as I did. The length was a little less
than I’d remembered, but then the last time I’d tried it on had been a couple years back. I
considered my appearance for a moment, then fetched a pair of black tights and the only pair of
heels I owned. A few minutes later, I looked at least passably dressed up, even if I had no idea
how to make my hair less ordinary, and makeup… Well, I didn’t want to make myself look even
worse.I took a few steps back and plopped down onto the bed, still eying myself in the mirror,
which was fortunate when I realized I’d need to try and remember that dress-wearing meant my
legs should try to get to know each other better tonight as well. I leaned forward with a long sigh
and placed my head in my hands, comforting myself only momentarily before my hands on my
face reminded me of the sickly green fire and I shifted them to my torso instead. I sat there for a
few seconds, hugging myself. I realized it was more than a few seconds when my phone’s alarm
sounded, reminding me that it was time to go. I was really uncomfortable with how easily I’d been
losing track of time. It reminded me too much of the troubles of my youth. But I didn’t want to
think about that right now. I had trouble enough without lapsing into regrets from days gone by.I
walked to the address Shannon had given me, guided by the GPS app on my phone, and
managed to get there at least fashionably on-time. There was a line and a little red rope-thingy
and everything. I’d never been into the club scene so I’d only ever seen such things in movies. I



figured if Shannon was inviting me, she would know how to get us in, so presumably she wasn’t
already waiting for me inside. I glanced around for a moment, hoping to spot her, but she snuck
up on me while I was looking the wrong way and startled the crap out of me instead.I guess I
was a little jumpy. I felt a strange warmth on my hands and almost panicked again, but when I
jerked my hands up to inspect them, they were perfectly devoid of burning. I sighed in relief,
even as the strangely-gray-looking Shannon and the group of girls accompanying her gave me a
curious look. I excused it off as having just realized I’d forgotten to wear a particular bracelet, (as
if wearing jewelry was actually something I’d have thought of doing) and played it off as a
momentary fear that I had lost it. One of the other girls slipped off a pair of thin, metal bangles
and offered them to me consolingly as Shannon guided us to the front of the line and caught the
attention of the bouncer. She must have known him or maybe she’d bribed him, because he let
us right in.I felt so immensely out of place in the club. It was dark with flashing lights and music
so loud it was nigh painful, though my hearing had been kinda sensitive today. There were so
many people. A part of me wanted to bolt. But I didn’t relish the idea of being home all evening,
alone, either. I followed along with Shannon’s crowd and settled at a table with them, accepting a
drink someone had picked for me, and generally nodding and smiling at everything they said
without trying too hard to really pick out what they were saying over the noise of the club. After a
moment of idle chatter, Shannon turned to me and leaned in to yell, “So Dakota, we heard there
was some kind of break-in at the museum last night. What happened?”I hadn’t even thought
about the fact that Shannon’s gossipy nature could have revealed the reason for her invitation if
I’d had the focus and clarity of mind to really consider it. “There was just some … guy.” I really
didn’t want to think about it. If I thought about the guy, I couldn’t stop myself from thinking about
the fire, and the glowing, and the stupid silver cup…“Was he a robber?” Shannon yelled across
the thumping base. I sighed and resigned myself to explaining.“I don’t know. He didn’t steal
anything. He was just—”“I heard he was a devil worshiper and he drew some kind of Satanic
markings all over the floor in the gallery.” Shannon and her friends went on discussing what
they’d heard for a few minutes without missing my input. I was okay with that. I found myself
drifting away from the conversation as I slowly examined my surroundings.The club was full of
strangely-gray people. I stared at a pretty-enough woman with pale-blond hair and it took me far
too long to figure out that her hair was blond and not silver. I couldn’t make out the color of her
dress in time before she moved too far away for me to keep my eyes on her. I studied the man
she’d been talking to instead: short black hair, pale skin, nothing out of the ordinary really. Except
that the satiny vest beneath his tailored suit jacket was a rich, and vibrant, crimson. Not only that,
but he was surrounded by a dim, deep-purple light with patches of black and gray. I must have
stared too long again. The man looked up from his small table and noticed my eyes on him. His
eyes shone with a dim red light behind the dark of his irises. I felt my heart rate quicken. He
quirked a humorless smile, and eyed me like a wolf hunting prey.“Dakota?” Shannon’s voice cut
across the violent din of the music and the crowd.“Huh?” I articulated cleverly. “Sorry… I…” I
glanced back to the other table and the red-vest guy was gone. I panicked. I stood up too



suddenly and everyone at the table had to clutch their drinks to avoid them tipping over.
Shannon wasn’t quick enough and her Cosmo made a valiant effort to ruin her night. I distantly
registered her shouting and the other girls crowing over the tragedy of a spilled drink, but I was
far too busy feeling hunted to care about social propriety. I backed away from the table and
glanced around for the nearest exit. I had to get out. Now.I desperately pushed my way through
the crowd, and as I did, I noticed red-vest guy wasn’t the only person here who wasn’t all 1950’s
television. There was a woman in a firey-red dress sitting at a table in the corner with a trio of
pretty boys leaning on her arms, their expressions bleary, as she stroked idly at their hair and
watched the room like a contented cat. A taller man with thick-rimmed glasses danced with a full-
figured woman in a deep blue suit, and both of them were teeming with swirling colored lights. I
tried to back away from all of them at once and ended up stumbling into someone out of reckless
fear. I whipped around as my heart thudded in terror, fearing the red-vest guy had sneaked up on
me, but when my eyes landed on her porcelain skin and her blushing ruby lips…“A-Amorie?” I
breathed shakily. Her brows were knitted together in concern as she held a hand out to me,
offering assistance or comfort, or possibly both. I accepted it, stepping closer to her, then froze.
She was cold. Not just her hands, but her body as well. The lack of bodily warmth stood out like
a klaxxon in a library. I jerked my hand away in fear, meeting her eyes with a look of disbelief and
betrayal. “Wait… you too?” I noticed her crimson lips once again, then the lovely azure shade of
her eyes. Her body was wreathed in a light like a bloodied bruise. I numbly backed away from her
even as she reached out to me.“Dakota? Oh… Oh dear.” She followed me slowly, steadily, as if
trying not to spook me. “Listen to me, Dakota. Everything is going to be all right.” She managed
to keep her voice soft, even while raising it to a volume still audible over the roar of the club. I
wanted to believe her. More than anything, I wanted to let her take my hand again, and I wanted
to believe that she really could make everything all right again. But I didn’t believe that. In fact, I
was terrified of her. Because she wasn’t… I didn’t know what she wasn’t… but she was one of
them. And the other one was out there, hunting me.I turned without thinking and bolted for the
emergency exit. I fixed my eyes on the little sign above the door and figured the unfortunate club-
goers in my path could sort out the aftermath of my charge on their own. I cut through the crowd
to several alarmed cries, one of which I vaguely registered as Amorie’s, and hit the bar on the
door, shoving through the final barrier between me and freedom from the trap that the club had
become.I stumbled out into the night and backed away from the building, my heart still doing an
impression of a dubstep song. I glanced around and headed for the alley leading back to the
street. Suddenly, my back impacted the brick wall beside me, and the red-vest guy’s dimly
glowing eyes met mine once more. His cold body was pressed against me in such a way that I
could hardly move at all, his thighs pressing painfully hard against mine, and his arms pinning
mine to the wall to either side of my head. I screamed and he dropped one of my arms to slap his
palm across my mouth. My eyes were stinging with fearful tears as he held me there, my body
stuck to the wall, entirely helpless. He leaned his head in close and grinned at me, a wicked
expression that promised he was enjoying my dismay far more than a good man should.He



shushed me and met my eyes, “No need for all of that.”. He pressed his torso against mine too
tightly for comfort. “It’ll all be over soon.” His lips parted in a dark smile, revealing elongated
canines that came to horrifying points. Until that moment, I had known he was going to hurt me,
and I was terrified that he intended to rape me, but when I noticed his dreadfully sharp fangs, I
knew that my earlier instinct was correct. He intended to eat me.I screamed against his palm,
struggling with every ounce of strength I possessed. I didn’t want to die. Not here. Not now. I’m
only 28 and I haven’t even done anything with my life yet. I’m not going to die here! My despair
transformed into resolve as I realized that one of my hands was still free. I tried to push him off of
me, but he may as well have been a statue for all I managed to move him. He chuckled as if my
struggles were amusing to him, then lowered his head to my shoulder and lashed his tongue
along my neck. I screamed again and tried to picture the ugly, emerald flames bursting from my
hands. I tried to imagine the fire catching on his jacket and I pictured him leaping back from me
in terror as I ran down the alley to safety. I felt the palm of my hand growing warm.“Reynold
Cuthbert. That is enough.” Amorie’s melodic voice carried her disapproval like a dagger’s edge.
My eyes darted toward the alley and her voice as the red vest guy, Reynold Cuthbert, jerked his
head away from my neck, whipping his face around toward her as well. “Release her at once.”
She demanded, taking a few steps closer.“This one’s free game!” Cuthbert insisted with a growl
that would have made me cringe away from him if I’d had anywhere to go.“This is my city.”
Amorie proclaimed with a hint of admonishment. “So unless I say otherwise, the ‘game’ is mine.”
She stepped beyond the lip of the alleyway and settled her features into a cross
expression.Cuthbert snarled. “You can’t claim everything. I found this one first, so it’s mine.” His
grip on my wrist suddenly became even more painfully tight and I cried out behind his
palm.Amorie narrowed her eyes into a dangerous expression that sent a chill down my spine.
She shifted the bottom of the long black drape she wore across her shoulders to reveal
something he must have recognized that I couldn’t make out beyond a glint of silver. “Leave.
Now.” Her voice was adamant. Her eyes and her posture said she wouldn’t take no for an
answer.Cuthbert growled again, a sound of anger mixed with frustration, and released me all at
once, pushing his body away from mine and moving away in one swift motion. He approached
the alley, and Amorie thusly by proxy. His expression screamed of the threat he was apparently
too wise to speak aloud, but to my dismay, he turned that dark look on me instead as he
departed by the alley beside the club.I felt my legs quivering with fear and pain, and the betrayal
of heels I hadn’t the practice to wear. I would have sunk to the ground but for Amorie whose body
was suddenly just in front of me. Her arm went around me gently as she pulled me away from the
wall. “There now. Are you all right, Dakota?” Her voice was soothing and soft, but my instincts
were still on edge. Her cold body mirrored his cold body, and that just reminded me of how
frightened and betrayed I’d felt at her cold touch in the club. I almost pulled away, but she kept a
firm but gentle pressure on my back where she held me steady. It was probably for the best; I
was still rather shaky on my feet.“I… What was he? What… What are you?” I shivered despite
the warmth of the night, wondering if I was even safe now that I’d been rescued.Amorie shushed



me softly. “It is all right. I will not harm you. I did not harm you before, did I?”I shook my head and
thought about that. “What did he mean? That I’m free game?”Amorie shushed me again. “I will
explain. But we should go somewhere else. You should sit down. You are trembling.”I was. But I
was still afraid. And I didn’t know if I could trust her. “Go where?”“Wherever you like. Wherever
you feel safe.” Her eyes were full of compassion. I wanted to believe her. I wanted to believe in
her. Whatever the reason for her cold body and the muted, bloody colors that danced at her
perimeter, I wanted to believe that she was safe. But a little voice said it would be stupid to show
her where I lived, and stupider still to go anywhere with her alone.“There’s a diner… on 14th
street. It’s 24 hours and there’s always people there. We can go there.”Amorie smiled warmly and
nodded once. “As you like, Dakota. Will you let me take you there?”“I’ll walk.” Getting into a
stranger’s car was like grade school no-no. That’s elementary-my-dear-Watson level hell no.“All
right. Will you let me walk with you?” I thought about that for a few seconds as she offered her
arm, before deciding that anything she could do to me while walking me down the street, she
could just as well do right here without going to the trouble of convincing me.“Okay.” I timidly
accepted her arm as I glanced toward the alley and my stomach filled with dread. What if he was
still there? What if I saw him again? That look he had given me… I dared to hope he wouldn’t
give it to me again in my nightmares. I tightened my grip on her arm without thinking. All things
considered, I’d rather take my chances with whatever Amorie was than to walk down that alley
right now alone.7Cold TruthWe walked to the diner in relative silence. Amorie seemed willing to
give me time to calm down, and never pushed me to speak. She just walked beside me, not
touching me since I’d pulled away from her grasp as we departed the alley behind the club. The
walk felt like it took only seconds. I realized I had likely zoned out again. All of this trauma
couldn’t be good for me. We settled down in the last booth at the back of the diner, away from
the Friday night crowd, but safely visible to all.I glanced up at the desaturated waitress who
immediately arrived to query about an order. I hadn’t even considered food, and with the
tightness in my stomach from earlier events, I wasn’t sure I could keep anything— My stomach
growled loudly as I realized I hadn’t eaten a bite since that cereal this morning. Amorie
maintained her gentle, neutral smile. “Order what you like. It is my treat.”I appreciated the
gesture, even if it did shift the scale of my suspicion one tick further against her. People who offer
to help you usually want something in return. Right? I grabbed the laminated, single-sheet menu
and gave it a quick glance. My head was still spinning from all the fear and adrenaline. “Uh… I’ll
have a coke. And a burger with everything. And some fries. With cheese. And chilli. And a waffle
on the side.” I handed her the menu with a sheepish expression. Despite my demure figure, I’d
always been a big eater. I glanced over at Amorie as the waitress turned to walk away, still
working on jotting down my order. “What? If you’re buying, I’m eating.”Amorie’s genteel smile
remained, her cheek quirking slightly with amusement. “It is fine. It is good that you are willing to
eat.” She laid a hand on my hand which I’d left in front of me on the table. I started to pull away,
but her expression was soft and concerned, and I wanted the comfort. Even if I couldn’t trust her,
there was no harm in letting her comfort me here in a public place where I was safe.I stared for a



