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      Hell hath no fury like a vampire with a toothache.

      Especially when said vampire had been on hold with Empire Dental for the past forty-five minutes, trying to schedule an emergency appointment. It had taken me fifteen minutes just to work my way through the idiotic phone tree, even after I listened carefully because my options had changed. I would have ground my teeth at the easy-listening rendition of “Bat Out of Hell” but the mere thought of putting pressure on my right fang sent arrows of pain into my temples.

      It was my own damn fault, too. I never should have crunched down on those Corn Nuts. I’d known my supernatural body wouldn’t be happy processing the corn, not without an extra dose of blood-fuel from one of my Sources. But I’ve always been a sucker for those salty nuggets. Yes. Pun fully intended.

      So, I’d stopped by a 7-11—best store ever invented from a vampire point of view. I’d recruited some of my best Sources from students dropping in for a midnight Slurpee. I just refused to touch the benighted humans who thought “food” was cooked on those heated metal rollers behind the cash register. That was as good a character test as any.

      In any case, I’d swung by my local convenience store to check out the, um, merchandise, and I’d been lured by the siren song of the Corn Nuts. Next thing you know, one slipped from between my molars, and I’d somehow splintered my right fang.

      Now I was waiting through round eighty-seven of Meatloaf’s serenade, desperate to learn when a dentist could handle my case. The Eastern Empire was supposed to make things easy for all us paranormal types. We put up with imperial bureaucracy day in and day out. In exchange we got peace, justice, and a decent health care plan—including dental. In theory.

      I was beginning to think I’d have to give up. Sunrise was approaching. I had to be safely in bed soon if I didn’t want to add third-degree burns to my toothache dilemma.

      “Thank you for waiting,” a bored voice finally said, cutting into the sappy violins. “Empire Dental is here to make you smile. And who do I have the pleasure of speaking with this evening?”

      The account rep should have had all that information from the account number I’d typed into the phone tree at the beginning of my ordeal. But if I irritated her now, she’d probably hang up on me, forcing me to work through the entire process again. The thought of more “Bat Out of Hell” nearly made me sob, so I answered her questions in short order.

      My name was Ava Buchanan.

      My Empire Dental account number was X931682.

      My employer was Magic Mansion.

      I was a vampire.

      I’d give my good left fang for an appointment with a dentist tonight, um, within the next half hour, um, right this very minute please.

      “Let’s see,” Bored Girl droned. “The next open appointment I’m finding is…next Tuesday. At noon.”

      I did grind my teeth at that. And I paid the penalty as a renewed throbbing spiked my upper jaw. “I can’t make that,” I said. “I’m a vampire.”

      “Oh, right.” I wasn’t entirely certain Bored Girl understood that I couldn’t be out in the light of day. My suspicion was confirmed when she said, “I’m finding an appointment next Friday, at 10:30 in the morning.”

      “I need something sooner,” I wailed. “And at night.”

      “Oh,” Bored Girl said. “Most of our patients prefer daytime appointments. Nayads and dryads especially. They’re really partial to mornings.”

      Lacking interest in my fellow imperials’ scheduling habits, I managed to say, “Do you have anything at night?”

      “Hmmm… Nothing tonight. How about 8:30 on Thursday?”

      Night after tomorrow. That beat waiting a week. But I still asked, “PM?” I didn’t trust Bored Girl to remember my situation for longer than ten seconds.

      “PM,” she agreed.

      “I’ll take it,” I said.

      Hanging up the phone, I realized I needed something to distract me from the ache in my mouth. I remembered being a kid, long before I’d ever heard of the Eastern Empire, decades before I’d turned into a vampire. I’d been laid up with chicken pox, and Big Mama had built me a nest of blankets on the couch in the den. My grandmother and I had watched hour after hour of baseball, Big Mama’s calloused hands braiding my hair into the neat rows I never sat still for when I was well.

      She’d taught me the basics of the game as we watched her beloved Oakland play. I fell in love with the uniforms first, the bright green and yellow that looked like Oz after the tornado. But when Reggie Jackson hit his mammoth home run in the All-Star game, I was hooked for life. Chicken pox or no, Big Mama and I danced around the den like fools. It didn’t hurt that Reggie was a dead ringer for my daddy, whose picture was centered on the mantel over the fireplace.

      Santa brought me a baseball cap that Christmas, and I’d never looked back. I was Oakland’s greatest living fan. And if I looked as if I’d been born twenty-five years after Reggie hit that home run… Well, life as a vampire was confusing that way.

      Big Mama was long gone, alas. But my love for baseball survived. So, looking for distraction from the raging toothache that filled my skull, it was perfectly natural for me to see who Washington was playing Wednesday night. It wasn’t Oakland—that would be too storybook perfect. But Philadelphia was in town for a three-game stand.

      Bartenders like me didn’t earn a hell of a lot, the occasional super-generous tip excepted. But desperate times called for desperate measures. I could wedge a single baseball game into my budget. Maybe. Just possibly.

      I bought a ticket in the last row of the stadium’s highest section.

