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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        BENTLEY

      

      

      As soon as I walk into the office, I know something’s up. Everyone is gathered around a screen that’s playing something I can’t really see through the bodies crowded around it.

      Curious, I make my way forward as someone turns off the lights, brightening up the screen.

      “What the fuck’s going on?” Marcus barks, answering the very question I wanted to ask though I didn’t have the desire to bark it loudly.

      “I don’t know, this just started broadcasting,” Finn says as I step up to them. Finn Hayes is the only human who works at the Vampire Related Crimes Unit and seems to be quite an interesting addition to the group. He joined recently during our last large case where a man by the name of Perry had created a group of humans who were trying to sow discord between the two species. They’d created a drug that had resulted in Marcus, Briar, and me attacking Finn, which I thought would be the last we saw of him, but he’s still with us and ready to take on another case, which I’m grateful for, since he seems to have helped us figure out how to work together as a team.

      He just recently began dating Marcus, who is the oldest vampire in the department as well as my superior. All of us work as detectives, and if the vampire who is flashing his fangs while bound and blindfolded on the screen has anything to do with it, it seems like we have a new case.

      I stare at the screen as the man sits in the metal chair, rocking it this way and that. He tugs at the chains that rattle as he twists his body, his expression one of panic.

      “I’ll fucking kill you! I’ll kill you! Who the hell do you think you are?” the man asks, and I wonder if he knows about the camera.

      “Is this live?” Marcus asks as he looks over at Alexei who’s one of the few still at his computer.

      The Russian vampire, who is also on our team, nods. “It went live exactly two minutes ago and has already been shared thousands of times. We’ve seen a glimpse of a second person, probably the abductor, but nothing more than that. They haven’t said or done anything yet.”

      “We already have a cyber team trying to track it down, but it all depends on how tech savvy our perp is,” Brooks, the deputy chief and our leader, says from the front of the room.

      I’ve never dealt with a case like this before, but I guess with internet and technology becoming more relevant, things like this were bound to pop up. Obviously, there are a lot of cyber issues, but that usually falls into a different department.

      My attention shifts back to the screen as the man on display lets out a sob. The background behind the man is a black sheet and there’s nothing else to give us a good idea of where he’s at—no discerning factors that could tell us where this is being recorded. It could be in someone’s house for all we know.

      There’s a minor flash of the second man, mostly black clothes, and then a gun makes an appearance. The second man reaches in, still only showing his arm at most, and pulls the blindfold off the captive. The man yanks his head back to look at his captor and growls something inaudible at him. There’s nothing on his face that tells me that he recognizes the abductor, but my guess is that the captor has something covering his face. It’s clear he doesn’t want anyone to see him.

      The abductor points toward the camera with his gun and the man shifts his eyes to look. He seems surprised but his eyes are darting back and forth, like he’s fixated on something beside it instead of directly in front of it.

      That’s when the vampire shakes his head, turns back to his captor, and yells, “Fuck you. You won’t get away with this. Fuck you!”

      The attacker shoots him in the leg and the vampire screams before his head is physically aimed in the direction of the screen. The captive hesitates until the gun is pressed against his head. I notice that the vampire is either extremely young or there’s something in the bullet because his leg isn’t healing. Instead of instantly healing, blood is oozing out of it, dyeing his pants red.

      “I-I… fuck. Fine! I’ll do it!” he says. “Just promise you’ll let me go when I’m done?”

      He glances at his abductor who must nod because he turns his attention back to the camera. “My name is Trent Wilder and they want you to know they’re coming for you. That you’ll be next. You know who you are and what you’ve done. The only way to survive is to give yourself up to the police. If you don’t, you’ll be d-dead within one month.” The vampire shifts, turning toward his attacker. “P-Please. Please, I’ll spill everything to the police. Let me go, I’ll tell them everything!”

      The feed cuts and we’re all left standing in silence.

      “If he killed him, he probably would’ve killed him on camera, right? Do we know the location yet?” Briar asks.

      “The video’s settings show our local area, but that doesn’t mean he’s local,” Alexei explains. “You can state you’re from anywhere or put tags to direct a specific audience toward it, but we’re left to assume that yes, it’s our area. We could get a location on the captive and tell better by his place of residence. We’ll need someone to run sounds and see if they can pick up anything from the audio.”

      “He was using specialized bullets too. You could see his leg wasn’t healing,” I say. But how the fuck did they get ahold of a bullet like that?

      “Trent Wilder… Trent Wilder,” Finn says over and over as he rushes for his computer. Marcus and I crowd around him since he seems to have an idea. “The name sounds extremely familiar, right? Anyone else think it does?”

      Marcus nods. “Wilder… the last name rings a bell. I think they’re an elite family of vampires. Old money. I don’t recognize the man who was on screen, though, but he could possibly be a relative.”

      Within minutes, Finn finds out exactly who the man is, and like Marcus said, he’s a middle-aged vampire with a lot of old money coming from his father who is also a vampire.

      I slide into my seat and pull up my own search on him and see that the man’s name has exploded along with the video and speculation of where he might be. People are already calling it a setup or a government conspiracy, and I know that within twenty-four hours, the internet will be abuzz with misinformation unless we do something to stop it. I watch the video again from the beginning to catch anything I could have missed but not much happened in the two minutes before I showed up.

      The attacker never gives away anything, and you can’t even see an inch of his skin anywhere. He never comes on screen to allow us to guess his height or body type. His black clothes are baggy and give nothing away.

      Marcus sets his phone down and leans into us. “They’re trying to track the IP address but they’re thinking he used an anonymizer or something like that to make it impossible to track. I don’t know, I know very little about computers. The video wasn’t live long before it got pulled from the streaming service.”

      Brooks steps out of his office and gives us a wave the moment he spots us. “Church, bring your team in here.”

      “Of course,” Marcus says as he waves at those of us sitting at the cubicle facing each other. There are three desks on each side, and while it was supposed to promote teamwork, instead, it just made for a lack of privacy when you didn’t want to stare someone in the face. Finn at least made it fun compared to how it was before he arrived. He’s already changed the dynamic of the group and he’s only been with us for one big case. It’s clear he plans on sticking around for more.

      The five of us head toward Brooks’s office where he turns his computer screen around so we can see the message.

      “I just received an email with an address on it.”

      I peer over Finn’s shoulder to get a look since he’s about half a foot shorter than me.

      If he speaks, he lives. If he lies, he dies. He knows the consequences. 3832 East Dale Street, Room 24

      “Is it a setup?” Finn asks.

      “Only one way to find out,” Marcus says. But Marcus is always eager for a fight because he has this ludicrous idea that he’s invincible. “Brooks, do we have permission to head out?”

      Brooks stares at the screen for a moment longer before nodding. “Permission granted, but please be cautious. You don’t know if this is a setup. We were set up not that long ago, and we don’t want it to happen again,” Brooks says, referring to the blood that’d been dumped on the group, leaving us to attack Finn, who’d been new at the time, because he’d been the only human in the vicinity. Thankfully, we hadn’t scared him off because he was able to calm us all down and keep us from attacking him or any other human. I think that’s when the majority of us started to respect him.

      We head out, following Marcus to the vehicles we have access to. Since the VRC is such a specialized unit, there are few who make the cut. Many vampires can’t handle the blood that the unit requires them to be used to. But since the standard police and human homicide detectives are to pass every vampire case over to us, we’re stuck doing it all. Which is why we are the ones responding instead of a specialized team who are trained to handle possible hostage situations.

      We get into an armored vehicle that’s driven by a woman who’s part of the VRC but not a detective. While she heads toward our destination, Marcus has us armor up. This is something rather new seeing as before Finn came, Marcus liked to think everyone was unbeatable. But then Finn came in with his reasonable explanations on why people shouldn’t purposely put themselves in danger without at least a bulletproof vest.

      It made so much sense that it’s a wonder why a group of older vampires never thought of it.

      “Karsyn, get your vest on,” Finn orders.

      Alexei just grumbles at him as he pulls it out. Alexei Karsynov is one of those people who wants you aware that you irritate him while actually wanting you to irritate him. Especially Finn. For having the desire to eat the human not that long ago, he’s now quite friendly to him—friendly by Alexei’s standards, anyway.

      “I should have eaten you when I had the chance,” Alexei says.

      “Church might eat you back if you try,” I warn Alexei.

      “Then why don’t you try?” he asks me, like he wants me to be eaten instead.

      “Hayes, do you feel like you’ve accomplished a lot when your team discusses eating you?” Briar asks, sounding curious. She’s generally the more low-key one of the group besides me. The two of us, for the most part, just kind of go along with whatever’s happening. The other three are the ones who love making chaos, death threats, and ridiculous jokes—that last one is mostly Finn, although he’s been known to drag a joke or two out of Alexei. Marcus, on the other hand, seems to only want to joke with Finn, which is weird when he used to proclaim that humans were semi useless.

      “Feels pretty good, if I’m being honest. It’s not often that men fight over me,” Finn jokes.

      “I will destroy anyone who plans to fight over you,” Marcus growls. Marcus isn’t much of a sharer, even if no one actually is trying to take Finn or even wants him. Marcus just wants to make sure everyone is extremely aware that Finn is his, and he’ll fuck up anyone who thinks otherwise.

      “Maybe we could focus and do actual work,” Alexei says as he pulls up an interactive image of the outside of the building. It’s an older motel with doors leading outside, instead of being on the inside like many hotels. “It looks like there’s only one window at the back and one in the front. Oh, and it appears that the back window is in the bathroom that’s attached to the room. DeGray and I can go around back and move in, just in case the abductor is still inside and tries to flee.”

      Marcus nods as he moves the image around before zooming in. “Sounds good. The rest of us will go in through the front. Please be safe and we’ll move in together only once we’re positive it’s not a setup.”

      “The woman working the desk said the room was booked online and that there isn’t anyone in the surrounding rooms,” Alexei says.

      “Did she say how he got the key for the room?” Finn asks.

      “She said he’d asked her to leave the key in a specific spot because he’d be in after dark.”

      The moment the vehicle stops, Alexei and I move around to the back of the building. It makes it harder to tell the exact room since the numbers aren’t on this side, and we have to count windows to make sure we’re at the right one. I have an earpiece in my left ear that is connected to the others so Marcus can relay the information when they have a plan to move in.

      “The window’s open,” I say as I slip past it so Alexei can be on the left and I’ll take the right.

      “Smells like they left this way,” he whispers, but we don’t make a move to follow the trail just yet. It’s not extremely fresh, telling me they probably already hit the road.

      Marcus’s voice sounds in my ear. “I have the key. We’re going to move in through the front. Are you two in position in case he’s inside?”

      “We’re next to an open window. I can hear someone inside, but it seems to be a single person. Do DeGray and I have permission to move in through the back window?” Alexei asks.

      “Yes. Be careful.” That’s when I hear the front door open and Alexei grabs the ledge to pull himself up. I hear something out toward the trees that separate the motel from the highway and look out into them. When a cat notices me and starts trotting toward me, I turn away and pull myself through the open window and join the others. We end up in the bathroom and push forward into the main room where Finn is checking the man who’d been on the video while the other two are securing the area.

      “Looks like you’ve healed alright. Are you hurt anywhere else?” Finn asks as he carefully removes the gag.

      “That fucking psychopath tried to kill me! He fucking tried to kill me!” Wilder cries. He’s hysterical as his voice rises and he throws his body around in the chair.

      “We need you to calm down,” Finn says, voice gentle. We’ve quickly learned that he’s generally the best one to deal with people because he’s not menacing and his smile puts almost everyone at ease.

      Wilder seems to notice Finn at that moment, but the look on his face is anything but at ease. “Who the fuck do you think you’re talking to, human?” the man asks, a bite to his words.

      Finn hesitates and glances over at Marcus who’d stilled at the sharp tone the vampire had used with Finn. Marcus rushes in front of Finn, ready to kick Wilder’s ass even though we’re supposed to be saving the man tied to a chair. The funny thing is we all respect Finn and care about him enough that if Marcus did it and blamed it on the attacker, not a single one of us would say otherwise.

      “Do you have a problem with that?” Marcus says, voice extremely quiet as he leans into him. Wilder’s eyes get huge as he realizes quite quickly that he’d better not have a problem with it or he might wish the abductor hadn’t let him go. The thing about Marcus is that he has the aura to make everyone get a bit timid around him. Even I feel timid during times like this.

      So Marcus waits for the man to shake his head before drawing back. “Wilder, you’re going with us for some questions.”

      “I’m under arrest?” he asks in disbelief.

      Marcus turns his narrowed eyes onto him. “You’re going to answer some questions. DeGray, Karsyn, while we’re taking care of this, will you scout around back? See if you find anything?”

      “Of course.”

      Together, we head back outside, taking the open window since it beats walking around the entire building again. Once out there, we follow the trail the abductor had left behind.

      “He clearly knew what he was doing. He wore some thick cologne to hide his natural scent,” Alexei says as he waves his hand over his face.

      I nod. While the smell is quite trackable, it’d keep us from noticing if he left any scent behind. “It’s stinging my nose. He clearly doesn’t care we’re following him. He probably got in a car off the highway to avoid any security cameras on him,” I say as we cut straight through the batch of trees and over to a wire fence. We climb over the fence and walk up to the highway where the smell abruptly ends.

      “He either had someone pick him up or had left a vehicle waiting here. Let’s see if we have any cameras on the premises and search for any tracks,” Alexei says.

      We head back and finish at the motel, getting some analysts in to see if they can get prints on anything even though Wilder stated that his attacker never took his gloves off.
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        * * *

      

      I stand on the other side of the one-way glass watching Marcus and Finn talk to Wilder. Clearly, the man is hiding something.

      He likes to pretend he doesn’t know anything by folding his arms over his chest and looking extremely stubborn. “I don’t fucking know! Why would you believe some psychopath who abducted me and tied me up to a fucking chair and threatened to kill me? He shot me! He fucking shot me, yet you believe him over me?” the man asks. It’s clear he’s pissed about this whole thing but more than anything, he’s defensive. He’s doing everything he can to push the blame off himself, and in doing so, making himself look more guilty.

      Marcus and Finn have been in these situations so many times that they already know something’s going on, but the man is taking it to his grave, and there’s no reason or way for us to hold him. So we have to do our best to protect him from whoever got ahold of him and keep it from happening again.

      “We are aware you can protect yourself, but this person has already gotten ahold of you once and threatened to do it again. If you need us, please don’t hesitate to reach out to us.”

      “The fucker knocked me out somehow. I’d think you’d be more worried about that,” he says.

      “We will definitely look into it and would like to ask you questions about where you were when it happened,” Finn says.

      “I don’t have time for this shit. If I’m not under arrest, I’m leaving,” Wilder says. “You have no way to keep me here.”

      Finn sets a hand on Marcus’s chest, most likely to keep him from popping the man’s head from his body for having raised his voice with Finn. “That’s fine. Here’s our information if you think of anything else.”

      Wilder glances at it then stands up and heads for the door without taking it. Marcus grabs the card and the man in the same breath. Then he smacks the card down onto the man’s hand so hard, I’m surprised he didn’t break his hand. “I insist you take it.”

      “I’m honestly surprised Marcus hasn’t torn someone’s head off yet for sassing Finn,” I say as Alexei comes into the room.

      “It’s coming. It’ll be a fucking mess. Blood everywhere, maybe some guts and brain matter.”

      I snort. “And he’ll get away with it.”

      “Of course he will. Those two are wicked. Finn just bats his weak little human eyes at people and gets what he wants, and all Church has to do is growl.”

      “They’re both terrifying at what they do,” I joke.

      “Nah, Finn’s scarier,” Alexei says.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        RIVER

      

      

      Today has been rather shitty. My morning started off with a raging headache that kept me in bed longer than I wanted, then I accidentally cooked my oatmeal for six hundred seconds instead of sixty seconds—at least I caught that blunder after only a few minutes but long enough it was a bit black in the middle—and to toss the cherry on top, I stepped on my cat’s tail and she looked at me like I broke her heart. But now everything is good. It has to be or I’m gonna just crawl in a ditch somewhere and wait until morning.

      I pull open the door to the small café bookshop and head over to the line that seems unreasonably long for this time of day. I should probably be doing something a bit more useful, but right now, sitting on my ass for an hour, reading a book and sipping a strawberry smoothie sounds like the best way to turn around this mess of a day.

      When a vampire steps into line behind me, the hairs on the back of my neck instantly rise and my entire body tenses. I can feel his aura, but he’s clearly not trying to exude it. I try not to focus on the vampire because the man is probably just here for something to drink, maybe something to read, and I’m letting my thoughts run wild. I rub at my neck uncertainly.

      Fucking vampires. With their annoyingly good looks, and their superior attitudes, and ability to murder with ease.

      “Hi, how can I help you?” the barista asks with a smile.

      Realizing she’s talking to me while my mind is fixated on the vampire behind me, I lunge forward. “Sorry! I’d like a medium strawberry smoothie, please.”

      “Alright, that’ll be three seventy-five.”

      I reach for my wallet and realize that the ditch better be ready for me because here I come with my pity party. After I stepped on the cat’s tail, I tripped and the wallet that’d been in my hand had gone flying. I ran after Banshee, my cat, in hopes of convincing her that I truly do love her and not to leave me for the neighbor who smells like catnip and weed.

      “Sir?” the woman asks as I realize that I was wrong. I wasn’t waiting until the ditch for my pity party, it was starting now as I stood in dead silence.

      “I’m sorry, I forgot my wallet. I apologize!” I say, horrified and embarrassed. Thank god she didn’t make my smoothie first.

      “Here.” The vampire behind me reaches past and I pull back instinctively before realizing he’s just passing the woman his card. “And I just wanted a number two.”

      I turn to him as the woman takes the card. “You didn’t have to do that!” I say. “Really, it’s fine, I’ll just come back later.”

      The vampire gives me a soft smile, but I notice he shows me no fang. Far too often, they love throwing in a hint of fang, like they have to remind people just what they can do and what they are. His smile is kind and gentle as he says, “It’s no problem at all.” His smile reaches his blue eyes as he looks at me. Then he turns back to the cashier as I’m left watching the back of his head that’s covered in short blond hair with a crazy cowlick in the back, making a bit stand up at an odd angle.

      While I feel weird taking this offer, I know I can’t really back out now that he already paid for it. But does he expect something out of this? To him, am I in some type of weird vampire binding now?

      “Accepting this doesn’t make me like your bat slave or something, right?” I ask.

      He raises an eyebrow but looks amused. “I don’t have any bats, but if I did, it might,” he teases.

      “Hmm…” What a suspicious man. He’s handsome, as are most vampires—I think there’s something about becoming a monster that just draws us humans to them. Like they were mostly all humans before becoming vampires, so why are they now so attractive? Maybe it’s because humans are drawn to danger. Unless maybe there’s a rule that only the sexy ones are allowed to be changed and the others get culled. He has short blond hair, a neatly trimmed darker beard, and light blue eyes that pull me in, even though I know I should be wary of him, being a vampire. “Well, thank you for that. I was having a pretty rough day, so I really appreciate it.”

      “Of course,” he says as the woman holds out the smoothie. I take it, give the man a smile, and head over to one of the only remaining tables. At first, I think the vampire is heading toward the door to leave before I realize he’s rushed over to pull it open for a mother trying to get her stroller through the door while everyone else watches. He’s suspiciously kind.

      Weirdly kind.

      He has to be up to something.

      As I pull out my book, I notice the vampire make his way over to a bookshelf, and I wonder why I’m still watching him. It’s not like he’s just going to snack on me right in the middle of a café while he’s already sucking down some morbid-looking blood. No one else seems fazed by him, but that’s because vampires around here aren’t that uncommon. There are two just within my sights. I grew up in a neighborhood where half of them were vampires.

      I peep at him from over the top of my book as I sip my strawberry smoothie. When he continues to do nothing entertaining, I decide that maybe I will read and stop fixating on creepily nice vampires.

      “Do you mind if I sit here?”

      “Holy fuck tits!” I cry as I realize the vampire is like an inch from me. My book goes flying through the air, but he expertly catches it before it lands.

      He looks a little alarmed at my cry. “I didn’t mean to startle you. All the other tables are full, and I was just wondering if I could read in this chair?” he asks as he points at the second chair at my table.

      I lean back and give him my best “casual” look. “You didn’t startle me. I’m unstartleable. But yeah, sure. Have at it. It’s your chair now,” I say as he sets my book back into my hand. “Looky there, you even saved my page.”

      “I do pride myself on keeping a book in pristine condition,” he says with a grin as he opens his bag and pulls out a book titled Daisy’s Unicorn Adventures and starts reading.

      I stare at the man in pure confusion. I’m going crazy. My neighbor’s weed farm has invaded my air ducts and I’m high. I have to be. What or who is this man?

      “Are you…” No. That’s not nice making fun of someone’s book. But my god. The vampire’s like six foot something, suckling down blood, and smiling about unicorns!

      The vampire must notice my staring and probably assumes I’m a pervert at this point because he lowers the book. “I’m sorry, were you meeting someone? Do you want me to leave?”

      “No! No… is that like one of those fake covers you slap over something that’s hardcore erotica with like tentacles and testicles?”

      He flips his book this way and that before nodding. “Most definitely. Shall I read you a line?”

      “Please do.”

      He dramatically clears his throat. “Daisy couldn’t believe what she was seeing! This unicorn had a mane and tail made of rainbows!”

      “Oh my god. Is the unicorn going to fuck her? I was wrong about the tentacles. It’s unicorn sex, right?”

      He starts laughing and I’m surprised by it for some reason. I think I’d let my guard down and forgotten that I was fraternizing with a vampire. “No! At least I hope not. This is for grades one through three. I mean… it’s been a long time since I’ve gone to school, but I hope that’s not what they teach.”

      “Sadly, it’s not. I would have done so much better in school if it was.”

      The vampire turns the book around. “Look. There are even pictures!”

      There’s a cutesy drawing of a young girl overlooking a whole herd of unicorns.

      “Do they draw the sex scenes too?” I ask.

      He flips through it before looking disappointed. “Maybe in the next book.”

      “I’m sorry. I really shouldn’t be teasing you about your book choices. I was just… surprised is all.”

      “Nah. My niece used to be an elementary school teacher and she loves these children’s books. So I was sampling a few of them to see which she’d like best. I do have to admit that I might be hooked on this one, though. I really want to know if Daisy can rescue the dandy unicorn or if Billy will capture it and slice its horn off and grind it into powder.”

      “Wait, what? Are you exaggerating?”

      He shakes his head as he flips through the book. “Nope. It’s horrifying. Everyone in all of the land knows about Billy and his meat grinder.”

      “You have to be making this up,” I say.

      He smiles. “A little bit. What about you? What are you reading?”

      “Misery.”

      “Isn’t that about the lady who is so obsessed with an author she ties him up and abuses him to make him write for her?”

      “It is.”

      “Man, and you’re judging my unicorn book. Sounds dark,” says the vampire who feasts on blood.

      “The world is generally a dark and slightly fucked-up place. Like today, for instance, I stepped on my cat’s tail. That shit damages a person right in the soul. The way she cried and looked at me…” I shake my head. “I’m honestly not sure I’ll recover.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. Was the cat alright?”

      “Oh, she was fine, but it still hurt my soul.”

      “Yeah, I get that. There’s nothing worse than someone innocent getting affected,” he says, and the way he says it makes me wonder what experience he has with this. Maybe he’s only pretending to be nice and he’s evil and collects human skulls or some shit. “What was your name?”

      “River. You?”

      “Bentley. River’s a unique name.”

      “My brother said my parents had sex in the river, which is how I ended up with that. His name is Clay, though, so I’m not sure I want to know where he was conceived. My mom’s really into nature and my dad couldn’t care less.” Talking about them makes me miss them, but I can’t let that stop me. “What about you? Did your parents fornicate in a car to make you?”

      “Ah, no, I was actually created before the Bentley. Maybe the horse drawing their coach was named Bentley, though,” he teases.

      I’d assumed he wasn’t that old because the older ones are generally more stuck up and less prone to just being nice to humans unless they want to eat them.

      Maybe he wants to eat me.

      I glance down at my watch and realize I’ve already been here half an hour. I guess talking to random vampires kills time. “While I’d love to chat about you being named after a horse and the unicorn porn you’re reading, I have to get going. I really do appreciate the smoothie, though. What if I paid you back? Are you a regular? I could get your drink tomorrow.” What the hell am I doing? I’m just starved for interaction, right? Maybe I’m just tired of being lonely and forcing feral cats to be my friend because I have no one else. But he’s a fucking vampire.

      “The look on your face tells me that you’re a bit horrified by the idea when it was your own suggestion…” Bentley says, sounding a bit confused.

      “Oh! No, I just was wondering if I turned the… oven… off,” I say. “So… yeah, if you want, tomorrow. Same time. If not, whatever. Yeah. See ya! Thanks again!”

      He raises an eyebrow, probably seeing me as a raving lunatic. “Um… yeah. Have a good night, River.”

      I smile and rush for the door as I fixate on the fact that he didn’t confirm or deny tomorrow. Maybe I didn’t give him enough time to answer, and instead, endlessly babbled at him. I’m such an idiot. He’s a vampire.

      Idiot. Idiot. Idiot.

      I hurry out to the car and get inside before driving to a small comic book store toward the end of town. They’re close to closing, but I park the car and get out with my backpack on and my hood up, doing my best to cover my face. Then I head around the side of the building and start walking.

      I’ve never been the best at making decisions, so inviting a vampire to meet with me again really shouldn’t surprise me—even if it did. I always felt like I was a bit more indecisive than I should have been. It’s how I was with college and boyfriends and all that jazz. From a young age, I knew what I liked to do and that was drawing. I always wanted to focus on drawing, but my father was from Puerto Rico and came from a very poor family. So he had extremely high hopes that his children would prosper in the US. They would go to college and use all the many resources they were given. He worked hard to get us there. My mother also came from a poverty-stricken family, but the two of them sacrificed and worked hard to raise us middle-class. I felt like if I didn’t do more with my life, their efforts would have been for nothing.

      So I went to college and got a degree in business. I got a really nice job right before shit went south.

      I sigh.

      And here I am.

      I pull the mask snugly over my face before I walk through the fence into the self-storage area. When I reach the container far away from the others, I slip the key into the door and step inside before pulling the door shut behind me. There’s a racket going on but the moment I’m inside, it stops.

      The vampire, who is lying on his side strapped down to a heavy metal chair, looks up at me, anger in his eyes.

      “I will fucking kill you. I will rip your weak arms from your worthless body,” he growls, having lost the gag at some point.

      Ah, fucking vampires and their superiority complex. See, Bentley? I bet deep down, under that good guy mask, you’re just like them. You’re just like all the other vampires who need to die.

      I say nothing, not wanting him to hear my voice as I start to set up. This was supposed to happen earlier today, but my bad day made me put everything on hold while I prayed no one noticed the man in the container. Thankfully, this one was as far out as it could get, away from the busiest area. It allowed you to pick online and showed me which ones were occupied, so I just snatched one that wasn’t surrounded by anything.

      I pull out another chair and set a large piece of paper on it that catches the vampire’s eye almost immediately. He begins to read it as I pull my camera out of my backpack and set it up before aiming it at him.

      “Fuck you! Fuck you! I don’t know who you think you are, but you’re not burying me with that shit,” he growls. “We’re going to figure out who is underneath that mask of yours and we’re going to kill you. We’re going to tear you apart piece by fucking piece until there’s nothing left of you. We’re already right on your trail. You’ll be dead by morning if you don’t let me go.”

      I honestly don’t believe a thing out of his mouth because if that was true, someone would have killed me already.

      He begins thrashing and yanking, but the cuffs are police grade and he’s not going anywhere. He could break the chair, but his hands are cuffed to his legs and even if he breaks free, all he can do is thrash back and forth. I set my laptop up that’s designed to keep the police from tracking me to this destination. I want to make sure I’m extremely far away before they head here. Even if they do get to this location, they can’t connect me to it. I’ve done nothing to give myself away. Even the car I’m driving is leased to a man named Jonas Stevens and my other car is the one I use to drive around the city when I’m not involved in… this.

      Hell, even if they do catch me, what’s it matter anymore? What does anything matter?

      This is all that does.

      When I go to grab his chair, he kicks off with his feet, flinging into me and throwing me back hard, but he can’t do much more than that, leaving me to step back until he’s done thrashing and kicking. This time, I just reach out with my hand and I heave him up so the chair is standing.

      “No. Fuck. Stop. What do you want? Money? You want money? I’ll give you money. Come on,” he says. He’s done with the threats and moving on to negotiations. The last guy did the same thing. I ignore him and continue to set everything up until it’s perfect.

      Then I go over to the camera, careful to keep myself out of the frame, and switch it on.