moment at our hands, marveling at the coolness of her touch, and at the utter stillness of her
body. It was unsettling now that I thought about it. She seemed frozen, like a sculpture in ice,
unmoving, devoid of warmth. I couldn’t even tell that she was breathing. She gazed at me with
her wide, vibrant blue eyes and she fluttered her lashes, making me chuckle slightly. “What… are
you?”“I am a vampire.” The word sounded so sweet with her beautiful European accent
sheathing it. I nodded slowly, considering the facts I had available to consider. She was cold. She
was still. She parted her lips just enough to reveal the points of her two elongated canines.
Fangs, I supposed.“Was red-vest guy a vampire too?” I knew the answer, but I wanted to hear
it.“Red-vest guy?” She tilted her head just slightly, then her face warmed with amusement. “You
mean Mr. Cuthbert? Yes.”“Are you going to eat me?”She laughed softly and quirked her sly little
smile. “If I were going to eat you, it would have been far easier to do so in that alley than here,
no?”I knew what she was saying made sense, but a nagging feeling in my gut kept telling me
that I was in danger. “Then why do I feel like I’m not safe?”“You are Awakening. You have noticed
that some people have brighter colors than others? They are Awakened too. And some of them
are not human. Like me.” She kept her voice soft and unthreatening. I was still nervous, but I
realized, it wasn’t her that was frightening me. I glanced around the diner. Most everyone here
was gray. There was one woman paying her check at the register whose colors were not muted,
and one shadowy figure, but I didn’t see any others. Amorie noticed me eying the woman at the
counter. “Now that you can see them, they will notice you too.”I felt a chill and pulled my hand
away, opting to hug myself instead of holding hands with the vampire. “Am I in danger?” That
feeling in my gut was telling me the answer already, but again, I wanted to know what Amorie
had to say on the matter.“Not while I’m here with you. But you will be, if you are alone.” That was
exactly what I was hoping not to hear.“What do I need to do?” I wasn’t sure I could even trust her
answer. But it was better than nothing.“Typically when a human is Awakened they must seek the
shelter of an appropriate group in order to avoid being, as Mr. Cuthbert claimed earlier, ‘free
game’. There are organizations of different varieties that could protect you, such as SII, but for
you, I think there is a better fit.” She reached into her purse and pulled out a little card and a
pen.“So, wait. What does it mean? ‘Awakened’? Like I was asleep before? You mean like The
Matrix?” I was tempted to feel the back of my head for a metal port, but I restrained myself.
Amorie began to write on the little card.“In a sense, you were. There are people who could
explain it far better than I. But, yes. You were…” she seemed to search for the appropriate word,
“unaware of many things that exist in the world.” She finished writing and lifted the card, offering
it to me across the table with warmth in her eyes I knew was not present in her body. That
warmth reminded me of how utterly attracted I was to her.“Like I’m the last horse to cross the
finish line?”She laughed softly and shook her head. “Most humans are Unawakened.”“Ah. So…
then it really is like The Matrix?” I stopped restraining myself and lifted my hand to check the
back of my neck. Everything was normal, but the action elicited another smile from my gorgeous
companion, so I wasn’t mad at myself.“Perhaps in some ways. Though there is no great
conspiracy that has kept them all asleep. There is no machine uprising, or evil government—



well, not like that at least. For the humans, there is no one to blame. They have chosen to be this
way.”I frowned. That sounded awful. “Really?”She nodded. “They have done it to themselves.”I
nodded slowly. That made a sort of sense. People are excellent at hiding from their fears. If there
really were vampires and… A burning question interrupted my thoughts. “Wait… they?”Amorie
nodded again.I frowned deeply. “What do you mean… they? Don’t you mean me too?”Amorie
pursed her lips as if trying to decide how to say what she meant. “I do not believe you are
human, precisely.”I blinked. “What?”“I am not certain. But I have a suspicion about what you
are.”“What I am? As in what? What do you mean?” Panic rising. Dakota status: not so good.“I am
not sure I am the best person to explain it to you.” She gave me an apologetic expression and
leaned back from the table as the waitress brought my order and laid it out. I took one look at the
food and decided I was not hungry. Then my stomach growled again in protest to my decision
and I picked up the burger, overruled. I glanced up as I bit in and realized I hadn’t accepted the
card Amorie had offered me. I’d been a bit too distracted at the time. She laid it on the table as
the waitress walked away, then slid it over to me. I read the card while chewing.“Ralof
Gunnarsson? What do you think I am, a Viking?” I thought about that for approximately one half
of a nano-second before blinking in surprise. “Wait… Viking Guy? From the other night?”Amorie
nodded. “He is… a friend. And I believe he can help you.” She was smirking. “I believe he is the
one who should tell you more. It is more his place.”“Why?”“Because… it is his place to take care
of ones such as you. Assuming I am right.”“What, people who Awaken?”“No…” She handed me
the ketchup just as I reached toward it. “Let Ralof explain. It is his job to take care of your kind.”I
applied the ketchup to my fries, noticing that Amorie’s nose crinkled just slightly as I did so, as if
she didn’t approve of adding that condiment to that food. I wondered idly why she cared.
Vampires didn’t eat normal food, right? Isn’t that what all the movies said? “So you think that he’ll
take care of me?” I emphasized the last four words with a gesture like a gunshot to my
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DarksbaneBooksAcknowledgementsPronunciation GuideAbout the AuthorAwakenedPart of the
Auralight Codex: Dakota Shepherdby Shei Darksbane & Annathesa Nikola DarksbaneYou can't
unsee the truth.Geeky lesbian Dakota Shepherd was just a bored night security guard, working
at a museum in Knoxville, Tennessee until one fateful encounter changed it all.A rogue wizard. A
demonic ritual. A silver chalice.Dakota Awakened, Hellfire blazing from her hands.Dakota's
powers are a danger to herself and everyone around her, and she has to learn to control them
quickly or risk losing her one chance to finally fulfill a lifelong dream.While coming to terms with
her new reality, she stumbles upon a secret that changed the course of her life.Now she wants to
know who is responsible for the holes in her memory, the blocks that hold back her powers, and
all the years she spent alone.Who put her back to sleep when she Awakened years before?
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LoopJasper, AL 35503-5959This book is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to real people and
events are coincidence.For my wife, without whom I wouldn’t be anything that I am, without
whom this world would not exist.For my wife, without whom I wouldn’t be anything that I am,
without whom this world would not exist.1Wake Up CallI watched in horror as sickly green
flames erupted from my palms for the first time and the rest of my world just faded into the
background. The police had just left, taking with them the stranger I’d tackled in the middle of
what I’d originally taken to be a heist. Albeit, even in all the excitement of finally seeing an
intruder on the job, I managed to wonder why anyone would pick, out of all of the far more



valuable items available, the unremarkable silver cup the guy had been messing with when I’d
spotted him. It was a cup. I mean, that’s it. Just a cup. Not a solid-gold cup, or one bejeweled and
signed by Elvis himself. It was just a stylized silver chalice with engravings around the rim, and it
couldn’t possibly have been worth enough to warrant the risk of breaking into a freaking
museum.The dark-eyed crazy guy I’d caught messing with it seemed to disagree. I was still
sitting in the middle of the mess he’d made, a ring of chalk encircling the display pillar where the
silver cup sat, and an array of objects scattered around it that made it look like a scene from The
Craft. Candles, crystals, bones I hoped had come from animals, and a sharp-looking knife still
coated in the stranger’s own blood lay scattered around the scene in a pattern of ordered chaos.
Or maybe, just a pattern I didn’t understand. I wasn’t sure what he’d been hoping to accomplish,
but I was sure it hadn’t been a simple robbery.And the ritual had obviously accomplished
something. Mostly on account of how my head was still aching from the unfathomable, deific
voice that had invaded my thoughts, seeming to fill my mind to the breaking point; the words she
had spoken still rang in my ears. “So be it. Thy pact in blood is made.”My eyes had drifted across
the markings and components on the floor long enough for me to wonder what purpose all of
them served, but my fascination with the scene waned, my attention returning against my will to
the fact I’d been numbly hoping to avoid: that my hands were somehow on fire and yet not…
burning. I stared at my hands entranced until the flames suddenly flickered out, leaving no trace
of their presence to prove I hadn’t just lost it entirely.I panicked.I turned from the point of impact,
and ran. I ran until I was out of the building, and I kept going. I ran all the way home. And
somehow, though I don’t remotely remember how, I managed to wake up in my own bed the next
morning, still in one not-on-fire piece, and at least arguably still sane. But something, something
important, had changed.I walked outside to get the mail, and ended up standing there on the
sidewalk in an oversized t-shirt that read “I am Sherlocked” and PJ pants, my short, brown hair
sticking out in a ridiculous approximation of what a hedgehog probably looks like first thing in the
morning, staring at the people walking down the street as if I’d seen a ghost. And for a moment, I
almost wondered if I had. All the people looked somehow different than they had the day before.
They looked, well, gray. Like the world was in color, but the people inside it were walking around
in black and white, as if they’d marched straight out of an old TV show. After gawking for a
moment, I realized, it wasn’t the case. I could still make out their colors; their skin, and eyes, and
hair all still possessed various hues. But it was like there was no real vibrance or clarity to them.
Like they were all missing something they needed very badly, but none of them seemed to
notice.I went back inside and paced around my apartment, hugging myself with eyes wide and
talking to myself out loud. “This isn’t real.” I said. “This isn’t happening. The people aren’t in black
and white. My hands weren’t on fire last night. Was I drinking?” I knew that was ridiculous. I didn’t
have a social life to speak of, I never drank anything heavier than malt beverages, and I’d never
touched a drug in my life. I spent most of my spare time alone in my apartment watching shows
like Sherlock on BBC, The Legend of Korra, and Castle and geeking out over the fandoms for
said shows on Tumblr.But as humans, we sink so easily into a comfortable lie, especially when



the alternative is an uncomfortable truth. Thus I managed to convince myself that I’d been to
some kind of party or managed to let myself drink too much, and the whole night before and all
the weird tricks my eyes were playing on me this morning were just the miserable consequences
of chemical intoxication of one variety or another.So I called in for the night, grabbed a bowl of
cereal, and curled up in the comforter from my bed as I plopped down on the purple camo bean
bag in front of the low desk that held up my laptop. I turned on A Study in Pink, the first episode
of my favorite show, and I spaced out for an hour or so, trying not to let my thoughts creep back
to the unbelievable events of the previous night. And amazingly, they didn’t. Despite all of the
craziness of the night before, and the very real shock and trauma I was experiencing at present,
the only thing my mind kept drifting back to was… her.1Wake Up CallI watched in horror as
sickly green flames erupted from my palms for the first time and the rest of my world just faded
into the background. The police had just left, taking with them the stranger I’d tackled in the
middle of what I’d originally taken to be a heist. Albeit, even in all the excitement of finally seeing
an intruder on the job, I managed to wonder why anyone would pick, out of all of the far more
valuable items available, the unremarkable silver cup the guy had been messing with when I’d
spotted him. It was a cup. I mean, that’s it. Just a cup. Not a solid-gold cup, or one bejeweled and
signed by Elvis himself. It was just a stylized silver chalice with engravings around the rim, and it
couldn’t possibly have been worth enough to warrant the risk of breaking into a freaking
museum.The dark-eyed crazy guy I’d caught messing with it seemed to disagree. I was still
sitting in the middle of the mess he’d made, a ring of chalk encircling the display pillar where the
silver cup sat, and an array of objects scattered around it that made it look like a scene from The
Craft. Candles, crystals, bones I hoped had come from animals, and a sharp-looking knife still
coated in the stranger’s own blood lay scattered around the scene in a pattern of ordered chaos.
Or maybe, just a pattern I didn’t understand. I wasn’t sure what he’d been hoping to accomplish,
but I was sure it hadn’t been a simple robbery.And the ritual had obviously accomplished
something. Mostly on account of how my head was still aching from the unfathomable, deific
voice that had invaded my thoughts, seeming to fill my mind to the breaking point; the words she
had spoken still rang in my ears. “So be it. Thy pact in blood is made.”My eyes had drifted across
the markings and components on the floor long enough for me to wonder what purpose all of
them served, but my fascination with the scene waned, my attention returning against my will to
the fact I’d been numbly hoping to avoid: that my hands were somehow on fire and yet not…
burning. I stared at my hands entranced until the flames suddenly flickered out, leaving no trace
of their presence to prove I hadn’t just lost it entirely.I panicked.I turned from the point of impact,
and ran. I ran until I was out of the building, and I kept going. I ran all the way home. And
somehow, though I don’t remotely remember how, I managed to wake up in my own bed the next
morning, still in one not-on-fire piece, and at least arguably still sane. But something, something
important, had changed.I walked outside to get the mail, and ended up standing there on the
sidewalk in an oversized t-shirt that read “I am Sherlocked” and PJ pants, my short, brown hair
sticking out in a ridiculous approximation of what a hedgehog probably looks like first thing in the



morning, staring at the people walking down the street as if I’d seen a ghost. And for a moment, I
almost wondered if I had. All the people looked somehow different than they had the day before.
They looked, well, gray. Like the world was in color, but the people inside it were walking around
in black and white, as if they’d marched straight out of an old TV show. After gawking for a
moment, I realized, it wasn’t the case. I could still make out their colors; their skin, and eyes, and
hair all still possessed various hues. But it was like there was no real vibrance or clarity to them.
Like they were all missing something they needed very badly, but none of them seemed to
notice.I went back inside and paced around my apartment, hugging myself with eyes wide and
talking to myself out loud. “This isn’t real.” I said. “This isn’t happening. The people aren’t in black
and white. My hands weren’t on fire last night. Was I drinking?” I knew that was ridiculous. I didn’t
have a social life to speak of, I never drank anything heavier than malt beverages, and I’d never
touched a drug in my life. I spent most of my spare time alone in my apartment watching shows
like Sherlock on BBC, The Legend of Korra, and Castle and geeking out over the fandoms for
said shows on Tumblr.But as humans, we sink so easily into a comfortable lie, especially when
the alternative is an uncomfortable truth. Thus I managed to convince myself that I’d been to
some kind of party or managed to let myself drink too much, and the whole night before and all
the weird tricks my eyes were playing on me this morning were just the miserable consequences
of chemical intoxication of one variety or another.So I called in for the night, grabbed a bowl of
cereal, and curled up in the comforter from my bed as I plopped down on the purple camo bean
bag in front of the low desk that held up my laptop. I turned on A Study in Pink, the first episode
of my favorite show, and I spaced out for an hour or so, trying not to let my thoughts creep back
to the unbelievable events of the previous night. And amazingly, they didn’t. Despite all of the
craziness of the night before, and the very real shock and trauma I was experiencing at present,
the only thing my mind kept drifting back to was… her.2First Sight“Dakota,” my boss called my
name as I passed him, hurrying to the clock so I could check in for the night before it was too late
to be on time. I glanced back as he hustled to catch up with me, and decided against cracking
wise at the “big, strong man” having trouble keeping up with the only “short, skinny girl” co-
worker he had. The last time I’d teased Joe about outperforming him, he’d put his money where
his mouth was and let’s just say my mouth was better at winning wrestling matches than the rest
of me. I turned to face him, jogging backward toward the clock with a shit-eating grin, which was
really just about as bad as if I’d opened my mouth. Joe scowled as he caught up to me at the
clock. “Hold the hell on. I got a special assignment for you tonight.”“A special assignment?
What? Am I double-oh-Dakota now? Or should I introduce myself as ‘Shepherd. Dakota
Shepherd.’?” I smirked at him as I went through the motions of clocking in. I could tell that it was
driving him crazy. He’d worked with me long enough to know that smirking was my way of
exuding snarky remarks without putting them to words. And if I didn’t say it out loud, he never
had a chance to refute whatever I was silently teasing him over.“Kiss my ass, Shepherd.” Joe
began with his usual level of eloquence, leaving it to me to keep the “witty” in our banter. “There’s
some rich-assed patron coming through tonight and the curator has advised me that it’ll be the