      Unable to arrive until after sunset, I’d miss the first couple of innings. But I’d catch the rest of the game. And with luck, they’d go extra innings.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Oddly enough (not!), an entire day without treatment didn’t make my broken fang feel any better. In fact, I felt a whole lot worse. But Big Mama, bless her soul, would have tanned my behind if I wasted a perfectly good baseball ticket to sit around my apartment moping. It was bad enough I’d missed the start of the game, confined to my windowless room until after sunset.

      At least I’d dressed for the ballpark before I’d gone to sleep. Jeans first, along with a bright yellow turtleneck. Then my prize possession: an official Reggie Jackson jersey, bright green with lemon-colored piping. The number 9 was plastered across my back, and the ornate A for the team name covered the right side of my chest.

      Now, ready to head out to the ballpark, I completed the outfit with a matching emerald cap and a green-and-yellow-striped muffler. I glanced in the mirror for just long enough to confirm that I looked fine. (What’s that? Vampires don’t show up in mirrors? If you believe that, you’re reading the wrong type of vampire story.)

      I expected a bit of side-eye when I arrived at the stadium, and I wasn’t disappointed. Washington’s colors were red and blue—heavy on the red. Philadelphia sported red and white. My green and yellow outfit stood out like a lump of coal in a snowbank.

      I was used to that, though. We imperials learned early on how it felt to walk through a sea of mundanes. I ignored the stares and passed through the park’s metal detector.

      This early in the season, most of the refreshment stands were closed. That was fine with me. The thought of biting down on peanuts or Cracker Jack was enough to make my head start throbbing all over again.

      At my chosen section, the usher barely glanced at my ticket. “I guess you’re with him,” he said, nodding toward the top row.

      Or course, I wasn’t with anyone. Never had been. Certainly wasn’t going to be at a baseball game, surrounded by thousands of mundanes. The local baseball fans would run screaming into the night if they realized a vampire actually walked among them. Even if that vampire couldn’t actually bite down on a juicy jugular to save her own life—not with my right fang out of commission.

      But when I looked up in the stands, I immediately understood the usher’s mistake.

      Oakland’s legendary pitcher Dennis Eckersley sat in the seat next to mine.
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      Okay. It wasn’t actually Dennis Eckersley.

      This guy was thirty years younger than Eck. His hair—what I could see of it beneath his baseball cap—was cut a lot shorter than the famous pitcher’s shaggy mane. He didn’t sport a mustache either. And his face was a couple of shades darker than mine, an ebony so dark it hinted at indigo.

      But, like me, this guy was dressed head-to-toe in Oakland gear. His jersey was white, Eck’s 43 standing out in yellow-limned emerald. His turtleneck was the brilliant green of the baseball diamond behind me. His scarf was yellow, chased with ornate green A’s.

      He raised a plastic cup of beer, saluting me as if he’d been expecting me all along. Suddenly, my tooth didn’t hurt quite as much.

      After all, Big Mama had always said the same thing when I whined about something I couldn’t change: Think about something else. Well, I couldn’t get in to see the dentist until the next night, but I suddenly had a very intriguing something else to think about.

      My fellow Oakland fan stood when I got to my seat.

      It’d been a long time since I met a guy polite enough to stand when a lady entered the…stadium row. “Ms. Jackson,” he said, nodding toward my jersey and smiling like he’d just won the jackpot. His teeth were even and clean, a bright white that made my broken fang throb. I would have caught my breath if I’d, you know, breathed.

      Instead, I planted my right hand on my hip and tried for a sassy grin. “Mr. Eckersley, I presume.”

      He laughed and said, “My name is Dennis, believe it or not. Dennis Maugham.”

      “Ava Buchanan.” I shook the hand he offered.

      If my tooth hadn’t been aching, I probably would have thought twice about giving him my real name. Or maybe not. Something about this guy short-circuited my common sense. Maybe it was the sheer unlikelihood of find another Oakland fan at a game between two totally different teams. Or the fact that he smelled like leather and pine. Or that he looked like Denzel’s younger brother, actually better looking than the movie star.

      “What are the chances?” he asked, gesturing to our glaring yellow-and-green gear. Our jerseys were bright under the stadium lights. Surrounded by the red and blue of Washington fans, we looked like specimens of some rare bird.

      I laughed and took my seat as a Philadelphia batter stepped up to the plate. Before the first pitch could be delivered, I reached into my bag for my pencil and scorebook. Glancing at the Jumbotron, I compared the team rosters to the listing I’d completed the night before, right after I’d purchased my ticket.

      Dennis nodded to his own scorebook. “DC had a late scratch. Thomas is playing center.”

      “Thanks.” I rubbed out the wrong name, then added the guy who was actually in the game. The batter struck out on three pitches, and Dennis made a quick notation. Then he handed me his book so I could see how the game had gone so far.

      Big Mama had taught me the familiar code at the same time my school teachers taught me fractions and diagramming sentences. I could see at a glance that the game had been relatively tame—no one on either team had a hit. I jotted down the numeric codes to show which fielders had recorded which outs.

      I handed Dennis’s book back. “Not a lot of people still score games,” I said.