      I wait a moment, making sure we’re live, and watch the views begin to flood in. They cancelled my first channel, but it takes mere minutes to start a new one. And once I share it on a social media group, it ignites. My views go from one to five hundred within a minute and it snowballs from there. I know it’s risky, but I want them to know I’m on to them. I know what they’ve done, and I will destroy them, even if it destroys me in the process.

      The vampire nervously stares at the camera, then glances at me. “Help me! Please! Someone help me!” But he doesn’t know where he is or who I am. You’d think he’d be an old pro at this game by this point. I mean, he sure enjoys it when he’s on the other side.

      I point my gun at his head, and he tries to lunge at me, but there’s no way he can reach me even if he’s determined to—this man has a whole lot more to lose than Wilder.

      I point at the large paper next to the camera. The words are definitely big enough for him to see with his superior eyesight.

      He shows me his fangs and I glance over at the computer. My views are up to a hundred thousand already. There’s only so much time before the police are on it and they’re hunting for me. I need him to talk and fast.

      I aim my gun at his leg and motion to the paper.

      “M-My name is Governor George White…” He trails off so I fire the gun again. I have very little experience with guns, but from this close, I’m bound to hit something. “Fuck! Stop! Please!” Now that he’s on the camera he’s not spitting as many threats at me. He wants to look good and wants everyone to sympathize with him. But he’s taking too long. I’m confident in my anonymity, but only for so long. And it would take the police or VRC exactly four minutes to get here if they found me immediately, and I don’t want to exceed that.

      I glance at my watch that tells me I have two minutes and fifty-two seconds left.

      “Because I have not confessed to the police—” He turns to look at me. “I don’t have anything to confess! I’ve done nothing wrong! You’ve got the wrong man!”

      Suddenly, I hear a noise outside the storage compartment. Why would there be anyone back here when there are no units taken this far away?

      “Help! Help!” White begins to scream.

      Fuck. I clamp a hand over his mouth and he rams into me, throwing me back.

      The police couldn’t have found me this quickly, could they? Fuck.

      I drag him up, careful to keep my face out of the screen, and press the gun against his head. He quiets down as he turns to look at me. “I will fucking end you,” he hisses.

      I hear another noise and quickly smack tape over his mouth as he tries to yell again. Suddenly my computer screen flashes, and I glance over at it as I’m told my live feed has been cut by someone on their end.

      Fuck. Could they be here already?

      I don’t care that he didn’t confess everything live. He doesn’t need to say it live because whether or not he said it, those assholes know what they’ve done. They know I’m coming for them and I will not stop until I’ve ruined them all.

      I step up to him and get close enough I can whisper. “If you do not confess everything you’ve done to the police, you will die. I will not give you a second chance. And tell the others. Tell all your twisted and fucked-up friends that I’m coming for them.”

      I hurry to gather all my stuff and make sure I left nothing behind besides the paper I’d insisted White read from. Since he’s not willing to read it aloud, the police can read it when they arrive. I should be safe to leave because if I did forget something in the room, it should be okay since I’d cleaned everything thoroughly beforehand so nothing had fingerprints. When I reach the door and look back at the man who’s lying on the ground, eyes locked on mine, he smiles.

      “I can’t wait until we catch you. And then we’re going to tear you apart until there’s nothing left.”

      Ah, clearly this man doesn’t know how far I’m willing to go to destroy him. Sometimes, I wonder if all vampires just need to die.

      I make sure my mask is pulled on tightly before slipping through the door. Still not sure what was making the noise, I slowly start moving toward the exit. Footsteps behind me push me into a faster pace as I cautiously look behind myself.

      About ten feet from the storage unit stands a vampire watching me closely. His eyes catch mine and he smiles, like he knows what I’ve done.

      Without hesitation, I turn and run. I can feel him following me, but by the time I reach my car, he hasn’t stopped me. Quickly, I get in and throw the car in drive.

      Why is he here? What does he want with me?
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      I pull up outside the self-storage and park my car next to Marcus’s. We’re all in our casual clothes as we walk up since it’s eight o’clock at night and I’d been headed for a shower when the video went live. The streaming service cut the channel before we could stop them since we wanted to get a read on it. It was up and down too quickly for any of our guys to break through it, but maybe they’ll be able to pinpoint something on it.

      Not long after the video was deleted, Brooks was sent another address and sure enough, as I walk inside, Briar is helping Governor White to his feet.

      He gives her a kind smile. “Thank you all so much for your hard work. I was terrified of what that human wanted from me, but your quick actions scared him off. I can’t thank you enough,” he says as he grabs Briar’s hand and shakes it multiple times before turning to Marcus who just grunts at him.

      “You all will be rewarded for your bravery, I’ll see to it!” the governor says.

      He’s always been seen as a kind man who seems very just. He’s big on charity runs and visits schools to help promote education. So why is he being targeted? Just because he’s the governor, one of the highest-ranking vampires in the state? Or is there more to it?

      I notice Finn staring down at a second chair that’d been knocked over. “We have to assume the man wrote another note; it seemed like Governor White was reading off it momentarily,” Finn says as Marcus and Briar take White out of the room.

      “It did seem like that.”

      “So why didn’t he leave the paper? Clearly, there was something on it he wanted White to read to everyone, so it makes no sense he’d take it,” Finn says. “I guess maybe he was afraid there were fingerprints on it?”

      “Where was White when you got here?” I ask.

      “Near it. So it’s possible he did something with it.”

      “Beyond eating it, what could he have done with it? We can search his body and ask him,” I say.

      “This whole thing is strange, but we have an abductor who claimed that if they didn’t turn themselves in, he’d start killing them. No one’s turned themselves in and no one’s died. His threats are starting to get a whole lot less threatening,” Finn says.

      “Both vampires claim he’s human and he’s clearly threatening some high-class vampires. He’s going to end up dead before he knows it.”

      “But why?” Finn says. “Why go to this extent?”

      “We get vampire haters all the time,” Marcus says as he walks back in. “They’re lowlife humans who think vampires need to go because they make them feel weak or some shit. You haven’t been here long, but you’ll see it more and more. No matter how equal we try to pretend the footing is between vampires and humans, there will always be prejudices against both sides. If this man really had something against them, he’d be making sure everyone saw it, not alluding to it.”

      Finn watches Marcus for a moment and I question if he doesn’t like the idea of humans being blamed for something like this. Sadly, though, Marcus is right. I’ve seen many vampires killed by humans just for existing and I’ve seen many humans killed by vampires because they see humans as weak or a food source.

      “But why all this?” Finn asks as he waves around him.

      “Attention,” Marcus says, telling me he’s set on the idea of the human being in the wrong. Marcus is a good detective, but he does have a bit of a superiority complex at times. Since being with Finn, he’s gotten much better, but he still has moments like this where he pulls out his stubborn face.

      “My god, your detective work is astounding, McFangy,” Finn says. “You just automatically solved the case by using the power of prejudice!”

      Marcus lets out a grumble as he folds his arms over his chest. “I am not being prejudiced. I’m just saying I’ve seen this type of case many times.”

      “Uh-huh. And every single one of those cases were the exact same, right? Like super same?”

      “Correct,” Marcus says stubbornly.

      Finn shakes his head while looking amused. “I’m going to go discuss the case with open-minded beings while you brood over in the corner,” he says as he turns his back on Marcus and looks at me. “I think we need to ask White about the paper. I think he’s hiding something.”

      “I agree.”

      “Hear that, Marcus? DeGray agrees,” Finn says.

      Alexei, who just walked into the area, folds his arms over his chest. “The relationship you two share is just beautiful.”

      “Thanks, sweetie,” Finn says, which makes Alexei’s nose wrinkle. “You can join our Marcus-is-not-allowed discussion.”

      Marcus sighs loudly just to make sure we all heard him. “I’m not saying I’m done with the case. I’m merely stating that I’ve seen similar things happen before, only to find out it was a human who was mad about something.” He throws up his hands. “I’m not going to win,” Marcus realizes. “No matter what I say, I’m not going to win when Finn is around.” Then he growls but Finn smiles lovingly at him.

      “I’m glad you understand.”

      “I’m glad I’m single,” Alexei says.

      “No one could handle your attitude, Karsyn,” Marcus says.

      “Children. Children. Let’s please focus,” Finn, the actual child of the group, says.

      Marcus folds his arms over his chest but nods. “Alright, I’ll see what White says about the paper and ask to do a body check.”

      “He might have stuffed it up his anus, so you need to check everywhere,” Finn says with a grin.

      Marcus steps in front of him, cutting him off from us, like he’ll make him disappear. Weirdly enough, he kind of does. But even if Marcus’s body can block Finn, it can’t stop his voice.

      “Don’t just ignore me, Marcus. You have to be thorough. One finger will probably be enough.”

      “Can you two follow the scent again?” Marcus asks, ignoring Finn.

      “Of course,” I say.

      Alexei and I head outside, following that horribly thick smell of cologne again. “You think this is just some human trying to get back at vampires?” Alexei asks curiously.

      I shake my head. “I mean… unless he’s wanting attention and that’s what this is all about… I don’t think so. I think something’s going on, but he just needs to report it to the police instead of doing all this. So maybe it is for the attention.”

      When we reach the parking lot of a shopping center, the smell dissipates. None of the shops are open, so we’ll have to come back in the morning to check if any have cameras.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I step inside the little café shop, I see River standing near a bookshelf. He must have been waiting for me because he looks up the moment I enter. He smiles, then stops smiling, then looks uncertain. It’s almost like he’s embarrassed about smiling.

      But I give him a smile anyway. “Hey,” I say. “I’ve come to collect my bat slave.”

      His grin returns. “Shush. Sometimes I have the absolute worst pickup lines, but I suckered you into coming back for a drink.”

      I couldn’t exactly say how he suckered me back, yet here I am, and I’m not even sure why. Maybe it’s because I’ve been upset lately, and I need something to distract me? I need something good in my life, and at the moment, it doesn’t even matter what it is. “Nah, I love being compared to a bat. It’s actually a bit of a bummer I have to use my legs to get anywhere, but I’ll make do.”

      River’s cute, especially when he has that mischievous look on his face. His brownish-black hair is on the longer side, falling in light waves down to the collar of his blue button-down that looks good against his golden-brown skin. His dark brown eyes seem to reflect his teasing. But he’s young, probably late twenties, and I haven’t been interested in anyone in years, so why I’m back here, I’m not sure.

      “Alright, let’s get our drinks. I actually brought my wallet this time, although I thought about leaving it behind again so you’d pamper me some more,” River says as he heads up to the short line. “Now… I’ve always wondered. Doesn’t blood just taste like blood? I mean, you have a lot of choices for just… blood.”

      “It has different tastes.”

      “Is it like in Sweeney Todd where you can tell if it’s a poet or a priest?”

      I shake my head as I grin. “No, don’t make me sound like I’m into meat pies.”

      “You kind of give me a meat pie guy vibe, if I’m being honest.”

      “Maybe a bit less honest, then?” I suggest. “I’d like to keep some of my dignity intact.”

      He has a playful grin as he shrugs then steps up to order before moving aside for me to order as well. I do, then slip my credit card right into the lady’s hand before River can pay her.

      He pauses for a moment as he processes it then looks at me. “Hold on a minute! I was returning the favor,” he says as the lady hands me the card and receipt.

      “I forgot about that,” I lie. “I guess you’re still in debt to my bat.”

      “Fine,” he says with a smile. “Thank you. You didn’t need to do that.”

      “I know. Do you want to go for a walk or do you want to sit here?”

      “This is it, isn’t it?” he asks as he watches me closely.

      “What?”

      “You’re fattening me up then leading me off to eat me. You wanna make me into meat pies.”

      I grin at the ludicrous idea, then reach out and press my finger against his wrist. While he watches me curiously, I pick up his hand and examine it. “Hmm… How’s your red meat intake? Let me get you some spinach.”

      “Are you trying to make me taste better?” he asks.

      “Well… yeah, I mean if I’m going to buy you a smoothie and then take you on a walk through a highly populated park to eat you, I want to make sure it’s worth it, you know?”

      River grins at me. “Fine, fine. I’ll trust you not to eat me. But I’m warning you, when I was five, I was in gymnastics for two months. And when I was seven, I was in karate. I’m well on my way to becoming Catwoman.”

      “Ah, agile as a cat, then?”

      He winks at me, which makes me laugh as I turn away to grab my drink that I don’t actually need. I generally drink blood a couple of times a week, not two days in a row, but here I am, sucking it down just because of some random human.

      Once we both have our drinks, I follow him to the door where I slide my sunglasses on. It’s overcast enough that the sun won’t bother me too much, but my eyes are still rather sensitive.

      “Now I can’t see if you’re checking me out,” he says.

      “Would you rather me burn my retinas?”

      “If it’s not too much to ask,” he jokes as I hang a left since the park is about a block down the street from here.

      “I guess I have to, then,” I say as I pull them off.

      River looks alarmed. “Oh my god. Don’t! I was joking.”

      “It’s too late. I have to do what you ask. Are you happy now that my eyes are bleeding?” I blink rapidly even though the light isn’t bothering them much. “Ignore the tears. Those are just tears of joy at getting to walk beside you.”

      “And you thought I was bad at pickup lines,” he teases as I slip the sunglasses back on.

      “That’s true, meat pie.”

      “Are you now calling me a meat pie?”

      “Is that a problem?”

      “It might be the most romantic thing anyone’s ever called me, bat boy. You have to be married, right?”

      “No, oddly enough. The last person I called meat pie didn’t seem fond of it for some reason.”

      “What a stick in the mud,” River says.

      “Tell me a little something about yourself.”

      “About me? So far all I know about you is that on occasion you turn into a bat, you like meat pies, and you’re into unicorn porn.”

      I’ve literally never had anyone describe me so poorly in my life. “You’re an extremely perceptive person. All I know about you is that you think I’m going to just start snacking on you as we walk through the park.”

      “A legit concern if I do say so myself.”

      “So?” I ask, since I kind of feel like he’s avoiding the question.

      “Well, my favorite color is lime green, favorite food is chocolate ice cream, and I have two men locked up in my basement. They like it though.”

      “Do they?” I ask, which makes him laugh.

      “You?”

      “Oh… umm… different questions than I thought I’d have. Let’s see… I like red, I have to say that it’s a hard choice but blood is probably my favorite, and I don’t have anyone locked up in my basement because I don’t have one. They’re all in the attic.”

      River nods like he approves. “Makes sense. Going down into the basement to feed them is always a little creepy, so I’m not a fan of it. But then you have the ghosts in the attic. Ooh, seesaw with me,” he says as he heads over to the children’s part of the playground and hops onto a seesaw.

      He gives me a cocky look that weirdly makes me walk right over to the seesaw and get on. “I think this is made for children.”

      “We’re all children at heart,” River says as I push off the ground. He’s a little under six feet, but he’s thin compared to me, so the seesaw isn’t too evenly balanced. He doesn’t seem to mind as he kicks his feet, searching for ground. “Quick. In all your years, what’s the strangest thing you’ve ever seen?”

      “The strangest? Oh man… maybe myself on this seesaw. If my buddies from work saw me right now, they’d probably laugh at me for life.”

      “They sound fun but they’re probably just jealous. Are they vampires too?”

      “All but one. But his personality is enough to make up for it.”

      “You’re kind of weird for a vampire,” he says as he kicks off.

      “How so?”

      “I feel like you’re not judging me for being human.”

      Ahh… I see he’s met some Marcuses in his life. “I work with a vampire like that. He’s tough and gruff and so superior to every human… but also undeniably head over heels in love with one.”

      River smiles as he lifts his straw to his lips. “Really?”

      “Yep.”

      “I love that. Okay… next question. If you had one day left to live, what would you do?” he asks and my mind flashes to Dorothy.

      “Hmm… I guess I’d spend it with the people I love and care about. I’d make them take me to Disney.”

      “That’s adorable and I love it,” he says.

      “You?”

      He purses his lips as he thinks about it while we continue to seesaw back and forth. “I’d spend the entire day with my family and tell them I’m sorry.”

      The answer is surprisingly sentimental, especially for River.

      When I don’t press, he catches my eyes. “Aren’t you going to ask what I’m sorry about?”

      “Sounds kind of private,” I say.

      He grins as he hops off the seesaw, leaving me to crash down but my legs catch me before I do. “Nah. It’s about the ice cream incident!”

      “Sounds spooky.”

      “It is. I love ice cream so much that any time I’d see a tub in the freezer, I’d just hide in the bathroom and chow down on it. They took to hiding the ice cream from me whenever they got it. Literally, they kept an old fish sticks box that they stuffed it inside. I was so confused why we always had fish sticks in the freezer but never ate them. I was… what you’d call a troubled kid.”

      “Like in school?”

      “No, just when it came to ice cream,” he says as he walks backwards away from me. “Your turn to pick our next event.”

      I look around, and I can’t help but wonder again why I’m following this strange human around a children’s playground.

      When I don’t immediately pick, River says, “We could swing? Not the sexy kind, but the playground kind.”

      “Ah, thank you for clearing up that confusion for me,” I joke as he plops down on a swing.

      “I’m just thoughtful like that. At least, I try to be.”

      I sit down next to him and start swinging.

      “Did they even have swing sets when you were a kid? Did you just play with rocks?” he asks, acting honestly curious.

      “We actually didn’t even have rocks. They weren’t invented yet, so we had to make do with sticks and mud.”

      He laughs as he swings harder. “I’m sorry. That sounds traumatic.”

      “Did you get rocks to play with?” I ask like I’m jealous.

      “Even better. I got pebbles.”

      I grin as he kicks his feet, swinging up higher as I start to match his pace. But just as quickly, he puts his feet down, skidding to a halt and jumping off.

      “You alright?” I ask.

      “Yep… just feel a bit car sick… swing sick… motion sickness! There we go. That one,” he says as he hangs on to the chain of the swing. “Will I ruin this if I throw up my smoothie everywhere? How disgusted will you be? I’d be all like ‘Hey, dude, come check out my sexy blah’ all over, ya know?”

      “It’d take more than that to drive me off,” I assure him. I’ve seen far worse at work and throughout my life. Things were much more… disgusting back then with the swords and the guns and all that. “Do you need something? Want some water?”

      “No, it’s passing. I’m good,” River says as he sits down in the mulch. I get off the swing and walk over to him. “You sure you’re good?”

      “Yes. It’s my family tradition to get so flustered by a hot man that I just wallow around in some mulch. Is it working?” he asks with a forced grin.

      “Very much. If there weren’t children around who knows what I’d be doing.”

      “I mean… you can’t even take your sunglasses off because of the sun so… I’m not sure what you’re even talking about.”

      I grin at him as I realize he’s quite right. “Yeah, but the heat coming off this mulch is too much for me to handle.”

      When I reach out to him, he ducks back, making me hesitate. Did he think I was going to do something bad to him? Maybe vampires make him nervous. Without missing a beat, he holds his hand out to me and I carefully pull him up to his feet. We take a lap around the park, just talking about nonsense as he makes me laugh and smile. And when we make it back to the playground, River turns to me. “I really should head home, but I had fun. Maybe I can actually buy you a drink sometime.”

      “I could give you my number and maybe we can go somewhere else next time?” I ask.

      There’s a brief moment of hesitation, like he’s thinking about it, before he smiles. “On one condition.”

      “That I don’t eat you? I’m not sure I can promise that.”

      His smile instantly becomes more genuine. “It wasn’t that. The one condition is that I’m not looking for a relationship.”

      I shrug, not caring myself. I hadn’t planned on looking for one and I’m still not sure what drew me to him so quickly. “That’s fine with me. We don’t need to be in a relationship for me to eat you and feed you to my bats.”

      “Aw, more than one? How cute.”

      I shake my head as I pull out my phone and give him my number as we walk back toward his car.

      “There, I sent you my number as well, so you send me hot bod pictures of your bats.”

      “I’m starting to feel like you have a bat fetish now,” I say like I’m confused.

      He waggles his eyebrows. “You never know. Thanks for rolling around in the mulch with me. I had a good time. And thanks for the smoothie.”

      “You’re welcome. I’m free this weekend if you’re bored,” I say.

      “I might take you up on that.” River flashes me a smile before slipping into his car and driving off.

      Before getting into my own car, I walk half a block to the flower shop and step inside. The florist smiles at me before reaching behind her and grabbing a vase filled with flowers.

      “Hey, Bentley. I got some new flowers today that are such a lovely shade of lavender. I hope you don’t mind that I tucked one inside,” she says as she points at the large purple flower.

      “No, of course not. It looks gorgeous as always,” I say as I swipe my card. With the vase weighing heavy in my hand, I head back out to my car and get onto the highway. Before long, I start seeing signs for the nearby hospital, which I follow. It’s just before the end of visiting hours, so I park the car and get out before heading inside. I have half an hour before I’ll need to be out, but it’ll be enough time. Once inside, I take the elevator up to the third floor and walk down to room number twelve. I knock gently on the door before stepping inside and looking at the woman lying on the bed.

      She looks so frail and small, body wasting away because of age. She turned ninety-six this year before her body began to give up. “Hey, Dorothy.”

      “Benny!” she says with a smile as she looks over at me. “Oh, what beautiful flowers! Peter brought me flowers last week.”

      “Did he?” I ask, even though it was also me who brought her the flowers. Peter, her husband, passed away three years ago but she seems to forget quite often that he did and there’s no sense in reminding her.

      “They were gorgeous. I miss my flower garden,” she says. “When did they say I could go home?”

      “Hopefully soon,” I lie. Without the oxygen and constant care and monitoring, she wouldn’t have made it this long and that kills me. The thought of losing her hurts so fucking much. She’s my great-niece, the last blood relative in my family. After I’d been turned into a vampire, the only person from my family who knew what happened to me was my sister, who gave birth to one child. That child had Dorothy. I’d been so close to all of them that it killed me every time one left me. I wanted to change them, turn them into vampires, but my niece had died unexpectedly, leaving her young daughter behind. I helped her husband raise and care for Dorothy, but he’s been gone twenty-some years now.

      I’d wanted to change Dorothy from a young age. I couldn’t handle losing one more family member, but she fell in love young and dreamed of having children. I promised I’d change her after she had as many children as she wanted to fill the house with, but she could never conceive. After a while, they gave up. Again, I insisted on changing her even though the laws forbade it, but she and her husband decided they wanted to live out their lives.

      I knew it was selfish of me; I knew she didn’t want to never age as the love of her life grew old and died without her. He wanted to stay human, and she respected that.

      But now, I’m left sitting here in the room of the last person I can call family, waiting for her to die. And a part of me is so sick of it that I’ve wondered more than once what it’d be like to just go with her when she goes.

      “Why do you have that sad face on again, Benny?” she asks as she reaches a wrinkled hand out to me.

      “Ah, just lost in thought. I have an unusual case at work.”

      “Oh? I was telling my roommate that you were a crime-fighting detective. The best in the force!”

      I laugh because I’m pretty sure Marcus would skin me if he thought someone had that impression. “It’s been interesting. Hopefully, we figure out who’s involved before long.”

      “Oh, is this about that videographer?”

      I nod. “It is. Have you seen clips?”

      “I sure did! I got to watch it live! My cute little nurse showed it to me. I told him about you too. He said his wife might get jealous if I try to set you two up, though.”

      I sigh, really hoping he isn’t the nurse she has today… or ever again. Then again, I’m sure they’re used to crazy talk from elderly patients. “I’m good, Dorothy. Please stop setting me up with random people.”

      “But I want you to be happy!”

      “I am happy,” I assure her, even though I know it’s a lie.

      “You seem very lonely. And when I’m in here… I feel like you’re even more lonely. Don’t be sad.”

      “I just wish you’d have let me change you,” I admit.

      She holds a hand out, and I take it. She squeezes it in hers. “I know. And I hate causing you grief, but you’ll find someone to love and live for just like I did. It’s just taking you a bit longer because you’re too stubborn! Now go show that nurse you’re better than his wife!”

      I shake my head because I will do no such thing. As if adding to my pain, the door opens and a female nurse comes in. She nods at me and smiles at Dorothy. “Oh!” Dorothy says. “This is my uncle I was telling you about. Isn’t he just handsome?”

      Dear god. Not this again.

      The nurse smiles at me. “He is. Now let’s get your medicine.”

      My phone vibrates and I look down at it and see that River has sent me a message.

      River: I know me wallowing around in the mulch was just too hot for you to handle, so I looked at my horribly packed calendar and think I might be able to sacrifice Friday evening for you. Thoughts?

      I grin as I click on the text box.

      Me: My personal assistant says that she might be able to push a few things aside for me and that’ll work. Did you have something in mind?

      River: I’m honestly not sure. What do vampires do? Do we go to a restaurant and you just stare at me eating?

      Me: We could. Or we could go somewhere.

      River: Like a bat cave?

      Me: Yes, a bat cave where I can frolic with my brethren. Honestly, I’m up for anything.

      River: I’ll surprise you Friday, which means I haven’t come up with anything yet but I’m positive it’s going to be spectacular.

      Me: Sounds fun.

      River: I’ll pick you up so send me your address. I won’t stalk you. I promise.

      “What are you so smiley about?” Dorothy asks, making me realize the nurse is already gone.

      “Ah… just a friend.”

      “Do your friends usually make you light up? Come on, I used to tell you all my secrets when I first met Peter. Let me hear it.”

      I smile at her, remembering her teenage years when she did just that. She was more than happy to tell me about the young man in school she had her eye on. And was it crazy for her to follow him after they graduated? I told her yes and that I would hunt him down and feast from his blood if he looked at her funny. She’d just laugh.

      And now those years are long gone and I’m going to be alone again. I promised myself that it was enough with the humans. I can’t go through the same thing again and again. So why am I even talking to River?

      “Benny, wipe that look off your face. I thought you were going to read me a book.”

      “Oh, yeah,” I say as I pull out the unicorn book River was determined had porn in it. And I begin to read. Dorothy gets a blissful look on her face as she closes her eyes and just listens.
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      When I stretch, I instantly get smacked in the face.

      “What the hell was that for?” I cry as I open my eyes and look over at Banshee, the evil stray cat I’d brought into my home. Her love for me depends on the moment. Like at this moment, she wants to be evil because I didn’t wake up when she wanted me to.

      I grab her in my arms and drag her over to me before pinning her against my bare chest. She’s all black and would probably be quite pretty if she wasn’t shaved. When I finally gave in to bringing her into my life, I thought I could brush the severe matting out before giving up and shaving off the clumps. The fur is finally beginning to grow out and is coming in long and silky, but the areas where it’s not make her look a bit ugly.

      “That’s okay, I still like you even if you’re ugly and mean,” I tell her as she purrs. She starts kneading my chest, which consists of her digging her nails into my flesh and pulling. I swear she knows what she’s doing. “I’m sorry I called you ugly! I’m sure you’ll be pretty when you get your fluff thing back.” I just hope I’ll be around to see it.

      She watches me with vibrant green eyes as I trail a finger over her cheek that she leans into.

      “Are you hungry?” I ask as I push the covers back and sit up. It’s finally Friday, which means that tonight I’m picking Bentley up. “I’m being an idiot, Banshee.”

      She doesn’t seem to care as long as I keep scratching her just right.

      “I know I shouldn’t be meeting with him but here I am again. What’s wrong with me? And on top of all of it, he’s a vampire. But he’s nice… unless he’s just pretending to be nice to get me to lower my guard and then feast on my flesh!”

      Banshee seems to think my dramatics need some work because she just stares at me, silently judging me, as she’s known to do.

      I feed Banshee, which she seems grateful for, then take a shower before heading over to my laptop. The apartment I live in isn’t much. I haven’t held a job in a while, so I only have so much money to spend.

      I sit down in front of the laptop and open a Word document that’s already filled with words. At the very top is: Let me start from the beginning. I don’t even know if anyone will ever read this. Maybe I’ll die with it still on my computer, but if there’s a chance I can get this out, I’m going to do it. My name is River Garza. I am twenty-eight years old and this is the story…

      But I’m past that part. I know I need to just sit down and write it all, but I’ve found it harder than I ever imagined. There’s something about reliving a part of your past that you hate, even if there’s a good reason to do it.

      I stare at the screen and force myself to start writing.

      When I woke up, I was alone. I was confused about where I was and what had happened. I thought maybe everything had gone wrong or maybe I’d been mistaken. But when Dr. Novak stepped into the room, I knew something wasn’t right.

      I tried asking him where I was, but my throat felt tight. It was like words couldn’t even escape it. My limbs were heavy, nearly impossible to lift as I was left watching him walk toward me. But the worst thing about it was the smile he wore. It was wrong. It was haunting and I realized I was scared.

      He grabbed my arm and pulled me to my feet before dragging me to the door. My legs still weren’t working but he didn’t care as he stuffed something in my mouth and wrapped tape over it. That’s when a woman I didn’t recognize stepped into the room.

      “What is this? Why is he awake?” she asked.