job of the guard on duty to see to it that she’s let in and given a tour.”I leaned against the wall and
raised an eyebrow. “Oooo.” I cooed, “La-ti-da. So this patron’s so hoity-toity she can’t be assed to
do her touring during the day when the museum’s actually open and there’s real tour guides who
actually know what all this shit is and how to present it?”Joe scoffed and gave me a
conspiratorial smirk. “I know right? Wish I was so rich all the normal rules didn’t apply to me.”“Eh.
I don’t.” I shoved off from the wall and started down the hall toward the break room. “So what do I
have to do?”Joe followed me and I stopped purposefully outpacing him since I actually wanted
to hear his reply. “Let them in, walk them around and let them see the exhibits. Don’t let them
steal anything. Make sure they leave and everything here stays where it belongs. Babysitting,
essentially.”“Great.” I strode into the break room and approached the row of lockers we night
security guards used to store our personal belongings during our shifts. I opened mine, and
dropped my Captain America lunchbox inside along with a bottle of water. “This is going to go
horribly, you realize?”Joe knew me too well. “Why do you think I’m leaving early?”I slammed my
locker shut and turned to face him. “You are not! You’re kidding, right?”It was Joe’s turn to smirk
at me. “Nah, Shepherd. You got this! Just check the folder over there for the details.” He pointed
at a plain yellow folder laying on the break room table and started to back out of the room.
“Besides, I got a date!”I snorted and rolled my eyes. “Right. You bastard. You owe me one.” Joe
ignored me as he walked back out into the hall. “If I screw this up and get fired, I’m blaming you!”
I yelled to the empty hall despite knowing he’d already departed from it. I sighed and walked over
to pick up the folder he’d indicated and flopped it open. I read a list of names and general
descriptions from a memo on company letterhead that was signed by the curator himself. Well at
least I know this isn’t some dumb prank. I dropped the folder on the table and headed out to get
started on my early-shift duties. The memo had said the patron’s party would be arriving around
midnight. Who the hell visits a museum in the middle of the night?I was standing in the lobby at a
quarter to midnight when the perimeter guard’s voice crackled through my radio to inform me
that the patron’s party had arrived. I headed over to unlock the front double doors and let the
fancy rich people inside. I waited as the outdoor guard escorted the small party of finely-dressed
individuals just to the threshold before turning to abandon me - Me! The smart-assed one who
couldn’t keep her mouth shut - to deal with the uppity fancy patron. It turned out to be the nicest
thing he ever did for me.She walked into my life with slow, languid steps, the click of her heels on
the polished marble floor echoing in the quiet, uninhabited entry hall. My body reacted to her
presence the moment I laid eyes on her, tingling with some mixture of excitement and anxiety, or
whatever you call the feeling an average girl would have the moment she laid eyes on the most
beautiful woman in the world.She was utterly breath-taking, which, now that I think about it,
could have been the reason for the tingling by itself. She was a little taller than average with the
most perfect figure I’d ever seen, all luscious curves in all the right places. The woman before me
was a porcelain-skinned goddess with immaculate ebony hair spilling down her back and over
her shoulders. Her lips were this perfect shade of red that offset her look with the only splash of
color it really needed. And it was the only splash of color I spotted, too. She was wearing an



elegant black evening gown that clung to her breasts with its heart-shaped neckline which rose
on one side to glide across her delicate shoulder where the dark fabric was decorated with
intricate designs in silver and clear, shimmering gemstones that could very well have been
diamonds for all I knew. The gown fit her curves perfectly, accenting her small, feminine waist
and her softly rounded hips before flowing to her ankles like some inky waterfall, baring an
enticing sliver of pale thigh as it parted just above the knee.I must have looked like an idiot,
staring at her with a slowly slacking jaw as she entered, nodding her appreciation to the other
guard and myself for letting her in. I stood for a moment in wide-eyed shock, feeling my cheeks
warming pre-emptively as I must have known on some level that I was about to horribly
embarrass myself.So of course, I flopped off my hat and gave an exaggerated bow. “Welcome,
my lady, to the Knoxville Museum of Natural History!” I said in my best impression of a 1920’s
radio announcer. Don’t ask me why I picked that. I still haven’t figured that one out. I replaced my
hat as I straightened, and put on the world’s cheesiest grin. She glanced at me with a hint of
humor in her wide blue eyes and a soft, sly smile curled her gorgeous lips. She tilted her head
ever-so-slightly as a noble graciously acknowledging the peasantry.Her lips parted as if to
speak, but before she could get a word out, another finely-dressed woman took hold of her arm
and escorted her away, leaning in and speaking quietly as they passed from the entryway into
the museum proper. So, feeling like a complete ass, I closed the door and locked it up as per my
instructions, then trailed along behind her party of five with the most awkward feeling I’d ever had
regarding the spectacle I’d just made. She spoke softly with her friends as they toured the
museum, gliding elegantly from exhibit to exhibit, pausing to read the plaques and study the
displays. I followed along as quietly as possible, hoping I wouldn’t be needed for anything, lest I
embarrass myself further by having absolutely no idea how to control my idiotic sense of humor
in the presence of such an insanely beautiful woman. Not that they needed me. The girl of my
dreams seemed to know more about the exhibits than I did. Maybe that’s why she didn’t mind
visiting in the middle of the night.An hour or so later, I was rewarded for my patience as we
circled back to the front door and the late-night touring was over at last. I turned the lock for them
once more, and the rest of her party was filing out into the warm Tennessee night air when she
paused, the other young woman still curled around her arm, to turn her attention to me. “Thank
you for the tour.” Her voice felt like velvet: gloriously soft and warm, with a faint European accent I
wasn’t fancy enough to identify. My typical Tennessee-Southern accent likely did far less for her
than her soft, delicate syllables did for me.“You’re welcome. Any time. I mean, it wasn’t my fault--
er, that is… I’m just the night guard… but you know… I’d be happy to tour you anytime. Let you
tour. I mean. That.” My face was probably actually on fire.She laughed and I could just see the
flames erupting on my cheeks. But her sly smile returned and she leaned in, pressing a finger to
the embroidered name on my shirt. “Shepherd?” Great. I just knew this meant she was going to
report me for being a tool.“Yeah. It’s my name. And Dakota. That’s the other one.” I stuck out my
hand out of general habit and immediately wished I hadn’t. But in rather than staring at my
proffered hand as if it were contagious like she did in the image my nervous mind had conjured



the instant I’d reached out, she took my hand and shook it delicately, her eyes still sparkling with
humor and delight.“Well, thank you, Dakota. It was lovely.” She paused and looked me over as if
seeing me for the first time. The way her smile climbed to one side suggested some private
satisfaction, or maybe she just thought I was funny-looking. “You’re a cute one.”What? I grinned
stupidly and tried to think of something clever to say, but instead, I blurted, “Yeah? Well if you
plan to tip, I’d take your number.” It was like I was on an embarrassment rollercoaster and I just
kept going down big hills.But to my surprise, she laughed again and slid her fingers into a little
purse I hadn’t noticed before and deftly removed a little black card with silver writing and offered
it to me between two extended fingers. “Very well then.” I accepted the card with a goofy smile
and turned it over to stare at the words written on the front. The shiny letters proclaimed “Amorie”
in a flowing script above a phone number and email address. I looked up and smiled at her
broadly, meaning to say my thanks, but the younger woman on her arm tugged at her and
whispered something in her ear and the two of them turned away and vanished into the night,
hours before I could recover. I was so bewildered by her smile that I didn’t really notice the
daggers her companion glared at me as the two of them walked away.2First Sight“Dakota,” my
boss called my name as I passed him, hurrying to the clock so I could check in for the night
before it was too late to be on time. I glanced back as he hustled to catch up with me, and
decided against cracking wise at the “big, strong man” having trouble keeping up with the only
“short, skinny girl” co-worker he had. The last time I’d teased Joe about outperforming him, he’d
put his money where his mouth was and let’s just say my mouth was better at winning wrestling
matches than the rest of me. I turned to face him, jogging backward toward the clock with a shit-
eating grin, which was really just about as bad as if I’d opened my mouth. Joe scowled as he
caught up to me at the clock. “Hold the hell on. I got a special assignment for you tonight.”“A
special assignment? What? Am I double-oh-Dakota now? Or should I introduce myself as
‘Shepherd. Dakota Shepherd.’?” I smirked at him as I went through the motions of clocking in. I
could tell that it was driving him crazy. He’d worked with me long enough to know that smirking
was my way of exuding snarky remarks without putting them to words. And if I didn’t say it out
loud, he never had a chance to refute whatever I was silently teasing him over.“Kiss my ass,
Shepherd.” Joe began with his usual level of eloquence, leaving it to me to keep the “witty” in our
banter. “There’s some rich-assed patron coming through tonight and the curator has advised me
that it’ll be the job of the guard on duty to see to it that she’s let in and given a tour.”I leaned
against the wall and raised an eyebrow. “Oooo.” I cooed, “La-ti-da. So this patron’s so hoity-toity
she can’t be assed to do her touring during the day when the museum’s actually open and
there’s real tour guides who actually know what all this shit is and how to present it?”Joe scoffed
and gave me a conspiratorial smirk. “I know right? Wish I was so rich all the normal rules didn’t
apply to me.”“Eh. I don’t.” I shoved off from the wall and started down the hall toward the break
room. “So what do I have to do?”Joe followed me and I stopped purposefully outpacing him
since I actually wanted to hear his reply. “Let them in, walk them around and let them see the
exhibits. Don’t let them steal anything. Make sure they leave and everything here stays where it



belongs. Babysitting, essentially.”“Great.” I strode into the break room and approached the row of
lockers we night security guards used to store our personal belongings during our shifts. I
opened mine, and dropped my Captain America lunchbox inside along with a bottle of water.
“This is going to go horribly, you realize?”Joe knew me too well. “Why do you think I’m leaving
early?”I slammed my locker shut and turned to face him. “You are not! You’re kidding, right?”It
was Joe’s turn to smirk at me. “Nah, Shepherd. You got this! Just check the folder over there for
the details.” He pointed at a plain yellow folder laying on the break room table and started to
back out of the room. “Besides, I got a date!”I snorted and rolled my eyes. “Right. You bastard.
You owe me one.” Joe ignored me as he walked back out into the hall. “If I screw this up and get
fired, I’m blaming you!” I yelled to the empty hall despite knowing he’d already departed from it. I
sighed and walked over to pick up the folder he’d indicated and flopped it open. I read a list of
names and general descriptions from a memo on company letterhead that was signed by the
curator himself. Well at least I know this isn’t some dumb prank. I dropped the folder on the table
and headed out to get started on my early-shift duties. The memo had said the patron’s party
would be arriving around midnight. Who the hell visits a museum in the middle of the night?I was
standing in the lobby at a quarter to midnight when the perimeter guard’s voice crackled through
my radio to inform me that the patron’s party had arrived. I headed over to unlock the front
double doors and let the fancy rich people inside. I waited as the outdoor guard escorted the
small party of finely-dressed individuals just to the threshold before turning to abandon me - Me!
The smart-assed one who couldn’t keep her mouth shut - to deal with the uppity fancy patron. It
turned out to be the nicest thing he ever did for me.She walked into my life with slow, languid
steps, the click of her heels on the polished marble floor echoing in the quiet, uninhabited entry
hall. My body reacted to her presence the moment I laid eyes on her, tingling with some mixture
of excitement and anxiety, or whatever you call the feeling an average girl would have the
moment she laid eyes on the most beautiful woman in the world.She was utterly breath-taking,
which, now that I think about it, could have been the reason for the tingling by itself. She was a
little taller than average with the most perfect figure I’d ever seen, all luscious curves in all the
right places. The woman before me was a porcelain-skinned goddess with immaculate ebony
hair spilling down her back and over her shoulders. Her lips were this perfect shade of red that
offset her look with the only splash of color it really needed. And it was the only splash of color I
spotted, too. She was wearing an elegant black evening gown that clung to her breasts with its
heart-shaped neckline which rose on one side to glide across her delicate shoulder where the
dark fabric was decorated with intricate designs in silver and clear, shimmering gemstones that
could very well have been diamonds for all I knew. The gown fit her curves perfectly, accenting
her small, feminine waist and her softly rounded hips before flowing to her ankles like some inky
waterfall, baring an enticing sliver of pale thigh as it parted just above the knee.I must have
looked like an idiot, staring at her with a slowly slacking jaw as she entered, nodding her
appreciation to the other guard and myself for letting her in. I stood for a moment in wide-eyed
shock, feeling my cheeks warming pre-emptively as I must have known on some level that I was



about to horribly embarrass myself.So of course, I flopped off my hat and gave an exaggerated
bow. “Welcome, my lady, to the Knoxville Museum of Natural History!” I said in my best
impression of a 1920’s radio announcer. Don’t ask me why I picked that. I still haven’t figured that
one out. I replaced my hat as I straightened, and put on the world’s cheesiest grin. She glanced
at me with a hint of humor in her wide blue eyes and a soft, sly smile curled her gorgeous lips.
She tilted her head ever-so-slightly as a noble graciously acknowledging the peasantry.Her lips
parted as if to speak, but before she could get a word out, another finely-dressed woman took
hold of her arm and escorted her away, leaning in and speaking quietly as they passed from the
entryway into the museum proper. So, feeling like a complete ass, I closed the door and locked it
up as per my instructions, then trailed along behind her party of five with the most awkward
feeling I’d ever had regarding the spectacle I’d just made. She spoke softly with her friends as
they toured the museum, gliding elegantly from exhibit to exhibit, pausing to read the plaques
and study the displays. I followed along as quietly as possible, hoping I wouldn’t be needed for
anything, lest I embarrass myself further by having absolutely no idea how to control my idiotic
sense of humor in the presence of such an insanely beautiful woman. Not that they needed me.
The girl of my dreams seemed to know more about the exhibits than I did. Maybe that’s why she
didn’t mind visiting in the middle of the night.An hour or so later, I was rewarded for my patience
as we circled back to the front door and the late-night touring was over at last. I turned the lock
for them once more, and the rest of her party was filing out into the warm Tennessee night air
when she paused, the other young woman still curled around her arm, to turn her attention to
me. “Thank you for the tour.” Her voice felt like velvet: gloriously soft and warm, with a faint
European accent I wasn’t fancy enough to identify. My typical Tennessee-Southern accent likely
did far less for her than her soft, delicate syllables did for me.“You’re welcome. Any time. I mean,
it wasn’t my fault-- er, that is… I’m just the night guard… but you know… I’d be happy to tour you
anytime. Let you tour. I mean. That.” My face was probably actually on fire.She laughed and I
could just see the flames erupting on my cheeks. But her sly smile returned and she leaned in,
pressing a finger to the embroidered name on my shirt. “Shepherd?” Great. I just knew this
meant she was going to report me for being a tool.“Yeah. It’s my name. And Dakota. That’s the
other one.” I stuck out my hand out of general habit and immediately wished I hadn’t. But in
rather than staring at my proffered hand as if it were contagious like she did in the image my
nervous mind had conjured the instant I’d reached out, she took my hand and shook it delicately,
her eyes still sparkling with humor and delight.“Well, thank you, Dakota. It was lovely.” She
paused and looked me over as if seeing me for the first time. The way her smile climbed to one
side suggested some private satisfaction, or maybe she just thought I was funny-looking. “You’re
a cute one.”What? I grinned stupidly and tried to think of something clever to say, but instead, I
blurted, “Yeah? Well if you plan to tip, I’d take your number.” It was like I was on an
embarrassment rollercoaster and I just kept going down big hills.But to my surprise, she laughed
again and slid her fingers into a little purse I hadn’t noticed before and deftly removed a little
black card with silver writing and offered it to me between two extended fingers. “Very well then.”