      “They don’t know what they’re missing.” There was that smile again. I wasn’t sure why the guy bothered with a scarf on this cool April night. He had enough wattage to warm all of DC and then some.

      Trying to ignore a sudden twinge from my fang, I said, “That’s what Big Mama always said.”

      “Big Mama?”

      “My grandmother. She’s the one who taught me to score. Back in Oakland, where I grew up.” I gestured to my jersey.

      “Was she the Reggie Jackson fan?”

      “Nope,” I said, proudly. Pride goeth before a fall. “That would be me. Reggie had my heart the second he hit his All-Star home run.”

      “That had to be thirty years before you were born.” Dennis flashed another one of those amazing smiles.

      I gritted my teeth as I realized my mistake, which had the immediate effect of pressing a drill against the base of my skull. I hoped my smile was frozen in place as I waited for the stars to clear.

      I must have been better at faking normalcy than I thought, though, because Dennis didn’t look like he was about to call the paramedics. In fact, he was waiting patiently for my reply.

      The problem was, I’d been ten years old when I watched the famous All-Star game. And I’d only aged fifteen years since. Vampire math was funny that way. I’d looked twenty-five for more than three decades—ever since the night I’d followed a vampire into a dark alley I should have known to avoid.

      I finally managed the joshing tone I needed to divert the man beside me. “Nice pickup line.”

      My response wasn’t completely logical, but it had the desired effect. Dennis held up both hands in the universal symbol for innocence. We were both spared any follow-up because the stadium crowd suddenly roared. I looked up in time to see Thomas, the replacement center fielder, staring at a baseball caught like a scoop of vanilla ice cream in the web of his glove. Automatically, I glanced at the Jumbotron to watch the replay of his amazing catch.

      Like any good baseball fan, Dennis watched too. And then we both settled deeper into our seats to watch the bottom of the inning, my age and early fandom mercifully forgotten.

      It wasn’t my fault that “settling” meant brushing my arm against Dennis’s.

      I was a vampire. I didn’t have breath to come fast when I was excited. My heart only beat hard when I was feeding from a Source. I never, ever blushed. But my belly—or something distinctly lower—still remembered how to swoop like a mundane woman’s.

      I ordered myself not to glance at Dennis as the fourth inning came to a close without a score for either side.
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      Five at-bats later, I was beginning to regret that Dennis was such a consummate baseball fan. He was actually watching the game and scoring the plays, not flirting with the fellow Oakland fan fate had put beside him.

      Or maybe—a girl could hope—he was just being polite and giving me some personal space.

      I realized I had to take things into my own talons, so to speak. Clenching my fist around my pencil to force my nagging toothache into abeyance, I asked the most Washingtonian of all questions: “So, Dennis. Where do you work?”

      Yep. I heard those words twenty times a night at the bar between imperials picking up other supernatural creatures and mundanes visiting the Magic Mansion to enjoy the stage shows. In this government town, jobs took the place of astrological signs, of nice girls in places like this, of all the old-fashioned pick-up lines that had been memorialized in thousands of bad movies.

      I winced as I asked the trite question. But Dennis smiled and said, “That’s one thing I hate about Washington—everyone’s obsession with work. Tell you what. You tell me where you think I work. And then I’ll tell you the same.”

      I laughed, more than a little relieved that Dennis wanted off the everyday get-to-know-you bandwagon. “You go first,” I urged.

      He leaned back in his seat, getting a better view of me. That was one advantage of sitting in the top row—we had plenty of empty seats around us.

      I wasn’t expecting the way my entire body froze as he took me in, head to toe. Suddenly, my muffler felt like it was wrapped too tightly around my neck. I wondered why I’d bothered with the yellow turtleneck; I didn’t need it for warmth, not as a vampire, and now it felt like it bound my arms to my chest. I was grateful I didn’t actually need to breathe, because I wasn’t certain I could manage to fill my lungs. My tooth throbbed as I fought the urge to hide.

      Dennis nodded, as if he’d read something meaningful between the lines of all my Oakland gear. “Mm-hmm,” he finally intoned, and I could imagine him checking off notes on a clipboard. “I’ve got it.”

      “Do tell.”

      “You clearly appreciate a bit of history, wearing a jersey from one of the greats. And your scorecard looks neat enough to be printed in a textbook. You missed the first three innings of the game, so your schedule isn’t your own to control. I’d say… You’re an architect. You just came from a meeting with an important client who wants you to build them a new home, combining the styles of Frank Lloyd Wright and Mies van der Rohe, with a hint of Frank Gehry to keep things interesting.”

      I’d heard of those guys. Frank Lloyd Wright, anyway. But I didn’t have any idea what their buildings would look like. I just knew how to build a mean martini. I liked the idea of having such an important career, though, so I laughed and said, “And to think I got my start with Tinkertoys.”

      For just a moment, his face twisted into a puzzled question. I’d done it again. I’d answered like a girl born in 1961. Legos. I should have said Legos like any self-respecting millennial.

      I rushed to distract him before he could question my anachronistic response. “So, let’s see,” I said. “You don’t like traditional Washington get-to-know-you chit-chat. You’re wearing gear from a California team. You have no detectable accent.”