      “The drugs didn’t keep him down long enough because they’re delayed. It’s fine. I’ll keep him quiet,” Dr. Novak promised as he pulled my arms behind my back and began to tape them tightly.

      I wanted to kick and thrash, but my body was weak, and I was confused. I could kick myself for how I just stood there and let him tape my legs up tight. How that moment led to everything that happened. If I’d have screamed or run would everything have been okay? Would someone have saved me or helped me?

      Instead, he wound me up in sheets and shoved me into what felt like a box, but I couldn’t see anything. Fear coursed through my body as I realized how wrong this situation was. A part of me questioned if I was dead. Did I die on the table? Is this all that’s left of my afterlife? What did I do to deserve this?

      My throat still felt too tight and with the cloth stuffed into my mouth, it was like I couldn’t breathe. I began gasping for air, but there was none to be found wound up tight in the sheet while in the small box. I strained against my binds, I fought as hard as I could, but I couldn’t get free.

      I wanted to beg for my life. Beg to go back to my parents who loved me and who would be devastated to hear what happened to me.

      That was the day I died. That was the day my parents were given the news and were left to mourn for me. That was the day the vampires decided that they’d tear my life away from me, and now… now I’m going to ruin their lives. I’m going to destroy them all.

      Banshee jumps onto my lap and I look down at her. She seems to always know when I’m upset. I gather her into my arms and decide that I can worry about the rest on a different day because today, I have a date with Bentley and… I don’t even know why. Not only is he a vampire but he wasn’t in my plan. He wasn’t supposed to be a part of any of this.

      “I’m such a horrible planner,” I tell Banshee. “I’m the worst bad guy ever.”

      She meows like she wants to agree, so I scratch her neck and lean back in my chair.

      “Let’s go plot something evil.”

      She seems to like the sound of that because she’s drawn to evil. But she’s cute, so I let her get away with it. Tomorrow will be the day. Tomorrow will have to go smoothly, in order for things to move forward.

      I sigh because I’m a bit uncertain, but what do I have left to lose?
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      I check my phone three times as I pull into the driveway, just to make sure I got the right place. I don’t want to be the weirdo who shows up at the wrong address. I send him a text to tell him I’m here before remembering he’s a vampire and can probably hear me.

      Me: Your Batmobile has arrived.

      Bentley: I’ll be right out.

      He steps out of his house wearing a button-down that fits him nicely and a dark pair of jeans that oddly throw me into a moment of panic.

      Why am I doing this? Why am I letting myself get distracted like this? Why does he have to look so nice and act so kind? And why’s it affecting me like this?

      He smiles at me and I just take all my worries, ball them up like the greedy and horrible person I am, and toss them right out the window.

      “You look very nice,” he says as he slides into the passenger seat.

      I glance down at my clothes that I had to buy today because I didn’t have anything decent that I hadn’t worn to a potential crime scene. “You do too. I probably should have gone to the door to get you instead of just sitting in the car peeping at you.”

      “I… thought you didn’t want it to be a date?”

      Shit. “Right. No dating allowed. I’d actually prefer if you really didn’t even like me all that much but I’m a bit greedy.”

      He gives me a genuine smile that makes me feel things I shouldn’t want to feel. “That’s alright,” he says. “We’re all allowed to be a little greedy every now and then. So, did you decide where we were going?”

      “I did!” I say as I put the car in reverse and back out of the driveaway. “It’s a secret, though. I was going to bring my blindfold to make it super secret but thought I might scare you away. You’d ask where I got the blindfold, then I’d have to explain my kinky side and who knows what would have happened then.”

      “When you’ve lived as long as I have, you kind of just go along with whatever,” he admits.

      “Ah, you should have told me that, I’d have brought out all my secrets day one,” I tease as I start driving. “I’m like eighty percent positive you’ll love this place. When I was thinking of you, it was the first place I thought of.”

      “I’m excited and worried, but that just adds to the fun. How’d your day go?”

      “Good! I played with my cat. Her name’s Banshee and she’s the ugliest cat you’ll ever see. She haunted my every step until I pulled her in off the street. Her hair was all matted and I thought I was skilled enough to just clip a few of the little mats but now she looks like she went through a woodchipper.”

      “How long have you had her?”

      “Just a couple of weeks. She started following me and then hanging around outside my window, which made me nervous because I was convinced she was either putting a curse on me or was going to fall off. So I opened my window and she hopped right inside. And as I lay in bed, itching the flea that’d jumped off her disgusting body and onto mine, I realized that if she could climb up to the second-floor window, she could climb down and I was a sucker.”

      “Yeah, but it sounds like you like her now.”

      “A bit too much, especially now that she’s flea free. What about you? Do you have pets?”

      “I have my great-niece’s fish. Not real exciting but she loves the hell out of them, and now I’m stuck having no idea what to do with them. I guess I made them all sick the first week I had them because they wouldn’t stop staring at me, so I kept feeding them. Apparently you’re not supposed to overfeed fish.”

      “Huh. That’s kind of the same for all animals,” I say with a grin.

      “Shhh… I’m a weak man and when those tiny little beady eyes were staring at me, I just saw hunger in them. But they’re fine now! I haven’t killed any… I think. I swear there were nine but then there were eight. Then the next day there were thirty before the parents ate almost all of them, which I was horrified to find out. It was very traumatic, and I’m scarred after this experience.”

      I laugh at the big bad vampire telling me fish have scarred him as I get onto the highway. “So you said your great-niece. As in blood-related?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Wow, that’s awesome. Most vampires don’t stay connected with their families. It’s neat that you are,” I say as I glance over at him and see something there that makes me hesitate. “Did… I say something wrong?”

      He smiles at me, pushing away the look that’d been on his face. “Nope. I’ve been very lucky with my family. What about you? Are you close to your family or did they kick you out after you ate all the ice cream?”

      I grin at the thought. “Nah, see, I’m just keeping them from getting too many calories. I take care of all of it for them,” I say as I rub my stomach. “It’s actually really tough on me to be so selfless.”

      Bentley nods like he understands. “I’m sure. Traumatic, probably.”

      “It was. But they still love me for it. They might actually love me more for my sacrifice.”

      “Makes sense, really. You have siblings?”

      “A brother who is older than me. You?”

      “I had a sister. She was also older than me, but we weren’t as close as I was to my niece and my great-niece.”

      “That’s awesome you’re close to some family, at least,” I say.

      We talk about mundane things as I drive half an hour out of town before pulling up to a state park and parking my car.

      “A walk?” he asks.

      “Kind of!” I say as I get out of the car. “I suppose I should’ve told you to wear your walking shoes, but you’re a vampire and it probably doesn’t matter, right?”

      “Yeah, I just flutter my bat wings and hover,” he teases.

      I grin at him while wondering how long it’s been since I’ve felt this carefree with a person. “Makes sense.”

      I meet him at the front of the car and incline my head. “Follow me to the surprise. I promise in your millions of years of life, it’ll be the best not-date ever.”

      “You realize I’m not a million, right? I’m only half a million years old,” he jokes.

      “And you’re still looking mighty fine.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Twenty-eight. You?”

      “A hundred and sixty-two.”

      “I have to ask,” I say as I head down the sloping dirt path into the trees. “So as a vampire, did it feel weird getting older but still dating people that looked similar in age to you? I mean you look like you’re in your thirties. Did you like date ninety-year-olds for a while?”

      “Everyone’s different, but for me, I dated whoever I liked. Man or woman, whether they were in their thirties or fifties or whatever. For this not being a date, I sure feel like I’m getting the twenty questions date version here.”

      I wave him off. “Nah, see, we’re building our relationship to acquaintances. Don’t you ask your acquaintances about their dating history without wanting to date them? Don’t you pry into their lives and pull out juicy little pieces you can scrutinize?”

      “Hmm… well, if I asked Marcus, he’d probably just lob my head clean off just for fun, honestly. Alexei would snarl at me. Briar would tell me anything I want to know. And Finn would tell Marcus I’m flirting with him in the hopes he’d get to see Marcus verbally or physically abuse me.”

      I just stare at this man and question what kind of lunatics he works with. “What’s wrong with them?”

      Bentley seems to think about that question as we walk. “I’ve asked myself that again and again and still… it’s entertaining to be the most normal person in the room. Briar’s pretty normal too.”

      I’m kind of curious about where he works, but I also know that if I start asking more and more things about his personal life, I’m going to get attached, and I can’t get attached. Not now. Not ever. This is just fun. This is something to entertain myself with and to break away from all the rest.

      “In here,” I say as I jog down a rock path and slip to the left between two rock slabs. When I step inside, it’s completely dark besides the light peeking in at the far end of the mini cave. “I brought you to see your brethren!” I wave to the ceiling where there are presumedly bats, but I really have no idea.

      Bentley immediately starts laughing, which disrupts a few other hikers who are wondering why this man’s laughter is echoing through the cave. “Ah. Lovely. However will I thank you, River?”

      “Gosh, don’t make me blush,” I say with a grin, secretly proud of myself for amusing him. “I know sometimes I’m just too thoughtful. Can you hear them?”

      “I actually can. There are quite a few wondering why we’re trying to disrupt their sleep. This was very thoughtful of you. Come on,” he says as he starts walking deeper into the cave.

      “Yeah, I can’t see shit,” I say hesitantly.

      “I can’t either… oh wait, my sunglasses are still on.” He reaches back and I realize he’s holding his hand out to me. And even though it’s just a hand, and he’s just planning on guiding me so I don’t fall on my face, I hesitate. Because it’s so much more than that. When he touches me, will he know that I’m not as indifferent as I pretend to be? Will he realize that I long so fucking much for just someone… anyone in my life?

      I slowly set my hand in his and his fingers close around it as he gives me a gentle pull up onto a rock. His hand is warmer than I thought it’d be. I thought for sure I’d be filled with disgust at a vampire touching me, and instead, I feel warmth fill me. When I squeeze his hand without thinking, he squeezes back before guiding me after him.

      “It’s not a very deep cave, I can see the end, but it’s really neat. When we get away from the other hikers, you could pull your phone out and use the flashlight to look around.”

      “I’m sure you’re quite knowledgeable about the layout,” I tease.

      “Yeah, but I usually don’t walk it. Most of the time, I’m fluttering through on my wings.”

      I grin and as his teasing breaks the tension I was feeling, I step in line with him.

      When we reach the end of the cave, he turns to me. He’s merely a shadow at this point, but I don’t mind it. He doesn’t make me nervous, even in the dark. Despite being a vampire, he makes me feel comfortable and I can’t help if it’s just because I long for someone in my life.

      I flip my flashlight on and look around myself as I realize I’m still holding his hand. I don’t bother letting go as I turn and look before I wind up facing him.

      “This is really neat. I can’t believe I’ve never been here. I’ve been in this area fifty years and I feel like I get hung up on doing the same thing day after day,” he says as I let go of his hand and drape my arms over his shoulders. I’m kicking myself in the ass for doing it, but I still do and I feel like if I pull back now, it’ll just be awkward.

      I’m such an idiot.

      I flick the flashlight off, like not being able to see him will help, even though it’s clear he can still see me. He presses into me until I feel his body against mine and I lean into him. I’ve never made a move this fast, but I feel like I have no time to lose. Who knows what’ll happen today or tomorrow or the next day?

      He presses his lips against mine and I press my body harder against his as heat rises in my body. In the dark of this cave barely lit by the light streaming in, I find myself so unbearably drawn to this man. His touch and kiss draw me into him, making me push back all the guilty thoughts. The kiss is so gentle and soft until I feel his hand touch my neck and pure fear spikes through me. I rip away from him and my foot slips, causing me to fall backward.

      His hand slides around my wrist and pulls me forward before I can crash against the ground. “I’m so sorry—”

      “No, it’s fine!” I say, wondering why this man is so nice. He’s too nice. He’s a vampire so he shouldn’t care about me or feel bad for what happened.

      “I’m really sorry. I misread the situation and I apologize. And even after you told me it wasn’t a date. I’m so sorry.”

      I grab his hand that’s still on my wrist but instead of pulling it off like I’d been planning, I just hold it against me. “It… it wasn’t your fault and you didn’t misread it. I wanted to kiss you, otherwise I wouldn’t have leaned into you or kissed you back or any of that. I just…” How much do I tell this man I barely know? I strangely feel like he wouldn’t judge me, but is that even reason to tell him? “I just… have a thing about my neck being touched. I should have told you before. It’s this weird thing I have and why my hair’s longer and I always wear these stupid collared shirts. Just… if you kiss me, don’t touch my neck.”

      “Were you bitten?” he asks, and the question stills me.

      I don’t know if I assumed he’d just go along with it or ask why, but I didn’t expect him to ask that question. “No. I… just… shit happened.”

      “I’m sorry. I promise I’ll be careful, and I don’t ever want to do anything that’ll make you feel uncomfortable.”

      My hand squeezes his again. “Why are you so nice? I think you’re too nice to be a vampire. Are you sure you’re a vampire?”

      He chuckles. “That or I’m really old with a strange fetish for blood.”

      I can’t help but grin, thankful for the distraction. “I bet it’s that one. Want to go grab something to eat?” I ask as I hold my hand out to him. He takes it and starts leading me back through the danger zone.

      “I’d love to.”

      “Ooh, or you could read some of your unicorn porn to me as I drive.”

      “Or that,” he teases.
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      I’ve made a mistake. I thought it’d be easy. Just walk into the club, hunt him down, and slip the drug into him. I didn’t account for two things: the loud music and the cameras watching the place.

      As I watch Bo Huang lean back in his seat, surrounded by young women, I question what the hell to do now. All I seem to be able to do is hold my drink to my chest as a headache I’d acquired earlier in the day begins to rage against the music. Whose idea was it to have music this loud?

      “Hey,” a pretty woman says as she hesitates at my table to see if I look at her with anything resembling interest.

      I smile at her, knowing that if I refuse her, it might look a bit odd for me to be standing here in a club alone if Huang seemed to disappear sometime tonight. “Can I buy you a drink?” I ask.

      She lifts her nearly full cup. “I’m good. What about a dance?”

      I shrug as I keep my expression playful. “Well, that depends. Would you like to watch me embarrass myself? If so, then I’d love to.”

      She laughs as she holds her hand out, which I take. Her friends are toward the middle, so it pulls me away from Huang, but if I position her just right, it should be okay.

      “What’s your name?” she asks.

      “Matías. You?”

      “Hanna. Are you here alone?”

      “I wasn’t supposed to be. My friend is supposed to meet me in, let’s see…” I pull out my phone to check the time, “thirty minutes ago. He said the game ran over, so he’ll be late.”

      “Well, he can join us when he gets here. My friends won’t mind,” she says as she pulls me right into the thick of the crowd of dancers.

      I wrap an arm around her waist and turn her so my eyes can stay on Huang. I don’t know the man well and I’m sure he won’t recognize me like this, but I know what he’s done. I’ve heard the stories, and I’ve seen the results of his actions.

      He clearly didn’t heed my warning because now… now I’m about to ruin his life and I don’t even care. But I have to be careful because vampires are tricky. It’s not easy dealing with something stronger, faster, and more lethal than you.

      I down my Coke and set it to the side as I try to dance with her while pretending I’m interested. It’s hard when Huang’s right there. So fucking close and my mind is consumed by it.

      Hanna shouts something at me, but her voice is lost in the noise, so I duck my head down closer to hers. “What?”

      “Do you come here often?”

      I shake my head. “First time. You?”

      She presses her lips close to my ear and it makes my anxiety grow even though she’s a human. I still get this tightening in my stomach because I don’t trust her and I don’t want her near. “A couple times a month. I’ve never seen you around here before which is why I asked.”

      She presses into me, and I find myself wishing it was Bentley who was grinding up in my space. Then again, I should be happy it’s not because this way I don’t have to worry about embarrassing myself. I can play drunk guy looking to be laid and not bat an eye.

      I still kick myself in the ass for ruining that perfectly beautiful kiss. Oh… why’d I fuck it up? And then when he wanted to part ways for the night, I got no kiss at all. In its place, I got the most awkward hug known to mankind, and instead of grabbing his face and dragging him in for the sexiest kiss he’d have ever had in his hundred and sixty years—okay, okay, I’m sure he’s had sexier kisses—my stupid conscience got in the way and I just smiled and said… wait for it… “Have a g’day, mate!”

      Kill me now.

      I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to face him again. Finally, finally, I have a sexy and extremely kind man interested in me and I end our third—okay, second—date with a “g’day, mate”? When did I become Australian? And do Australians even say that? Is that just a stereotype? I have no idea.

      Save me from this hell. It’s no wonder why he hasn’t even messaged me today, and I’ve been too mortified to message him.

      What if I just give up on everything and go crawling back to him and tell him that “Hey, I really don’t know you all that well and this might be creepy, but I want you to just instantly fall for me because I can’t get you out of my head.”

      I sigh and Hanna gives me a little shake. “Matías!”

      A part of me realizes that she’s been calling me for a while, but I’d forgotten my new name and I didn’t pick up on it. “Sorry, it’s so loud. What’s that?”

      “You seem a bit distracted.”

      “I’m drunk,” I say, blaming it on that.

      “You drank a Coke.”

      “On music. Drunk off the song. Yeah. That. I’m going to get a drink. You want something?”

      “Sure. Could you get me a lemon drop? I’ll meet you back at the table there,” she says as she points to where some of her friends are. “I’m going to hit the bathroom!”

      “Have fun!” I say before realizing that I fail at even fake flirting. “Not like… in the bathroom but you know…”

      I just leave before I ruin anything else. When I step up to the bar to make my order, I notice a young man leaning in. He’s cute with brown hair and blue eyes. It may be the way he’s leaning against the bar, but it seems like he’s rather short and if my mind wasn’t currently consumed by Bentley, I might have tried my hand awkwardly talking to him for the hell of it.

      “Hey,” he says, giving me a flirtatious look.

      I’ve literally never had two people try to pick me up in such a short span of time. And while I’d definitely be more interested in him than Hanna, it feels more like cheating. Which is really freaking weird when Bentley and I aren’t dating.

      So I just give him a sorta smile and nod before turning back to the bartender who is way on the other side of the bar and can’t save me.

      “It’s taking a while. I think they’re short-staffed or just really slow,” he says. “You might as well take a seat.” He pats the seat next to him.

      “Oh, I’m fine. Thank you,” I say as I give him another smile.

      That’s when I notice an absolutely terrifying-looking vampire heading toward us. It instantly makes my fear spike as I take a step back. And then, when I see him glare at me, my blood runs cold. Does he recognize me? Does he know who I am? I don’t remember seeing him, but there were so many there that it’d be impossible to know them all.

      “Stop glaring at him!” the young man says as he smacks the vampire’s chest.

      “I told you to flirt with someone ugly and he’s not ugly,” the demon from the deepest pits of hell growls.

      “Maybe I didn’t want to listen to you,” the human says as he gives the vampire a sly grin, and I wonder why he wouldn’t want to listen to him. The man is terrifying! I hate the idea of listening to a vampire as well but when the vampire looks like that, there aren’t too many choices to be made.

      “Maybe I should eat you,” the vampire says and the human laughs. Laughs.

      “Ah, I’d like that very much. Now get the bartender to stop flirting with those girls that are at least twenty years younger than him and get over here.”

      The vampire slams his hand down on the bar and everyone around the bar draws deathly silent. “Bartender, my date would like a drink now,” he growls.

      My good god. I’m glad I don’t have to go against this man. He’d likely eat me before I even got to the drugging him part. The bartender rushes over, probably terrified he’ll be eaten if he doesn’t.

      I turn and slam into someone before feeling a familiar aura. “B-Bentley?” I ask in surprise.

      No… no, no, no! What the hell is he doing here? What if he thinks I’m with Hanna? No, that’s not what’s important, what is important is that I had shit to do with Huang and I can’t have people here knowing who I am or placing me here.

      “Hey,” he says with an instant smile. “You here with friends?”

      “No…” I say before realizing that I should probably lie. It’s weird for me to be here alone and for what? “Well. I was supposed to be. My friend couldn’t make it… I think. I don’t know, he was watching some sport something, and he’s late and I was just thinking of leaving.”

      “Ooh, you know this strapping young lad?” the human asks.

      “He’s like one year younger than you,” Bentley says, telling me he knows the human and presumedly the terrifying vampire.

      “Just a wee thing, then,” the human says to the evil vampire.

      “That’s like the pot calling the kettle black. And he’s tall compared to you,” the evil vampire says.

      “Aw, and I already like him more than you,” the human says, then turns to Bentley. “DeGray, are you two friends? I didn’t know you had friends beyond me and Karsyn. Karsyn looks lonely, if you know what I mean.”

      The human nods over at a vampire walking this way. The way the human talked, it almost felt like there was something going on between Bentley and him. And DeGray? Is that his name? I’m so fucking lost.

      “What the hell is taking so long?” the new vampire growls, Russian accent thick. “Did they need to slaughter the human first and drain him of his blood?”

      These guys are clearly bad people and Bentley is friends with them. Is he actually a bad person too? Are they like vampire mobsters or something? They have to be. And this human is like their bait. Maybe he suckers humans into opening up around him and then he takes them back to the evil vampire lair where they eat them.

      “Marcus nearly did. You know he has no patience,” the human says.

      “I have just the right amount of patience,” the exceptionally evil one says that I now know is named Marcus.

      “This is a friend,” Bentley says as he waves to me. “River, this is Finn Hayes, Marcus Church, and Alexei Karsynov. They’re my coworkers.”

      Oh my god. Bentley is also in the mob. What have I gotten myself into? And is he into this annoyingly sexy Russian vampire? Why are they all so good-looking? Is it a requirement to be good-looking to be part of the vampire mob?

      “It’s nice to meet you guys,” I say, not quite sure it is.

      “You too!” the human—Finn—enthusiastically says.

      “Is this a social gathering or what? I want to be home at a decent time,” Alexei, the Russian, says.

      “Sorry, sorry. I forgot the baby’s curfew was at ten. DeGray, take the west wall at three-fifteen o’clock—” Finn says.

      “What are you rattling on about?” Marcus, the evil one, says.

      “He just likes to hear himself talk. I told you we should have eaten him. It’s not too late,” the Russian says.

      The evil one gets ten times more evil as he turns his narrowed eyes into little slits. I’m about to witness someone get murdered and I have no idea why. Is the Russian one serious? Is that why the evil one is so angry?

      Bentley seems unaffected by it all. He doesn’t even bat an eye at them, like murder is a common thing. Maybe it is.

      “You want to join me at three-fifteen o’clock?” Bentley says teasingly to me.

      “Uhhh… sure.” Anything to get away from the others.

      “Stop fighting. Marcus… Karsyn… I think it’s time you two kissed and made up,” Finn says. “Come on, you know you want to kiss him, Karsyn.”

      “Stop trying to push your fetishes onto us,” Marcus growls.

      “I can push whatever I want on whoever I want,” Finn decides as he takes his drink and starts backing away. “Now let’s dance.”

      “For the love of god, please don’t dance. You’ll draw attention to us,” Marcus says as if the human could possibly do anything to draw more attention to the group than the evil vampire did by ordering his drinks.

      “Who is this?” Alexei says, eyes narrowed at me like I’ve done something wrong.

      “A friend. We met at a bookstore.”

      “It’s a human.”

      “It’s also a he,” Bentley says as he nudges me. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      “Uh… just a Coke… please,” I say as I look at the vampire still narrowing his eyes at me.

      I narrow mine right back at him, which is probably some mob vampire language for “Please murder me” but I’m taking my chances.

      “He’s quieter than Hayes. I already like him more. Do you think Church would notice if we just replaced Hayes with him?” Alexei asks.

      Bentley laughs. “You know as well as I do that Marcus would tear this world apart for Finn.”

      “So bizarre. Do you think Hayes has hypnotized him?” Alexei asks. “Has to be it, right?”

      “I’m just amazed you’d prefer to replace Finn instead of Marcus when you clearly like Finn more,” Bentley says, which results in the vampire growling and hurrying off.

      “Come on,” Bentley says as he sets my Coke in my hands and leads me over to a table on what must be the three-fifteen o’clock side. At least from back here, it’s easier to talk than where the speakers are.

      “Are you part of a vampiric mob?” I ask, completely deadpan.

      His eyebrows knit as he gives me a look of confusion. “Not that I know of, but it sounds kind of intense. What made you ask that?”

      “Because the people you surround yourself with are terrifying and a bit strange, if I’m being honest.”

      Bentley looks amused. “Them? Oh, you’ve seen nothing if you think that was weird. So Finn, the human, joined and we’d never had a human in our department before so Alexei wanted to eat him and Marcus wanted to eat him but he wormed his way into both of their hearts.”

      “Like a menage?”

      Bentley snorts; clearly the idea of this is highly amusing. “No menage. Like friend heart for Alexei, heart heart for Marcus.”

      “Uh… huh. And what do you do for work? Murder people? Terrify them? Torture?”

      He gives me a look of surprise. “Have I really never told you where I work? My brain is shot, I guess. I’m a detective at the VRC.”

      I stare at him, really, really wishing he were a vampire mob boss. I mean… would that be too much to ask? Could I not just have a smidge of luck in life? Only when I finally let myself live a little do I end up wanting to bump uglies with a detective from the V fucking R fucking C. The very people hunting me down.

      “Is that alright? You look a bit horrified. Are you actually a criminal?” Bentley looks half teasing as he says this and half serious.

      I wipe my “look of horror” off my face and plaster on what I’m sure is an extremely convincing smile. “Ha! Depends. Does it mean I’ll end up in handcuffs by the end of the night?” I ask, which was really the only thing I could get to come to my mind after realizing I’ve been canoodling with the enemy. Well… not my enemy enemy, but someone who wants me behind bars. Oh, and did I mention I currently have a highly illegal drug in my pocket that will put vampires down and out?

      “I don’t know, mate, is that what you want?” he says, and I realize that the evil man is making fun of my horrific goodbye from the other night!

      “No!”

      His eyes get wide. “What’s that?”

      “No, you are not allowed to repeat that!” How much more embarrassing could this get? Could I really not have said something cool and sexy?

      “But it’s my favorite goodbye ever. And don’t get me started on the text immediately after!” Bentley says as he whips out his phone like I could have possibly forgotten what I wrote. “Let’s see… ‘Today was da bomb, bat boy.’ Da bomb. Did you hear the ‘da’ in there?”

      I stab him with my finger. “Listen here, I was hacked.”

      “Oh no,” he says, clearly being sarcastic. “I’m sorry that happened to you.”

      “It was an invasion of my privacy and you’re making fun of it.”

      “Man, I’m so sorry.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You want me to hunt the person down who would think to write up something so ridiculous like that?”

      “Yes, please. I only write sexy things like ‘Yo, dude. Wanna see me shirtless?’”

      “Huh. I’ve never gotten any of those.”

      “The hacker, man. He took them all.”

      “Took all your shirts or your shirtless pictures?”

      “Both.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      I grin at him before remembering that I’m supposed to be freaking out because he’s a detective. “So… are you guys here just for fun?”

      “Actually, for work and you’re currently my cover.”

      “Oh? Am I going to get pulled into some special ops mission or something? I have to warn you, I have a wicked uppercut. I only broke my finger once while performing it on my brother by accident.”

      “No special ops mission. We’re watching someone here just to see what he’s up to but that sounds concerning about your brother and your finger. How do you accidentally uppercut someone?”

      “Easy. You trip over your own shoe and then when you fall, you strangely put your hand into a fist and drive it up into your brother’s face as he tries to catch you.”

      Why does that grin of his get me every time? “Makes sense,” he says as he glances up, and I realize he’s looking in the direction of Huang. Is it him? Or someone he’s with? What if I took the man out tonight like I’d been planning and the VRC had been tailing him? Or did they figure it out already? Do they know who I’m targeting? Did someone confess and give up the names?

      “So who are you stalking?” I ask nonchalantly, like he’d just give it up.

      He smiles at me. “An evil vampire.”

      “That one?” I ask as I point to the one named Marcus.

      Bentley laughs. “Thankfully, no. That man’s a powerhouse. I’m not sure any of us would survive against him.”

      I look around and try to pinpoint the vampires. It’s not always easy to tell who is what until you’re close enough to feel their aura. “The one that’s dancing there with the girl in red?”

      “Nope. I’m not supposed to tell you!”

      “What about that guy surrounded by all those chicks? He looks suspicious as hell.”

      His eyes flicker over to Huang and he just says nothing, confirming it.

      Fucking dodged a bullet, but what now? Now, I have to stop seeing Bentley. I knew it before, and I know it even more now. I can’t do this. I can’t do this to him or to myself.

      “You alright?” Bentley asks.

      “Yeah… no… I don’t know. Just some life stuff that sucks, but it’ll be better soon. Do you need me to leave so I don’t ruin your special ops mission?”

      “You’re making me sound so much cooler than I am, but no. I’d like it if you’d stay if you want. I wish I could help you with what’s going on, but I feel kind of the same way. We could be miserable together.”