I accepted the card with a goofy smile and turned it over to stare at the words written on the
front. The shiny letters proclaimed “Amorie” in a flowing script above a phone number and email
address. I looked up and smiled at her broadly, meaning to say my thanks, but the younger
woman on her arm tugged at her and whispered something in her ear and the two of them
turned away and vanished into the night, hours before I could recover. I was so bewildered by
her smile that I didn’t really notice the daggers her companion glared at me as the two of them
walked away.3SynchronicityMy heart sank as I pulled the remains of the black and silver card
from my washing machine the next day. I’d gone home giddy and distracted by thoughts of
Amorie, and unthinkingly dumped my work uniform in the wash without remembering to remove
the card from my front pocket. The paper was destroyed and the numbers were illegible. I’d
sighed and pouted for a day or so before deciding that it was probably for the best. I had no idea
what I’d have done with her number if I hadn’t lost it. Would I have called her? If I had, would I
have regretted it? I had no delusions as to how big of a fool I’d have made of myself if I’d ever
actually managed to call her up and— what? Ask her out? It really was for the best.But that
hadn’t stopped her from stealing the sanctity of my dreams and invading my nights with the
lingering aroma of her beauty. I saw her day after day (I was a night security guard, remember? I
sleep during the day, so that’s when my dreams happened.) and it was always the same. She’d
appear somewhere that I happened to be and I’d awkwardly try to ask her for her number again,
but every time, the dream would end when she made it clear she had no memory of me, and I’d
slink away in shame. I didn’t dwell on her forever. But I can’t say I’d entirely put her out of my
mind the next time I saw her outside of my own mind, which was only a few weeks later.I had
decided to take a few days of sick leave and head down to Gatlinburg to unwind. Gatlinburg is a
walking city. The main thoroughfare runs along the Parkway with all the main attractions, and
most people just take the sidewalks to get around. I had been there before plenty of times with
my family when I was younger, but it had been a while since my last visit and I was trying to
remember how to find my way to one of my favorite restaurants when I saw her.She was every
bit as lovely as the first time I’d seen her, as if not a single moment had passed. Her ebony hair
was bound in a loose, but elegant style that left a few roguish ringlets to cascade freely about
her face and shoulders. She wore a gorgeous dress cut from some shimmery black fabric that
tumbled softly toward her feet in fluttery sidelong layers. I spotted her walking toward me from
half a block away and panicked. What could I do? How could I approach her? I glanced around
and my eyes landed on a little stall with free information booklets commonly found around the
city to help the tourists find ways to spend their money. I darted over and grabbed a little folded
paper map before resuming my post, dead center of the sidewalk where I would be in her way. I
unfolded the map and made a show of reading it, pretending not to notice her coming closer
until she arrived.“Dakota?” She remembered my name. I glanced up from my map, trying to look
surprised. I noticed that the tall, muscular man who I’d previously assumed was just walking
along the same path must have actually been there with her, as he paused with her, though he
stood off to the side, unobtrusively. Though unobtrusive was pretty difficult for him. He was six



and a half feet tall and built like a truck, with strawberry-blond hair that hung to his shoulders and
a straight-up Viking-styled mustache and beard complete with little beads. He wore a tight black
t-shirt and Levis jeans. I recognized the little hammer he wore on a sturdy cord at his throat as
Mjolnir, Thor’s Hammer. What? I’m a geek; I love comics. Anyway, I noticed the Viking guy was
eying me curiously, paying me more attention than I’d have expected.But interesting companions
aside, I was far more concerned with the fact that Amorie had remembered my name! I put on
what I hoped was a winning smile and lowered the map to greet her. “Hey! Amorie! Fancy
meeting you here!” I knew I’d butchered her name which I’d pronounced like “Am-murry”. She
smiled in return and gave her companion a glance that said that all was well. I decided he must
be her bodyguard, and determined with another glance at Viking guy that I should make sure to
avoid doing anything that looked threatening. It would take like six of me to make one of him and
if he was her bodyguard, I wasn’t interested in finding out what would set him off.She laughed
softly and drew my attention away from Viking guy again. “It is a small world indeed.” She looked
me over and smiled. “What are you doing here, Dakota?”Play it cool, hot shot. I’d heard that in a
movie somewhere, so it seemed the right thing to say to myself. “Me? I was just, you know.
Shopping, and well, right now I was just heading to Huck Finn’s for some dinner. They have the
best catfish and— ” Cooler, would be better. “—food.” Sigh. “So, what about you? Have you
eaten?” Her smile was growing steadily broader and I couldn’t tell if she thought I was funny or
pathetic, or both. My best hope at this point was both.“No, I—” She began, but I was apparently
still determined to make a fool of myself and just kept talking.“Because you could go too, if you
wanted. I mean to Huck Finn’s. For dinner. It’s a good place. Though maybe not quite fancy
enough for you. But if you like catfish…” I met her eyes with a hopeful smile. “You could go with
me if you wanted.”She did me the service of looking like she was interested, smiling over at her
companion for a moment before looking back at me with an apologetic, or possibly pitying
expression. “I’d love to.” My heart literally skipped a beat. “But I have a previous engagement this
evening.” She indicated Viking guy and I wilted. Oh. Not her bodyguard. Her date.I tried to hide
my disappointment behind a smile and put on an excellent show of shrugging it off. “Oh, yeah.
Sorry, I understand. I didn’t mean to intrude.” I gave a glance toward Viking guy and hoped he
wasn’t the territorial type. Though I lost interest in her beefy companion entirely when she took a
step closer to me and leaned in.“But, perhaps another time?” I met her eyes and realized she
wasn’t just saying it to make me feel better. She was actually asking me out! I felt giddy.“Yes!” I
might have spoken a little too loudly, or too quickly. “I’d love to. Though, do you live here?
Because I’m not normally in Gatlinburg. I mean if you want to meet here, I can though. But I live
in Knoxville—” She pressed a cool, slender finger to my lips, and her confident eyes told me she
felt none of the anxiety I was experiencing. With a smile, she pulled another little card from her
purse and started to offer it to me but paused.“If I give you this, are you going to call me this
time?” I suddenly felt like an ass again.“I— what? Yes! Of course! I mean, I was going to last
time, but something awful happened and when I got home, your number was… uh…
gone.”“Gone? Did it disappear?” Her sly lips smiled at me as if to say “I know the truth.”“Yes. It



was viciously attacked and devoured by the washing machine and I mourned its passing with a
vow of silence.” I heard Viking guy snort at that, and I mentally gave him a cookie for getting the
joke.The smile reached her eyes again, “I see. That is tragic.” I nodded gravely. She put the card
away and my stomach sank for just a moment before she pulled out a phone instead. “Well, why
don’t you give me yours this time. I’ll be sure to keep it safe from vicious washers.”I grinned and
nodded, then recited my phone number slowly and carefully, pulling my own phone from my
back pocket and flicking the screen on. I input her name into my contacts and asked her for her
number again. This time, she gave it with her voice and I enshrined it in my phone, never to lose
it again. I showed her the contact file I’d just created to make sure I’d gotten it down correctly and
once she nodded her approval, I put the phone away. “Great. Thanks. I can’t wait to see you
again.”She smiled and glanced at Viking guy again. “I look forward to it, Dakota. For now, I really
must go. Please excuse me.”I nodded, smiling. “Of course. Have a great night.” She turned and
stepped away, daintily offering her arm to Viking guy who almost grudgingly accepted and
escorted her down the street. To my surprise, as they departed, he nodded to me in what I would
have described as an amiable manner. And here I’d thought he didn’t like me.3SynchronicityMy
heart sank as I pulled the remains of the black and silver card from my washing machine the
next day. I’d gone home giddy and distracted by thoughts of Amorie, and unthinkingly dumped
my work uniform in the wash without remembering to remove the card from my front pocket. The
paper was destroyed and the numbers were illegible. I’d sighed and pouted for a day or so
before deciding that it was probably for the best. I had no idea what I’d have done with her
number if I hadn’t lost it. Would I have called her? If I had, would I have regretted it? I had no
delusions as to how big of a fool I’d have made of myself if I’d ever actually managed to call her
up and— what? Ask her out? It really was for the best.But that hadn’t stopped her from stealing
the sanctity of my dreams and invading my nights with the lingering aroma of her beauty. I saw
her day after day (I was a night security guard, remember? I sleep during the day, so that’s when
my dreams happened.) and it was always the same. She’d appear somewhere that I happened
to be and I’d awkwardly try to ask her for her number again, but every time, the dream would end
when she made it clear she had no memory of me, and I’d slink away in shame. I didn’t dwell on
her forever. But I can’t say I’d entirely put her out of my mind the next time I saw her outside of my
own mind, which was only a few weeks later.I had decided to take a few days of sick leave and
head down to Gatlinburg to unwind. Gatlinburg is a walking city. The main thoroughfare runs
along the Parkway with all the main attractions, and most people just take the sidewalks to get
around. I had been there before plenty of times with my family when I was younger, but it had
been a while since my last visit and I was trying to remember how to find my way to one of my
favorite restaurants when I saw her.She was every bit as lovely as the first time I’d seen her, as if
not a single moment had passed. Her ebony hair was bound in a loose, but elegant style that left
a few roguish ringlets to cascade freely about her face and shoulders. She wore a gorgeous
dress cut from some shimmery black fabric that tumbled softly toward her feet in fluttery
sidelong layers. I spotted her walking toward me from half a block away and panicked. What



could I do? How could I approach her? I glanced around and my eyes landed on a little stall with
free information booklets commonly found around the city to help the tourists find ways to spend
their money. I darted over and grabbed a little folded paper map before resuming my post, dead
center of the sidewalk where I would be in her way. I unfolded the map and made a show of
reading it, pretending not to notice her coming closer until she arrived.“Dakota?” She
remembered my name. I glanced up from my map, trying to look surprised. I noticed that the tall,
muscular man who I’d previously assumed was just walking along the same path must have
actually been there with her, as he paused with her, though he stood off to the side,
unobtrusively. Though unobtrusive was pretty difficult for him. He was six and a half feet tall and
built like a truck, with strawberry-blond hair that hung to his shoulders and a straight-up Viking-
styled mustache and beard complete with little beads. He wore a tight black t-shirt and Levis
jeans. I recognized the little hammer he wore on a sturdy cord at his throat as Mjolnir, Thor’s
Hammer. What? I’m a geek; I love comics. Anyway, I noticed the Viking guy was eying me
curiously, paying me more attention than I’d have expected.But interesting companions aside, I
was far more concerned with the fact that Amorie had remembered my name! I put on what I
hoped was a winning smile and lowered the map to greet her. “Hey! Amorie! Fancy meeting you
here!” I knew I’d butchered her name which I’d pronounced like “Am-murry”. She smiled in return
and gave her companion a glance that said that all was well. I decided he must be her
bodyguard, and determined with another glance at Viking guy that I should make sure to avoid
doing anything that looked threatening. It would take like six of me to make one of him and if he
was her bodyguard, I wasn’t interested in finding out what would set him off.She laughed softly
and drew my attention away from Viking guy again. “It is a small world indeed.” She looked me
over and smiled. “What are you doing here, Dakota?”Play it cool, hot shot. I’d heard that in a
movie somewhere, so it seemed the right thing to say to myself. “Me? I was just, you know.
Shopping, and well, right now I was just heading to Huck Finn’s for some dinner. They have the
best catfish and— ” Cooler, would be better. “—food.” Sigh. “So, what about you? Have you
eaten?” Her smile was growing steadily broader and I couldn’t tell if she thought I was funny or
pathetic, or both. My best hope at this point was both.“No, I—” She began, but I was apparently
still determined to make a fool of myself and just kept talking.“Because you could go too, if you
wanted. I mean to Huck Finn’s. For dinner. It’s a good place. Though maybe not quite fancy
enough for you. But if you like catfish…” I met her eyes with a hopeful smile. “You could go with
me if you wanted.”She did me the service of looking like she was interested, smiling over at her
companion for a moment before looking back at me with an apologetic, or possibly pitying
expression. “I’d love to.” My heart literally skipped a beat. “But I have a previous engagement this
evening.” She indicated Viking guy and I wilted. Oh. Not her bodyguard. Her date.I tried to hide
my disappointment behind a smile and put on an excellent show of shrugging it off. “Oh, yeah.
Sorry, I understand. I didn’t mean to intrude.” I gave a glance toward Viking guy and hoped he
wasn’t the territorial type. Though I lost interest in her beefy companion entirely when she took a
step closer to me and leaned in.“But, perhaps another time?” I met her eyes and realized she