      I pretended to complete my analysis, stealing the opportunity to study his face. He had a slight scar on his right cheekbone—just enough to keep me from embarrassing myself with a guess like, “Movie star.”

      Somehow, I remembered my task. I cleared my throat and said, “You’re an Oakland sportscaster, in town for some national convention.”

      He laughed and leaned close. “I’m missing the keynote address this very moment. Don’t tell my boss I’m playing hooky, okay?”

      “What’s it worth, for me to keep your secret?” I licked my lips to make my smile as provocative as my tone.

      “I’ll buy you a beer?”

      “Sold!” I laughed.

      Of course I wasn’t going to drink a beer. My vampire body could never process the alcohol. But I’d been to enough ball games to know the vendors sold beer in opaque cans. I could nurse a single Budweiser all night.

      “Beer man!” Dennis called out to the next vendor who hit the stands. He held up two fingers, and we clinked our cold cans together as the fifth inning drew to a close.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      At the top of the sixth, a couple sat directly in front of us. I recognized the guy immediately—not the specific individual, but his kind. He was the worst stereotype of a fraternity brother—loud, crude, and stupid enough to get blind drunk on twelve-dollar ballpark beers. The young woman beside him sat with her shoulders hunched. Her eyes were rimmed with red. The pain in my tooth immediately throbbed to a higher register.

      “Hey, Bri,” the guy shouted, even though he was sitting right beside her. “Come sit on my lap, and we can play some real games.”

      “Josh…” Bri said, making shushing gestures with her hands before edging to the far side of her seat. I thought she might shrivel up and blow away from embarrassment.

      I glanced down the stands, looking for the usher who’d waved me toward my seat. The guy was nowhere in sight.

      Don’t get me wrong. I was perfectly capable of putting Josh in his place. My vampire reactions were about three times faster than his—if he’d been stone cold sober. With him drunk, my advantage increased exponentially.

      But I wasn’t sure I could stop short of breaking his arm. Probably with a compound fracture. And a dislocated shoulder too.

      “Come on, babe,” Josh whined. “You’ve been holding back all night. I picked up the check at dinner, and for beers on the concourse. I paid good money for these seats, too.”

      “I know,” Bri whispered.

      Josh leaned close, trying to slobber a kiss onto her lips. When Bri cringed away, his face flushed purple and he shouted, “Don’t be such a bitch!”

      Bri’s hands shook as she pulled her phone out of her pocket. From our vantage point, Dennis and I could see the phone remained blank when she punched at the screen. It seemed to be out of juice. Nevertheless, she shook the device, as if that might bring it back to life. When that didn’t work, she stabbed the glass a few more times.

      So much for Uber saving the day. From the stricken look on Bri’s face, she wasn’t carrying cash, either.

      “Guess you’ll need a ride home,” Josh sneered. “And I know exactly how you can pay the fare.”

      I started to stand, danger of compound fracture or no. Dennis beat me by a microsecond. “May I?” he asked.

      I inclined my head in a “be my guest” gesture.

      “Bri,” he said, his voice pitched perfectly to reach the cowering girl.

      Her gaze shot up like she’d been tased.

      “Why don’t you come up here?” He offered her a hand, easing a full step to the side so he wouldn’t crowd her as she climbed over her seat. Josh started to splutter, but he didn’t fully realize what was happening until Bri stood safely between Dennis and me.

      “I don’t—” She gestured toward her pocket where she’d stashed her useless phone.

      Dennis was already reaching for his wallet. He fished out a twenty and handed it to her.

      Bri stared at the money like she’d never seen cash before. “I can’t—”

      “You can,” Dennis said firmly. “Head right out the the center field gate. There’s a cab stand one block down. They’ll take you wherever you want to go.”

      “Hey, bro,” Josh said, finally realizing he was about to be cut loose.

      Dennis ignored him. “Go ahead,” he said to Bri. “No one’s going to bother you anymore.”

      “C’mon, bro,” Josh complained, reaching for Bri’s ankle.

      “You’ve got exactly five seconds to turn around and sit in your seat, bro.” Dennis sounded like a general firing commands from the middle of a battlefield. “One!” he snapped, when Josh didn’t back off. “Two! Three! Four!” Dennis pulled himself to his full height, using the motion to put his body between Josh and Bri.

      When you’re a vampire, you get used to recognizing terror. Sure, I only feed from Sources who’ve signed up for the job. But no one is perfect at wearing a mask.

      I’ve slipped a few times and let mundanes see my fangs. That’s good for generating some bone-deep fear. I’ve used my strength to shift things in my way, only to find humans gawking in horror at the apparent woman before them whose arms should have been pulled out of her sockets.

      That’s why I carried a flask of Lethe with me. The cinnamon-scented elixir allowed me to take humans’ memories. I could erase looks of bone-deep terror—the same expression carving Josh’s stupid, drunken face as he stared at Dennis.

      Not that Dennis was a vampire. He wasn’t any sort of imperial. I was certain of that.

      But he knew how to issue a command that could send lesser men to their knees.