      “Why are you miserable?” I ask.

      “Family drama. You?”

      “Same.”

      “Let’s drink our worries away,” he says as he holds up his glass of blood and I hold up my Coke.

      “Let’s get drunk on Coke and blood!”

      He laughs as he clinks his glass against mine and takes a sip.

      “He’s getting up. Are you going to like arrest him or something?” I ask hopefully. If they get him out of the picture, it’d just be one less person for me to deal with.

      “Right now, we’re trying to catch him screwing up.”

      “Doing what?”

      He grins at me. “Secrets.”

      “I hate secrets.”

      “Alright. So we’re trying to catch him doing something.”

      “I bet if the scary one just looked at him, he’d give up all his secrets. I’m pretty sure I almost started confessing all my wrongs when he glared at me.”

      “Marcus isn’t too bad, I promise.”

      That’s when I realize I never took Hanna her drink but when I look through the crowd, I see she’s talking to some other guy she’ll have much better luck with. The moment I saw Bentley, I was sucked right into forgetting about everything else.

      Bentley pulls his phone out and checks it. “Okay, Alexei and Marcus are tailing him. I’m supposed to go with Finn to check out his car. I’m sorry to leave you, but I should be working. I’ll give you a call later? Our plans still good for Sunday?”

      I nod even though I don’t know why. Everything about this man tells me I need to turn away. I need to stop while I’m ahead—not only to protect myself but to protect him. When did I become such a fool? Is this what loneliness does to you? Is this what it’s like when you start to give up?

      Fuck.

      I’ll just have to call him later and tell him I can’t.

      I watch Bentley walk away, knowing it should be the last time I ever see him.
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      I debate going home. I shouldn’t continue my operation when the VRC are literally breathing down Huang’s neck. I should consider this one a loss and move on. But I’m already behind schedule. My plan to have this all done in a month is slowly becoming a joke. And what if something happens that keeps me from having that full month? I never know what’s going to happen.

      I know that if I went to the VRC and told them what I know, they might look into it, but these monsters have protected themselves for years. They have so much in place to keep themselves from ever getting caught that I’m positive there’s someone on the inside protecting them. How else could they have gotten away with this for years? And as soon as they figured out I was behind it, I’d be dead.

      Because I’m a human, they probably think this whole thing is nothing more than a joke. They’re not afraid of me, so I have to show them that they shouldn’t write off a human, and then I have to get them to confess. I have to show the world proof that these people are monsters who have ruined countless lives including my own.

      Once Huang leaves the club, I realize the VRC don’t follow. Instead, they all head off in opposite directions, making me wonder if there was something about Huang at the club that they were looking into. Since he seems to be alone, I head toward his home, taking a different route than him and speeding to beat him there. It’s not what I had in mind, but I have to do this tonight.

      I park not far from his house on the side of the road about twenty feet from his driveway and apply my heavy cologne. Once I’m in position, I pop the hood and wait.

      It’s about an hour before he shows and I’d almost given up since I started to assume he went home with someone and wasn’t planning on coming back. Just when I’d almost headed for home, his car comes rumbling down the road in the dark of the night. I wave my arms this way and that, really hoping it’s him and not someone else in a vehicle that looks similar to his. He immediately slows and rolls the window down before getting a look at me, which instantly has him smiling.

      “What’s wrong, kiddo?” he asks.

      “My car’s broken down and my phone is out of battery. Can you help me?”

      His smile widens. “Of course. Someone as delectable as you shouldn’t be out here all alone in the middle of the night.”

      I return his smile while wondering who would actually like his disgusting comments. Delectable? I’m not a fucking piece of chocolate. “Well, then it’s great you were here to save me. Can I use your phone?”

      “Of course, but I left it at home. See that house right there?” Huang waves to it even though I know he didn’t leave his phone at home. “That’s mine. You can use the landline.”

      “Thank you so much,” I say. After shutting the hood of my car, I grab the door to his with my gloved hand and pull it open. I throw my hood up to help keep any stray hairs from falling or anything to give me away before I slip in the car, leaving the door open, because I need to have a quick out.

      “It’s a little cool out tonight. Aren’t you cold?” he asks as he sets a hand on my leg. He doesn’t care if he creeps me out or not; he knows he’s strong enough to control me or hurt me if I try to run.

      I lean into him and give him a flirtatious smile. “I am… are you going to warm me up or am I going to have to wait for the tow truck driver to do it?” I tease.

      He chuckles as he leans into me. “I think I can help you out.”

      I discreetly pull the needle out of my pocket and hold it in my hand as I reach for him and set my hand against his chest. “That’d be pretty kind of you,” I say as I draw my hand back a little and slam the needle into him. I push the plunger hard before lunging out of the car, knowing that I need to move before he understands what happened and reacts.

      “You fucking asshole!” he growls as he fights against his seat belt, giving me time to get in my car and lock the doors. I start it and throw it into reverse as he comes staggering out of his vehicle. I need two minutes. Two minutes for the drug to spread throughout his body and paralyze him enough that I can deal with him.

      He’s still moving fast since he’s quite old and I’m beginning to question if two minutes is far too much time for me to die. He’s running toward my car as I press down hard on the accelerator. Thankfully, he lives in the middle of fucking nowhere because he’s screaming and cussing at me as I reverse and realize just how long two minutes is. His fist slams down on the hood of my car, making the metal groan. Then he grabs onto the door as he begins to beat against the glass, and I wonder if I’m not going to get away fast enough. Then he trips forward, slamming down into the road where he wallows around for a few moments before coming to a rest.

      Fuck. That could have gone smoother.

      Once I’m positive he’s not getting back up, I drive my car off the road and into the grass. As I walk over to Huang, I get out with my gun ready, in case he’s not fully down, and nudge him with my foot. When I’m satisfied, I pull on a plastic raincoat and pants so I don’t leave hair or prints anywhere and get into his car. Maneuvering him into the car and back to his house takes me about ten minutes, much longer than I’d hoped. When I see the security alarm on the door, I realize we’ll have to do this outside, but he doesn’t have neighbors for miles so what’s it matter? I drag him into the backyard, not realizing that to get into it from this side, I’d have to cut through a row of rosebushes. They catch the plastic raincoat as I tug him through, not caring at all about his welfare as long as I don’t leave a single drop of my blood behind.

      I chain him down, and just in time because he’s older and already starting to wake. When he comes to, he’s just in a wooden chair, but the way he’s strapped down will keep him from going far even if he breaks it.

      When his eyes lock on to mine, the hatred in them is apparent. “I’m going to fucking kill you. I know your face now. How the fuck do you think you’re going to get out of this?”

      “I actually don’t care,” I say. I kneel in front of him as he yanks against the vampire-proof chains. “Because I know you’re not going to tell anyone. I honestly don’t really mind if you do.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Because if you give them my description and they do figure out who I am, they’ll find out that I’m dead. And I think they might get curious and start looking into why I’m listed as dead and who would have mistakenly jotted me down as deceased. You see it, don’t you? You see how all of this ties into fucking you over. So by all means, tell them what I look like. Just know that they’ll be coming for you next.”

      His face twitches. “Oh, fuck you. You have nothing on me.”

      “Where’s the girl you bought?” I ask.

      He gives me a wicked grin. “Oh? Was she some lover of yours or something? Is this a vendetta thing?”

      “No, I barely even knew her, but I know you bought her, and I want to know where she is.”

      “Which one?” he asks, still seeming to be amused. The thing about vampires is that when they’re up against a human, they’re always so fucking confident that they’re going to win. That they’re going to come out on top.

      “Where?”

      “They’re all just sniffing the roses, ya know? They want to smell pretty.” He seems to think his joke is hilarious.

      I glance over at the rosebushes I’d struggled through on my way in. When I look back, the way his face twitches tells me that he said something he’s now thinking he shouldn’t have. If I’m going to start digging, I’ll need something more than my hands, so when I notice a shed, I walk over to it. Right inside, leaning against a wheelbarrow, is a shovel which I grab.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” he growls as he starts thrashing harder.

      “You told me they were with the roses.”

      His panic is apparent as he fights as hard as he can. “I didn’t… fuck! I didn’t tell you they were with the roses! Fuck!”

      I walk down the row of roses until I find a freshly planted one. I slip my shovel into the loose dirt and toss it out, digging the rose up with ease. The vampire is frantic as I dig, telling me that I’m closer than I thought. He was the idiot who gave it all away, all because I’m a weak human he thought he had no reason to fear.

      I keep an eye on him as I dig deeper and deeper into the dirt. A part of me feels sick that what I might find is a woman I’d once talked to. Another part of me questions why I’m doing this. Can I even save any of them? I’m just one person. One weak human caught up in a whirlwind of bullshit.

      Would Bentley help if I told him? Would he trust me or believe me, instead of these politicians, these celebrities, these old and influential vampires who would ruin me without lifting a finger? They have so much on their side and what do I have? A camera and some money?

      The shovel catches on something and I look down into the hole lit by my flashlight. The smell hits me as my shovel disrupts what looks like a stained sheet.

      “I’ll kill you! I’ll fucking kill you!” Huang growls.

      With the head of my shovel, I try to clear away some of the dirt to find the edge of the sheet, and when I do, I pull it back enough to see a finger peeking through the dirt.

      I reel back as nausea hits me, but I can’t throw up. I can’t let this affect me. I have to keep moving.

      “I’ll kill you. I’ll fucking kill you,” he repeats.

      Focus. I have to focus.

      I go over to my bag and start to set things up as quickly as I can because I need to get out of here. I need to get away from the body, from the death, from this fucking vampire.

      My hands are shaking as I set the camera up and zoom in on him. “You’re going to confess everything,” I tell him, even though I know he won’t. But he doesn’t have to this time. I have proof.

      He’s lying on his side, chair too broken to lift him.

      “I will tear you apart limb from limb,” he growls.

      I switch the camera on and turn it to the live feed. The moment I do, the moment the camera goes live, his entire body changes.

      “Help me! Please! Help me! This psychopath has me locked up at my house!” Huang cries.

      Fuck. I’m such an idiot. I was going to gag him and keep him silent about that, but I was so distraught about the body I forgot how easily he could blurt out that we’re at his house. Why am I such an idiot?

      New plan.

      I grab the camera and carry it with me over to the roses. If he won’t confess anything, I’ll show the whole world his crimes.

      “NO! NO!” Huang screams. “No! You FUCKING—”

      The moment the hole is in sight, I hear the chain break and I freeze. I don’t know if I get the ghostly white hand in the shot or not, but I know I have different things to worry about.

      I drop the camera and pull out my gun as I turn. He slams me into the ground, pain tearing into my side as I’m thrown onto my back. “Now I’m going to fucking kill you,” he growls.

      I pull my arm free as he grabs my head and slams it into the ground just as I pull the trigger. He howls out, telling me I hit something. Then he falls back, giving me a closer view as I shoot him in the head again, thankful he’s close enough each bullet hits. The bullets are specialized to put a vampire down for good. I don’t have many of them left, and I just panicked and wasted four of them on him.

      I know I don’t have time to do anything. I barely have time to clean up because the VRC will be here within minutes. I grab my stuff, shutting it all down to fuck up the connection and shoving it into my bag. My side aches, telling me I’m probably bleeding, so I grab the oxygenated bleach out of my bag and pour it onto his hand that clawed me. I scrub it hard and just keep pouring. I don’t know if it’ll disrupt my DNA enough for them to not get a reading on me, I don’t know if it’ll have enough time, but I just pray luck is with me as I run around the side of the house without the rosebushes and race to my car.

      “Fuck, fuck,” I whisper as I toss the bag into the passenger seat and start the car, hoping I didn’t leave anything behind at the scene, especially blood. I have the car running ninety as I head away from the direction of the city, assuming they’ll come from that way. My side aches and I can feel blood, but I can’t waste time checking. I need to get home and just hope everything will be okay.
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      When I walk onto the scene with Marcus and the others, Finn shakes his head.

      “We were literally tailing this guy a couple of hours ago and now he’s dead,” he says as we walk over to the body lying in the grass.

      Marcus breathes in. “I can smell bleach, so be careful. The killer was obviously trying to hide something. Maybe Huang managed to cut him. Karysn, can you and a team get on that?”

      The smell of blood and bleach is overwhelming, but there’s another smell that’s trying to push through.

      “So what was in the hole?” Finn asks as he makes a wide berth around the body to avoid ruining evidence and heads over to the hole we barely got a glimpse of before the killer was pummeled to the ground. The internet went wild with their guesses of bodies and other things that might be in it.

      Finn squats down as I step up next to him and look into the hole where I see a pale and dirty hand, half hidden by dirt. “Well, so the killer knew Huang had a body in the backyard,” Finn says.

      “Or bodies,” I say as I notice the rosebush tossed to the side. There are multiple other rosebushes of varying sizes, almost like every one was planted at a different time.

      Finn looks up at what I noticed. “I’ll get a team out and we’ll start hunting.”

      “So if this man has bodies… do the others?” I ask curiously.

      Finn glances over at me with a raised eyebrow. “You think our governor has bodies and this guy is like some vendetta hero or something?”

      I sigh because it sounds ridiculous. “Well… no, he just killed a man and is playing a twisted game when he could just come to the police… never mind.”

      Finn pats my shoulder. “Nah, I understand. I’m just asking.”

      As he calls forensics, I survey the yard. I can smell the person again, thick cologne masking their scent. If I follow it, it smells like he came from just a little way down the road. I can also smell it inside Huang’s car, which will be examined inch by inch in case there are any stray hairs or prints.

      The first body they pull out is a young woman, recently buried. Probably within the past three or four days. Just from looking at her, she appears to have been bitten multiple times and drained. She’s wearing a dress that shows she’s been bitten on her neck and thigh, and the bruising around her wrists tells a story of how she’d been tied or restrained somehow. The autopsy will show us more, but sadly, hers isn’t the only body. They pull up four more bodies, each in different stages of decay.

      While that happens, they get the cadaver dogs out to search the entire premises, since Huang was quite wealthy and owned a lot of land. Surprisingly, he didn’t have security cameras, but sometimes vampires tend to think they’re above everyone else and don’t need protection.

      “So cause of death was three bullet shots to the head, telling me he had something in his bullets. We heard four bullets on the recording but one must have missed. I wonder if the bullets are similar to what Perry’s men were making and using?” Finn asks. Perry had been in charge of a group of humans who’d been hellbent on the eradication of vampires by causing turmoil between the vampires and humans. What made them particularly lethal was the weapons they used on them. Marcus, a true vampire, had been shot with one, which had severely wounded him and left him struggling to heal, so it’s no wonder three would kill a vampire if they were the same.

      “Almost has to be,” Marcus says.
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        BENTLEY

      

      

      I knock on the door to River’s apartment. It’s Sunday afternoon and I hadn’t heard from him this morning, but we’d made plans days ago for me to pick him up on Sunday. My night at the VRC went late and I never did get any sleep. While everyone else was heading home to sleep, I found myself wanting to see River. So after a shower and a change of clothes, I headed straight over. I know he said he didn’t want anything to come of this, but I’ve been appreciating the companionship during this time when I feel like the world is nothing but a dark place. It gives me something to fixate on besides Dorothy.

      The door opens and River looks up at me with pajamas on and wide eyes. “Shit.”

      “I take it you forgot?” I ask.

      “Not forgot. Lost track of time. After you left, my buddy finally arrived and then we stayed up stupid late. Do you want to come in and I can get ready if you want to go out, or if you just want to stay here, I can remain in my pajamas?”

      “Staying in sounds amazing. I’m exhausted,” I say as I step into the small but cozy apartment.

      “Did your work end up going late?”

      I nod, finding myself oddly rejuvenated just from seeing him. “All night, actually. I’m sure you heard about the latest in this internet streamer case?” I ask, knowing I’m not allowed to give him too many details.

      He shakes his head. “I actually haven’t gotten on social media today and my interest in the news is next to none, so I didn’t hear. I slept, watched TV, and was working on this project of mine.”

      “Well, he went live again last night, attacked the guy we’d been following.”

      His eyes get wide. “No shit? Were you there when it happened? Did you catch him?”

      “No. Of course, we had stopped following Huang for the evening since he was leaving the club, and what we were interested in is what he was doing at the club. So yeah, we basically missed all of that. Bad timing on our part, I guess.”

      “That’s too bad. Maybe he left something behind at the crime scene or maybe he’ll mess up or something. I really don’t know how this goes. I watch crime shows if that helps.”

      I smile at him. “Hopefully, we’ll find something. He killed this time, and we need to get him to stop before he kills again.”

      “Ooh, you telling me insider info?” River asks, wide-eyed and clearly curious.

      “No, trust me. That info is already all over everything. Pretty much everyone but you has heard it.”

      “I’m sure you’re tired of stuff involving work, so what if I introduce you to Banshee?” he says as he hurries off, leaving me in the front room which is a split between the living room and the kitchen. It’s small but clean and clearly well taken care of.

      He returns with a yowling cat in his arms. She looks very displeased about being interrupted from her nap as he holds her. She has scraggly-looking long hair in patches that’s clearly trying to grow back from a bad clip job.

      “She was really matted when I found her. I promise that I don’t actually enjoy having my cat look like I took a weed whacker to her,” River says.

      “The coat is beautiful. Did you do it yourself?” I ask while trying not to grin.

      “The neighbor and I did it. He smelled like weed so strongly that I was high by the end of the experience, and he was convinced we were so good at it that we should open our own pet grooming shop. I might have agreed at some point and thought the name We Whack Pets was a good idea.”

      “It sounds like you murder them. Is it one where you have to pay the people instead of them paying you?” I tease.

      He grins at me. “It might be worth it. I’m not sure I’ve ever laughed so hard. It was therapeutic. She looks so much better than she did, too! Want to hold her?”

      I eye the cat that is looking at me with hatred in her eyes. She looks displeased with my very presence. “She looks like she’s about ready to skin my face off. I’m positive she’s glaring at me.”

      “Yeah, she pretty much hates everyone,” he says as he squeezes her to him, looking delighted as he does so. I’m not sure why I find it so ridiculously cute. “We could watch a movie or just awkwardly stare into each other’s eyes and talk about our deepest, darkest secrets.” He shrugs nonchalantly. “It’s up to you.”

      “The latter, please. I prefer awkwardness and creepily staring at people,” I joke.

      He grins and heads over to the couch. “Alright. Perfect choice, my man.” He plops down on the worn couch and turns to face me. I’m surprised when the cat doesn’t run away but sits her butt down on his lap and begins kneading his pants. Maybe I was wrong and she just looks like she hates life all the time because that’s the only way her face can look.

      I sit down beside him as the cat purrs merrily on his lap. “What’s her name again?” I ask as I reach to pet her.

      “Banshee,” he says as the cat, quick as that, swipes my hand, digging her claws into it as she hisses at me.

      River looks a bit horrified. “I’m so sorry. She’s really grumpy like ninety-nine percent of the time. Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I say, since the scratch has already healed. “I think she only likes you.”

      “She’s never really been around other people. She bit the neighbor, but I thought it was just because of us pinning her down to trim her. I didn’t know she’d hate everyone.”

      “At least she’s cute,” I say.

      He starts laughing as he squeezes her to him, which I still find so fucking adorable for some reason.

      “Why the name Banshee?”

      He rubs the top of her head for a moment. “She likes to yowl when she doesn’t get her way.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “Oh, shit, I forgot about the awkwardly staring you in the eyes part,” he says as he quickly looks up and catches my eyes with dramatically wide ones.

      “You forgot the telling each other our deepest, darkest secrets part too,” I remind him.

      “Right! So, I’ve already told you about my ice cream fetish. I usually wait until the fifth date to tell anyone about that, but it’s too late.”

      “It’s a fetish now?”

      “Yes… maybe. Does it turn you on or off?”

      I grin at him. “Kind of indifferent, really.”

      He looks amused. “Okay, I can handle that. What about you?”

      “Well…” I try to think of something as ridiculous as the ice cream, but I really don’t have much going on in my life that isn’t horribly normal and boring. It’s like without Dorothy in it, do I even have a life? All of my good memories are with her. “Okay. I got it. This might… be a bit much for you to handle, but… I’m… I’m…” I take a deep breath. “A vampire.”

      River gasps and pins Banshee to his chest like he has to protect her. “No!”

      “I’m sorry for not telling you sooner.”

      “I’ve been deceived. It’s no wonder why you’re in that vampire mob group or vampire mafia group, or whatever it is where you have to look sexy and terrifying at the same time.”

      I start laughing at his extremely strange definition of the VRC. “I’m with law enforcement.”

      He shakes his head. “You guys were terrifying. You were the only normal acting one. That one guy was like when you’re having a dream and this extremely sexy guy comes along and you’re like ‘oh man, I could climb that beast’ and then they’re actually like this horrifying monster with thousands of needle teeth that’s trying to suck you in to tear you apart. That’s what the tall one was like.”

      Oh, how I wish Finn could hear this description of Marcus. He’d find it so entertaining.

      “And the one with the accent? I felt like I was just breathing wrong every time he looked my way.”

      “Alexei is actually kind of sweet when you get to know him!” I assure him. Although… from the outside, I can see how he’d give that impression. He’s only interested in showing certain people that gentle side of him.

      “That little human has to be weird to just go along with it!”

      “Finn? Finn’s like the nicest person ever. I feel bad for him, though.”

      “Why?” River asks curiously.

      “I guess he had a really bad childhood and ended up in a car accident with his mother. She died and he lost his arm and leg.”

      “What? Really? I didn’t even notice.”

      “He keeps it hidden quite well. I can’t help but wonder what all happened. Even what I told you is a secret. He hasn’t shared any of this. But a vampire ended up taking him.”

      “Taking him?” River’s expression tightens a little and I question, not for the first time, if something happened between him and a vampire. The way he reacted when I touched his neck tipped me off. I’ve been around enough human victims to know that ones that have been bitten tend to get very anxious when someone is touching their neck. He wears his hair almost to his shoulders, so it’s hard to tell if he has any scars, but if he’s only been bitten once, the scar wouldn’t be extremely apparent.

      “Adopting him. Not like forcefully taking him. But taking him in. He calls him his father and he’s really close to him from what I’ve heard.”

      “Oh,” he says as he relaxes a little.

      “You ever had any issues with vampires?” I ask.

      He holds up one finger and nods. “Yes! This one time I was like in this place and I was slurping away on my smoothie and this vampire terrified the shit out of me and then sat down and started reading unicorn porn and I’ve been traumatized ever since.”

      I grab for him. “Oh my god! I did not harass you with unicorn porn! I’m going to pin you down and read the entire book to you.”

      He starts laughing as I give his hand a gentle shake. “Now he’s threatening me,” River says, as though any of this is actually happening. Banshee, having enough of River’s dramatics, jumps off his lap.

      “Oh no, what will you ever do about that?” I ask as I grab his leg and pull him closer to me.

      “Maybe if I fool the vampire into thinking I’m into unicorn porn it’ll help,” he says as he hooks his arms over my neck and pulls himself into me. “Neigh to me, vampire.”

      I try not to snort as I lean into him. “Everyone knows unicorns don’t neigh, those are horses,” I joke.

      “What do they say, then? Ravish me like the stud I am? Can I horn you? Touch my horn, you dirty boy? I’m feeling awfully horny today?”

      “Is this my life now? Bad unicorn puns?”

      He leans into me, lips merely an inch from mine. “Maybe. Do you like them?”

      “Maybe,” I say, wanting to lean in and kiss him, but also afraid of scaring him like I did last time. “Are you okay? I smell blood.”

      “Me?” River asks as he looks up at me.

      “I guess.”

      “I rammed my hip into the corner of the bathroom counter when Banshee pummeled my leg, but it’s just a scratch. Can you smell that well?”

      I breathe him in. “Maybe my senses are heightened around you,” I say as I lean into him.

      “This is just for fun, right?” River asks. “Nothing can come of this.”

      “Sure,” I say, ready to agree with anything at the moment just so I can kiss him. Just so I can feel his lips on mine again because they make me feel things I haven’t felt in years.

      “I just need that clear,” he says before leaning into me and kissing my lips gently, almost like he’s testing it out before he pulls himself onto my lap and presses into me.

      I don’t know why I’m so drawn into this kiss. Why this man pulls me in unlike anyone else has in years. When I’m not with him, I think about him. When I’m with him, I’m infatuated by him. But he’s made it clear that he isn’t looking for a relationship, so I have to respect that. And it’s fine. I feel like part of my interest in him is my need to cling onto someone so I don’t constantly feel alone.

      His mouth opens just enough that I can feel the brush of his tongue. He pulls back and I worry that I did something wrong, but he’s grinning at me. “I feel like I’m trying to stick my tongue somewhere it shouldn’t go.”

      I grin back. “I won’t cut you, I promise.”

      “A little added danger never hurt anyone, right?”

      “Eh… I wouldn’t go that far. I once had someone get stuck in a tree butt-naked because she liked living ‘life on the edge.’”

      He looks extremely amused by this. “Did you have to touch her?”

      “I did. She was very naked and a little sweaty so she was kind of hard to hold on to.”

      River laughs as his nose wrinkles. “Ew. At least there are no trees in sight. I should be good.”

      “Perfect,” I say before kissing him again. His mouth opens against mine and I’m careful when I kiss him. I don’t want to nick him with my fangs then have to deal with having lied to him. I want to do more than kiss him, I want to touch him and feel him, but I also know he’s been very strict about not wanting this to go anywhere and maybe that’s too far. We barely know each other, after all.

      He slides his hand down my stomach before he undoes the button on my pants. He pulls back and glances up at me, like he’s asking for permission, but he’d have to think I’m crazy for me not to want more. I respond by sliding my hand up his thigh and rubbing over his cock that I can feel very clearly through his thin pajamas. He guides his hand beneath my underwear and cups my cock before pulling it out. Then he leans off me and pulls open a drawer on the coffee table, revealing a bottle of lotion.

      “Don’t look at me like that, it’s the cat’s. I feel like you’re trying to judge me,” he jokes as I grin at him.

      “Me? Judging you? There is no judging going on. It’s just weird that a cat that wouldn’t use lotion would have lotion.” I hook him with my arm and pull his sweats down to his knees before guiding him back onto my lap. I grab the lotion from him and squeeze some onto my hand before pulling him close enough that our cocks touch. I stroke my hand down both our cocks as his mouth finds mine. He moans against my lips as my hand quickens and my cock rubs against his.

      How such a sexy and charming man hasn’t already been snatched up, I’ll never know, but I just want to touch and caress and feel and bite him—no! No, no, no. I can’t bite him. Why’d I think about biting him?

      River pulls back. “Are you good?” he asks, sounding a little concerned.

      “Yes, sorry,” I say as I draw him back in while I rub my thumb over the head of his cock in an attempt to make him forget about my blunder. Thankfully, he can’t read my mind or he might have backtracked too fucking hard. I get pulled away from my thoughts and into the pleasure, especially when his finger snakes around the base of my cock.

      His breathing becomes heavy as he makes soft hums of pleasure. I lean into him as my hand quickens against his reactions. He presses into me, his kiss becoming more hurried and his touch drawing tingling sensations through me.

      His grip tightens on me as he moans, orgasm rushing through him as I keep stroking both of us, feeling my own release right on the edge. He tucks his head against me as he comes into my hand. The desire to bite him hits me again as my own release tears through me. I tuck my head away from him as I come. He draws me back in, kissing me as my hand slows down.

      He pulls back a little and smiles at me. “We forgot the awkward staring,” he says.

      I laugh as I lean into him. “You know what? I had just as much fun without it. But if you missed it that much, we could always do it again sometime.”

      “I’m not sure I’d complain,” he says as he grabs a tissue.

      “Oh, and we need to thank Banshee for that lotion right within reach. That was awfully thoughtful of her.”

      River nods. “She’s a bit frisky like that.”

      I snort because he says it so deadpan. After we clean up, he pulls me back down on the couch and we sit rather close for the “not going to be anything” between us mandate. But I don’t mind it and find myself leaning into his touch. Tomorrow’s going to be another long day and as I lean against him, I feel like I can just forget it all as we watch some random movie on TV.
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      The moment I arrive at work, Marcus calls the five of us immediately into a room to talk. When I walk inside the room, I’m surprised to find the chief of police sitting in the corner. He generally has little to do with the VRC since his job is to oversee all of us and not at an intimate level.

      As soon as we’re seated, he takes the front with Finn seated just to the side. With Finn’s prosthetic leg, I do notice when he has the option to sit he does. Although he’d never mention it and probably refuse to even acknowledge it because he’s one of the most stubborn humans I’ve met.

      “Chief Bowman was stopping by the department and asked to sit in,” Marcus says as he nods at the man.

      I’ve only been around him a few times, but he’s a nice man who always wears a smile. “Good morning. You might say that I have a bit of a personal interest in this case with Governor White being pulled in.”