wasn’t just saying it to make me feel better. She was actually asking me out! I felt giddy.“Yes!” I
might have spoken a little too loudly, or too quickly. “I’d love to. Though, do you live here?
Because I’m not normally in Gatlinburg. I mean if you want to meet here, I can though. But I live
in Knoxville—” She pressed a cool, slender finger to my lips, and her confident eyes told me she
felt none of the anxiety I was experiencing. With a smile, she pulled another little card from her
purse and started to offer it to me but paused.“If I give you this, are you going to call me this
time?” I suddenly felt like an ass again.“I— what? Yes! Of course! I mean, I was going to last
time, but something awful happened and when I got home, your number was… uh…
gone.”“Gone? Did it disappear?” Her sly lips smiled at me as if to say “I know the truth.”“Yes. It
was viciously attacked and devoured by the washing machine and I mourned its passing with a
vow of silence.” I heard Viking guy snort at that, and I mentally gave him a cookie for getting the
joke.The smile reached her eyes again, “I see. That is tragic.” I nodded gravely. She put the card
away and my stomach sank for just a moment before she pulled out a phone instead. “Well, why
don’t you give me yours this time. I’ll be sure to keep it safe from vicious washers.”I grinned and
nodded, then recited my phone number slowly and carefully, pulling my own phone from my
back pocket and flicking the screen on. I input her name into my contacts and asked her for her
number again. This time, she gave it with her voice and I enshrined it in my phone, never to lose
it again. I showed her the contact file I’d just created to make sure I’d gotten it down correctly and
once she nodded her approval, I put the phone away. “Great. Thanks. I can’t wait to see you
again.”She smiled and glanced at Viking guy again. “I look forward to it, Dakota. For now, I really
must go. Please excuse me.”I nodded, smiling. “Of course. Have a great night.” She turned and
stepped away, daintily offering her arm to Viking guy who almost grudgingly accepted and
escorted her down the street. To my surprise, as they departed, he nodded to me in what I would
have described as an amiable manner. And here I’d thought he didn’t like me.4AwakeningI didn’t
hear from Amorie over the next few days. I decided that calling her first would seem desperate,
and so determined that waiting for her to call me first was the more dignified course of action.
That, or the less terrifying. Regardless, I didn’t reach out for a few days, and in those days, I
finished my long weekend, returned home, and got back to work. It was Friday of the next week
when I heard from her again, though it couldn’t have happened any more differently from how I’d
expected.Thursday night, I was working my usual shift, wandering about the museum with one
earbud in, listening to a motley playlist of varied genre, when I heard something odd. It was a
strange scraping sound coming from another room. I plucked the earbud out and clicked my
music off, quietly crossing the room to investigate. I carefully approached the sound, figuring it
was just one of the janitors or something, when I saw an odd light emanating from the other
room in a strange, pulsating pattern. I leaned cautiously around the corner and peered in. In this
room, most of the displays were settled against the far wall, with just two smaller pedestals
taking up the center space. I noticed right away that one of the two pedestals had been pulled to
one side, clearing a space around the other one. That could have been the scraping noise I’d
heard.I looked up to the other pedestal, and that’s when I spotted the intruder. He was a middle-



aged man with long black hair pulled back in a low ponytail. He had pale skin, a wicked, short,
beard, and crazy eyes. Maybe all the strange symbols he’d drawn on the floor and the honest-to-
goodness wizard robe added to the feeling that he was a few marbles short of a hot dog stand.
Whatever he was using to make that cool glowy effect was actually pretty awesome, and I
considered casually strolling in and asking him about it before my training kicked in and I settled
on taking him more seriously. Crazy people could be highly dangerous.Whatever I might have
done, the decision to act was made for me when he reached out toward the shiny silver cup
displayed on the pedestal. I couldn’t let him steal museum property. If he even touched it, he
could mess something up. A lot of the display items were rather fragile, after all.I sprinted across
the short distance from the door to the pedestal just as a strange green light erupted out from
the cup and spiraled toward the man I was right in the middle of tackling. I felt something strike
me in the side as I landed on him, pushing him hard to the floor as he wailed and cursed me,
kicking against my pin. I twisted his arm into place and cuffed him with some difficulty as he
struggled. I wasn’t very strong, but I knew how to use leverage to my advantage, and I was pretty
fast. Whatever had hit me in the side hadn’t seemed to hurt me; it hadn’t really even felt like it’d
done anything, but I had a distinctly odd feeling all the same.I started to think about what had
just happened as my radio rasped out, “Shepherd? Are you okay?” it was Joe. He was working
perimeter tonight. “Shepherd? What was that sound?” I had no idea what he was talking about. I
just kept my hold on the strange man who bucked and cursed. I stared determinedly at his back
for an unknowable amount of time, my arms straining to hold him, though I hardly noticed the
burning sensation slowly creeping through my shoulders and into my back. Shadows seemed to
dance all around me, flickers of the pulsating, glowing lights, and shadowy forms that couldn’t
really be there.Some time later, whether minutes or hours I couldn’t say, Joe came rustling into
the room and some uncertain amount of time after that, police had arrived. I watched with idle
curiosity as they took the angry stranger, kicking and spitting curses, out of my sight and out the
door. He was calling out strange-sounding names and phrases; I’m pretty sure there was some
kind of Satanic ritual stuff in there, but I wasn’t really registering any of it. I couldn’t stop staring at
him as his tall, slender frame diminished into the dark of the main hall. Why was he glowing?
And how had he managed to make the glowing light he seemed to be emitting pulse and change
colors like that?At some point, I must have convinced Joe that everything was all right, because I
was alone with the cup when my hands suddenly burst into sickly green fire. I gazed at my hands
in abject horror, too stunned to even scream. When the flames suddenly extinguished
themselves - the fire that hadn’t burned me leaving as quickly as it’d appeared - I finally reached
the proper reaction, and panicked. I ran out of the museum and didn’t stop running till I was
home.4AwakeningI didn’t hear from Amorie over the next few days. I decided that calling her first
would seem desperate, and so determined that waiting for her to call me first was the more
dignified course of action. That, or the less terrifying. Regardless, I didn’t reach out for a few
days, and in those days, I finished my long weekend, returned home, and got back to work. It
was Friday of the next week when I heard from her again, though it couldn’t have happened any



more differently from how I’d expected.Thursday night, I was working my usual shift, wandering
about the museum with one earbud in, listening to a motley playlist of varied genre, when I heard
something odd. It was a strange scraping sound coming from another room. I plucked the
earbud out and clicked my music off, quietly crossing the room to investigate. I carefully
approached the sound, figuring it was just one of the janitors or something, when I saw an odd
light emanating from the other room in a strange, pulsating pattern. I leaned cautiously around
the corner and peered in. In this room, most of the displays were settled against the far wall, with
just two smaller pedestals taking up the center space. I noticed right away that one of the two
pedestals had been pulled to one side, clearing a space around the other one. That could have
been the scraping noise I’d heard.I looked up to the other pedestal, and that’s when I spotted the
intruder. He was a middle-aged man with long black hair pulled back in a low ponytail. He had
pale skin, a wicked, short, beard, and crazy eyes. Maybe all the strange symbols he’d drawn on
the floor and the honest-to-goodness wizard robe added to the feeling that he was a few
marbles short of a hot dog stand. Whatever he was using to make that cool glowy effect was
actually pretty awesome, and I considered casually strolling in and asking him about it before my
training kicked in and I settled on taking him more seriously. Crazy people could be highly
dangerous.Whatever I might have done, the decision to act was made for me when he reached
out toward the shiny silver cup displayed on the pedestal. I couldn’t let him steal museum
property. If he even touched it, he could mess something up. A lot of the display items were
rather fragile, after all.I sprinted across the short distance from the door to the pedestal just as a
strange green light erupted out from the cup and spiraled toward the man I was right in the
middle of tackling. I felt something strike me in the side as I landed on him, pushing him hard to
the floor as he wailed and cursed me, kicking against my pin. I twisted his arm into place and
cuffed him with some difficulty as he struggled. I wasn’t very strong, but I knew how to use
leverage to my advantage, and I was pretty fast. Whatever had hit me in the side hadn’t seemed
to hurt me; it hadn’t really even felt like it’d done anything, but I had a distinctly odd feeling all the
same.I started to think about what had just happened as my radio rasped out, “Shepherd? Are
you okay?” it was Joe. He was working perimeter tonight. “Shepherd? What was that sound?” I
had no idea what he was talking about. I just kept my hold on the strange man who bucked and
cursed. I stared determinedly at his back for an unknowable amount of time, my arms straining to
hold him, though I hardly noticed the burning sensation slowly creeping through my shoulders
and into my back. Shadows seemed to dance all around me, flickers of the pulsating, glowing
lights, and shadowy forms that couldn’t really be there.Some time later, whether minutes or
hours I couldn’t say, Joe came rustling into the room and some uncertain amount of time after
that, police had arrived. I watched with idle curiosity as they took the angry stranger, kicking and
spitting curses, out of my sight and out the door. He was calling out strange-sounding names
and phrases; I’m pretty sure there was some kind of Satanic ritual stuff in there, but I wasn’t
really registering any of it. I couldn’t stop staring at him as his tall, slender frame diminished into
the dark of the main hall. Why was he glowing? And how had he managed to make the glowing



light he seemed to be emitting pulse and change colors like that?At some point, I must have
convinced Joe that everything was all right, because I was alone with the cup when my hands
suddenly burst into sickly green fire. I gazed at my hands in abject horror, too stunned to even
scream. When the flames suddenly extinguished themselves - the fire that hadn’t burned me
leaving as quickly as it’d appeared - I finally reached the proper reaction, and panicked. I ran out
of the museum and didn’t stop running till I was home.5DenialThe next day was hard to handle. It
was difficult enough to accept that it had all been a dream when I was still in denial and telling
myself I’d just partied way too hard. When I went down for the mail and spent several minutes
ogling the strangely desaturated passersby, I began to realize that no amount of partying could
really explain these things away. It was with a rising sense of urgency that I pulled out my
smartphone and thumbed over to Amorie’s number. I thought about dialing it over and over
again. But no. She barely knew me. I was only considering calling her because I had no one else
to turn to.At least, I had no one else I really wanted to turn to. Ultimately, my choice was made for
me, however, when my phone rang, startling me from my indecisive reverie. I was surprised to
see the call was from Shannon, one of my co-workers, a day-time museum employee who had
bullied me exchanging numbers during a company meeting. Why was she calling me? She’d
hardly ever spoken to me before. I almost thumbed the ignore button, but some part of me was
really curious why she was calling and another part reminded me it could have something to do
with the incident last night at work. I took the call. “Hello?” I really was out of it. Not even a clever
answer quip.“Hey! Dakota!” Shannon’s chirpy voice immediately grated on my nerves, almost as
much as the way she pronounced my voice like “dak-ota” instead of “duh-ko-ta” like a real
person would say it. “How are you?” I thought about answering her with a variety of colorful
choice words, but she barely paused for breath. “Listen! The girls and I are going out tonight and
we were hoping you’d join us!” What? Why would she want me to go out with the girls? They’d
never asked me out before. On the one hand, I was just a lowly night security guard and “the
girls” were all proper daytime museum workers with college degrees and salaries. On the other
hand, I was the obvious lesbian who was less “out and proud” than simply “couldn’t keep her
mouth shut” when it came to things like being asked if she thought male coworker A or B were
attractive. Which is to say, on either hand, they’d never asked me out before and I had no idea
why they would want me to go out with them now.Regardless, I listened on as she spewed out
an explanation of where they were going and how it was some new club with some kind of show,
and music, I think. I didn’t realize that I’d completely spaced out again until Shannon’s voice
finally broke for the requisite oxygen. “So? Will you go?” It was an interesting question. I didn’t
particularly want to go out to a new club with a bunch of people I barely knew. I didn’t usually go
to clubs at all, and I wasn’t really that fond of hanging out with people who existed outside of a
screen. After all, my television idols never put me on the spot or judged me. But as I was
standing there, listening and deciding, my eyes had drifted to my hand where just hours before,
a sheath of emerald flames had—“Yeah. Sure. What time?” I silently assured myself that I was
not in denial.5DenialThe next day was hard to handle. It was difficult enough to accept that it had



all been a dream when I was still in denial and telling myself I’d just partied way too hard. When I
went down for the mail and spent several minutes ogling the strangely desaturated passersby, I
began to realize that no amount of partying could really explain these things away. It was with a
rising sense of urgency that I pulled out my smartphone and thumbed over to Amorie’s number. I
thought about dialing it over and over again. But no. She barely knew me. I was only considering
calling her because I had no one else to turn to.At least, I had no one else I really wanted to turn
to. Ultimately, my choice was made for me, however, when my phone rang, startling me from my
indecisive reverie. I was surprised to see the call was from Shannon, one of my co-workers, a
day-time museum employee who had bullied me exchanging numbers during a company
meeting. Why was she calling me? She’d hardly ever spoken to me before. I almost thumbed the
ignore button, but some part of me was really curious why she was calling and another part
reminded me it could have something to do with the incident last night at work. I took the call.
“Hello?” I really was out of it. Not even a clever answer quip.“Hey! Dakota!” Shannon’s chirpy
voice immediately grated on my nerves, almost as much as the way she pronounced my voice
like “dak-ota” instead of “duh-ko-ta” like a real person would say it. “How are you?” I thought
about answering her with a variety of colorful choice words, but she barely paused for breath.
“Listen! The girls and I are going out tonight and we were hoping you’d join us!” What? Why
would she want me to go out with the girls? They’d never asked me out before. On the one hand,
I was just a lowly night security guard and “the girls” were all proper daytime museum workers
with college degrees and salaries. On the other hand, I was the obvious lesbian who was less
“out and proud” than simply “couldn’t keep her mouth shut” when it came to things like being
asked if she thought male coworker A or B were attractive. Which is to say, on either hand, they’d
never asked me out before and I had no idea why they would want me to go out with them
now.Regardless, I listened on as she spewed out an explanation of where they were going and
how it was some new club with some kind of show, and music, I think. I didn’t realize that I’d
completely spaced out again until Shannon’s voice finally broke for the requisite oxygen. “So?
Will you go?” It was an interesting question. I didn’t particularly want to go out to a new club with
a bunch of people I barely knew. I didn’t usually go to clubs at all, and I wasn’t really that fond of
hanging out with people who existed outside of a screen. After all, my television idols never put
me on the spot or judged me. But as I was standing there, listening and deciding, my eyes had
drifted to my hand where just hours before, a sheath of emerald flames had—“Yeah. Sure. What
time?” I silently assured myself that I was not in denial.6RunningA few hours later, I was
showered, dried, and standing in front of a mirror in my underwear, trying to decide if a dress
was really necessary for my evening destination. After a moment of agonizing over the clothing
options my closet had to offer, I caught sight of my face and ended up taking a long, hard look in
the mirror. I was what my Nan would have called “a scrawny slip of a girl”. Five-five with a petite
frame and boyish figure. I was allergic to exercise for exercise’s sake so my body lacked any real
tone despite my generally active career path. My bust was too small to be attractive, at least by
my own standards, and I was otherwise altogether uninteresting with medium-brown hair in a