      When he turned to Bri, though, his voice was kind. “Go ahead. I’ll keep this knucklehead here for ten minutes or so. Give you plenty of time to catch a cab and get to a safe place. You do have a safe place to go, don’t you?”

      Tears welled up in Bri’s eyes as she nodded. “I can go to—”

      Dennis interrupted her. “I don’t need to know.” He looked meaningfully at Josh. “No one does.”

      Bri snuffled her gratitude and clutched the money. “If you give me your address, I can mail you—”

      “No need,” Dennis said. “Just keep an eye out for someone you can help down the line. Now go on. Get out of here.”

      The girl swallowed hard. “Thank you,” she said. “Both of you.” I’m not sure why she included me, but I nodded gravely. She hurried down the stairs and disappeared onto the concourse that would take her to the center field gate.

      Swearing a blue streak, Josh stood up to follow her. “Ah, ah, ah,” Dennis said, tapping him on the shoulder with enough force that he remembered to sit down. “You just sit back and watch the rest of this inning. There’s some fine baseball being played down there.”

      Dennis gestured far more politely for me to take my seat, and I did, pleased to feel him at my side. Glancing at my scorebook, I realized we’d missed three outs, all of the Philadelphia batters.

      The rhythm of the game was broken. Dennis shrugged and flipped his book closed. Regretfully, I did the same.

      At least we got to watch the bottom of the sixth with renewed interest. Josh wasn’t stupid enough to try escaping again. Only as the Washington players were trotting back to their dugout did Dennis dig his toe into the kid’s shoulder. “Go on, then. But you leave that girl alone from here on out.”

      Josh snarled. “I wouldn’t tap her, if she was the last woman on earth.”

      “And you eat with that mouth too… Get out of here.”

      At least Josh was smart enough to recognize a good deal when he heard one. He slouched down the row of seats, taking his time, pretending like leaving alone was his idea. When he’d reached the exit to the concourse, he turned around to flash an obscene hand gesture to Dennis and me. I didn’t have any problem reading the epithet he mouthed in slow-motion.

      Apparently, Dennis didn’t either, because he grabbed both armrests as if he meant to haul himself to his feet. Josh turned tail and ran like a frightened rabbit.

      I waited until Dennis leaned back before I said, “So that’s how sportscasters handle punks, huh?”

      “I spent some time in the Army. In Oakland, actually.” He gestured to his green and gold finery.

      I nodded toward the now-empty seats in front of us. “That was a nice thing you did for her.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe she’ll think twice before going out on dates with any more… glass bowls like that.”

      I liked that he hesitated, that he changed his choice of words. And I loved that he shrugged off his anger, his frustration. His voice was warm as he nodded toward the field. “Forget about them. We’re missing a great ball game.”
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      All hell broke loose in the seventh inning.

      A lot of baseball stuff happened. What? “Baseball stuff” is enough description—Philadelphia scored some runs. Washington changed pitchers twice. Three different batters got hit by pitches. Benches cleared for a brawl. The home plate umpire threw out four players and a manager, restoring order.

      Tooth stuff happened too. My fang decided to ratchet up its jangling, taking up tap dancing on every nerve in my head. I guess it didn’t like the adrenaline let-down after Josh fled the scene.

      But none of that was the “breaking loose” I mentioned.

      No, that happened when Dennis and I started talking.

      Maybe we felt more chatty because we’d put away our scorebooks. Without the need to record details of the game, we had the luxury of conversation.

      Or maybe it was because three rows in front of us were now clear. No one was close enough to overhear our chit-chat.

      Or maybe it was because I found myself ridiculously attracted to a guy who would help out a young woman who’d made a mistake, who would shut down her drunk racist boyfriend, all without throwing a punch.

      I don’t know what Dennis saw in me.

      But when one of the Philadelphia players hitched up with a hamstring pull, instigating a long delay as medical staff evaluated him, Dennis turned to me and asked, “Would you rather lose the ability to walk or the ability to hear?”

      He couldn’t know that my vampire senses allowed me to hear far better than his human ears. Right now, for instance, I could make out the steady thud of his heart. I could hear the breath he caught as he waited for my reply.

      But I wasn’t going to point that out to Dennis. Instead, I told him I’d take the wheelchair. His grin was tight as he said, “We could race each other.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “I thought a guy like you would value the ability to move around!”

      “A guy like me?”

      There it was again—that swoopy feeling that might have been a blush if I’d had a working circulatory system. I nodded toward the empty seats in front of us. “A guy who isn’t afraid to use his body to get what he wants.”

      Oh. That didn’t come out sounding quite the way it had in my head.

      Dennis obviously considered teasing me about my choice of words. But he passed up the easy banter, the same way he’d skipped over the obscene term for Josh. Instead, he said, “I can’t imagine giving up the connection I get from hearing a voice. Think about it. We learn so much from tone, from timbre. When I was a kid, my father could order me: Get over here. But those same words, coming from a lover, have a completely different meaning.”

      Okay. Maybe he didn’t pass up the easy banter. Because his answer sure made me shiver.