      White was one of Bowman’s “children.” He’d changed White into a vampire back before it was made illegal, so it’s reasonable that he’d be here, trying to pin down who’d be interested in killing one of his.

      “It’s good to have you,” Finn says with a smile.

      He smiles back at him then settles in to listen.

      Marcus starts, as he usually does. “Finn and I have been talking to Eric, the medical examiner, this morning. And we’ve made some extremely interesting discoveries. They’ve identified two out of five of the victims and are still working on the other three. All female, all between the ages of twenty and thirty. All died of exsanguination, or more precisely from being drained, presumedly by Huang. Victim one, the oldest, died between two and three years ago. It almost seems like he kills one or two each year. We can tell that he had bitten them repeatedly during different stages. In the basement of his house is a room set up for holding the women. There’s a bed, toilet, and other necessities.”

      Finn turns to us as he takes a turn speaking. “The most recent of the five victims, Pear Hess, had run away from home at age fifteen and was never heard from again. But what was most interesting is the second victim identified, Molly Harper. She died in a car accident six months ago. She was pronounced dead on scene but according to her autopsy she’s only been dead about sixty days.”

      “Was she a vampire?” I ask curiously.

      Marcus shakes his head. “No. She was still human at time of death.”

      “We’re working on the other two,” Finn says.

      Alexei shifts his attention off his laptop and back to Marcus at the front of the room. “So we need to figure out who pronounced her dead. In this day and age, you don’t mistakenly announce that someone is dead,” he says.

      Marcus nods. “Can you look into that and see what you can find? DeGray, help Karsyn out. Briar, can you help us out for a minute, and then I have something else you can do.”

      “Of course,” she says.

      Alexei and I are left hunting for the person, presumedly a doctor, who was able to claim she was dead; but then how did he get her out of the hospital? How did her family not realize she’d still been alive? How awful to think your child was dead, only to find out later she’d been abused by a vampire and killed months after.

      “This whole thing is strange,” I tell Alexei.

      “Tell me about it. And like you said, are the others in on it too? Does the man behind the mask know something we don’t? But then why not expose the truth? Bring it to the VRC instead of this… fucking game he’s playing.”

      “Some people’s minds work in strange ways,” I remind him.

      He glances at Finn and Marcus. “That’s horrifyingly true. Look at the people we work with.”

      I grin at him. “You better not let Finn hear you.”

      “Ehh… I fear no human,” he says before doing a fake shudder, and my mind drifts to River. What is it about him that draws me to him?

      At one point, I had a sliver of interest in Alexei, but there’s also something about him where he refuses to want anything romantic and I’ve never tried hard enough to pull him out of that. When we first met, I’d considered something more and even implied it, but the moment I did, he threw up a wall between us, confusing me greatly when I thought he was interested in me. He’s handsome, and under that snark he’s generally a pretty nice guy, but nothing’s ever come from it.

      Yet with River, I find myself thinking about him when he’s not around, wondering what he’s doing and why he doesn’t want anything more.

      I shake my head because I need to focus on the case. So I push all of that back and slide into my chair so I can start making some phone calls. The worst of all is going to be visiting the parents of the deceased. I hope I don’t get put on that task.
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      Dr. Vick Dansby.

      I wonder if he knows that he’s next. I wonder if he knows I’m coming for him. Probably not. These vampire types seem to think they’re invincible. Too often they only care about themselves.

      For now, I’m just watching him from my car, waiting for him to be alone so I can step in. That’s when my phone rings. I hesitate, but the only person who calls me is Bentley and right now… I need something to calm me. I just want to hear his voice.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey,” he says, voice soft and gentle.

      “Hey. How are you?” I ask.

      “I’m okay,” he says, sounding a bit down.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. Ran out of porn books to read.”

      I smile as I sink back into my seat. “Oh no. That sounds awful. But really. You can talk to me.”

      He takes a deep breath, making me realize that something bad really must be going on as he says, “Family stuff. My great-niece has kidney failure and isn’t doing well. She’s ninety-six, though. So it’s kind of foolish of me to be so upset because she’s lived such a long life. But she’s progressively getting worse, so I don’t know if I have days, weeks, or months with her and then I feel like I won’t have anyone.”

      Oh, dear god. “I’m sorry,” I say, and I don’t know if I’m apologizing about the potential loss of his family, or what I’m doing to him. I’ve never felt so awful in my life as I do at this moment. Why does he have to be so kind and why do I have to be doing this to him?

      “It’s okay. Like I said, she’s older and it’s to be expected. I wanted to turn her when she was younger so she’d never leave me, but it was her wish to be with the man she loved who wanted to remain human.”

      I sink against my steering wheel, clutching hard onto it. Why do I even care? Why do I care what I’ve done to this man I barely know? “Yeah… but it has to be hard. Seeing someone you love slowly die in front of you.”

      “It is. But talking to you has helped. I’m friends with the guys at work, but sometimes I feel like I need to just cut it off and step away from work and then when I do, I find myself alone. I’m sorry. I’m being all weird and shit, and you don’t need to hear about my issues.”

      “No, it’s fine, I promise. You can talk to me.”

      “Let’s talk about something else. I’m supposed to be working, not moping or on the phone, but Finn is talking about how he’s superior to vampires and humans, and once he gets on one of his tangents, you just have to let him ride that wave.”

      “He sounds like a fun guy.”

      “How’s your day going?”

      “Well, Banshee got out through the window today and I panicked and thought she ran away, and she returned half an hour later with a dead bird that she deposited on my dresser. So that was nice.”

      “What a kind and thoughtful cat,” Bentley jokes.

      “Ah yes. So kind and thoughtful. I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to look at my dresser the same way.”

      He laughs and it’s such a good sound. So much happiness in an otherwise bleak world. “Ah, I need to go. Marcus is barking orders at us. I’ll call you later and we can maybe set up a night to meet?”

      “I’d like that,” I say. And I really would, but I know it can’t happen no matter how much I wish it could.

      “Bye, River.”

      “Goodbye, Bentley,” I say, knowing that it’s more of a farewell than he realizes.

      I have to end this.
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        * * *

      

      Let me start from the beginning. I don’t even know if anyone will ever read this. Maybe I’ll die with it still on my computer, but if there’s a chance I can get this out, I’m going to do it. My name is River Garza. I am twenty-eight years old and this is the story of my death, my rebirth, and my upcoming death.

      You see, I have about two months left to live. Maybe less, maybe more. So I need to finish all of this before I die.

      I grew up in a town that was very supportive of vampire-human relations. We tried hard to keep everything equal and I even had friends who were vampires. Some of my parents’ closest friends were vampires and they were always just a part of my life. I never realized that vampires would one day ruin my entire life.

      During the next month, I’m going to stop or kill multiple vampires who have each played a part in ruining my life and the lives of so many others. And you are going to stop pitying them because you don’t truly understand what kind of monster hides inside them.

      When I was twenty-seven, I started having horrible headaches that led to nausea. It took a while before I thought they were anything beyond migraines that I would try to sate with pills and caffeine while huddled in a dark room waiting for them to pass. My mom eventually persuaded me to see a doctor where I was diagnosed with a benign tumor. Fantastic, right? At least it’s not cancer… is what I thought. Well, it was in a place that none of the doctors felt safe operating on and I was shipped from doctor to doctor until I found the one man willing to take the chance. My likelihood of surviving wasn’t as high as my family hoped, but without the operation, he predicted the tumor would grow enough that it’d kill me within six months.

      So we took the risk.

      It was hard realizing that I could die. That the day I went in for the operation could be my last. I felt fine, so how could I just die? How could it possibly be my last day? It wasn’t like I was lying on death’s door where death was an obvious next step. All I had was the occasional headache.

      But he said that every week we waited would make the possibility of a successful outcome drop more and more.

      So I agreed. What I didn’t realize was that I would go under and when I’d wake up, I wouldn’t be on a bed surrounded by my family. Instead, I woke up confused as I was ripped away from everything I’d ever known.
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      River hasn’t replied in three days and I can’t help but wonder what I did wrong. Did I say something I shouldn’t have? Was I too pushy when he kept saying he didn’t want it to become anything?

      “DeGray, what’s going on?” Finn asks as he slides into Briar’s chair and pushes over to me.

      Everything. My niece is dying, the one person I felt was making this hell mean something has decided to ghost me… but I say none of it. Instead, I shake my head and continue pretending like everything is fine. What’s the sense in fixating on it? “Nothing. Just busy with work.”

      He stares at me because that damn human knows everything. He’s the most observant creature alive. And he’s persistent. While most would just pass it off, he doesn’t want to. “Don’t lie to me. If you lie to me, I’ll have to sic Marcus on you, and we all know no one wants that to happen.”

      I smile at him. “Please don’t let that happen. I promise that I’m fine. Just stuff outside of work not going smoothly with my family, but we’re good.”

      “Okay. If you ever need to get your mind off something, say something mean to me in front of Marcus. It’ll entertain you for quite a while.”

      This crazy little human. “You mean cleaning my blood off the walls and desks will entertain me for a while?”

      Finn just gives me one of his evil grins. “Thoughts of it distracted you, though, didn’t it?”

      I can’t help but grin in return. “I suppose it did.” I glance up to see Alexei heading toward us. “Looks like Karsyn’s back. We’re going to go see if we can get some information out of some hospital staff. Wish us luck.”

      “Good luck. Ask Karsyn to cheer you up. I bet he will. Just look at his cheerful face.”

      We both look at Alexei who notices us staring and immediately narrows his eyes. There is no sign of cheer anywhere to be found as he scowls at us. “Don’t be so creepy,” he growls. “DeGray, come on. Stop letting yourself get influenced by that demon.”

      I shake my head because I know Alexei likes “that demon” more than he lets on.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        RIVER

      

      

      My head aches as I watch Dansby leave the hospital and head out to his car. Once he’s pulling his car out of the hospital parking lot, I follow after him. He’s not the doctor who was supposed to perform the surgery on me, but I can’t find him yet. I would absolutely love to expose him and ruin his life, but he seems to have become a “traveling doctor” according to his previous department. Yet when I ask for information on him, no one has any to give.

      I turn the radio down lower, hoping the quiet will help my headache. I’ve already wasted so many days on this man because he’s never alone. He seems to bring women back to his apartment every moment he’s free and I’m stuck questioning what I’ll do if he’s never alone. He lives in an apartment, which will make it even trickier to pin him down without being caught. I decide that’ll be worst-case scenario and wait for him to leave. When he finally does alone, I follow him in my car.

      As he pulls up to a strip club, I park my car and decide that I need to make my move now if I’m planning on doing it while he’s alone. Once he gets in the club, he’ll probably find someone to take home with him and I’ll be stuck dealing with another person.

      I get out of my car and shut the door, and the noise of it is like a stab right into my head as my headache rages on, making black spots dance in my peripheral vision. I start walking after him, really hoping I don’t need to go into the strip club where the music is pounding. I’m honestly not sure I could at this point.

      When I catch the briefest glimpse of a vaguely familiar face, I stop, startled. It takes me a moment to realize it’s the Russian guy from the VRC who is hanging out in front of the strip club, clearly trying to blend in. He looks casual enough, like he’s supposed to be there, but if they’re here… are they on to me? Have they figured this out already?

      I need to get out. I’ll worry about stopping Dansby when shit has cooled down and there’s no risk of Bentley figuring out what I’m doing. I have my mask on since I’d planned on pulling him into the alleyway out of sight and I’m not sure if I should take it off. It makes me appear more suspicious but if anyone from the VRC sees me, they might find it suspicious that I’ve now been at two different scenes they were investigating.

      So I throw my hood up and turn around. From my back, he won’t be able to tell I have the mask on and should just assume I’m someone with their hood up. I hurry, trying my hardest to remain calm as I walk back toward my car.

      “Police. Put your hands up and turn to face me,” a familiar voice says.

      I stop, startled and devastated that it’s Bentley that has to find me. How I wanted that last goodbye to be it between us. To be the end of it so he wasn’t left suffering by my hand and here he is… here he gets to find out that I not only kept the truth from him but I deceived him. I suppose if he hates me it’ll be better for when I die. But why? Out of all of them, why does it have to be him? I’d rather have him shoot me in the back than face him and tell him what I’ve done.

      “Turn around,” he orders.

      I should have taken the fucking mask off. If I had the mask off, I could just be me. I could tell him some stupid lie, but I’m coated in this awful-smelling cologne that he’d recognize instantly, since I rarely wear any smells that could worsen my headaches.

      I slowly turn to him with my hands in the air as I think. Do I reveal myself and plead my way out of it? Beg him to understand? Pretend I have no idea what he’s doing or why I’m wearing a mask?

      He puts a thumb on his transceiver. “I need—”

      “Wait!” I say before he can call for backup.

      He hesitates and I wonder if he recognizes my voice as well. He must because he seems to forget his procedure and reaches out and tears the mask off me, pulling some hair with it. “River?” he asks, the look on his face gutting me.

      “I can explain, I swear I can explain,” I say before shoving him and running for my car. It’s not the smartest of moves but I’m blind in this moment because all I can think of is the way he said my name and the look on his face. All I can think about is how much I betrayed him. How much I ruined everything. I’m filled with this ridiculous notion that if I just get away, it’ll all be okay. When I reach the car, he seems to have snapped out of it and grabs me, pinning me against the side of the vehicle.

      “River, tell me what the fuck is happening. Have you been using me? Did you think you could get info from me or something?”

      I shake my head, devastated he’d think I was using him. Honestly, I didn’t even realize he’d come to that conclusion and it guts me. “No! Of course not! I didn’t know you were part of the VRC. I can explain. Please!”

      His face tightens and I can tell he’s shutting me out. “No,” he says. “Stop talking. You’re under arrest.”

      He’s unfocused, unraveled, and it shows when he doesn’t manage to stop me as I pull the needle I’d drawn up for Dansby out of my pocket and slam it into his side, pushing the plunger down. “What the hell did you do?” he asks as he jerks back. It’s like it wasn’t enough for me to deceive him, now I’m doing this too.

      “It’ll just make you sleep,” I say. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I know it can’t make up for any of this, but there’s a reason. I swear there’s a reason to all of this.”

      He slumps against the car as he watches me with clear devastation on his face.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper as I pull the car door open and shove him inside, quickly shutting off his body cam and removing his phone and radio and tossing them into the ditch. The moment his body is crammed into the back seat, I throw the car in drive and hurry off, questioning what I’m doing. I’m so stupid. Why did I take him with me? Why didn’t I leave him and go into hiding?

      What have I done?

      I’m going to be in so much trouble when Corbyn finds out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        BENTLEY

      

      

      When I wake, my mind is fuzzy and I’m confused. I’m chained down to a chair while being stared right in the eyes. When I realize it’s Banshee who is glaring at me, I hesitate.

      “R-River?” I ask as I realize where I have to be.

      That’s when it comes back to me, all of it. The setup, River… River… the person we’ve been looking for is River.

      I hear a slight movement and turn to where River is sitting on his couch, knees drawn up to his chest, arms wrapped around them.

      “I will let you go, but before I do, I need to tell you something,” he says as he slowly looks up at me. The look on his face almost makes me hesitate but I’m not sure why when he’s deceived me. This entire time he’s known who I am and has been using me, so why does that look affect me so much?

      “Were you using me?” I ask. “How long? From the beginning?”

      His eyes had moved to his knees but they snap to mine as he rushes forward. “No! I swear I didn’t know,” he says as he drops down right in front of me.

      I probably couldn’t hurt him from this close, even tied up, but if I could, would I even try? I’m not sure I would.

      His fingers dig into my sleeve. “I didn’t know at all. Just… dammit, Bentley, let me explain. Please? I’ll let you go. It’s up to you if you want to listen to me or arrest me right now, but please let me explain first,” he says as he grabs the lock and undoes it.

      The binds on my hands loosen and fall to the ground. He doesn’t appear to have a gun or anything on him but for some reason, I stay sitting. Slowly, I reach out toward his neck. He flinches back before steeling himself. I push his hair up to look at his neck covered in scars. Slowly, I tip his chin and run my thumb over the countless bite scars, much like the women who’d been buried in Huang’s yard. I can feel him tensing even though he has to know I won’t hurt him.

      “Did Huang do this?” I ask. It fills me with rage and sadness to know that someone I cared about has suffered this much, has been treated like a food source by some vampire.

      He shakes his head. “No. I want to tell you how sorry I am. I didn’t know who you were until you told me at the club. At that point, I wanted to stop it. I wanted to break it off, but I’m so fucking lonely and you make me happy and I’m so fucking selfish. After I heard about what you were going through with your niece, I knew I had to step back.”

      I don’t know what to say or think. I have no way of knowing whether or not he’s lying to me, but I find myself begging he’s not.

      “Tell me what you have to say and then I’m leaving,” I say as I draw my hand back, letting his hair drop back down.

      “It all… starts with…” He swallows hard and I know he’s having trouble talking. His hands are shaking as he rubs at them, like he can rub the nervousness out of them. Then he jumps up and rushes over to his laptop. “I-I wrote this. I had the plan of writing everything down and making it public, but I just can’t find the words or get it down… but I have a few pages done and maybe that’ll… help you to hate me a little less.”

      He holds the laptop out to me, and I stare at the desperate look on his face. I’m not sure if it’s that or something else that makes me take the laptop from him. I barely know this man, so why am I willing to go so far for him? My unit is probably terrified since I just disappeared and they have no idea where I’m at.

      But I take the laptop and start reading. I get to: “You see, I have about two months left to live. Maybe less, maybe more. So I need to finish all of this before I die” before I stop reading.

      River is… dying?

      I slowly look over at him and wonder if I read it wrong. “You’re dying?”

      He covers his face in his hands. “I’m sorry. It’s so selfish of me to become friends with you. I was just lonely, and I was stupid because I was like ‘he’s a vampire, I’m sure he won’t care about me.’ I’m so sorry.”

      “How sure are you?”

      He nods. “Very. Multiple doctors gave me six months because of the growth rate. It’s been four. It doesn’t matter anyway because I’ll be in prison for killing Huang.”

      Why is everyone around me dying? Why is the one person I choose to care about dying and the person we’re looking to arrest? Why is everything turning to hell around me?

      “T-This doctor told me he could save me. His name was Dr. Novak and he was our ‘savior.’ He was the only person who gave us a survival rate that was worth shooting for. So we went through with it.

      “When I woke up, I wasn’t in a hospital bed, I was being taken out of the hospital. I felt paralyzed, weak, and confused. Why wasn’t I with my parents? Did I die? Was this the afterlife? I honestly didn’t understand anything until I was thrown into a room with three women. They were as confused as I was, but I learned that each of them came from nothing. One had been homeless, another had been in a car accident, and the third was traveling from overseas. What all three of them had in common was that no one knew where they were and if something happened to them, no one would ever know how to find them.

      “But I was different. I had a loving family who’d kissed and hugged me and told me how much they loved me. My mother had cried as she told me she’d see me in a little bit, and I realized what it was. He had told them I died in surgery so my family wouldn’t be looking for me either when he didn’t even perform any surgery on me.” As River says this, his voice shakes, and I can’t imagine the pain he’s gone through. The pain of being ripped away from his family is clear as he swallows hard.

      “When the vampires came for us, they dragged us from the room and one by one, they put us in a barred enclosure. I felt like I was in a shark cage as these vampires swarmed around me, watching me. They’d reach through the bars and try to touch me and there was nowhere I could go. There was nothing I could do but shove my body against the back, only to have another reach through for me.

      “When they sold the girls, I realized what was happening. I didn’t know why they were selling us or for what, but I knew that I had to get away. I had to escape. But how the fuck do you escape in a building full of vampires? They were all dressed in gowns and tuxes sipping blood and laughing like this was so much fucking fun. They talked about how this is the way all humans should be treated. That we were merely cattle for them to feast from. They sold me last, but I didn’t see who the man was who bought me—”

      “Hold on,” I say, not wanting to interrupt him, but needing more information. “You’re saying this is going on in this city?”

      “I… I don’t know,” River admits. “I was taken from a hospital about six hours from here and ended up here, but I don’t know where the sale was. Once I got away, I just started following the names of the people I remembered. I can’t remember them all, but I remembered Huang because he bought the lady who was in the room with me. I thought maybe if I found him, I could get her out, but it took me so long to figure out what happened to her that she was already gone.”

      “What was her name?” I ask.

      “Molly.”

      “The autopsy reports that she died two months ago.”

      His shoulders begin to sink. “Oh… I wasn’t even free yet.”

      “Why didn’t you go to the police with this? Or when you found out I was with the VRC, why didn’t you tell me so I could help you?”

      “Because this runs deeper than you’ll ever know. They would continually talk about someone in the police department protecting them and keeping this from ever seeing the light of day. If I went to the police, the police would hunt me down. They would probably kill me before I even got my statement out. I can’t trust anyone in this area, Bentley. The whole fucking city is toxic. I have to destroy them from the inside. I have to stop them and I’m sorry I lied to you, but I have to keep more people from ending up like me.”

      I reach out to him and take his hand in mine. I don’t know if he’s lying. I don’t know if he’s in the wrong, but right now, all I want to do is comfort him. So I pull him into my arms and he sinks into me like I’m suddenly this life preserver for him to cling to. I’m not sure why it makes me hold on to him even tighter when all he’s done is lie to me.

      “I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing, Bentley. I’m a dying man who just wants to make these assholes pay, but who’s to say I’m right? Who’s to say I’m not becoming a monster myself? I’m not meant for this. I’m just a normal fucking person who wants to go home and tell my family that I’m not dead. That I love them, and I miss them more than anything.”

      “Your parents don’t know?” I ask in surprise.

      “No… when I got away, I looked up what happened to me and they’d already had a funeral for me. They’d be so happy to know I’m alive, but at what cost? They’ve already lived months thinking I died, so then do I reveal I’m alive only to die again? I don’t think I can put my family through that again. I don’t think I can make them suffer like that even though I wish I could see them.”

      “What if we can find a doctor to help you?”

      He slowly shakes his head. “Bentley… we tried, and no one would touch me with a ten-foot pole. The only reason Dr. Novak agreed to it is because he knew he wouldn’t be performing the surgery on me.”

      I hug him to me as I try to think and sort through all of this. There has to be a way to make this public even if I don’t draw River into it. “If you could get me all of the facts, I could push the VRC toward the case. And once I’m sure we’re headed in the right direction, I know the team would be more than willing to help us,” I assure him. “Who bought you?”

      “I don’t know. He had me call him Corbyn, but I haven’t been able to hunt him down now that I’ve escaped. He loved to control me and force me to do as he wanted.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say.

      He leans back and looks me in the eyes. “I will find him and make him pay. I’ll make them all pay… that is, if you don’t arrest me first.”

      Because arresting him is what I should do. I shouldn’t allow him to get away with this, even if he’s in the right because he’s going about it wrong. He should have come to us. But what if there is someone in the police who really is part of it? I’ll need to look into it before blindly rushing in.

      “I want a list of names and what you’ve seen them do. Then I’m going to do what I can to direct the VRC in the right direction. Okay? Now I need to get back before the team tears this city apart looking for me. Can you just stay in here and not leave?” I’m not sure why I’m trusting him so much, but I want to help him. I want to save him from doing all of this alone.

      He watches me for a moment before nodding. “I’m afraid they’ll kill you if you start rushing in with these names they don’t want you to know.”

      “I’ll be careful,” I say, realizing that I really don’t care much about the risk. What do I have to lose?

      River reaches out and squeezes my hand. “Okay… please… please don’t get hurt. W-Will you come back?” he asks before looking away and shaking his head. “I’m sorry I’m so fucking selfish.”

      I set a hand on his head because I’m not sure what I’ll do. I shouldn’t come back unless it’s to get more information. And maybe that’s the only reason I will come back. I gently push him to his feet and look at him. “I have to go. Can you send me what you wrote so I can read it?” I ask as I point at the screen.

      He hesitates before nodding. “I know I wrote it to be read, but it’s hard to have someone read it. But yes. I’ll send it, just please don’t let anyone see it with my name on it. I’m sorry. I don’t think I could ever tell you how sorry I am that I’ve done this to you,” he says as he avoids my eyes.

      I give him a nod before rushing for the door. I need to get out of here. I need to get away from it. Who knows if he’s lying to me? Who knows about any of it.

      When I hit the street, I realize I don’t have a car or any way to get home or back to the department. I should’ve used River’s phone to call them, but I can just run back.

      I hear a noise behind me and turn as River holds out his keys. “I can drive you or you can take my car.”

      “Just… drive me so I don’t have to deal with a car too,” I say as I head for it. “And let me use your phone.”

      He nods as he gets into the driver’s seat and passes me the phone before I realize that I have absolutely no idea what any of their numbers are, so I call the department and punch in Brooks’s extension.

      “This is Brooks,” he says, answering almost immediately.

      “It’s DeGray—”

      “Where the hell have you been? We’ve been tearing this city apart looking for you,” he says, sounding a bit frantic.

      “I’ll explain. Get everyone back to the department, I want to talk to them.”

      “Okay. Are you alright?”

      “I’m fine. Thank you,” I say. “I’ll be there in about ten minutes.”

      “Okay.” Once I hang up with Brooks, we sit in silence for a long moment as the information swirls around me.

      “I liked it better when I thought you were fattening me up to eat me,” River says quietly.

      I look over at him and notice him steal a glance at me. “I liked you better when you thought I read unicorn porn.”

      He smiles at me. “I’m sorry.”

      “I know.”

      “Why?” he asks.

      “Why, what?”

      “Why would you be willing to forgive me?”

      “I had a feeling ever since the cave that you hadn’t been treated very kindly by a vampire. My work revolves around so many victims that I begin to identify them almost immediately. Or maybe I’m letting my own feelings blind me. You may be deceiving me and I’m allowing myself to blindly follow along with it.”

      “I’m not very good at deceiving people unless it comes to getting the last of the ice cream,” he teases.

      I smile at him.

      “Please don’t tell them my name. If the man I got away from finds me… I don’t want to go back. I’d rather die, and I really don’t want to die.”

      “I won’t let you,” I assure him as it sinks in that in a month, he might not be here no matter how much I help him or like him. It could be the end.

      He pulls up to the department and I get out before walking up to the front where Finn comes rushing out and grabs onto me before I can even reach the door.

      “Oh my god, you shouldn’t have been alone. Dammit, you were supposed to stick with Karysn. I was terrified of what happened to you,” he says as he shakes me. “Marcus, do you see why I insist no one is alone?”

      Marcus is right behind Finn and nods. “I know. I should have listened to you. I thought—”

      “It’s fine, it’s my fault,” I say, wondering what would’ve happened if I’d been with Karsyn when I grabbed for River. Would he have been arrested? And if he was telling the truth, would the vampires who took him have hurt him?

      I look back at the car that’s pulling away from the parking lot before turning to Finn.

      “It’s not your fault,” Finn says.

      “Well, it’s sure not yours,” I say. “Come on. I want to talk to you guys.”

      “Who dropped you off?” Marcus asks curiously.

      “The guy you met at the bar. I was close to his apartment and walked there since I didn’t have my phone or radio.”

      “I found them,” Finn says.

      “Come on, get inside so we can talk,” I say, wanting to steer them away from anything about River. Why I’m trying to protect him, I’m not sure. Does he deserve it? Am I being foolish? Did he lie to me? Is this whole thing his attempt to guilt me into believing him?

      I sigh as Finn pulls me inside and we all go into a room together where Finn starts trying to rip my shirt off and doing a check on me like I wouldn’t immediately heal if I was hurt. But I’ve learned that Finn gets what he wants, and if Finn doesn’t get what he wants Marcus crushes skulls.

      Once the five of us are in a room with Brooks, I decide that it’s time to decide the story I’ll tell. Do I tell them the truth and condemn River or do I lie? I don’t even know if River is being truthful about any of it, but if he is…

      “So?” Finn asks.

      “I think he’s doing one of those dramatic pauses you like to do,” Alexei says.

      “DeGray’s not a dramatic pause kind of guy,” Finn says as he urges me on with a hand wave.

      “Sorry. So when I saw the guy, I went to stop him. I, obviously, had no idea if it was the right guy or not. All I noticed was that he was wearing dark clothes and a hood. Not exactly proof, so it’s why I wanted to get him to face me. I was probably being a bit careless and that’s my fault. So as I stepped up to him, he injected me with something that made me feel weak and woozy. My limbs felt heavy and I was having trouble comprehending anything, but I do remember him pushing me into his car. When I came to, I was chained in a chair where he told me that he was going to let me go but he wanted to tell me something first.”

      “Could you see where you were?” Marcus asks.

      “No, I was blindfolded. I could hear him to my left, though. There was nothing I could pinpoint about him without my sight. He told me that he was taken from a doctor who was supposed to be performing surgery on him, and instead, the doctor told his family he’d died during surgery.”