short, shaggy cut, and unremarkable light golden-brown eyes. I spent a moment studying my
face: a soft, pointed chin with a feminine jawline, more or less average lips, and an ordinary,
slightly upturned nose. My skin was fair of tone and generally bore no evidence of any lasting
relationship with the sun. Working nights will do that for you, as will generally preferring indoors-
only hobbies.I sighed. It didn’t really matter what I wore. I wasn’t going to impress anyone, and I
didn’t even want to. I started to pick the button-down shirt and slacks in one hand over the simple
black dress in the other, but just as my mind was made up, I realized I felt oddly disappointed,
and so decided the dress it was. I returned the first outfit to its place in my closet, and pulled the
dress off its hanger, discarding that into the floor of my closet. I pulled the sleeveless black shift
on and straightened it, watching my reflection in the mirror as I did. The length was a little less
than I’d remembered, but then the last time I’d tried it on had been a couple years back. I
considered my appearance for a moment, then fetched a pair of black tights and the only pair of
heels I owned. A few minutes later, I looked at least passably dressed up, even if I had no idea
how to make my hair less ordinary, and makeup… Well, I didn’t want to make myself look even
worse.I took a few steps back and plopped down onto the bed, still eying myself in the mirror,
which was fortunate when I realized I’d need to try and remember that dress-wearing meant my
legs should try to get to know each other better tonight as well. I leaned forward with a long sigh
and placed my head in my hands, comforting myself only momentarily before my hands on my
face reminded me of the sickly green fire and I shifted them to my torso instead. I sat there for a
few seconds, hugging myself. I realized it was more than a few seconds when my phone’s alarm
sounded, reminding me that it was time to go. I was really uncomfortable with how easily I’d been
losing track of time. It reminded me too much of the troubles of my youth. But I didn’t want to
think about that right now. I had trouble enough without lapsing into regrets from days gone by.I
walked to the address Shannon had given me, guided by the GPS app on my phone, and
managed to get there at least fashionably on-time. There was a line and a little red rope-thingy
and everything. I’d never been into the club scene so I’d only ever seen such things in movies. I
figured if Shannon was inviting me, she would know how to get us in, so presumably she wasn’t
already waiting for me inside. I glanced around for a moment, hoping to spot her, but she snuck
up on me while I was looking the wrong way and startled the crap out of me instead.I guess I
was a little jumpy. I felt a strange warmth on my hands and almost panicked again, but when I
jerked my hands up to inspect them, they were perfectly devoid of burning. I sighed in relief,
even as the strangely-gray-looking Shannon and the group of girls accompanying her gave me a
curious look. I excused it off as having just realized I’d forgotten to wear a particular bracelet, (as
if wearing jewelry was actually something I’d have thought of doing) and played it off as a
momentary fear that I had lost it. One of the other girls slipped off a pair of thin, metal bangles
and offered them to me consolingly as Shannon guided us to the front of the line and caught the
attention of the bouncer. She must have known him or maybe she’d bribed him, because he let
us right in.I felt so immensely out of place in the club. It was dark with flashing lights and music
so loud it was nigh painful, though my hearing had been kinda sensitive today. There were so



many people. A part of me wanted to bolt. But I didn’t relish the idea of being home all evening,
alone, either. I followed along with Shannon’s crowd and settled at a table with them, accepting a
drink someone had picked for me, and generally nodding and smiling at everything they said
without trying too hard to really pick out what they were saying over the noise of the club. After a
moment of idle chatter, Shannon turned to me and leaned in to yell, “So Dakota, we heard there
was some kind of break-in at the museum last night. What happened?”I hadn’t even thought
about the fact that Shannon’s gossipy nature could have revealed the reason for her invitation if
I’d had the focus and clarity of mind to really consider it. “There was just some … guy.” I really
didn’t want to think about it. If I thought about the guy, I couldn’t stop myself from thinking about
the fire, and the glowing, and the stupid silver cup…“Was he a robber?” Shannon yelled across
the thumping base. I sighed and resigned myself to explaining.“I don’t know. He didn’t steal
anything. He was just—”“I heard he was a devil worshiper and he drew some kind of Satanic
markings all over the floor in the gallery.” Shannon and her friends went on discussing what
they’d heard for a few minutes without missing my input. I was okay with that. I found myself
drifting away from the conversation as I slowly examined my surroundings.The club was full of
strangely-gray people. I stared at a pretty-enough woman with pale-blond hair and it took me far
too long to figure out that her hair was blond and not silver. I couldn’t make out the color of her
dress in time before she moved too far away for me to keep my eyes on her. I studied the man
she’d been talking to instead: short black hair, pale skin, nothing out of the ordinary really. Except
that the satiny vest beneath his tailored suit jacket was a rich, and vibrant, crimson. Not only that,
but he was surrounded by a dim, deep-purple light with patches of black and gray. I must have
stared too long again. The man looked up from his small table and noticed my eyes on him. His
eyes shone with a dim red light behind the dark of his irises. I felt my heart rate quicken. He
quirked a humorless smile, and eyed me like a wolf hunting prey.“Dakota?” Shannon’s voice cut
across the violent din of the music and the crowd.“Huh?” I articulated cleverly. “Sorry… I…” I
glanced back to the other table and the red-vest guy was gone. I panicked. I stood up too
suddenly and everyone at the table had to clutch their drinks to avoid them tipping over.
Shannon wasn’t quick enough and her Cosmo made a valiant effort to ruin her night. I distantly
registered her shouting and the other girls crowing over the tragedy of a spilled drink, but I was
far too busy feeling hunted to care about social propriety. I backed away from the table and
glanced around for the nearest exit. I had to get out. Now.I desperately pushed my way through
the crowd, and as I did, I noticed red-vest guy wasn’t the only person here who wasn’t all 1950’s
television. There was a woman in a firey-red dress sitting at a table in the corner with a trio of
pretty boys leaning on her arms, their expressions bleary, as she stroked idly at their hair and
watched the room like a contented cat. A taller man with thick-rimmed glasses danced with a full-
figured woman in a deep blue suit, and both of them were teeming with swirling colored lights. I
tried to back away from all of them at once and ended up stumbling into someone out of reckless
fear. I whipped around as my heart thudded in terror, fearing the red-vest guy had sneaked up on
me, but when my eyes landed on her porcelain skin and her blushing ruby lips…“A-Amorie?” I



breathed shakily. Her brows were knitted together in concern as she held a hand out to me,
offering assistance or comfort, or possibly both. I accepted it, stepping closer to her, then froze.
She was cold. Not just her hands, but her body as well. The lack of bodily warmth stood out like
a klaxxon in a library. I jerked my hand away in fear, meeting her eyes with a look of disbelief and
betrayal. “Wait… you too?” I noticed her crimson lips once again, then the lovely azure shade of
her eyes. Her body was wreathed in a light like a bloodied bruise. I numbly backed away from her
even as she reached out to me.“Dakota? Oh… Oh dear.” She followed me slowly, steadily, as if
trying not to spook me. “Listen to me, Dakota. Everything is going to be all right.” She managed
to keep her voice soft, even while raising it to a volume still audible over the roar of the club. I
wanted to believe her. More than anything, I wanted to let her take my hand again, and I wanted
to believe that she really could make everything all right again. But I didn’t believe that. In fact, I
was terrified of her. Because she wasn’t… I didn’t know what she wasn’t… but she was one of
them. And the other one was out there, hunting me.I turned without thinking and bolted for the
emergency exit. I fixed my eyes on the little sign above the door and figured the unfortunate club-
goers in my path could sort out the aftermath of my charge on their own. I cut through the crowd
to several alarmed cries, one of which I vaguely registered as Amorie’s, and hit the bar on the
door, shoving through the final barrier between me and freedom from the trap that the club had
become.I stumbled out into the night and backed away from the building, my heart still doing an
impression of a dubstep song. I glanced around and headed for the alley leading back to the
street. Suddenly, my back impacted the brick wall beside me, and the red-vest guy’s dimly
glowing eyes met mine once more. His cold body was pressed against me in such a way that I
could hardly move at all, his thighs pressing painfully hard against mine, and his arms pinning
mine to the wall to either side of my head. I screamed and he dropped one of my arms to slap his
palm across my mouth. My eyes were stinging with fearful tears as he held me there, my body
stuck to the wall, entirely helpless. He leaned his head in close and grinned at me, a wicked
expression that promised he was enjoying my dismay far more than a good man should.He
shushed me and met my eyes, “No need for all of that.”. He pressed his torso against mine too
tightly for comfort. “It’ll all be over soon.” His lips parted in a dark smile, revealing elongated
canines that came to horrifying points. Until that moment, I had known he was going to hurt me,
and I was terrified that he intended to rape me, but when I noticed his dreadfully sharp fangs, I
knew that my earlier instinct was correct. He intended to eat me.I screamed against his palm,
struggling with every ounce of strength I possessed. I didn’t want to die. Not here. Not now. I’m
only 28 and I haven’t even done anything with my life yet. I’m not going to die here! My despair
transformed into resolve as I realized that one of my hands was still free. I tried to push him off of
me, but he may as well have been a statue for all I managed to move him. He chuckled as if my
struggles were amusing to him, then lowered his head to my shoulder and lashed his tongue
along my neck. I screamed again and tried to picture the ugly, emerald flames bursting from my
hands. I tried to imagine the fire catching on his jacket and I pictured him leaping back from me
in terror as I ran down the alley to safety. I felt the palm of my hand growing warm.“Reynold



Cuthbert. That is enough.” Amorie’s melodic voice carried her disapproval like a dagger’s edge.
My eyes darted toward the alley and her voice as the red vest guy, Reynold Cuthbert, jerked his
head away from my neck, whipping his face around toward her as well. “Release her at once.”
She demanded, taking a few steps closer.“This one’s free game!” Cuthbert insisted with a growl
that would have made me cringe away from him if I’d had anywhere to go.“This is my city.”
Amorie proclaimed with a hint of admonishment. “So unless I say otherwise, the ‘game’ is mine.”
She stepped beyond the lip of the alleyway and settled her features into a cross
expression.Cuthbert snarled. “You can’t claim everything. I found this one first, so it’s mine.” His
grip on my wrist suddenly became even more painfully tight and I cried out behind his
palm.Amorie narrowed her eyes into a dangerous expression that sent a chill down my spine.
She shifted the bottom of the long black drape she wore across her shoulders to reveal
something he must have recognized that I couldn’t make out beyond a glint of silver. “Leave.
Now.” Her voice was adamant. Her eyes and her posture said she wouldn’t take no for an
answer.Cuthbert growled again, a sound of anger mixed with frustration, and released me all at
once, pushing his body away from mine and moving away in one swift motion. He approached
the alley, and Amorie thusly by proxy. His expression screamed of the threat he was apparently
too wise to speak aloud, but to my dismay, he turned that dark look on me instead as he
departed by the alley beside the club.I felt my legs quivering with fear and pain, and the betrayal
of heels I hadn’t the practice to wear. I would have sunk to the ground but for Amorie whose body
was suddenly just in front of me. Her arm went around me gently as she pulled me away from the
wall. “There now. Are you all right, Dakota?” Her voice was soothing and soft, but my instincts
were still on edge. Her cold body mirrored his cold body, and that just reminded me of how
frightened and betrayed I’d felt at her cold touch in the club. I almost pulled away, but she kept a
firm but gentle pressure on my back where she held me steady. It was probably for the best; I
was still rather shaky on my feet.“I… What was he? What… What are you?” I shivered despite
the warmth of the night, wondering if I was even safe now that I’d been rescued.Amorie shushed
me softly. “It is all right. I will not harm you. I did not harm you before, did I?”I shook my head and
thought about that. “What did he mean? That I’m free game?”Amorie shushed me again. “I will
explain. But we should go somewhere else. You should sit down. You are trembling.”I was. But I
was still afraid. And I didn’t know if I could trust her. “Go where?”“Wherever you like. Wherever
you feel safe.” Her eyes were full of compassion. I wanted to believe her. I wanted to believe in
her. Whatever the reason for her cold body and the muted, bloody colors that danced at her
perimeter, I wanted to believe that she was safe. But a little voice said it would be stupid to show
her where I lived, and stupider still to go anywhere with her alone.“There’s a diner… on 14th
street. It’s 24 hours and there’s always people there. We can go there.”Amorie smiled warmly and
nodded once. “As you like, Dakota. Will you let me take you there?”“I’ll walk.” Getting into a
stranger’s car was like grade school no-no. That’s elementary-my-dear-Watson level hell no.“All
right. Will you let me walk with you?” I thought about that for a few seconds as she offered her
arm, before deciding that anything she could do to me while walking me down the street, she



could just as well do right here without going to the trouble of convincing me.“Okay.” I timidly
accepted her arm as I glanced toward the alley and my stomach filled with dread. What if he was
still there? What if I saw him again? That look he had given me… I dared to hope he wouldn’t
give it to me again in my nightmares. I tightened my grip on her arm without thinking. All things
considered, I’d rather take my chances with whatever Amorie was than to walk down that alley
right now alone.6RunningA few hours later, I was showered, dried, and standing in front of a
mirror in my underwear, trying to decide if a dress was really necessary for my evening
destination. After a moment of agonizing over the clothing options my closet had to offer, I
caught sight of my face and ended up taking a long, hard look in the mirror. I was what my Nan
would have called “a scrawny slip of a girl”. Five-five with a petite frame and boyish figure. I was
allergic to exercise for exercise’s sake so my body lacked any real tone despite my generally
active career path. My bust was too small to be attractive, at least by my own standards, and I
was otherwise altogether uninteresting with medium-brown hair in a short, shaggy cut, and
unremarkable light golden-brown eyes. I spent a moment studying my face: a soft, pointed chin
with a feminine jawline, more or less average lips, and an ordinary, slightly upturned nose. My
skin was fair of tone and generally bore no evidence of any lasting relationship with the sun.
Working nights will do that for you, as will generally preferring indoors-only hobbies.I sighed. It
didn’t really matter what I wore. I wasn’t going to impress anyone, and I didn’t even want to. I
started to pick the button-down shirt and slacks in one hand over the simple black dress in the
other, but just as my mind was made up, I realized I felt oddly disappointed, and so decided the
dress it was. I returned the first outfit to its place in my closet, and pulled the dress off its hanger,
discarding that into the floor of my closet. I pulled the sleeveless black shift on and straightened
it, watching my reflection in the mirror as I did. The length was a little less than I’d remembered,
but then the last time I’d tried it on had been a couple years back. I considered my appearance
for a moment, then fetched a pair of black tights and the only pair of heels I owned. A few
minutes later, I looked at least passably dressed up, even if I had no idea how to make my hair
less ordinary, and makeup… Well, I didn’t want to make myself look even worse.I took a few
steps back and plopped down onto the bed, still eying myself in the mirror, which was fortunate
when I realized I’d need to try and remember that dress-wearing meant my legs should try to get
to know each other better tonight as well. I leaned forward with a long sigh and placed my head
in my hands, comforting myself only momentarily before my hands on my face reminded me of
the sickly green fire and I shifted them to my torso instead. I sat there for a few seconds, hugging
myself. I realized it was more than a few seconds when my phone’s alarm sounded, reminding
me that it was time to go. I was really uncomfortable with how easily I’d been losing track of time.
It reminded me too much of the troubles of my youth. But I didn’t want to think about that right
now. I had trouble enough without lapsing into regrets from days gone by.I walked to the address
Shannon had given me, guided by the GPS app on my phone, and managed to get there at least
fashionably on-time. There was a line and a little red rope-thingy and everything. I’d never been
into the club scene so I’d only ever seen such things in movies. I figured if Shannon was inviting