      I wasn’t cold. My body never got cold. But I suddenly wanted to experiment with tone and timbre, to say a whole lot of things all night long, to the man who sat beside me.

      It took all my nerve to meet Dennis’s eyes, but he didn’t seem the least bit affected by the words he’d chosen. Instead, he raised his eyebrows and said, “Okay. New question. Would you rather get up early or stay up late?”

      “Late,” I said, without hesitation. “You?”

      He nodded. “Late for me, too.”

      It was my turn. “Are you a team player or a lone wolf?”

      I shouldn’t care about his answer. Dennis Maugham wasn’t going to be anything to me, not after the game ended on the baseball diamond below us. But I did care. I just couldn’t say which response I preferred.

      He thought for almost a minute before he answered. “I’m a wolf, playing on a team.”

      “Not fair,” I protested.

      He was already shaking his head. “No, think about it. There are different types of teams. Some require you to be in the same place at the same time.” He gestured toward the guys on the field. “But others take contributions from all their members and build something bigger. Something more than any one person can accomplish on his own. I like being independent. But I’m more satisfied when I know I’m part of a greater whole.”

      I must have still looked skeptical, because he laughed. “I take it you’re a lone wolf.”

      “The lone-est,” I said. I meant the words to be a joke, but they came out like a warning.

      Dennis nodded, as if he’d heard everything I didn’t say. Before he could respond, though, everyone around us stood up. Surprised, I looked at the Jumbotron and realized we’d reached the seventh-inning stretch.

      As the stadium organ started playing a familiar song, Dennis and I stood next to each other. The words were projected on the scoreboard, with a convenient bouncing ball to keep us all in order. Everyone started singing: “Take me out to the ball game.”

      Dennis swayed toward me, matching the rhythm of the music. It was just a shifting of his weight, barely perceptible. He wasn’t interfering with my personal space, not really. He wasn’t crowding me.

      I had the option of matching his motion with my own. If I rocked left and right at the same time he did, we’d maintain our original distance. Nothing would change.

      But I slipped my arm around his waist.

      I saw the way his abs tightened as he accepted my touch, just a ripple beneath his jersey, a motion that would have been imperceptible to human eyes. Once again, I heard the quick intake of his breath, a catch in his throat making a sound no vampire could make. I felt the second’s hesitation before he put his arm around my shoulders, his hand light, giving me the option of slipping free if I wanted to.

      When the song was over, he lingered for a moment before lifting his arm free. The tips of his fingers brushed the nape of my neck.

      “You’re freezing!” he said.

      I wasn’t. But I couldn’t explain. So I quickly asked, “Would you rather be hot all the time, or cold all the time?”

      His eyes narrowed, but he played along. “Cold. You can always put on more layers. But after a while, there’s only so much you can take off, when you’re hot.”

      The questions came faster then. He’d rather be an amazing dancer than a pro football player. He’d rather live a long life in poverty than a short life with more money than he could ever spend. He’d rather have the power of telekinesis than telepathy.

      I made up answers to all those questions. I didn’t really care what I was saying. I just wanted to hear him talk more. Because every answer he gave convinced me that there was more to Dennis Maugham than met the eye.

      A lot more.

      He was a thoughtful man. A thinking man. The sort of man I could fall for, fast and hard.

      The ball game had turned into a rout below us. With every run for the enemy, more Washington fans left. But none of that mattered because I couldn’t get enough of the guy beside me.

      It was Dennis’s turn to ask a question. He stared at me for a long time before he spoke. I could track the minute motions of his gaze; it traveled from my lips to my eyes, then down to my bright green jersey before returning to my mouth. His voice was soft enough that I had to lean closer to hear. “Would you rather eat a different meal every day but never your favorite, or would you rather have your favorite every night for the rest of your life?”
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      Every muscle in my body clenched. I recognized the sensation: It was the reaction I’d seen in the hapless humans I’d fed from before I switched to the safe, predictable world of Sources. I was poised on the edge of fight-or-flight, unable to speak, unable to offer up even a joking response to Dennis’s question.

      I only ate one meal. It had become my favorite years ago. I’d forgotten what it was like to eat anything else, because I only dined on human blood.

      He leaned close enough to whisper in my ear. “You can tell me the truth, Ava.”

      “T—truth?”

      “Mm-hmm.” His index finger traced the shoulder seam of my jersey. “You care about scoring a game, but you arrived an hour late—an hour after dark. You said you prefer staying up late. You’re a lone wolf.” His eyes were steady. Serious. Calm. “Put it all together, and I know you’re a vampire.”

      My forced laugh sounded crazed, even to me. “That’s what you get out of all those silly questions? You might as well say I’m a telekinetic ballet dancer who’s going to live forever without a penny to her name.”

      That finger—that damned finger—found the line of my jaw. And the worst part was, I wanted to turn my head. I wanted to rest my cheek against his palm. I wanted to feel him touch me, stroke me, even as he repeated, “You’re a vampire, Ava.”

      For just a moment, my body crossed its signals. My lips ached to kiss him at the same time my fangs tried to express themselves. My damaged tooth howled in protest.