      “Dr. Dansby?” Finn asks.

      “No, a Dr. Novak. He said he woke up in a room with strange women, including Molly Harper, whose body we found buried in Huang’s yard. He claimed that each of the people in the room either had no family or something happened to them where their family thought they were dead, which is why the vampires targeted them. That’s when they were taken and put into a cage where each of them were sold to vampires who used them as a blood source.”

      “Let me get this right,” Brooks says. “He’s claiming our governor is one of these people? I mean he targeted him as well.”

      “Yes.”

      “He saw him at this so-called sale?” Marcus asks, sounding suspicious, and I realize how foolish it is of me to just automatically believe River when we need facts. We need proof. He’s already lied to me once; who knows how much of this is lies too? “We’re going to believe a serial killer human when he says there’s a human blood bank ring going on in our city that we don’t know about?”

      Finn sets a hand on Marcus’s chest and pushes him back. “Whether or not it’s a lie or an exaggeration, Huang does have bodies on his property that match the story. Multiple feedings have been performed on each of the women, telling us that he was using them as a food source.”

      “Why not go to the police? Why not bring this information to us?” Marcus asks.

      “He claims that they’d bragged about how they stayed under the radar because someone from law enforcement is on their side,” I say.

      “But he captured you and thinks you’re trustworthy enough to spill everything to?” Alexei asks, rightfully suspicious.

      I sigh because the barrage of questions is just making me tired and more frustrated. “I don’t know!”

      “He tossed your phone, shut off your body cam, and removed all other forms of communication from you. I think he knew what he was doing and had this planned to target you,” Marcus says.

      I sigh again, not knowing who to trust. “Maybe he did. Maybe I’m the fool who played right into his trap. I’m just telling you what I know.”

      “I know,” Marcus says, voice softening a little.

      Finn pats Marcus’s arm. “Marcus gets overly frustrated when someone’s one step ahead of us,” Finn says. And I get it. I think we all get frustrated like that and maybe I’m just a bit testy because I don’t know what to believe and what to do. These people surrounding me are my friends, but do I trust them with the truth? Marcus was ready to condemn the man before he even got all the facts.

      I inform them, “Whether it’s the truth or not, we have a side to the story we didn’t have before. It’s too bad this side doesn’t want to talk to us and answer questions, but at least we have something to work with. It’s our jobs now to find proof on how correct or incorrect it is.”

      “Where did he let you loose at?” Finn asks.

      “He told me to walk and if I didn’t he’d shoot me and he led me out somewhere. Then he told me to stay with the blindfold on for five minutes and removed the binds. I didn’t wait the full five minutes because I couldn’t hear his footsteps anymore. I was in the middle of a field. I have a general idea of the location,” I lie, really hoping there’s a good field near River’s.

      Brooks nods. “Okay. DeGray, I want to get a sample of your blood so we’ll have that for a toxicology report. We need to figure out what he’s using, and hopefully, we’ll find traces of it in your blood. I know it’s late and everyone’s tired, so we’ll get the necessities done and dive in tomorrow morning.”
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      It’s four in the morning and I can’t sleep. Instead, I’m staring at a piece of paper wondering why I can’t seem to press my pencil against it and make anything out of it.

      Banshee is sitting on my lap wondering why I can’t just sit still so she can sleep.

      The knock on my door startles me still. For a moment, fear spikes inside of me as I question if Corbyn is here. Have I been too careless?

      That’s when I realize that my flimsy little door wouldn’t keep a vampire out and if he wanted in, he’d just tear it off the wall, which means it’s likely someone else. I go over to it and peek through the peephole.

      No, no, no.

      This is almost worse. Can I hide? Should I pretend I’m not here?

      “I can hear you in there, you realize that, right?”

      Fuck. “Yeah, of course. Just checking who it is,” I say as I pull the door open and look at Bentley.

      “I would ask if I could come in but I’m mad at you so I’m letting myself in,” he says as he pushes on inside, folds his arms over his chest, and just stares at me.

      I don’t know what to say or do because I feel awful about lying to him, I feel awful about the situation, and I just feel awful in general.

      “I’m sorry?” I try.

      “You’re an asshole.”

      “I told you not to get attached to me!” I say, but I bow my head because I don’t deserve any kindness from him.

      “Too fucking late. I don’t know why or when but it’s too fucking late. I seem to be drawn to things that are bound and determined to ruin my life,” he says as he unfolds his arms and walks past me and over to where I’d had my notebook set up. “What were you doing?”

      “I couldn’t sleep so I was trying to draw.”

      He rips a blank piece of paper out of the empty pad and grabs one of my pencils before sitting down. It’s such a strange move that I’m wildly confused by it.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Drawing. If you think it’d help you, maybe it’ll help me understand why. So sit your ass down. We’re going to draw.”

      This… is a strange turn of events. Slowly, I walk over to my notebook and pick it up before choosing my pencil. I try to think about what to draw before realizing that if I can’t look away from him, I might as well draw him.

      I pull my knees up, using them as an easel as I begin to sketch. As we sit in silence—the only sound is the scratching of pencils against paper—I question why he came back. Does he want more information out of me? Does he want proof? What does he want from me, and why can’t I stop wanting him? Why am I so fucking happy he returned and doesn’t hate me?

      “There. I’m done,” he says as he flips his drawing around to face me and a laugh instantly escapes me. I don’t know why I thought he was going to be good at drawing—maybe it was the overconfidence he exuded when he snatched up the paper—but the drawing is anything but.

      Somehow, I think it’s supposed to resemble me but with the oversized head and beady eyes it looks more alien.

      “Is that from your alien porn book?” I tease.

      He grins at me then looks at the drawing and starts laughing. “No. This is what you look like in my eyes.”

      “Is that my penis?” I ask as I point at the bottom.

      “No, that’s your plaque. It says, ‘First place liar and asshole.’”

      “Ah. I didn’t give you a plaque. I didn’t know we were doing plaques,” I say as I turn back to my sketch and quickly draw it.

      “Let me see yours if you think mine is so funny.”

      I flip my drawing around and his eyebrows shoot up. “I present your face.”

      He’s clearly shocked as he says, “Um… huh… wow. You’re really good.”

      I don’t know why that compliment makes me feel so happy. “Thanks. I’ve always loved to draw.”

      “What’s the plaque say?”

      “World’s best bat boy.”

      “Ah, thank you. I’ve always wanted to be a bat boy.”

      My smile falls. “Bentley… I don’t know what you told them. I don’t know if you’re sitting here to keep me from running while they prepare to make an arrest, and I’m not even sure I care. I don’t know if I’m doing the right thing or the wrong thing. I don’t even understand what I’m doing and if I’m doing it wrong, but somehow in the past six months, my life has gone from bad to worse. I found out I had a brain tumor and I was dying, I was deceived, used, abused, I killed a man, and then when I escaped, I found out my own family thought I was dead, and what did I have left? Nothing. I was going to die in a month or two or three anyway, I might as well take as many assholes down with me as I could. I hated even bringing Banshee in my life, but I made the neighbor promise that if I didn’t say something to him once every two or three days to come in and get her.”

      I bite my lip and twist my fingers together. “And then you fell in my life and I knew it was fucking wrong of me. I mean, who goes and flirts with someone and makes them care about you when you’re fucking dying? How selfish is that? I hated myself for it, but I couldn’t stop because you were making me feel something for the first time in so long. You were making life mean something. And I’m sorry I was such a selfish asshole. I’m so sorry I did this to you.”

      “I don’t think it’s selfish. I wish things were different, though. But it’s not your fault for wanting to cling onto someone after all you’ve been through.”

      I look up and catch his eyes. “Bentley… I don’t want to die. And I don’t know why I’m doing this beyond the selfish reason that these assholes took what was the rest of my life. I had six months and instead of letting me live those months with the people I love doing what I enjoy, I was tortured in a fucking room alone. They took what little moments I had left and just destroyed them. And I want to make them pay for that, but I’m not a killer. Even knowing what they did, shooting Huang made me sick. Even though I know he deserved it and I know that now that he’s dead he’ll never kill anyone ever again, I feel awful. Fuck…”

      I close my eyes and just sink down into it all. I’m pretty sure that if I don’t start kicking, I’m going to drown in my emotions and failures. I hear a noise and open my eyes as Bentley sits down next to me.

      “I think it’s human nature to be a little selfish every now and then, but in this case, I don’t blame you. I’m tired of death, River. I’m so tired of the people dying around me, but maybe it just means that they needed someone there for them and I was the only one who’d fill the hole. I don’t know where life will take us from here, but I’ll stand by your side and see this to the end. I will make them pay for what they did to you.”

      I nod as I try to swallow down the lump in my throat. I feel like I’m choking on it. I feel like I can’t breathe as he wraps his arms around me and pulls me into him. Desperately, I grab onto him like he’s an anchor. He’ll keep me grounded in this world I’m left swimming in. I draw in a deep breath as my fingers dig into his back. “Thank you. Thank you so much. I’ll never be able to thank you enough for what you’ve done for me. Thank you.”

      I don’t want to let go of him. It doesn’t matter how long he hangs on to me, I feel like the moment I let go, I’m going to drown again, but when he slowly pulls away, I know I can’t force him back. “Do you want to stay here?”

      He hesitates before shaking his head. “I need to go home. We can’t let this be a relationship. I don’t think I can handle loving two dying people right now.”

      I nod even though it hurts. “I understand.”

      “I need time to process and think on it.”

      “I know. I understand. It was selfish of me to ask.”

      “No, it wasn’t,” he says as he stands up and starts toward the door. I follow after him and scoop up Banshee so I can hug her to me.

      He hesitates at the door as I stare at him while hoping my desire for him to stay here doesn’t show too badly. “I mean… it is four in the morning. And it’d be another fifteen minutes for me to get home. Just… don’t look at me, and it’ll be no different, right?” Bentley asks.

      “Completely the same as being home,” I say with a smile. “The only difference would be my sweet cat.”

      “I can sleep on the couch.”

      “If I don’t look at you, you can sleep in the bed. Did you want a shower? I can not look at you in the shower too,” I say.

      He smiles. “No, I draw the line there. I literally just found out you’ve got this evil supervillain plan going on and I’m supposed to arrest you.”

      “You can handcuff me if you want,” I tease as I head back toward my bedroom. I grab him a pair of shorts that’ll be a little tight on him, but he’ll survive, and a T-shirt. I aim him toward the bathroom and head to my own room. I sit down on the bed and set Banshee down. She starts kneading my leg because she knows it causes me pain and she loves blood, but I don’t bother moving her.

      When DeGray comes out, he stands in the doorway staring at me before I remember I’m not supposed to look at him.

      “Whoops. I looked. I was just hoping you’d have your shirt off and be dabbing at your wet neck with your towel like they do in the movies.”

      “Sorry,” he says as he heads over to the bed and climbs in like it’s nothing. I would have hemmed and hawed for way too long before climbing in.

      Banshee reaches out a paw and smacks Bentley’s hand with it, like she’s annoyed he’s taking up space in her bed, as I lie down.

      “I’m sorry my cat’s evil,” I say.

      “She’s not evil. I think she just wants to protect you from everything,” he says as he holds a hand out to Banshee. She hisses at him before sniffing it hesitantly. He gently rubs a single finger against her cheek and while she doesn’t lean into him, she also doesn’t bite him, which is progress.

      He reaches past Banshee and sets the same finger against my cheek. “Do you have any other secrets you need to spill?”

      “I really like you.”

      He moves his hand over my eyes. “Does life always have to be this hard?”

      “I’m sorry,” I say, and I mean it so much.

      “It’s not your fault,” he says, but I’m not sure whose fault it would be, then. “Good night.”

      “Night, Bentley,” I say, hugging Banshee to myself as she purrs. For a long while, I lie awake, but even after the day’s events, even after everything that’s happened, I find myself feeling safe. So I burrow my face in Banshee’s fur and wait for the morning to come.
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      I really would’ve gotten more sleep going home, but the way River was looking at me just pulled me back in. How am I supposed to become unattached if I’m letting myself get more attached?

      He was restless throughout the night and left at some point to get something in the kitchen. Even now, he’s sleeping fitfully. The cat crawls over to him and lays her body over his head before curling up. Then she watches me with vibrant green eyes that seem to be all-knowing. I’ve never felt as judged as I do at this moment.

      I try to be quiet as I get out of bed, but he immediately notices it and wakes up.

      “Morning,” he mumbles.

      “I didn’t mean to wake you,” I say.

      “You didn’t. The cat becoming one with my face did. Sometimes she tries to wrap her whole body around me, and I’m not sure if it’s love or she’s trying to make it hard for me to breathe. She might be trying to kill me,” he says.

      To me it looks like she’s trying to protect him. They say cats can detect illnesses in people. Can she sense his?

      He pulls her down as she digs her claws into his face and yowls before biting his nose.

      Or maybe he’s right and she’s trying to kill him.

      “Ow! Dammit, Banshee! Let me get up!”

      At least I notice she doesn’t draw blood on him like she does to me. He grabs her and pins her down before kissing her face. She gives him a look of disgust but doesn’t even try to get away.

      “There are so many nice animals out there,” he says. “And this is the one I end up with.”

      “She loves you,” I say with a smile as he sits up.

      “She loves the idea of me feeding her and her chewing on my face,” he says, but he lights up every time he holds her, so I’m not sure who he’s trying to fool.

      “I have spare clothes in my car I’m going to grab,” I say.

      “Okay. I would make you breakfast, but I don’t actually have anything for you to eat. I could like… make some waffles and then bleed all over them. Does that sound appetizing?”

      “Delicious, honestly,” I joke. “I don’t even know what waffles taste like.”

      He gasps dramatically. “Oh my god, you don’t? They taste like little bites of heaven.”

      “What’s ice cream taste like?” I ask.

      “Cold bites of heaven.”

      “What’s heaven taste like?”

      “Ice cream, obviously,” he says before stretching and pushing himself up. I don’t miss the way he sets his hand on the table to steady himself, and I can’t help but wonder if there were other signs I’ve missed since I met him.

      “What are the symptoms?” I ask.

      He looks over at me before I realize that maybe he doesn’t want to talk about it. Maybe he likes to pretend it doesn’t exist and that’s fine too.

      I hold my hand up. “Sorry, you don’t have to talk about it.”

      “It’s not too bad. Headaches, dizziness, rarely nausea and vomiting. The headaches are the worst. But I’m fine, I promise. It could be worse—the doctors told me I could start having seizures as the tumor presses on my brain.”

      I nod, finding myself at a loss for words as I head for the door to get my clothes. By the time I return he’s feeding Banshee her food, which seems to please the demon greatly.

      After changing, I come in and see that he’s printing something. When I walk in, he holds the paper out to me with a gloved hand. “Here’s the list of names from what I can remember,” he says. “The ones at the top here, above the line, I’m positive on. The ones below the line are names the vampire who bought me mentioned at some point.”

      “And he went by Corbyn?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      I’d looked it up but found nothing remarkable. There were countless Corbyns and the likelihood that it was his documented name was probably next to none, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t worth looking into.

      I take the paper and glance down at the list of names:

      
        
        Trent Wilder

        George White

        Bo Huang

        __________

        Dr. Vick Dansby

        David Carlston

        Tabitha Herald

      

      

      I don’t recognize all of the names, but I’ll look into them as soon as I get to work. “Please promise me you’ll stay here and just let me handle it?”

      He nods. “For now. But if I see no progress being made, I’m going to finish it. I have to. I don’t have much time left to keep people from suffering like me. I really want to end this.”

      “Okay, I understand,” I say, positive that with my team at the VRC we’ll be able to unwind this.

      He grabs my wrist as I turn to the door, so I look back at him. “Bentley, I don’t know how deep this goes. I don’t know how many people in law enforcement are a part of this. I don’t want them to target you because of me, so please… I’m begging you, please be safe and don’t risk anything. He made it sound like there was so much control from the police that no one would ever be able to take them down. That he knew he was safe and so was everyone else because they were protected.” River sighs. “I don’t know. I guess I’m just anxious that you’re going to get hurt because of me, and that’s the last thing I want to happen.”

      “I’ll be careful,” I assure him.

      “Just because you’re a vampire doesn’t make you invincible. Please remember that.”

      I nod because I understand, but sometimes I get caught up in the idea that I don’t care. I don’t believe I’m invincible like Marcus, but occasionally, I let the weight of shit in my life weigh me down enough that I take added risks. Why keep living when everyone around me is constantly dying?

      “Please,” River says.

      I give him a smile and a nod. “I will. I promise.”

      Then I turn to the door and head for work as a whirlwind of questions weigh me down. What should I do? What’s right? What’s wrong?

      When I reach work, I’ve answered no more questions than before. But as I walk in and see Wren standing there, I slow down.

      “What. The. Fuck,” Marcus growls from behind me, and everyone in the office turns to look our way. I sidestep him so A) I don’t get trampled in his journey to make Wren suffer and B) it doesn’t look like I’m with Marcus.

      “Oh boy,” Finn says as he steps up beside me. “Do you think he’ll make Wren fly again? Did I ever tell you how much I loved that?” He’s referring to our last large case that Wren had been called in on. He’d immediately hated Finn because he was a human in the VRC, and even threatened him until Marcus pinned him against the wall and shouted at him.

      “You don’t need to,” I say. “You’ve talked about it enough that I’m positive everyone knows.”

      “‘He is mine!’” Finn echoes blissfully. He’s so strange but in a good way. I think it’s that smile that just makes every ridiculous thing out of his mouth seem normal.

      “You’re so weird, moj zanuda,” Alexei says as he walks in. Then he sees Wren and literally growls before rushing up to help Marcus, like the two of them will behead Wren together. Sometimes I wonder how we keep from getting kicked out of law enforcement. Our entire group is filled with people who are rarely law-abiding or normal.

      “Well, this is going to be fun,” Finn says as he walks into the room and I follow after him.

      “What are you doing here?” Marcus growls.

      “I’ve been assigned to take over your case because you were doing an inadequate job at it,” Wren says defiantly.

      “That wasn’t why,” Brooks says as he walks over to us. “We got word from higher up that with all of these important vampires getting threatened, they’re insisting on a team that specializes in similar cases to take over, so we’re to brief them today.”

      “We have to work with them?” Marcus asks, sounding horribly disgusted.

      Brooks looks hesitant as he shakes his head. “No, it’ll become their case, and we’ll be moved on to a case that’s district level.”

      “We’ve been pulled off the case and for what?” Finn asks, clearly irritated. “We’ve gotten plenty of information on it. We’ve been doing our job well and making progress.”

      “After the incident with DeGray, they think it’d be best for a specialized team,” Brooks says, not looking at all thrilled about this either.

      “You act like we haven’t been hurt or had issues on the job before,” Marcus says. “Who ordered this?”

      Brooks sighs. “Come on, Marcus, let’s go talk with Wren and see what we can settle. There’s nothing we can do about this to make it any different.”

      The three of them head to the office where it wouldn’t surprise me in the slightest if Marcus popped Wren’s head off while he was in there. At least it won’t take much detective work to find the culprit.

      “Is this my fault?” I ask.

      Finn shakes his head. “No, it’s not your fault. I think someone’s getting anxious and wants a more specialized team on it. Maybe they’re wondering if they’re next?”

      “They’re going to be next when I get done with them,” Alexei growls as he storms over to his computer and starts answering emails. I’d hate to be the victims that get those emails. After fifteen minutes, Marcus returns and walks over to us.

      He throws up his hands and sighs. “I tried. The case is theirs. There’s nothing we can do about it and everything is now out of our hands and into theirs. We’re supposed to spend the morning sharing our wealth of information with them,” he growls. It’s going to be a long morning.

      I join the team as we meet with Wren’s team. He has a new person who seems to be taking the place of Smith named Foster, who is a nice lady who kind of takes over whenever Wren gets snippy. She’s clearly much more in charge than Smith was. He also has a man named Grant who just watches quietly while jotting everything we say down. When we’re done sharing with them, Wren has me join Foster and Grant in a “private discussion” where I’m supposed to share anything and everything from the previous night, like I hadn’t already shared it ten times.

      “It’s all in the reports, and I told you everything back there,” I say, referring to the meeting we’d had as a group.

      “We just want to make sure we didn’t miss anything,” Foster says with a smile.

      Grant flips through some papers and refences his notebook since he still believes in the traditional way of taking notes. “So you said that you were within eyesight of your partner?”

      “I was until I saw the man and moved toward him. I didn’t want to draw attention to my presence by calling for Karsyn, which was a blunder on my part. I should never have stepped away from Karsyn.”

      Grant nods. “Mistakes happen. Okay, just let’s run through the body type of the person again. Height, approximately?”

      My mind flashes over to River’s soft smile, dark hair, and rich brown eyes. I can describe him far too well. “Shorter than me but not by much. Maybe two inches.”

      “Weight?”

      “His clothes were very baggy, but I’d say average weight, maybe on the thin side. It was hard to tell with his clothes.”

      Grant jots something down before tapping his pen against his chin. “So he was able to get you to his car, right? Can you tell me anything beyond it being a car? Color? Make? Model? Even whether it was a two or four door?”

      I pretend to spend a long time thinking. River seems to drive two different cars, but I don’t know whose name this one is in and if it can be traced back to him. And how does he have the cars? If people think he’s dead… did he buy them? Some cash deal that left his name out of it? But then where’d he get the money?

      “DeGray?” Foster asks gently.

      I shake my head. “Sorry. Yeah, so um… I’m trying to think. Whatever that drug was, it was debilitating. I felt like everything became impossible to focus on. Did you ever figure out what it was?”

      “They’re still working on what it might be,” Foster says. “But we’ll let you know as soon as we do.”

      I nod, but now that they’re done with me, I’m not sure what to do. In the afternoon, Marcus ends up putting me on a different case, but my mind is wound up in this one. I just got done promising River I’d help him, and now I’m not allowed to touch the case with a ten-foot pole.

      Thankfully, Brooks lets us go early since our previous night had led to little sleep, so I head to the florist and pick up some flowers for Dorothy. Then I drive to the hospital to sit with her.

      When I walk in, she’s sleeping, so I take a seat and sit alone with my thoughts until she wakes up.

      “Peter?” she asks.

      “It’s Bentley,” I say.

      “Ah, that’s right. Why do you look so thoughtful today?”

      “Well… work’s been insane, and I’ve been dealing with some personal stuff.”

      “The nurse is very cute. She’d liven you right up!”

      I sigh, wondering when she’ll stop playing matchmaker. “You think all your nurses are cute,” I remind her.

      She laughs. “Let’s hear it. What happened?”

      So I tell her… some of it. I leave out a few pieces in case there are prying ears around, but I share enough. I know she won’t even remember by the time I see her again, but it feels nice to just be truthful with someone.

      “So now you don’t know what to do because he’s dying?” she asks.

      “I don’t know what to do about any of it. He’s a criminal, he’s dying, and I can’t stop thinking about all of it. My mind is a mess. A part of me feels like he deceived me, but another part knows he wasn’t malicious. But why do I think it wasn’t malicious?”

      “Well… if you’re going to think about him anyway, why not enjoy it?” she asks.

      “Because then I’ll be sadder when he dies.”

      “I know death bothers you more than most because you feel like everyone around you dies. But didn’t the memories we have together outweigh the prospect of my death? Everyone dies, Benny. If you fixate on their death how will you ever enjoy their life?”

      “I don’t want to be hurt again. I’m tired of being hurt,” I admit.

      “Aren’t we all?” she asks. “So you might as well enjoy as much as you can! It doesn’t matter who you come to love or care about, you never know when they’re going to die.”

      It’s different. It’s so much different because his life is just ticking away, and I can either walk away now or get more invested in it.

      “Ooh! Were you going to read to me?” she asks. “I miss reading to my students. Do you think class will start back up again?”

      “It’s still summer break.”

      “Ah, right, but we need to pick the perfect book to start off the year with. The first one’s always the most important. Did you bring more choices?”

      “I did,” I say as I pull them out. “Want to pick?”

      She picks one about a boy going on an adventure, and I spend the next hour reading it to her.
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      “I’m surprised you came back,” I admit as Bentley walks through the door into my apartment.

      “If anyone’s going to handcuff you, it’s going to be me,” he teases.

      I try not to grin like a psychopath as he passes me. It’s probably a little off-putting how much I’m smiling but I can’t stop, and I guess if he can handle knowing I’m dying and a criminal he can handle some smiling. “I’m so happy you’re back and I’m trying to play it cool, but I can’t stop smiling at you.”

      He starts laughing as he shuts the door. “So I’ve been at war with myself all day because you clearly like making my life difficult. And I still have no fucking idea what I’m doing, but I thought that since you… missed out on time with what happened to you, we could do all the things you wanted to do.”

      I look at him in surprise. “I’m… supposed to be taking down a crime thingy, not… enjoying life.”

      “No, the VRC is taking them down. You have to trust me that we’re going to do something. You don’t need to do this alone,” he says.

      “They… they believed you? They’re going to do something?” I ask in surprise.

      He gives me a reassuring smile. “Whether they believed me or not doesn’t matter. What you have to understand is that at the VRC, we don’t weigh our decisions on who we believe or trust, we weigh them on facts. And right now, that’s what we’re looking for. We’re going to find the facts and proof for all of this. Okay? For now, there’s nothing more we can do today anyway. I can assure you that you’ve harassed them enough that everyone’s going to be on high alert. The governor is locked down tight, as is probably everyone else who might be involved in this.”

      I nod, understanding what he’s saying and knowing he’s right. This is his specialty. This is what they do, so there’s no reason not to trust him. “For now. For today, I’ll go along with this.”

      “Okay. I want you to write down everything you were planning on doing. Like a bucket list,” he says as he reveals a notebook he must have brought with him.

      “Fine,” I say as I take it and rip out a page. “But you have to too, then.”

      He nods. “Okay. I can do that.”

      We sit down at the table and Banshee sits in the spare chair so she can judge us. I rip out another piece of paper, ball it up, and set it before her. She smacks it around, pleased.

      “We have five minutes,” I say.

      “It doesn’t have to be a race but sure, I suppose I don’t mind winning.”

      I grin at him. “The one with the most items wins, and we do one of them.”

      “Okay… ready?”

      “Yes.”

      “Go!”

      I stare down at the long blank piece of paper and hesitate. I mean… before the fake surgery, I had it all figured out… at least, I thought I did. We loved playing board games as a family, and we’d come together every Thursday no matter what we were doing to play. The next week was my brother’s choice, and I knew he was going to pick Monopoly because it was ridiculously long and he always won.

      So I write down Monopoly.

      I glance up at Bentley to find him hovered over the paper, writing away. How can he figure this out so quickly? How can I, after three minutes, only have Monopoly written down? Am I thinking too much? I think I’m getting caught up in my head.

      Okay, okay. Let’s see…

      And so I write. It’s slow going, but by the end of it, I have ten things written down.

      “Want to share?” Bentley asks.

      “Sure. You go first.”

      “Okay. First up is that I want to take Dorothy out to see the sunset. She keeps complaining that the sunset is always on the wrong side of her room. You?”

      “I want to play Monopoly. I hate the game so much, but it was the next game we were playing in our lineup of family games.”

      “I also want to play Monopoly. I’ve never played it before and only heard about its ability to shatter family relationships.”

      I snicker because our family was always so low-key about that kind of stuff. “Great. It’s not how you shatter relationships, it’s how you test how strong they are. Can they withstand Monopoly? Play and you’ll find out! Now your turn.”

      “I want to figure out how to take care of fish so I don’t have to pay the neighbor to take care of them for me since I don’t want to lose a single one of Dorothy’s precious fish. Dorothy’s named them all. And you better bet that I can’t remember any of their names,” he says with a grin.

      “You still overfeeding them?”

      “No, I got scolded for that and have promised to never do it again. You?”

      “I want to see you run naked down the street,” I say, just to see his reaction.

      He shakes his head. “I mean, if it’s on the list, we have to do it. I want to take you some place you’ve never gone before.”

      “Aw, yours is so sweet compared to what I want to do with you.”

      “Hey, I never said I wanted to take you to a nice place you’ve never gone to before. Have you ever been to the dump?”

      I grin at him. “No, but it sounds amazing if you’re the one taking me there. Okay. My next one is that I want to ride a bull for eight seconds. I’m not actually sure I want to do this, but it popped in my head and I was like, why not?”

      He snickers. “That sounds entertaining, at least. Okay, Dorothy loves animals, so I want to smuggle an animal in for her to play with.”

      “I…” My voice catches as I look down at the evil sentence. “I want to hear my mother’s voice,” I somehow manage to choke out. “I really want to tell them I’m alright… but I know I can’t.”

      Bentley gives me a sad smile. “I’m sorry—”

      I give him a look of alarm because he cannot apologize or the sadness will just smack me right in the face. “No! Don’t be sentimental or you’ll make my bravado weaken. Quick. Say something ridiculous.”