me, she would know how to get us in, so presumably she wasn’t already waiting for me inside. I
glanced around for a moment, hoping to spot her, but she snuck up on me while I was looking
the wrong way and startled the crap out of me instead.I guess I was a little jumpy. I felt a strange
warmth on my hands and almost panicked again, but when I jerked my hands up to inspect
them, they were perfectly devoid of burning. I sighed in relief, even as the strangely-gray-looking
Shannon and the group of girls accompanying her gave me a curious look. I excused it off as
having just realized I’d forgotten to wear a particular bracelet, (as if wearing jewelry was actually
something I’d have thought of doing) and played it off as a momentary fear that I had lost it. One
of the other girls slipped off a pair of thin, metal bangles and offered them to me consolingly as
Shannon guided us to the front of the line and caught the attention of the bouncer. She must
have known him or maybe she’d bribed him, because he let us right in.I felt so immensely out of
place in the club. It was dark with flashing lights and music so loud it was nigh painful, though my
hearing had been kinda sensitive today. There were so many people. A part of me wanted to
bolt. But I didn’t relish the idea of being home all evening, alone, either. I followed along with
Shannon’s crowd and settled at a table with them, accepting a drink someone had picked for
me, and generally nodding and smiling at everything they said without trying too hard to really
pick out what they were saying over the noise of the club. After a moment of idle chatter,
Shannon turned to me and leaned in to yell, “So Dakota, we heard there was some kind of break-
in at the museum last night. What happened?”I hadn’t even thought about the fact that
Shannon’s gossipy nature could have revealed the reason for her invitation if I’d had the focus
and clarity of mind to really consider it. “There was just some … guy.” I really didn’t want to think
about it. If I thought about the guy, I couldn’t stop myself from thinking about the fire, and the
glowing, and the stupid silver cup…“Was he a robber?” Shannon yelled across the thumping
base. I sighed and resigned myself to explaining.“I don’t know. He didn’t steal anything. He was
just—”“I heard he was a devil worshiper and he drew some kind of Satanic markings all over the
floor in the gallery.” Shannon and her friends went on discussing what they’d heard for a few
minutes without missing my input. I was okay with that. I found myself drifting away from the
conversation as I slowly examined my surroundings.The club was full of strangely-gray people. I
stared at a pretty-enough woman with pale-blond hair and it took me far too long to figure out
that her hair was blond and not silver. I couldn’t make out the color of her dress in time before
she moved too far away for me to keep my eyes on her. I studied the man she’d been talking to
instead: short black hair, pale skin, nothing out of the ordinary really. Except that the satiny vest
beneath his tailored suit jacket was a rich, and vibrant, crimson. Not only that, but he was
surrounded by a dim, deep-purple light with patches of black and gray. I must have stared too
long again. The man looked up from his small table and noticed my eyes on him. His eyes shone
with a dim red light behind the dark of his irises. I felt my heart rate quicken. He quirked a
humorless smile, and eyed me like a wolf hunting prey.“Dakota?” Shannon’s voice cut across the
violent din of the music and the crowd.“Huh?” I articulated cleverly. “Sorry… I…” I glanced back
to the other table and the red-vest guy was gone. I panicked. I stood up too suddenly and



everyone at the table had to clutch their drinks to avoid them tipping over. Shannon wasn’t quick
enough and her Cosmo made a valiant effort to ruin her night. I distantly registered her shouting
and the other girls crowing over the tragedy of a spilled drink, but I was far too busy feeling
hunted to care about social propriety. I backed away from the table and glanced around for the
nearest exit. I had to get out. Now.I desperately pushed my way through the crowd, and as I did, I
noticed red-vest guy wasn’t the only person here who wasn’t all 1950’s television. There was a
woman in a firey-red dress sitting at a table in the corner with a trio of pretty boys leaning on her
arms, their expressions bleary, as she stroked idly at their hair and watched the room like a
contented cat. A taller man with thick-rimmed glasses danced with a full-figured woman in a
deep blue suit, and both of them were teeming with swirling colored lights. I tried to back away
from all of them at once and ended up stumbling into someone out of reckless fear. I whipped
around as my heart thudded in terror, fearing the red-vest guy had sneaked up on me, but when
my eyes landed on her porcelain skin and her blushing ruby lips…“A-Amorie?” I breathed shakily.
Her brows were knitted together in concern as she held a hand out to me, offering assistance or
comfort, or possibly both. I accepted it, stepping closer to her, then froze. She was cold. Not just
her hands, but her body as well. The lack of bodily warmth stood out like a klaxxon in a library. I
jerked my hand away in fear, meeting her eyes with a look of disbelief and betrayal. “Wait… you
too?” I noticed her crimson lips once again, then the lovely azure shade of her eyes. Her body
was wreathed in a light like a bloodied bruise. I numbly backed away from her even as she
reached out to me.“Dakota? Oh… Oh dear.” She followed me slowly, steadily, as if trying not to
spook me. “Listen to me, Dakota. Everything is going to be all right.” She managed to keep her
voice soft, even while raising it to a volume still audible over the roar of the club. I wanted to
believe her. More than anything, I wanted to let her take my hand again, and I wanted to believe
that she really could make everything all right again. But I didn’t believe that. In fact, I was
terrified of her. Because she wasn’t… I didn’t know what she wasn’t… but she was one of them.
And the other one was out there, hunting me.I turned without thinking and bolted for the
emergency exit. I fixed my eyes on the little sign above the door and figured the unfortunate club-
goers in my path could sort out the aftermath of my charge on their own. I cut through the crowd
to several alarmed cries, one of which I vaguely registered as Amorie’s, and hit the bar on the
door, shoving through the final barrier between me and freedom from the trap that the club had
become.I stumbled out into the night and backed away from the building, my heart still doing an
impression of a dubstep song. I glanced around and headed for the alley leading back to the
street. Suddenly, my back impacted the brick wall beside me, and the red-vest guy’s dimly
glowing eyes met mine once more. His cold body was pressed against me in such a way that I
could hardly move at all, his thighs pressing painfully hard against mine, and his arms pinning
mine to the wall to either side of my head. I screamed and he dropped one of my arms to slap his
palm across my mouth. My eyes were stinging with fearful tears as he held me there, my body
stuck to the wall, entirely helpless. He leaned his head in close and grinned at me, a wicked
expression that promised he was enjoying my dismay far more than a good man should.He



shushed me and met my eyes, “No need for all of that.”. He pressed his torso against mine too
tightly for comfort. “It’ll all be over soon.” His lips parted in a dark smile, revealing elongated
canines that came to horrifying points. Until that moment, I had known he was going to hurt me,
and I was terrified that he intended to rape me, but when I noticed his dreadfully sharp fangs, I
knew that my earlier instinct was correct. He intended to eat me.I screamed against his palm,
struggling with every ounce of strength I possessed. I didn’t want to die. Not here. Not now. I’m
only 28 and I haven’t even done anything with my life yet. I’m not going to die here! My despair
transformed into resolve as I realized that one of my hands was still free. I tried to push him off of
me, but he may as well have been a statue for all I managed to move him. He chuckled as if my
struggles were amusing to him, then lowered his head to my shoulder and lashed his tongue
along my neck. I screamed again and tried to picture the ugly, emerald flames bursting from my
hands. I tried to imagine the fire catching on his jacket and I pictured him leaping back from me
in terror as I ran down the alley to safety. I felt the palm of my hand growing warm.“Reynold
Cuthbert. That is enough.” Amorie’s melodic voice carried her disapproval like a dagger’s edge.
My eyes darted toward the alley and her voice as the red vest guy, Reynold Cuthbert, jerked his
head away from my neck, whipping his face around toward her as well. “Release her at once.”
She demanded, taking a few steps closer.“This one’s free game!” Cuthbert insisted with a growl
that would have made me cringe away from him if I’d had anywhere to go.“This is my city.”
Amorie proclaimed with a hint of admonishment. “So unless I say otherwise, the ‘game’ is mine.”
She stepped beyond the lip of the alleyway and settled her features into a cross
expression.Cuthbert snarled. “You can’t claim everything. I found this one first, so it’s mine.” His
grip on my wrist suddenly became even more painfully tight and I cried out behind his
palm.Amorie narrowed her eyes into a dangerous expression that sent a chill down my spine.
She shifted the bottom of the long black drape she wore across her shoulders to reveal
something he must have recognized that I couldn’t make out beyond a glint of silver. “Leave.
Now.” Her voice was adamant. Her eyes and her posture said she wouldn’t take no for an
answer.Cuthbert growled again, a sound of anger mixed with frustration, and released me all at
once, pushing his body away from mine and moving away in one swift motion. He approached
the alley, and Amorie thusly by proxy. His expression screamed of the threat he was apparently
too wise to speak aloud, but to my dismay, he turned that dark look on me instead as he
departed by the alley beside the club.I felt my legs quivering with fear and pain, and the betrayal
of heels I hadn’t the practice to wear. I would have sunk to the ground but for Amorie whose body
was suddenly just in front of me. Her arm went around me gently as she pulled me away from the
wall. “There now. Are you all right, Dakota?” Her voice was soothing and soft, but my instincts
were still on edge. Her cold body mirrored his cold body, and that just reminded me of how
frightened and betrayed I’d felt at her cold touch in the club. I almost pulled away, but she kept a
firm but gentle pressure on my back where she held me steady. It was probably for the best; I
was still rather shaky on my feet.“I… What was he? What… What are you?” I shivered despite
the warmth of the night, wondering if I was even safe now that I’d been rescued.Amorie shushed



me softly. “It is all right. I will not harm you. I did not harm you before, did I?”I shook my head and
thought about that. “What did he mean? That I’m free game?”Amorie shushed me again. “I will
explain. But we should go somewhere else. You should sit down. You are trembling.”I was. But I
was still afraid. And I didn’t know if I could trust her. “Go where?”“Wherever you like. Wherever
you feel safe.” Her eyes were full of compassion. I wanted to believe her. I wanted to believe in
her. Whatever the reason for her cold body and the muted, bloody colors that danced at her
perimeter, I wanted to believe that she was safe. But a little voice said it would be stupid to show
her where I lived, and stupider still to go anywhere with her alone.“There’s a diner… on 14th
street. It’s 24 hours and there’s always people there. We can go there.”Amorie smiled warmly and
nodded once. “As you like, Dakota. Will you let me take you there?”“I’ll walk.” Getting into a
stranger’s car was like grade school no-no. That’s elementary-my-dear-Watson level hell no.“All
right. Will you let me walk with you?” I thought about that for a few seconds as she offered her
arm, before deciding that anything she could do to me while walking me down the street, she
could just as well do right here without going to the trouble of convincing me.“Okay.” I timidly
accepted her arm as I glanced toward the alley and my stomach filled with dread. What if he was
still there? What if I saw him again? That look he had given me… I dared to hope he wouldn’t
give it to me again in my nightmares. I tightened my grip on her arm without thinking. All things
considered, I’d rather take my chances with whatever Amorie was than to walk down that alley
right now alone.7Cold TruthWe walked to the diner in relative silence. Amorie seemed willing to
give me time to calm down, and never pushed me to speak. She just walked beside me, not
touching me since I’d pulled away from her grasp as we departed the alley behind the club. The
walk felt like it took only seconds. I realized I had likely zoned out again. All of this trauma
couldn’t be good for me. We settled down in the last booth at the back of the diner, away from
the Friday night crowd, but safely visible to all.I glanced up at the desaturated waitress who
immediately arrived to query about an order. I hadn’t even considered food, and with the
tightness in my stomach from earlier events, I wasn’t sure I could keep anything— My stomach
growled loudly as I realized I hadn’t eaten a bite since that cereal this morning. Amorie
maintained her gentle, neutral smile. “Order what you like. It is my treat.”I appreciated the
gesture, even if it did shift the scale of my suspicion one tick further against her. People who offer
to help you usually want something in return. Right? I grabbed the laminated, single-sheet menu
and gave it a quick glance. My head was still spinning from all the fear and adrenaline. “Uh… I’ll
have a coke. And a burger with everything. And some fries. With cheese. And chilli. And a waffle
on the side.” I handed her the menu with a sheepish expression. Despite my demure figure, I’d
always been a big eater. I glanced over at Amorie as the waitress turned to walk away, still
working on jotting down my order. “What? If you’re buying, I’m eating.”Amorie’s genteel smile
remained, her cheek quirking slightly with amusement. “It is fine. It is good that you are willing to
eat.” She laid a hand on my hand which I’d left in front of me on the table. I started to pull away,
but her expression was soft and concerned, and I wanted the comfort. Even if I couldn’t trust her,
there was no harm in letting her comfort me here in a public place where I was safe.I stared for a