      I’d been a vampire for over thirty years. I’d pretty much mastered every one of my body’s needs. I could go without feeding for weeks if that’s what the circumstances required. I could fight my daily compulsion to sleep if I was sheltered from the sun’s burning rays. I could eat human food and drink human beverages if consumption preserved my secret existence.

      But this was the first time in decades that I’d felt the frisson of lust.

      Not just lust, though. Long ago, I’d locked away that untidy physical response—as easily as I’d managed everything else about this imperial body.

      I was attracted to more than Dennis’s human body, his male body. I was attracted to the person he was—smart, articulate, brave, funny. We’d only known each other for a couple of hours, but I liked everything about him. There was a sparkling attraction there. Something honest. Something true.

      But it could never last.

      Not if he’d already named me a vampire. I had to take steps to protect myself, to preserve the entire Eastern Empire against detection by mundanes.

      But first…

      I turned my head enough to brush my lips across the heat of Dennis’s palm. I touched the tip of my tongue to his lifeline.

      He tasted so alive, so real, so perfect that I had to have more. “Dennis,” I whispered.

      “Just tell me the truth,” he said.

      I slipped my hand around the back of his neck. “I will,” I said.

      But first, I wanted one kiss. I needed one kiss. I needed to remember how it felt to be a woman attracted to a man, to embrace my true heart’s desire.

      I should have known Dennis would kiss like a dream.

      I could tell you all the details—his lips, his tongue, the sweet taste of his breath. But none of that would make you understand the song that rose within me, the hope for a future, the longing, the dream. For one perfect moment, I stood outside time, outside my body, outside all the truths I knew and understood and lived.

      “Ava,” he whispered, when he finally pulled away. That was when I knew he’d felt it too, the potential, the possibility for us to share so much more. “Just tell me…”

      I sat back in my stadium seat. Washington needed a nine-run rally in the bottom of the ninth. The park was nearly empty.

      “I will,” I said to Dennis, touching my finger to his lips. “But I need a drink before I can do that.”

      His expression was woven out of equal parts of fear and anticipation and excitement. Because he’d clearly been as blown away by that kiss as I’d been. He’d felt the same things I had, the potential for more—so…much…more.

      I reached inside my bag, shoving aside my abandoned scorebook. My fingers closed around the familiar flask at the bottom.

      Lethe.

      My fingers shook as I twisted the cap off the chased metal flask. I glanced around, but no one was paying attention to the two crazy Oakland fans still watching the tail end of Washington’s first home loss of the season.

      “To the truth,” I said, raising the flask to my own lips.

      I didn’t drink. I didn’t need to. The cinnamon-scented liquid inside would have no effect on my metabolism. But it would comfort Dennis if he saw me drink before I offered the Lethe to him. I faked a deep gulp.

      I passed him the container. He gave me a quizzical smile, but he was a brave man. I already knew that.

      “To the truth,” he said, and then he took a healthy swig.

      Before he could swallow, I touched the center of his forehead. “Be mine,” I whispered.

      And he was.

      It only took a moment to shift his memories. To make him forget our entire conversation.

      I let him remember the encounter with Josh and Bri. He had to have some reason to have set aside scoring the game.

      But I sent him on his way before he could question the serendipity of a Reggie Jackson fan seated next to him, before he could launch a new conversation, a clean start. I watched him slip onto the concourse, heading home, drifting back to his normal, human life.

      I was devastated.

      Washington made its final out. The announcer delivered the wrap-up statistics about the game. Elated Philadelphia fans jeered their rivals.

      I couldn’t bring myself to leave. Until that night, I’d never fully realized what I’d lost by becoming a vampire. I’d never realized how much I missed real companionship, camaraderie. Physical touch. Not just any touch, though. Dennis’s touch. The man was special.

      Park staff converged on the seats, giant push brooms in hand, already preparing the stadium for the next night’s game

      The man was gone. I’d sent him away, because that was what I had to do. I was a vampire. I’d had no choice.

      I trudged down the stairs, making my way home to my lonely apartment.

      Dennis’s kiss had driven away the ache in my fang. With every step of my trip home, though, the pain swooped back, a white-hot blade sawing down my spine.

      Once I was home, I locked my door, wishing I’d never ventured out for the night.
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      The next night, I arrived at my dentist appointment fifteen minutes early. The bored receptionist took my insurance card and gave me a stack of papers to complete. Empire Dental was emblazoned across the top of every page. The dentist’s office was part of the specialized medical system created to treat all of us imperials. We were safe here. No Lethe was necessary.

      A lump of self-hatred still burned inside my belly, its heat rising and falling, like a seismograph showing the aftershocks of an earthquake. Even though I knew I’d had no choice, I hated what I’d done to Dennis. What I’d done to myself.

      “Ms. Buchanan?” A door opened beside the receptionist’s desk, and a perky young ifrit invited me into an examining room. Once there, she tilted me back to an uncomfortably vulnerable position and clipped a blue bib around my neck. I tried not to jump when she tore open a packet of sterilized instruments and let them clatter onto a steel tray. “Just sit back and try to relax,” she said. “The dentist will be with you in a moment.”