      “Um… um… I want to go skydiving!”

      “Perfect! But I won’t join you on that one. I want to sneak into an amusement park after hours.”

      “You want to break in?” Bentley asks in surprise.

      “It just… sounds really exciting and I’ve never done anything like ‘bad boy’ before,” I say. “I never even had a detention!”

      The way Bentley narrows his eyes and cocks his head makes me laugh.

      “Before all of this! I’m a good person. They’re assholes! They’ve murdered people. Don’t make me feel guilty,” I whine.

      “I’m sorry. That wasn’t fair of me. I know. It’s quite often we are stuck doing questionable things to protect the ones we care about. Why don’t we get started on the list? Something simple. Monopoly!”

      “I don’t have a board. Playing Monopoly with Banshee didn’t sound too fun so I never bought one.”

      “Playing anything with that dem—cat doesn’t sound too fun. Hmm… well, the store’s right down the road, come on,” he says as he hops up and heads for the door. I hesitate before realizing that if a sexy man is asking me to head out to buy a Monopoly board with him, then I’m going to go get a Monopoly board.

      As soon as we’re both seated in the car, he backs out and heads toward the store. “Just keep adding to the list, and we’ll try to knock a few out every day,” he says.

      “Why are you so nice?” I ask suspiciously. “It has to be a trick, right? Is this like in Carrie and you’re going to dump pig blood on me?”

      “Why would I waste perfectly good blood just to dump it on your head? Wait… are you expecting me to lick it off you or something?”

      I grin at him. The idea of him licking me sounds quite tempting but if what he’s licking is blood I’m not quite sure I’m the man for the task. “I don’t know, it’s your fetish, not mine.”

      Bentley shakes his head as he hangs a right. “Maybe it is, maybe it’s not. Maybe you just have to wait and see, dumpling.”

      “And now you’re calling me food items again,” I say as I dramatically sigh.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about, meat pie.”

      “Dontcha, bat boy?”

      He grins as he hits his left blinker but at the stop sign, he flicks it off and ends up going straight. It’s getting dark out, so I’m unsure what he’s doing until he pulls over and gets out of the car.

      “What are you doing?” I ask suspiciously but still positive I’d follow this man to the ends of the earth for some reason.

      “Come on.”

      I jump out and follow him as he walks over to a fence. He grabs me around the waist and then we’re suddenly on the other side of the fence.

      “Is this where you feast upon my blood?” I ask.

      “Not yet.”

      And that’s when I see them eyeing us. Dozens of eyes lock on to us as I stare at them uncertainly.

      “I was kind of joking about the riding the bull thing, and I’m pretty sure this is illegal.” The cattle, already bored with us, go back to consuming grass.

      “I know the person who owns them. She won’t care in the slightest,” he says as he heads toward the herd of cattle.

      “She’s going to shoot us!” I say as I follow after him.

      “You want to sneak into an amusement park, but this is too much?” he asks before he takes off at a jog. “Come on.”

      “I can’t believe we’re doing this,” I say as I trail after him. “We’re going to get caught and probably shot and the cow’s going to kick me in the face.”

      “Eight seconds is all you have to stay on for,” he says as he slows down since the cattle are watching us again and a vampire running at them would probably be a bit terrifying. There is clear confusion on their faces as the vampire and human creep toward them.

      “Which one do you want?” he asks.

      “Are any actually bulls?”

      “Shhh, just pretend those droopy things are testicles.”

      “Their udders?” I ask.

      “Testicles.”

      “Four of them?”

      He looks so amused by this that I can’t keep the huge smile I’m wearing at bay. “Yep. Special bulls,” he says before pointing at a tall stout one who is scrutinizing us. “That one.”

      Of course he points to the one with a clear look of murder in her eyes. “That one looks like it’s going to eat me!”

      “That’s the goal. You want the meanest-looking one with the best buck.”

      “Oh my god, I’m going to die here and now, aren’t I? All because of a stupid joke I made!”

      “I’ll catch you unless her—I mean the bull’s buck is so powerful s—he shoots your body right through my arms and you splat onto the ground. Only one way to find out,” he says as he grabs me. “Ready?”

      “There’s nothing to hang on to!”

      “Use your imagination.”

      “How do I hang on to my imagination? Oh my god, this thing’s going to murder me, isn’t it?”

      Bentley shrugs. “This rock could murder you if you like tripped over it and slid under the cow’s hooves and she stomped on your face. Live a little. Are you ready?”

      I mean, this is the last of my life we’re talking about. I need to live a little. I don’t want to die with regrets, and I know not doing it will be a regret. Well… doing it might also be a regret. “Let’s do it!” I decide.

      He picks me up and sets me on the cow’s back. I try to cling to her as she lifts her leg. Can I wrap my arms around her neck? Will leaning forward allow her to buck me off faster? She’s going to throw me to the ground and trample me with her hooves. The herd will help her with my murder and all that will be left is little red hooves with the proof of my blood.

      She throws her head down hard and I prepare for it, but… she just goes back to eating.

      “I… I feel a little foolish,” I say as I realize how much I’m clinging onto this beast.

      “You just have to wait it out. Eight… seven…”

      “Oh my god. Don’t count! She’s not even moving!”

      Bentley is trying his hardest not to laugh. “She’s like a vampire. She’s moving so fast you can’t even follow it with your eyes. Only three more seconds!”

      Her tail swishes at a pesky bug and she stomps her hoof to get the fly to relocate.

      “Do I at least look cool?”

      “You look ridiculously sexy. Like a true cowboy.”

      I’m laughing too hard now as she starts walking. “Oh my god! She was just waiting for me to lower my defenses! She’s going to kill me. Save me!”

      She wanders about three feet over to a better stretch of grass and continues eating.

      “What was that?” Bentley asks. “Your voice was so shrill it was hard to hear what you wanted.”

      “Shhh.”

      “How fast was she going there? It was like lightning. I could barely keep up with you,” he says, a huge grin on his handsome and irritating face.

      “Yeah, well, it’s because you weren’t up here that you didn’t realize just how fast she was going.”

      “In all my years, I’ve never seen anything faster. Even Marcus who is ancient can’t even move that fast.”

      “I hope you step in cow shit,” I say as he laughs and laughs.

      “If I were you, I would honestly consider a career in bull riding after this. You’re a natural, River.”

      I slide off the cow and turn my back to Bentley. “Forget you,” I say as I pet the cow’s face. “You’re a nice little cow. Ferocious and fast, but nice.”

      Her huge tongue stretches out and licks up my arm.

      “Looks like you arrived a boy and are leaving a man,” Bentley says as I whirl on him.

      “Alright, that’s enough! I’m going to end you!” I shout as I run toward him.

      He rushes away from me, and even though I know there’s absolutely no way I can catch him, I still chase him through the field and back to the car. When I catch up, he’s chilling there, leaning against the car while checking his watch as I arrive slightly out of breath.

      “Ah, finally decided to arrive, I see.”

      “It was hard climbing the fence as you watched me struggle.”

      He grins at me. “Off on our next adventure. To explore the grand world of Monop-oly.”

      “Stop trying to make things sound more exciting than they actually are! Elongating syllables does nothing but make you seem like a weirdo.”

      “Good, good,” he says, like he’s satisfied with being called that. He glances down and grins before pointing at his groin. “I like your fluff.”

      I look down at all the white and black hair coating my black pants. “No! Now I have a hairy dick and ass. I just… wanted to be sexy for you for five minutes and I can’t even manage that.”

      He doesn’t seem too concerned as he laughs his way into the car. We drive to the closest Walmart and get out before I stop him on his side.

      “You know what you have to do,” I say, arms folded, feeling defiant.

      “Go… get the board game?”

      “No. Streak.”

      “Oh lord. You want me to get fired, don’t you?”

      “It’s harder for you to arrest me and expose my secret if you’re in prison,” I joke.

      “Makes sense,” he says as he unbuttons his shirt and I realize that he’s really going to do it.

      The look on my face is probably built off pure glee as I watch him toss his shirt inside and unbutton his pants. He raises an eyebrow before pushing his pants down so he’s just in his boxer briefs.

      “You ready?” he asks before looking around to make sure no one is watching.

      “Delightedly ready,” I say as I watch him yank his underwear off, but before I can see anything he’s zipped around the car and pulled half his clothes back on.

      “Dammit, Bentley! I wanted to see the goods!”

      “The goods flip-flopped all around as I toured the outside of the car,” he teases.

      “Wow, that’s sexy. I’ve never had such a sexy pickup line before,” I say as he buttons his shirt before anyone notices us. “You know what this is like? The dollar store version of a bucket list.”

      He starts laughing before grabbing me in his arms and pulling me to him. “No! I’m sorry! I’ll get you a bull and streak for real for you.”

      I find myself sinking into his arms and grabbing desperately tight onto him. I hadn’t realized how much I’ve missed human—er… person contact. My family is an extremely huggy family, and I didn’t realize how much I could miss that. “And somehow this is all so much more superior than what I thought it’d be. I don’t want a bull. A docile cow was scary enough, and I don’t want you to rot in jail and lose your job. I honestly love this far too much.”

      “Okay. But if you want to do any of it better, let me know,” he says as he pulls back from the hug.

      “I don’t think it can get better.”
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      I feel awful that I haven’t told River that I was practically kicked off his case. I know if I do tell him, he’s going to rush back out there, and I’m only able to keep him away by promising that the VRC is determined to solve the case. So I try to make it look like I’m still working while spending all of my time digging into River’s case.

      “DeGray?” Finn asks as he pops up next to me.

      “What’s up?”

      “I need someone to drive me to my doctor’s appointment and Marcus has my car and Karsyn’s supposedly busy and I would really appreciate it if you could help. It’s kind of on your way home, but if you can’t, please don’t worry about it.”

      “Of course I can,” I say. “I’m finishing up now. Are you ready?”

      “I am,” he says as I notice he has a limp to his step that he’s trying really hard to cover up as he walks over to his desk. Finn has been extremely stubborn about his leg and arm because he’s under this strange impression that we’re going to judge him or think he can’t do as much or some other nonsense that only he worries about.

      “What’d you do?” I ask as I gather my stuff and head over to him.

      He gives me a stubborn look. “What? I did nothing. I have no idea what you’re talking about. Let’s go before Marcus finds me and skins me alive,” he says as he painfully hurries toward the door.

      “I’d like to offer to help you in some way, but I know you’re allergic to help and it would probably result in you breaking out in a rash.”

      Finn grins at me. “I would. Unless you’re hoping to cause me physical and emotional pain, no helping is allowed.”

      “Good to know,” I joke as I at least open the doors for him. “I could bring the car up. Not because of you but because I enjoy driving the car up to the front door before I leave work in the hopes I get one last look at Marcus’s scowling face.”

      He hesitates as he looks over at me. “You enjoy it, you say?”

      “Love it, actually.”

      Finn nods like he understands. “Why then, I suppose I better do what you love.”

      “Sounds good,” I say as I walk out and get my car. When I pull up next to him, he gets inside and sinks down with a sigh.

      “So it’s not that Marcus can’t take you, it’s that you refuse to tell him?” I guess.

      Finn leans back against his seat. “I don’t know.” He lets out another sigh that tells me there’s more going on than he wants us to know about. “I don’t want him seeing me as weak or useless, and before you say that it’s stupid because I know he doesn’t see me like that, it’s still how I feel. It’s been something I’ve dealt with for years, and I wish I could make it stop… but I can’t and I don’t know why.”

      “Sounds like you just need time. You don’t have to change all at once, Finn. You’re still allowed to have your own insecurities, but maybe slowly give a little to show that you trust Marcus because I’m sure you know he would never judge you.”

      “Never is a bit of a stretch. I happen to remember a time when he judged how delicious I might taste,” Finn jokes.

      “True. But it’s different now.”

      “When did you become all good with words?” he asks.

      I just smile at him as I follow his directions to his doctor’s. Instead of doing a drive-by and kicking him out of the moving vehicle, like he wanted, I pull into the driveway and park the car. I get out and help Finn up to the front door.

      “I can drive you home too, so I’ll just wait with you.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to do that,” Finn says.

      “I insist,” I say. “In exchange, you give me a little bit of dirt on what’s going on with the case that was viciously ripped out of my hands.”

      He raises an eyebrow as he looks at me. “Ah? Turning into a bad boy, are ya now?” he teases.

      “It’s like you guys all have your things that make you stand out. You’re short, Marcus is evil, Karsyn has the accent thing going on, Briar is the only female. I’m just there, so I thought I’d try to see how I look as a ‘bad boy,’” I say with a grin.

      Finn blinks rapidly at me. “Excuse me, what was my descriptor?”

      “You’re the nice one.”

      “No, no, I think you said something else at first.”

      “The one with the nicest smile?” I try.

      “No. No, it started with an ‘s.’”

      I pretend to be thinking. “Sweet?”

      The door opens before I have to go through any more S words and a man peers out at us. He smiles when he sees Finn. “Ah, if it isn’t my most hard of hearing patient.”

      “I have phenomenal ears,” Finn declares.

      The doctor doesn’t seem to agree with this as his eyes narrow. “Uh-huh… I say, ‘Don’t get hurt’ and you say?”

      Finn seems to take a dangerously long time to think about this. “Whoops?”

      The man sighs and shoos Finn inside before turning to me. “My name’s Watson, and you are?”

      “Bentley DeGray,” I say as I shake his hand.

      “There’s a chair for you in the room,” he says as he leads me into the house. He takes an abrupt left into a room that seems to have been converted into a medical room. Finn is already up on the examining table, pantsless.

      “I think something’s just a little off. When I step down it seems to push into my thigh here,” he says. While I’ve seen Finn’s prostheses some, I’ve never gotten a good look at them before. Honestly, I’m amazed that a man is capable of making something like this that works. I don’t even understand it, but it’s linked to Finn’s body in a way that it can read his actions. Hold on… does this doctor know about the human brain?

      Could he help River and then River wouldn’t die?

      Watson fusses over Finn for a bit, but when he says he’ll be right back and leaves the room, I rush after him.

      “Dr. Watson?” I ask.

      “You can just call me Watson,” he says with a smile. “What can I help you with?”

      “I have a friend… who has a brain tumor and he’s been told he only has a month or two to live because no one wants to chance operating on him. I just… didn’t know if you knew anything about that stuff? Finn raves about your ability, and if you can do something like… that,” I say as I wave to the room Finn is in, “could you do something to help my friend?” I’m not sure I’ve ever been so desperate for someone to help me and I feel like I’d do anything to get him to help.

      Watson seems to think for a moment. “He’s seen a specialist?”

      “Multiple. All of them said the same thing… that it can’t be removed.”

      “Do you know the type or location?” he asks.

      I shake my head.

      “I mean… I’ve studied almost every aspect of the human body, and I’m quite familiar with the brain—I had to be with my line of work—but it’s been years since I’ve done any operations similar to it. I spent many years learning what makes each part of the body and brain move and function, which is not a simple task. But I don’t work with any of the local hospitals anymore. My work is primarily here now on prosthetics. If that doesn’t bother you, I’ll take a look at him. If you want, let’s get some scans and stuff done tomorrow morning.”

      “The only issue is that… his family thinks he’s dead and he doesn’t want them to know he’s still alive because they’d just be left to mourn him again.”

      Watson seems surprised as he raises an eyebrow. “So you want to do this under the table? You want a brain operation under the table?”

      If his name got out, the vampires who took him might find him again and I can’t let that happen. “I don’t know. Maybe if we just figure out what it is first. And then if it’s operable, we’ll go from there?”

      He nods at me. “Fine, fine. I’ll get it figured out for you. I happen to have a lot of pull since many of my apprentices are in the area. Give me your number and I’ll send the time and location for a scan when we figure it out.”

      “Thank you,” I say.

      “Just… I can’t assure you anything right now.”

      “I know. I just want to know for sure there’s nothing that can be done.”

      “I will do my best to give you my honest opinion.”

      “Thank you,” I say again.

      When we’re finished, I drive Finn home and head to the nursing home where Dorothy has been moved now that she’s been somewhat stabilized and is under hospice care. Their goal now is just to keep her pain-free and happy, even though I wish they could do more.

      When I arrive, she’s asleep, so I open my phone to read a book or browse something when I notice I have an email from River. It looks like it’s a continuation of the journal of his I’d begun reading. I hesitate, but I’m not sure why I’m afraid to open it. I asked him to send it to me, but I guess I just don’t want to have to read about every awful thing that’d happened to him. Sometimes, I feel like work is nothing but pain and suffering between the victims and the men or women we’re sent to find and help, and it’s hard to come home to the same stuff.

      But I open the document and begin to read where I’d left off. It was right after River had been purchased and thrown into his new “home.”

      The moment I was let free, I ran. I was still blinded by the cloth that had been wrapped around my eyes after I was sold, but with my hands tied behind my back there was little I could do about it. I just wanted to get away more than I’d ever wanted anything. It was like I could feel him, but without my hands or sight, I couldn’t tell where he was.

      My hip slammed into something and I could hear him laugh and laugh as I realized my frantic running was getting me nowhere. I had to think because there was absolutely no way I could outrun a vampire.

      So I had to stop and think, but was I just killing time?

      I leaned against whatever I’d rammed my aching hip into and rubbed against it until the cloth pulled away from my eyes. The moment it dropped, I turned around to look at the man so I’d know who it was who’d done this to me. He was covered in dark clothes and a mask that made it impossible to see his features besides his eyes and smiling mouth.

      “Do you want to be untied?” he asked. “If you do, come here.”

      The moment he wanted me to rely on him, I knew I wouldn’t; I’d do anything to keep from needing to be saved or helped by him when he was the reason I was here. I didn’t want to be near him. Instead of moving toward him, I backed farther and farther away in the large open room. When I hit the far wall, he just watched me before leaving, which honestly surprised me.

      The pain in my bound arms grew as the day stretched on. I couldn’t move them since they were tied so tightly behind my back. And when he returned, he set down a plate of food and told me that if I wanted to be untied, I’d have to come to him. Again, I refused. He hadn’t touched me yet, but I felt like if I went up to him, I’d be giving him permission to devour me. When he left, I was surprised he left the food, but hunger overruled me. I fell to my knees before the plate. It’d been days since I’d eaten and even though the thought of him poisoning the food was pounding against my brain, I couldn’t stop myself from shoving my face against the plate and taking a bite. I told myself just one or two bites would be enough and if I didn’t consume it all, maybe it wouldn’t hurt me if he put something into it.

      But I couldn’t stop once I started. I was so hungry, tired, and scared. The stress had my headaches raging day after day.

      I don’t know how much time had passed since I’d been placed in that room before I gave in and walked up to him to cut the binds. I thought that maybe… just maybe he was kind. He wouldn’t hurt me. He hadn’t yet, so maybe he wouldn’t. The moment I went to him, he praised me and treated me with ice cream as he smiled at me, but that smile horrified me more than anything.

      “Do you want more?” he asked.

      “I want to go home. Please. I’ll do anything,” I begged.

      “Anything?” He watched me so closely with his narrowed eyes and tight lips.

      “Yes. Just please let me go.”

      “I think I can do that. But first, you have to do what I want. I did buy you, after all. Can you do that?” he asked as he reached out and ran his fingers over my throat.

      I didn’t know what to say or what he was expecting of me. But I knew that if I ever wanted to get out of here, I’d have to play by his rules, so I slowly nodded. “Okay,” I said, because I knew that if something got really bad, I’d just refuse to do it.

      And that was the first time he bit me.

      I was terrified and it hurt, but it might have been because I was pulling against him, fighting against his hold. He pinned me there as my fear spiked and panic began to set in. It was almost like instinct telling me that this was a predator and I was prey, and I was going to die.

      Then his arms released, and I fell back. I’d been pushing against him so hard that I slammed down onto my ass before scrambling to my feet and running as his laughter echoed throughout the room.

      “Be a good little boy,” he said.

      And that’s when he stopped feeding me.

      It was hard to tell time when there were no windows but as the days stretched on, I began to wonder if he’d completely forgotten about me. Did something happen to him and I was going to die down here, slowly starving to death as I tried to portion off each small swig of water left? Terror spread through me as I realized that my life was nearing its end sooner than I ever imagined.

      But when that door opened sometime later and he stood just inside it with a plate, my attention immediately turned to him.

      “Come here. Come to me,” he said, voice gentle. “I got a little something just for you.”

      The smell hit me hard and my stomach threatened to eat itself as I looked at the food he held out before me.

      “Come here,” he said again, but I hated the idea of going to him. I hated the idea of listening to him so much that I stayed rooted where I was.

      And that’s when he turned around, taking the food with him. Panic hit me hard as I realized my only chance to eat had just left.

      I screamed and pleaded for him to return as I ran to the door and beat on it. My fingers were already bloody from my many failed attempts to escape and all I was doing was smearing more blood over it as fear ignited inside me. I knew I was never going to escape, so what did refusing to give in even accomplish?

      The next time the door opened with the food, I walked right up to him, feeling like I was throwing a piece of myself away. How could I just give in to him like this? But as my stomach tore itself apart, I gave up caring. I ate all the food and immediately felt ill. I’d gone too long without eating only to devour every bite within what felt like a minute.

      “That’s a good boy. Good boys get fed,” he said.

      “Please, let me leave. I’ll do anything you ask. Please. I won’t tell anyone.” I was so desperate to tell him anything to keep from dying.

      “I told you I’d let you go if you did everything I asked.”

      “Please. I have. You haven’t let me go,” I said as I desperately grabbed for him.

      “Well, that’d be no fun if I just told you. You need to work for it. Don’t you agree?”

      I knew it didn’t matter what I said because he wasn’t going to let me go no matter what I did. He was toying with me and he was loving every moment of it. But when he tried to bite me again, I kicked and thrashed and fought against him as he growled at me and pinned me to the wall where he fed on me.

      But I didn’t truly understand the consequences of my actions until that night.

      When I reached the door, I realized that it wasn’t locked. My hands ached from the prior clawing and pounding I’d done on it in the hopes he’d feed me. But when the door swung open, I was so confused that I just stared at it for a full minute. I knew nothing about the location I was in, having been blindfolded when I was brought in. Was I in the basement? Ground floor? His home? A random building? Would I try to escape only to find him in the next room sipping blood?

      The door was open now and I had no time to decide. I didn’t know how much longer it’d take before he would notice I was gone. So I stepped through it and looked at the dark stairwell leading up. Slowly, I felt my way up the stairs, trying my hardest to keep my feet quiet but there was no fucking way he’d keep from hearing me if he was close by.

      I fought to keep my body quiet, my steps silent, my breaths light as I ascended the stairs. When I reached the door, I felt sure my luck had run out and it’d be locked, but when the handle turned in my hand, I was shocked. Slowly, I pulled the door open into a dark dining room with a table and neatly furnished areas, like a loving and kind family lived there. When I saw a long knife lying on the table, I rushed over and grabbed it as I turned around and surveyed my surroundings. Should I try a window or keep hunting for a door? Was he there or was I alone?

      Adrenaline pumped through me as I turned to what felt like the front of the house and slowly moved toward it. There was no way for me to tell if I was right or wrong. I stepped into the next room, a grand living room, well-furnished and decorated. Clearly, the house belonged to someone with money to spare. That’s when I saw the front door. I reached it and carefully pulled it open, praying I wouldn’t make a noise.

      The moment I did, something beeped behind me and an automated voice said, “Front door open.”

      Fear spiked in me as I shoved my way through the screen and out into the yard. I didn’t make it far before I heard someone behind me, clearly not caring at all if they made noise. Almost like they wanted me to hear and fear them.

      “Little human going for a stroll,” a voice I didn’t recognize said.

      I turned to look but they were gone in a flash, telling me I needed to run. The house was surrounded by trees so I raced into them, fear pushing me forward while logic told me there was no way I could escape them. They could track my scent or my sounds with ease. No matter what I did, I was going to die.

      But I was scared, and I had to take the chance. So I ran.

      They ran with me, toying with me, knowing they could catch me at any moment. I could hear one on my right and another on my left. They’d laugh and one even rushed forward and tripped me. I fell hard, slamming into the ground and nearly cutting myself with the knife I held tightly.

      I pushed myself back to my feet and turned, unsure if I should stand my ground or run because I felt like neither would help me. I was going to die in these woods. This was going to be the end of my life.

      I tried again to run, praying, begging, hoping that something would save me, that something would slow them down, allowing me to get away.

      Branches whipped my cheeks and thorns tore at my arms. My body was tired, my head ached, and I felt dangerously weak as I did everything I could.

      That was when the first one hit me, throwing me to the ground. The knife fell from my fingers as I was shoved down, and three vampires were instantly on me. One tore at my shirt, yanking it back to free my arm which she ripped into with her fangs. I jerked back, kicking and hitting as another grabbed my head, wrenching it up and sinking his fangs into my throat. I felt like they were biting me just to hurt me. To watch me squirm and fight as they laughed and bit me again and again. I managed to kick one only for him to slice into my leg with his nails, making pain shoot up inside me. That’s when I saw the knife. It was just out of reach but if I kicked and thrashed, maybe I could reach it.

      I barely hooked the knife with my finger as they bit and tore at me. I was going to die, but I wasn’t going to die without making them hurt. I swung the knife hard, burying it into the head of the man on my right. He howled out and jerked back as blood poured from the wound. His body convulsed as he hit the ground and the woman realized what I was doing. She grabbed for me as I sliced her throat before the third vampire tore the knife from me and threw it, and that’s the moment blood showered me.

      I was shaking as I looked up to see the vampire who bought me standing over me. He was holding the head of the female vampire, which he tossed before kicking the body of the second male out of the way.

      “So messy,” he said as he wiped his hands off on one of the dead vampires’ shirts. “Looks like someone thought they might take an evening stroll, eh?” He looked so extremely amused by all of it.

      A sob escaped me as I realized that all of this was to prove that I’d been bad. That he’d left the door unlocked and the knife on the table on purpose. He wanted to show me what could happen when I didn’t do what I was supposed to.

      “Are you going to listen now?” he asked.

      Covered in my own blood and tears with pain enveloping me, I nodded. I didn’t know if the nod was true or not, but I knew that I couldn’t live through another attack like this one. I felt like I was losing a part of myself, but I was so hurt and scared that I knew I’d agree to just about anything at that moment to make sure it never happened again.

      “What are you so absorbed by?”

      I glance up at Dorothy who is watching me closely. I’d been so absorbed in River’s story I hadn’t even noticed she’d woken up. “Sorry.”

      “Nah, don’t apologize!”

      How could someone have put River through that? How can he still smile after everything he went through, and I’m merely reading a few days of what happened to him? I want to rush to him and hold him and tell him it’ll be okay, that everything will work out, but it won’t, will it? Because in a month or two he might not even be here.

      Fuck.

      How did my life go from caring about one person who is dying to being surrounded by dying people? I can’t do this. What kind of sick joke is this?

      My phone beeps and I look down at the text. It’s a picture of River looking over his shoulder, holding the Monopoly board over his ass to make it look like he’s naked, the expression on his face reminding me of a pin-up girl. The text says, “I can’t seem to figure out this Monopoly thing alone. Send sexy help.”

      God, how he tempts me. But I don’t want to have sex with him. No, that’s not right, I do want to. So fucking badly, but then I’ll just get more and more attached and I don’t want to pass that threshold. So Monopoly with clothes on is what it’s going to be.

      “You look giggly all of a sudden,” Dorothy says.

      I glance up at her and raise an eyebrow. “I’m not giggling.”

      “Show me what you’re looking at, then.”

      I sigh but pull up the picture of River and hold it out to her. “We’re not dating. He’s a friend who just likes to be weird and tempting.”

      A smile immediately blooms on her face. “Ooh, he’s a mighty fine friend. He’s so cute! How have you not just gobbled him up yet?”

      “He’s the one I told you about… with the tumor.”

      “Ah, I see. That’s tough. But just be there for him.”

      “I am,” I assure her. “I’m trying.”

      But I can’t stop thinking about what’s going on. About River’s journal, about Dorothy, about River’s tumor… it just seems to go on and on.
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      When there’s a knock on the door, I pull it open just a crack while trying not to show my level of excitement about Bentley being here. “Password.”

      I glance down as Banshee also peeks through the door, like she has to make sure he’s legit. Or maybe just because she’s evil and would like to get her claws sunk in before he even manages to step inside.

      “Um… Monopoly?” He seems very unsure about this.

      “Hmm…” That wasn’t very impressive. Banshee clearly didn’t think so either as she slips a paw through the cracked door and starts smacking the shit out of Bentley’s leg. Thankfully, and surprisingly, there are no claws included. “Try again.”

      “Um… Don’t pass go? Isn’t that a thing?”

      I start laughing as I pull the door open and scoop up Banshee before she can wander out into the hall and/or murder Bentley. “Well, you’ve sorta failed, but you’re cute so I have to let you pass. It’s a requirement.”