moment at our hands, marveling at the coolness of her touch, and at the utter stillness of her
body. It was unsettling now that I thought about it. She seemed frozen, like a sculpture in ice,
unmoving, devoid of warmth. I couldn’t even tell that she was breathing. She gazed at me with
her wide, vibrant blue eyes and she fluttered her lashes, making me chuckle slightly. “What… are
you?”“I am a vampire.” The word sounded so sweet with her beautiful European accent
sheathing it. I nodded slowly, considering the facts I had available to consider. She was cold. She
was still. She parted her lips just enough to reveal the points of her two elongated canines.
Fangs, I supposed.“Was red-vest guy a vampire too?” I knew the answer, but I wanted to hear
it.“Red-vest guy?” She tilted her head just slightly, then her face warmed with amusement. “You
mean Mr. Cuthbert? Yes.”“Are you going to eat me?”She laughed softly and quirked her sly little
smile. “If I were going to eat you, it would have been far easier to do so in that alley than here,
no?”I knew what she was saying made sense, but a nagging feeling in my gut kept telling me
that I was in danger. “Then why do I feel like I’m not safe?”“You are Awakening. You have noticed
that some people have brighter colors than others? They are Awakened too. And some of them
are not human. Like me.” She kept her voice soft and unthreatening. I was still nervous, but I
realized, it wasn’t her that was frightening me. I glanced around the diner. Most everyone here
was gray. There was one woman paying her check at the register whose colors were not muted,
and one shadowy figure, but I didn’t see any others. Amorie noticed me eying the woman at the
counter. “Now that you can see them, they will notice you too.”I felt a chill and pulled my hand
away, opting to hug myself instead of holding hands with the vampire. “Am I in danger?” That
feeling in my gut was telling me the answer already, but again, I wanted to know what Amorie
had to say on the matter.“Not while I’m here with you. But you will be, if you are alone.” That was
exactly what I was hoping not to hear.“What do I need to do?” I wasn’t sure I could even trust her
answer. But it was better than nothing.“Typically when a human is Awakened they must seek the
shelter of an appropriate group in order to avoid being, as Mr. Cuthbert claimed earlier, ‘free
game’. There are organizations of different varieties that could protect you, such as SII, but for
you, I think there is a better fit.” She reached into her purse and pulled out a little card and a
pen.“So, wait. What does it mean? ‘Awakened’? Like I was asleep before? You mean like The
Matrix?” I was tempted to feel the back of my head for a metal port, but I restrained myself.
Amorie began to write on the little card.“In a sense, you were. There are people who could
explain it far better than I. But, yes. You were…” she seemed to search for the appropriate word,
“unaware of many things that exist in the world.” She finished writing and lifted the card, offering
it to me across the table with warmth in her eyes I knew was not present in her body. That
warmth reminded me of how utterly attracted I was to her.“Like I’m the last horse to cross the
finish line?”She laughed softly and shook her head. “Most humans are Unawakened.”“Ah. So…
then it really is like The Matrix?” I stopped restraining myself and lifted my hand to check the
back of my neck. Everything was normal, but the action elicited another smile from my gorgeous
companion, so I wasn’t mad at myself.“Perhaps in some ways. Though there is no great
conspiracy that has kept them all asleep. There is no machine uprising, or evil government—



well, not like that at least. For the humans, there is no one to blame. They have chosen to be this
way.”I frowned. That sounded awful. “Really?”She nodded. “They have done it to themselves.”I
nodded slowly. That made a sort of sense. People are excellent at hiding from their fears. If there
really were vampires and… A burning question interrupted my thoughts. “Wait… they?”Amorie
nodded again.I frowned deeply. “What do you mean… they? Don’t you mean me too?”Amorie
pursed her lips as if trying to decide how to say what she meant. “I do not believe you are
human, precisely.”I blinked. “What?”“I am not certain. But I have a suspicion about what you
are.”“What I am? As in what? What do you mean?” Panic rising. Dakota status: not so good.“I am
not sure I am the best person to explain it to you.” She gave me an apologetic expression and
leaned back from the table as the waitress brought my order and laid it out. I took one look at the
food and decided I was not hungry. Then my stomach growled again in protest to my decision
and I picked up the burger, overruled. I glanced up as I bit in and realized I hadn’t accepted the
card Amorie had offered me. I’d been a bit too distracted at the time. She laid it on the table as
the waitress walked away, then slid it over to me. I read the card while chewing.“Ralof
Gunnarsson? What do you think I am, a Viking?” I thought about that for approximately one half
of a nano-second before blinking in surprise. “Wait… Viking Guy? From the other night?”Amorie
nodded. “He is… a friend. And I believe he can help you.” She was smirking. “I believe he is the
one who should tell you more. It is more his place.”“Why?”“Because… it is his place to take care
of ones such as you. Assuming I am right.”“What, people who Awaken?”“No…” She handed me
the ketchup just as I reached toward it. “Let Ralof explain. It is his job to take care of your kind.”I
applied the ketchup to my fries, noticing that Amorie’s nose crinkled just slightly as I did so, as if
she didn’t approve of adding that condiment to that food. I wondered idly why she cared.
Vampires didn’t eat normal food, right? Isn’t that what all the movies said? “So you think that he’ll
take care of me?” I emphasized the last four words with a gesture like a gunshot to my
head.7Cold TruthWe walked to the diner in relative silence. Amorie seemed willing to give me
time to calm down, and never pushed me to speak. She just walked beside me, not touching me
since I’d pulled away from her grasp as we departed the alley behind the club. The walk felt like it
took only seconds. I realized I had likely zoned out again. All of this trauma couldn’t be good for
me. We settled down in the last booth at the back of the diner, away from the Friday night crowd,
but safely visible to all.I glanced up at the desaturated waitress who immediately arrived to query
about an order. I hadn’t even considered food, and with the tightness in my stomach from earlier
events, I wasn’t sure I could keep anything— My stomach growled loudly as I realized I hadn’t
eaten a bite since that cereal this morning. Amorie maintained her gentle, neutral smile. “Order
what you like. It is my treat.”I appreciated the gesture, even if it did shift the scale of my suspicion
one tick further against her. People who offer to help you usually want something in return.
Right? I grabbed the laminated, single-sheet menu and gave it a quick glance. My head was still
spinning from all the fear and adrenaline. “Uh… I’ll have a coke. And a burger with everything.
And some fries. With cheese. And chilli. And a waffle on the side.” I handed her the menu with a
sheepish expression. Despite my demure figure, I’d always been a big eater. I glanced over at



Amorie as the waitress turned to walk away, still working on jotting down my order. “What? If
you’re buying, I’m eating.”Amorie’s genteel smile remained, her cheek quirking slightly with
amusement. “It is fine. It is good that you are willing to eat.” She laid a hand on my hand which I’d
left in front of me on the table. I started to pull away, but her expression was soft and concerned,
and I wanted the comfort. Even if I couldn’t trust her, there was no harm in letting her comfort me
here in a public place where I was safe.I stared for a moment at our hands, marveling at the
coolness of her touch, and at the utter stillness of her body. It was unsettling now that I thought
about it. She seemed frozen, like a sculpture in ice, unmoving, devoid of warmth. I couldn’t even
tell that she was breathing. She gazed at me with her wide, vibrant blue eyes and she fluttered
her lashes, making me chuckle slightly. “What… are you?”“I am a vampire.” The word sounded
so sweet with her beautiful European accent sheathing it. I nodded slowly, considering the facts I
had available to consider. She was cold. She was still. She parted her lips just enough to reveal
the points of her two elongated canines. Fangs, I supposed.“Was red-vest guy a vampire too?” I
knew the answer, but I wanted to hear it.“Red-vest guy?” She tilted her head just slightly, then
her face warmed with amusement. “You mean Mr. Cuthbert? Yes.”“Are you going to eat me?”She
laughed softly and quirked her sly little smile. “If I were going to eat you, it would have been far
easier to do so in that alley than here, no?”I knew what she was saying made sense, but a
nagging feeling in my gut kept telling me that I was in danger. “Then why do I feel like I’m not
safe?”“You are Awakening. You have noticed that some people have brighter colors than others?
They are Awakened too. And some of them are not human. Like me.” She kept her voice soft and
unthreatening. I was still nervous, but I realized, it wasn’t her that was frightening me. I glanced
around the diner. Most everyone here was gray. There was one woman paying her check at the
register whose colors were not muted, and one shadowy figure, but I didn’t see any others.
Amorie noticed me eying the woman at the counter. “Now that you can see them, they will notice
you too.”I felt a chill and pulled my hand away, opting to hug myself instead of holding hands with
the vampire. “Am I in danger?” That feeling in my gut was telling me the answer already, but
again, I wanted to know what Amorie had to say on the matter.“Not while I’m here with you. But
you will be, if you are alone.” That was exactly what I was hoping not to hear.“What do I need to
do?” I wasn’t sure I could even trust her answer. But it was better than nothing.“Typically when a
human is Awakened they must seek the shelter of an appropriate group in order to avoid being,
as Mr. Cuthbert claimed earlier, ‘free game’. There are organizations of different varieties that
could protect you, such as SII, but for you, I think there is a better fit.” She reached into her
purse and pulled out a little card and a pen.“So, wait. What does it mean? ‘Awakened’? Like I
was asleep before? You mean like The Matrix?” I was tempted to feel the back of my head for a
metal port, but I restrained myself. Amorie began to write on the little card.“In a sense, you were.
There are people who could explain it far better than I. But, yes. You were…” she seemed to
search for the appropriate word, “unaware of many things that exist in the world.” She finished
writing and lifted the card, offering it to me across the table with warmth in her eyes I knew was
not present in her body. That warmth reminded me of how utterly attracted I was to her.“Like I’m



the last horse to cross the finish line?”She laughed softly and shook her head. “Most humans are
Unawakened.”“Ah. So… then it really is like The Matrix?” I stopped restraining myself and lifted
my hand to check the back of my neck. Everything was normal, but the action elicited another
smile from my gorgeous companion, so I wasn’t mad at myself.“Perhaps in some ways. Though
there is no great conspiracy that has kept them all asleep. There is no machine uprising, or evil
government— well, not like that at least. For the humans, there is no one to blame. They have
chosen to be this way.”I frowned. That sounded awful. “Really?”She nodded. “They have done it
to themselves.”I nodded slowly. That made a sort of sense. People are excellent at hiding from
their fears. If there really were vampires and… A burning question interrupted my thoughts.
“Wait… they?”Amorie nodded again.I frowned deeply. “What do you mean… they? Don’t you
mean me too?”Amorie pursed her lips as if trying to decide how to say what she meant. “I do not
believe you are human, precisely.”I blinked. “What?”“I am not certain. But I have a suspicion
about what you are.”“What I am? As in what? What do you mean?” Panic rising. Dakota status:
not so good.“I am not sure I am the best person to explain it to you.” She gave me an apologetic
expression and leaned back from the table as the waitress brought my order and laid it out. I
took one look at the food and decided I was not hungry. Then my stomach growled again in
protest to my decision and I picked up the burger, overruled. I glanced up as I bit in and realized I
hadn’t accepted the card Amorie had offered me. I’d been a bit too distracted at the time. She
laid it on the table as the waitress walked away, then slid it over to me. I read the card while
chewing.“Ralof Gunnarsson? What do you think I am, a Viking?” I thought about that for
approximately one half of a nano-second before blinking in surprise. “Wait… Viking Guy? From
the other night?”Amorie nodded. “He is… a friend. And I believe he can help you.” She was
smirking. “I believe he is the one who should tell you more. It is more his
place.”“Why?”“Because… it is his place to take care of ones such as you. Assuming I am
right.”“What, people who Awaken?”“No…” She handed me the ketchup just as I reached toward
it. “Let Ralof explain. It is his job to take care of your kind.”I applied the ketchup to my fries,
noticing that Amorie’s nose crinkled just slightly as I did so, as if she didn’t approve of adding
that condiment to that food. I wondered idly why she cared. Vampires didn’t eat normal food,
right? Isn’t that what all the movies said? “So you think that he’ll take care of me?” I emphasized
the last four words with a gesture like a gunshot to my head.
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Imraendal Vega, “Wonderful world-building. This was a really fun book. The world-building had
numerous fascinating elements to it and I'm really looking forward to seeing more of it in future
books. As this was the first book in a series, much of its length was dedicated to fleshing out the
rules and background, so it was vital that all of said information be delivered in an accessible,
entertaining way. It was. While there might not have been much action or conflict in the story, it
was chock full of funny dialogue, likable characters, an interesting mystery, a few emotional
moments, some family drama, and probably a number of other things I'm not remembering right
now.If there's a part of the story I'm not completely sold on, it's the love triangle. I'm not a big fan
of that device in general, but if you're going to do it, make it work. I just never felt the connection
between Amorie and Dakota. Dakota and Raelya? Totally. I'm 100% team Raelya. But, I mean, I
shouldn't be; I should be torn. I should be able to see the appeal of the Amorie relationship, and I
just didn't. At all. Ever. That's an issue, especially with a first-person point-of-view. I definitely
should not be thinking, "Gee, I hope Amorie betrays her soon so Dakota can end up in a healthy
relationship."Still, the romance is only one part of the book. Granted, it's the part I was most
looking forward to (and I really hope the triangle thing wraps up quickly), but there was a lot of
really good stuff in the story that compensated for it. I loved the familial relationship of the pack,
the fun world details about things like auras, the little character details such as Dakota's
dyslexia, the constant stream of references, and so on and so on.As far as editing and
proofreading go, there were errors. Nowhere near as many as you'd find in the worst self-
published fiction, but there were enough to occasionally pull me out of the story. I think some
editing would have been useful in a few of the descriptions, too. I love a good kitchen, but I don't
need two pages of descriptive text for a room the characters only visit once or twice, nor did I
really need the huge blocks of text describing Amorie's hallways or bedroom. A little flavor is
great -- by all means, let me know that she's wealthy and has great taste -- but detailed
passages about wood grain, crown moldings and decorative chair rails just aren't
necessary.Really, though, my criticisms are pretty minor in scope and scale. I thoroughly enjoyed
the book, and I bought both the novella and the sequel long before I'd turned the last page.
There's a lot of world to explore here, and I'm eager to do it.4.25 stars.”

kc150, “Fantastic book and start to series. I really enjoyed this book. The main character is
engaging and funny and the vampire/werewolf characters brilliant.Fantastic read - highly
recommended”

Wendy Turner, “Werewolf in waiting. Dakota Shepherd is just a normal everyday night security
guard, until one night she has a run in with a wizard doing a demonic ritual. Dakota gets caught
up in the cross fire and the power being summoned is transferred accidentally to her. Hellfire is
not the only thing Dakota acquires this day, the ritual also awakens her wolf.According to her



Alpha it is unusual for werewolves to awaken so late in life, but what is also unusual about
Dakota's situation is that she is unable to shift. Something is blocking her wolf from being able to
rise to the surface. It is now up to Dakota, with the help of her new Alpha and her new girlfriend
who is a vampire, to try and work out how to control the Hellfire and also to work out why her wolf
is being blocked.I will start by saying that I really liked the story. Girl sees girl, girl meets girl, girl
falls for girl, girl gets girl, with a paranormal story to boot. Who wouldn't dive for this book?
Dakota was a likeable character and the characters around her were well thought out and had
great depth to them. I really like the authors ability of descriptive text and felt through most of the
book that I had very clear pictures in my head of what was going on for Dakota. I feel that the
novel would do very well listed in the LGBTIQ young adult genre as it seemed to be well targeted
for that audience. Well done Ms Darksbane, a very well written story, 4.5 stars!”

Ana G., “Four Stars. good read”
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