      I rested my head against the padded chair and closed my eyes. Between the pain in my tooth and my regret about Dennis, I hadn’t slept well the day before.

      “Ms. Buchanan, I’m sorry to have kept you waiting.” The voice was too familiar—strong and even, warm as fresh blood, without a hint of accent. “I’m Dr. Maugham, and I’ll be taking care of you today. You’ve got a fang that’s acting up?”

      “Dennis!” I sat upright, swinging my legs over the side of the elevated chair.

      “That’s right,” he said, reaching out to shake my hand. He looked confused. “Dennis Maugham. Have we met before? I’m usually good with faces.”

      “Y— You’re human.”

      He recovered easily when I didn’t shake his hand, turning instead to the manila folder that held my patient file. “That’s right,” he said, his voice still cast in a soothing register. “I understand that can be a challenge for some imperials to accept. But I assure you, I’m Empire-approved.”

      “But you’re human,” I repeated, like that was the only phrase I’d ever learned in English.

      “I graduated first in my class at Michigan. Uncle Sam paid my way so I could help soldiers in the army.”

      He smiled easily, the same killer smile that had reeled me in the night before. He continued to talk, that soothing patter that I suspected was designed to put an anxious patient at ease. He’d done an internship, a residency, programs that would be closed to imperials but were open to the most qualified of humans. The Empire had tracked him down after his honorable discharge from the army. He was sworn to secrecy. Magically bound not to reveal the existence of supernatural creatures in the heart of Washington DC.

      Dennis Maugham knew about us. Knew about vampires. That’s how he’d connected the dots, why he hadn’t been afraid of me, even when we’d kissed.

      I didn’t need to dose him with Lethe. I didn’t need to erase our perfect night.

      “Ms. Buchanan?” Dennis asked. “Do you have any questions before we begin?”

      I did. I wanted to know if he’d rather climb a Mayan pyramid or visit the Louvre. If he’d rather build his own house or build his own car. If he’d rather spent a month without his phone or live for a month without taking a shower.

      I settled into my chair, though, forcing my fingers not to clutch the leather armrests. “Not right now, Dr. Maugham.”

      But I was already figuring out how to ask the most important question of all: Would Dennis Maugham like to go to a baseball game with a patient?

      Make that “ex-patient.”

      Because as soon as my fang was restored to normal, I was leaving Dr. Maugham’s practice. A good dentist might be worth his weight in gold.

      But finding my heart’s desire?

      Priceless.
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      I can’t thank you enough for choosing “Stake Me Out to the Ball Game” from among all the cozy paranormal stories out there! Without readers like you, I would never have my writing career.

      I’d love to keep in touch with you. Please sign up for my newsletter, Virtual Cocktails. It features five “ingredients” in every issue—everything from book giveaways to deleted scenes to announcements of new books. And I always include at least one thing that made me laugh out loud in the previous month!  Of course, I promise to never, ever, ever sell your email address to anyone else.

      You may not realize it, but you’re in the best position to help authors by telling your friends about books you love. Honest reviews for “Stake Me Out to the Ball Game” are especially valuable, because many advertisers require  authors to have a certain number of reviews before we’re allowed to buy advertising.

      Whatever you do, don’t be a stranger! I’m mostly online at Facebook, but I’m on Twitter too, and I keep a blog on my website. I look forward to hearing from you soon!
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      Ava and Dennis have discovered their hearts’ desires. But plenty of other folks in the Eastern Empire—in Magical Washington DC—have stories left to tell!
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        Fright Court

      

      

      Sarah Anderson found her dream job: Clerk of Court for the District of Columbia Night Court.  But after she’s attacked by a supernatural defendant, she’s forced to take self-defense lessons from her boss, the enigmatic vampire James Morton.  When a deceptively easy-going reporter starts to ask questions, Sarah wonders just what answers she’s supposed to give. Will Sarah be able to create order in the court?

      
        
        Buy Fright Court today!
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        Girl’s Guide to Witchcraft

      

      

      Jane Madison has a problem. Or two. Or three.  She’s working as a librarian, trapped in a job that can’t pay what she’s worth. She has a desperate crush on her Imaginary Boyfriend. Her grandmother wants to reunite her with her long-absent mother. And then, she finds out she’s a witch! Will magic solve Jane’s problems? Or only bring her more disasters?

      
        
        Buy Girl’s Guide to Witchcraft today!
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      Mindy Klasky learned to read when her parents shoved a book in her hands and told her she could travel anywhere in the world through stories. She never forgot that advice.

      Mindy’s travels took her through multiple careers—from litigator to librarian to full-time writer. Mindy’s travels have also taken her through various literary genres, including cozy paranormal, hot contemporary romance, and traditional fantasy. She is a USA Today bestselling author, and she has received the Career Achievement Award from the Washington Romance Writers.

      In her spare time, Mindy knits, quilts, and tries to tame her endless to-be-read shelf. Her husband and cats do their best to fill the left-over minutes.
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      Tap or click the image above to visit Fun Magic Books, where you can find your next magical read—more than 500 books to choose from! You can browse by genre (witches, vampires, shifters, and more!), by author, and by series.
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