      “Any cute guy who comes to your door immediately gets a pass to come on in?” he asks, sounding a bit jealous. I kind of hope he would be, but I also know I can’t ask too much of him.

      “Exactly! That’s why my apartment is almost filled with sexy and cute men. I mean, look at them all. I can barely walk, there are so many sexy-sexy men ready to suck my toes and lick my lobes.”

      He raises an eyebrow about that one. “Huh.”

      I hesitate because I feel like I just blurted all of that without actually thinking about it. “I don’t have a foot fetish, if that’s what that just made it sound like. It was a joke. My feet are extremely ticklish and if you try to touch one, I’d probably accidentally kick you in the face.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind, Monopoly Man. Now let’s see what this Monopoly nonsense is all about.”

      I hurry over to the living room, where I have the board set up on the coffee table, before I embarrass myself any further. “I know you’ve never played this game before, so I thought I’d explain it to you.”

      “That’s awfully nice of you but before we play, I need to talk to you.”

      My smile deflates as I question if this is it. Is he going to tell me I’m too much of a hassle? That he doesn’t want to be around someone who won’t even be here in a few months—

      “Get that look off your face,” he says.

      “You’re leaving me to never be seen again, and I’m going to just have to get more cats to fill the hole in my heart,” I say.

      He gives me a soft smile, like he’s trying to reassure me. “Get a nice one next time,” he says. “But no. Finn, you remember him?”

      “The crazy lunatic human, right? Who’s been hypnotized into dating that really scary vampire who will probably murder him if he hasn’t already?”

      “Yes, him. So he has a prosthetic arm and leg created by this ingenious doctor who has spent his entire life studying in the medical field and learning how the human body works. I asked him if he could look at you and see what he thought.”

      I stare at him, unsure of what to say. He must take that for anger because he quickly says, “I’m sorry! I should have asked you first and stayed out of it. We can cancel the scan and everything.”

      “No, don’t feel bad! I just… I’m tired of getting my hopes up. It doesn’t hurt to give it another try, but I don’t have the money, Bentley. I don’t have insurance so I can’t afford anything. All the money I saved up, I can’t access because I’m ‘dead.’ But thank you.”

      He hesitates before saying, “You’d get the scans if you had the money?”

      I know it won’t make much difference, but I’d still try anything. “I would.”

      “Watson said we could worry about money later and we’re doing it all under the counter because I told him about your parents. So if you’re willing, let’s get the tests done tomorrow morning. Just let him look at the results, okay?”

      “Yeah… I guess. I mean if I die in debt, what’s it matter, right?” I ask.

      “Right.”

      “Just don’t get your hopes up at all. Okay? I see you have your hopes up, but don’t.”

      He nods, but I feel like he’s just like my family. Every time they’d get this glimmer of hope in their eyes, only to have it torn down. And I felt like they lost a piece of their happiness for good every time that happened. I fucking hope they’re happy right now.

      I shake my head and wave to the board game. “Want to play?”

      “Yes,” he says as he takes the chair and I sit down on the couch. “You’ll have to explain the rules to me.”

      “I will,” I say as I grab the playing pieces and hold them out as Banshee jumps onto the coffee table to watch. “Grab a piece.”

      He grabs his and sets it down on the board before I set the dog piece next to his ship. Banshee takes one look at his piece and sends it flying across the board in one fell swoop. She’s pleased to see it ricochet off the wall.

      Bentley points at her like I might have missed the epic smack. “Your cat hates me!”

      I’m trying my hardest not to laugh because I really want him to like Banshee and her to like him. “Nah, she’s just playing.”

      His eyes are wide as he points at my piece still standing tall. “She literally went around your playing piece to fling mine off to outer space. She did it on purpose.”

      I stroke her neck as she purrs, clearly proud of herself. “She’s just a little happy kitty. She doesn’t understand,” I say as I jump up and retrieve his piece before tossing it to him.

      “Uh-huh,” he says, weirdly suspicious as he sets the piece back down. The moment he draws back his hand, Banshee sends the piece flying into the kitchen. Proud of herself, she kneads the board.

      Bentley points at my piece still sitting there. “Look at it! Look how she still hasn’t touched yours!”

      “She was just stretching her paw. Don’t you ever stretch?” I ask as I give up on retrieving his piece and give him one that’s a little lower to the ground and maybe a little harder to send airborne.

      “I swear she hates me,” he says as he holds his hand out for her. She sniffs it and then cutely sets her paw right on top of his finger.

      My heart melts when I see the visual representation of them bonding. “Oh my god. She gave you her paw! How can you say she hates you?” I ask, and that’s the moment her claws spring out, digging into his hand with a flash. She doesn’t pull or sink them in, just lightly presses them against his skin like she wants to remind him that she could deskin him if needed.

      “She. Is. Evil,” Bentley hisses.

      “That’s how she shows you she likes you,” I say as I lift her dagger paw off his hand and set it down.

      “So, rules?”

      “Okay, right. So basically, you’re trying to get some properties. It’s more beneficial to get properties of the same color and that will be worth more. Every time you pass go, you have to take off an item of clothing and when you go to jail, you have to take off two items of clothing. That’s it.”

      Bentley raises an eyebrow at me. “You… played this perverted game with your family? Wasn’t it a bit creepy?”

      I nod. “Yeah, it traumatized me severely. But it’s the rules, and you know you have to follow the rules.”

      “Uh-huh…” He doesn’t seem convinced as I grin at him.

      The thing is, Bentley seems interested, but he won’t bite, and I know it’s wrong of me to push him into something when he’s trying his hardest not to get invested. But even without the stripping side of the game, it ends up being one of the best nights I’ve had in a long time. And it’s just because he’s there by my side.
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      After all the testing this morning, Bentley headed off to work and I was left to “patiently go home and wait.”

      He assures me the VRC is doing everything, but I feel like I should be doing more. I feel like I’m just sitting back and enjoying life when these vampires are still ruining the lives of others. Have they backed off now that I killed Huang? Are they fearless? Careless?

      I head to the small café to grab a book to read when I see someone walking down the street. She looks vaguely familiar, but I’m not sure if it’s from me constantly thinking about everything that I try to connect her to Huang’s group, or if she’s just a regular lady.

      Slowly, I move to follow her while wondering if I’m making a mistake. I could be wrong, but she looks like a woman who Corbyn claimed would buy young men, abuse them, drain them, and kill them. If she’d just turn around, I could see if it’s her.

      I hesitate because I don’t have my gun or mask or anything to hide myself from her if it is her. This is stupid. I shouldn’t be taking risks like this.

      Why am I worried about taking risks now? Is it because of Bentley? Because I have someone I want to go home to? But then again, if I take chances and I end up dead or hurt, I won’t be able to help anyone else.

      I’ll just tell Bentley. Maybe he can get the VRC out here and onto the scene? Maybe he can help?

      Me: I could be wrong, but I think I see a woman who is known for being involved in the trafficking. She buys young men who she abuses and kills. Can you guys do something about it? Like figure out who she is or something so you can look into her?

      Bentley: Okay. Please don’t follow her.

      Me: I’ve turned around, and I’m headed back for the little coffee bookshop. Can you do something about it? Please?

      Bentley: Get me your location and a description of her, and I’ll get there as soon as I can.

      I realize that maybe I could get a picture of her; even if it’s from behind, that’ll help him identify her. So I turn around only to realize she’s gone. Did she turn down one of the alleys?

      My anxiety spikes as I realize that I need to quickly head back for the café and wait for Bentley.

      Me: I was going to take a picture of her, but she’s gone. Let me figure out my exact location.

      I pull up my maps and send him a screenshot a moment before I feel a thick aura behind me. As fear spikes inside me, I freeze and slowly turn around to find the woman mere feet away.

      Me: Bentley, she’s following me. I don’t have my gun or anything. I don’t know what to do.

      She steps in front of me, moving so quickly I nearly run into her. “Well hello there, little kitten. You’re so beautiful that I’d recognize that face anywhere. I’d ask Corbyn again and again just how much you’d cost, but he’d never budge.” She reaches for my cheek and I smack her hand away.

      “Don’t touch me. I have the VRC headed here now.”

      This seems to delight her. “Oh? Well then, I’d better hurry up.”

      I take off running, but I know it’s futile and she proves it by throwing me into an alleyway. I slam into a trash can, bowling it over before falling onto the hard ground. I notice a flimsy curtain rod tumble out of the trash and pick it up. As she turns on me, I slam it against the side of her face, but she merely backs up, like it was nothing more than a simple pest.

      Quickly, I pull it apart so I have two sharp ends and this time when she grabs for me, I ram the rod up under her chin. It punctures the skin before she throws me off, slamming me into the ground. The moment I get myself onto my feet, I’m running.

      I feel like I’m in that room again or those woods again with the vampires hunting me down. At least then, he usually gave me a weapon and I didn’t have a flimsy fucking rod that bends every time I try to use it.

      She grabs onto me, dragging me down to the ground as I punch and kick her, fighting as hard as I can to just get away before she kills me. I don’t want to die like this. I knew I was just a weak and useless human when this started, and now I’m going to die because I had some hero complex while chasing monsters who will just destroy me.

      Suddenly, the woman is torn off me and shoved down onto the ground hard enough I hear bones crack.

      I look up as the man holding her down snaps handcuffs on her before turning to me.

      “You alright?” the Russian man that works with Bentley asks as he walks over to me. He grabs for me and I jerk back instinctively before he sets a hand on my face. “Calm down. I’m Alexei. We met, remember? I work with DeGray. He knew I was in the area and sent me to help you. We’ll call an ambulance—”

      “N-No, wait,” I choke out. “I’m fine.”

      He holds up my arm that blood is running from freely. I don’t even remember her cutting me. I just remember the fear… so much fear.

      He tilts my head and glances down at my neck where the scars are quite apparent, but I push his hand away.

      “Why’d she attack you?” Alexei asks.

      “He was stalking me. He started it,” the woman yells.

      I don’t know what to say or do as the adrenaline slowly evaporates, leaving behind pain and anger—horrible anger at myself for being unable to do anything when faced with one of these monsters.

      “You okay?” Alexei repeats.

      I nod. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize, but I need to call an ambulance. You’re bleeding badly,” he says as he elevates my arm. “Can you hold it there until I get something to wrap it up with?”

      I nod when something catches his attention and he turns just as Bentley rushes onto the scene. He runs over to me and kneels in front of me.

      “Are you okay?” he asks as he grabs my face and arms, just touching me all over like he has to make sure I’m still there.

      “I’m fine,” I say as he tears his shirt and presses it against the wound, making me hiss as pain spikes up and down my arm.

      Alexei walks over to us and looks down. “It’s awfully strange how after the night you were taken, his house was just around the block; how his neck shows the same signs as Huang’s victims; how he was conveniently at the club where Huang hung out; and how he’s being chased by a vampire who is already suspected in a kidnapping case,” Alexei says, arms crossed over his chest.

      Bentley draws very still as he looks up at Alexei. “I don’t get what you’re implying,” he says, voice cold and sharp, like it’s clear he knows exactly what Alexei is implying.

      “The others will be here soon. You better get him off the scene and get this blood cleaned up. And then we’re going to be having a talk, DeGray.”

      “Yeah, thank you,” Bentley says.

      “If he doesn’t confess there’s the possibility that she won’t get arrested.”

      “I’ll find something to get her arrested, I promise,” Bentley says before helping me to my feet. He hurries me after him as I look back at Alexei, who is watching me closely. He knows my secrets, but he doesn’t even know me. Why would he bother to keep them to himself?

      “Keep your arm above your chest.”

      “I can’t go to a hospital.”

      “I know,” he says as he messes with his phone before we reach his car. He ushers me into the passenger seat and then gets into the car and starts to drive.

      I’m quiet as I lean against the car door, kicking myself for being pulled into that situation. I should never have done that when I had no way to defend myself or fight back if I needed to.

      “Were you following her?” he asks.

      I feel like an idiot as I nod. “Only for a moment… I just wanted to see if it was her. But then I thought better of it and turned around. I had turned around by the time I texted you. I didn’t…” I don’t even know how to get the words out. It’s like my brain is short-circuiting or something as thoughts swirl around and around in my head. I fucked up. I fucked up.

      Bentley sets his hand on my lap, making me jump before I realize it’s just him. It feels so wonderful having someone here to comfort me and I find myself wanting to lean into him, to have him tell me everything’s all right and he’ll never leave me.

      “Hey, it’s okay. I’m sorry. I was just anxious, and I shouldn’t have sounded so sharp with you,” he says as he holds his hand out. “I’m sorry.”

      I instantly take it and squeeze it as he rubs his thumb against the back of my hand. “Don’t apologize. I was the one in the wrong.”

      “You did nothing wrong. That woman went out of her way to hurt you. She must have recognized you?”

      I nod. “Corbyn would interact with a lot of people and she was one of them.”

      “And he’d wear his mask all the time?” Bentley asks, his question slamming into me.

      “What?” I ask like I’m confused.

      He sighs. “Let’s get you cleaned up, and we can talk about it later. You’re safe now, you’re okay.” He squeezes my hand, making me thankful he’s here for me, even if he’s trying to unwind my secrets.

      When we pull up outside of a house, I’m confused. Even more so when I’m ushered inside and into what looks like a medical room.

      A vampire comes in who gives me a soft smile. “I’m Dr. Watson, and you must be River?” he asks.

      I nod as I realize that this must be Finn’s doctor. The one who does the prosthetics and who DeGray thinks might be able to help me. What a joke. Nothing can help anymore.

      “Looks like you got in a bit of a scrap there, let’s see what I can do for you. Did you get the scans done this morning?”

      “I did… but I don’t think it’ll help,” I say before I can catch myself.

      The doctor smiles at me and gives my uninjured arm a squeeze. “You never know, but we’re not going to give up before we even run through every option, alright?”

      I nod, knowing that Bentley is hopeful about this, so I can’t just crush his hopes immediately. I have to give him the benefit of the doubt. So I smile and nod and hope.
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      “What do you mean I’m suspended?” I ask as I look to Brooks who won’t catch my eye. I arrived at the department without any idea that there was an issue until Wren cornered me.

      Wren stands before me, his arms folded over his chest. “While we review you, you will be suspended. You were removed from the case, yet instead of working on the case you were assigned to, your computer shows you’ve been working on our case. And on top of that, you were found disrupting police procedure on the arrest of Tabitha Herald.”

      “A friend said he was being followed by a vampire because he knew I worked for the VRC and could help. Karsyn was in the area, so I sent him out to assist.”

      “Without permission,” Wren says.

      “I don’t need your permission to keep my friend from being killed by a vampire,” I growl. “We don’t even know if she has anything to do with the case because you guys haven’t even gotten a word out of her.”

      I know I shouldn’t raise my voice. I know I should just nod and agree and move on but I can’t. I turn to Brooks who finally looks my way, an expression of exasperation on his face.

      “You should always get permission,” Wren says. “And when you don’t, you suffer the consequences.”

      This is fucking ridiculous. “So if I’m walking down the street and I witness a vampire killing a child, I should just step back and go ‘hold on a minute. I have to call the department first to see if I’m allowed to help’?”

      Wren’s getting pissed, it’s clear by the way his jaw is clenched. “It’s different.”

      Brooks sighs loudly. “The order is from higher up. I can do nothing about it, but I’m going to fight for you, DeGray. I’ll get you back into work by tomorrow.”

      “Leave your badge,” Wren says as he holds his hand out while Foster awkwardly stands by his side.

      “Maybe if you were doing your job, I wouldn’t have to do it for you,” I say as I refuse to hand it to him. I set it on Brooks’s desk then shove through the door, knowing that the last thing I said definitely wasn’t going to help me with this, but it’s a load of bullshit. I storm through the office and go over to my desk where I start grabbing my shit.

      “What happened?” Alexei asks.

      “I hope I didn’t get you in trouble,” I say.

      He shakes his head. “Not at all. You’re in trouble?”

      “Suspended.”

      He gives me a look of shock. “Wait… what?” he asks.

      Finn pushes around the corner to look at me as Marcus stands up. “What the hell do you mean suspended?”

      “Until they can review me, I’m suspended,” I say as I pack everything I need into my bag.

      Marcus growls as he turns to look at Wren who is coming through the doorway of Brooks’s office. Seeing Marcus stare at him, Wren immediately stops moving. “For?” Marcus asks.

      “I was supposed to ask them for permission to save someone who was being attacked by a vampire. Then, if they happened to answer or felt like getting back with me, it would’ve been okay to save him.”

      “This is bullshit,” Marcus growls as he rushes after Wren.

      Wren gets a slightly horrified look on his face. “I’ll suspend you too if you complain!”

      “Just try,” Marcus growls.

      I turn my attention to Finn. “Please keep Church from getting in trouble. I’m heading for home. Sorry I’ve caused more of a hassle for everyone.”

      “Don’t apologize. They’re the dicks,” Alexei says.

      Finn squeezes my arm in a reassuring manner. “We’ll get this straightened up, I promise,” he says as he rushes after Marcus who has Wren cornered. Before everyone on our team ends up suspended, I feel like I’d better leave.

      I go and visit Dorothy for a while, then head over to River’s place. When I’d asked if I could come over, he’d given me a short: “Sure.” I want to talk to him about everything that’s happening and see what we can do together, but when I arrive, he doesn’t answer the door.

      I knock again and wait as I get anxious that he’s run off to do something ridiculous… or what if the vampires have found his house? My knocks become more hurried before the door swings open and River looks at me. I can instantly tell something’s wrong.

      “What happened?” I ask, ready to do whatever I can to help.

      “What?” he asks, sounding confused. “Nothing. Why?”

      “You look like something’s off.”

      He looks tired and it shows as his shoulders droop. “Oh. No, I just have a headache. I get them occasionally. I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure?” I anxiously ask.

      “Yeah,” he says. “I was about to make lunch… wait… why are you here during lunch? Shouldn’t you be at work?”

      “Yeah, I have the afternoon off,” I say as I smell something horrible. “What’s that smell?”

      “It does smell weird. Ah fuck, I forgot I was making lunch.”

      He rushes over to the stove as I follow him. I would apologize for distracting him long enough to burn the grilled cheese he’s making, but it’s apparent it’s been burning for quite a while—well before I made my appearance.

      He just slides it off the burner and stares at it for a moment. “Today’s not a good day. I’ll call you later when I feel better.” Then he turns and heads to his bedroom without another word. My eyes linger after him, even though the bedroom door is closed and I can’t see into it.

      I grab a different pan and set it on the stove before buttering some bread and putting some cheese on it. It reminds me of all the meals I’d made for Dorothy when she was growing up and again when she started to get confused. But now, someone else takes care of that for me. When the grilled cheese is finished, I put it on a plate and carry it over to his bedroom. I knock quietly, not wanting to make loud noises that would further upset his aching head.

      “You don’t have to stay. I’m just going to lie here,” he says as he looks over at me.

      “Can I come in?”

      “If you want.”

      I walk in and carry the grilled cheese over to him before setting it down. “Do you think you could eat?” Even though the room is completely dark other than the light peeking in through the blinds, I can see just fine.

      “You didn’t need to do that for me. Thank you,” he says as he turns a dim light on and sits up. “You’d be such a cute little househusband. Where’s your apron and why do you have clothes on?”

      I’m sure I look amused. “Would that have made you feel better?”

      “It would, though my head hurts too much to even understand what I’m looking at.”

      “Alright, where’s an apron?”

      He grins at me. “Wait, are you serious?”

      Right now, I feel like I’d do just about anything to make him feel better.

      “I don’t have a cooking one, but I have one for when I paint. It’s hanging on my easel in the living room closet. I literally can’t wait,” he says as he takes small nibbles of his grilled cheese.

      I walk out into the living room and grab the apron before wondering why I’m doing this. Why am I letting myself get sucked into something so ridiculous? But I strip my clothes until I’m naked in his living room—Banshee judging me—and pull the apron on. I get him a glass of water since I feel like I have to be carrying something.

      When I step into the room, his face lights right up, and I realize that this is why I did it. This is why I fell into the idea of doing something so foolish.

      “Oh, I love it,” he says. “Do a twirl.”

      Holding his glass up high, I do a three-sixty turn before setting the glass down. “Need anything else?” I ask, noticing he’s already set the grilled cheese down after having only eaten a quarter of it.

      “Yes, sit with me. Cuddle with me. Show me that fine ass.”

      I climb onto the bed and he grabs me before pulling me down beside him and attaching himself to me. His right leg slides between my legs as his arms wrap around my back. He leans forward to kiss me, but it’s horribly short-lived before he sinks into me and squeezes me tightly.

      “Thank you,” he whispers.

      I wrap him up in my arms and hold him against me. “You don’t need to thank me.”

      “I don’t want your ass getting cold,” he says as he cups my ass cheek with one hand. His voice is soft and teasing, but the way he’s pressed against me and holding on to me makes me feel like he’s trying to get me to save him.

      “Do you want me to go change?”

      “No, I like you like this,” he says as he keeps his head against my bare chest. “I want to feel you.”

      I kiss the top of his head because it’s all I can reach and lie with him as thoughts rush around my mind. After a few minutes, he jumps to his feet and races out of the room. I slowly follow after him as I hear him throwing up in the bathroom. I change back into my clothes before going to the bathroom to find a washcloth and to get some water for him.

      “Really, you can go home. I don’t want you seeing me like this,” he says, hands shaking as he kneels on the bathroom floor and hangs on to the bathroom counter.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I say as I wipe away the sweat on the back of his neck. “Is there anything I can do? Anything I can get you?”

      “No. I’m fine,” he says, but he’s not. This isn’t fine. Is he getting worse? Is it always like this? For some reason, I find that I can’t get myself to ask the question because I’m afraid of the answer. I’m afraid that I’ve already become too attached to him.

      Once he’s back in bed, he tells me I should go but also reaches for me when I get near him. So I lie back down next to him and he immediately grabs onto me. I run my fingers gently over his arm.

      “What if I turned you?” I ask.

      He draws very still before slowly pushing back to look at me. “No. That’s illegal. That’s horribly illegal, you would lose everything, like your position at the VRC, and you’d go to prison. And it’s a known fact that being turned doesn’t always solve things like this. I’d be too young to be able to immediately heal from a brain tumor. Young vampires can heal from things like cuts or scrapes but not something like this. I’d still die before I was old enough to heal from it. We’re going to see what this Dr. Watson has to say and go from there, okay? It’s fine. It’s been like this for a while. I’m not dying anytime soon,” he says as his fingers gently trace over my cheek and I suddenly realize he’s trying to comfort me.

      I should be the one comforting him, and instead, he’s trying to make me feel better. “Okay.”

      I know it’s not right of me to push people into becoming a vampire, and I know that he’s right that he probably wouldn’t live anyway. But I just want to do something. Try something.

      He starts to doze in and out as I notice his laptop sitting open with a Word document up.

      “Can I keep reading your journal?” I ask.

      “Sure,” he mumbles. I carefully sit up and grab for it before lying back down next to him as he drifts off to sleep.

      I don’t know how long things were normal for then. When he would come in, I was expected to be standing next to the door for him to feed on me. If I didn’t, there was hell to pay. He showed me the strength of a vampire and would toss me with young ones crazed and driven by blood if I didn’t listen. After the second time, my fear made me extremely compliant. Now that I’m away, I realize that in a way he was trying to train me. He was trying to turn me into this mindless machine for him. When he took me from the room, forced me to bathe and put on nice clothes, I was confused.

      Then when he put me in his car blindfolded, I thought this could be my chance. I could get away the moment he made a mistake. But I also knew that he was stronger than me. He could control me and kill me so easily.

      “Are you going to be good?” he said.

      I nodded, not sure what else to do or what I could say that would even matter. He just wanted to know that I was going to listen to him, and I would.

      When the car stopped, he pulled the blindfold off and put a mask on me like the one he was wearing. When he led me inside a mansion, I was left confused and terrified because there were vampires everywhere. For a while, it felt like I was the only human until I saw how the other humans were being treated. Some were chained up like animals, dragged and yelled at as the vampires mingled. They sipped glasses of blood and talked.

      “They do this every few months,” Corbyn said, and I realized he was one of the only ones not talking with a group. “They come here and think they’re hiding behind their masks.”

      A woman walked up with a huge smile as she reached a finger out to touch me. I jerked back from her, not liking Corbyn any more but knowing I didn’t want her to touch me. “What a pretty little boy. How much?”

      “He’s not for sale,” Corbyn growled.

      “Oh, everything’s for sale.”

      “Go bother someone else.”

      She tsked before heading off. He nodded after her. “That one? That’s Tabitha Herald. She loves the sale where she buys young, handsome men just like yourself. Then she tortures them because she says it makes the blood taste sweeter. And she drains them little by little. She says that she keeps them around until they stop screaming. They’re just boring then so she kills them.”

      I stared at the woman in horror as I realized that Corbyn could have just sold me to her. He wasn’t much better but so far, as long as I listened, he didn’t hurt me other than feeding on me.

      “And that one?” He pointed to a young man. “His name is Trent Wilder. He comes from old rich blood. His father gives him as much money as he wants. He likes to buy young women, the younger the better, and he terrorizes them then sets them loose and hunts them.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” I asked.

      “Because I want you to remember their names and their crimes. Every one of them, do you understand? Want me to go on? Let’s look at Governor White, our very own governor. On the outside he’s the ideal man. Kind, giving, caring. But on the inside, he’s sick and twisted. Do you want me to tell you what he does?”

      I shook my head but promised to remember his name. Each of them, even with the masks on, I committed to memory, both their names and what they’d done.

      “Good. Now, you’re going to destroy them,” Corbyn whispered in my ear as he patted my hair down and grinned at me.
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      I feel a weird sense of nostalgia as I sit on the chair at Dr. Watson’s house while he goes over the results. Bentley is hooked on to every word the doctor says as he points at parts on the image. Usually, my mom is to my side, holding my hand as she silently sobs into a tissue. My father is on my left, stoic but he’ll break down later when he thinks no one is listening. My brother is generally there as well, but he pulls out the brave face as he tries to keep us all from breaking into a million pieces.

      The moment Dr. Watson started was the moment I knew I didn’t even need to bother listening. He wasn’t a miracle worker like Bentley had hoped. I knew he wouldn’t be.

      “But I’d be willing to try.”

      “Wait… what?” I ask as my attention snaps back. “Willing to try what?”

      Watson watches me carefully. “Removing the tumor. Probably a twenty percent success rate, but your tumor is progressing to the point that it’s already pressing against vital arteries that supply the brain. The moment it cuts that off, you’re going to crash quickly and there is no recovery. As the tumor grows, it’ll decrease the space in the brain, crowding vital tissue and causing pressure against the skull and arteries.”

      “How long would he have without the surgery?” Bentley asks.

      Watson shrugs. “I can’t tell you for sure. I don’t have his previous records to compare to, so I can’t tell you how quickly or slowly it’s growing. At a slow rate, two months. Faster, two weeks. Think about it. But if you’re wanting to try surgery, I would suggest it sooner than later. Call me within a couple of days with your decision,” he says before turning to Bentley. “Has Finn been behaving? He should have a nice quiet desk job, and instead, he’s running with vampires.”

      “He’s being good, I promise,” Bentley says.

      Watson snorts. “That young man doesn’t know the definition. You keep an eye on him, you hear?”

      “I am. We all are.”

      I thank Watson before following Bentley to the door. “Why is he trying so much? He’s very kind for someone who doesn’t even know me,” I say.

      “He just wants to help.”

      “What do you think I should do?” I ask curiously.

      Bentley is quiet as he heads toward the car, clearly thinking, but before he can say anything, I notice the aura of a vampire. I turn to see the broody one heading across the street.

      “I thought that was your car,” Marcus says to Bentley.

      “Oh, hey,” Bentley says. “I didn’t know you were going to be here.”

      “Picking up something for Finn. You?”

      Bentley looks over at me before turning back to Marcus. “He hurt his arm, so Watson was checking on it.”

      Marcus’s eyes run over me before looking back at Bentley. “Wren’s looking for him. He saw him in the surveillance cameras when watching the playback of Tabitha Herald’s attack, and I think it’d save a lot of hassle if you just took him in to talk with Wren. Then, maybe Wren will fucking shut up, and he’ll leave and you can come back to work.”

      I feel Bentley stiffen and realize that something more was going on with why he was home early. “Yeah… I can go if it means you can go back to work,” I say as I look to Bentley for guidance.

      He sighs. “Okay, we’ll talk in the car,” he says as he waves me to it.

      Once in the car, Bentley turns to me. “You don’t need to do this.”

      “If I just lie about my name, they can’t do anything about it, right? They have no right to hold me. I did nothing wrong.”

      “Unless they try to pin the murder of Huang on you.”

      “I don’t want you to get fired because of me. All of this won’t even matter in a month. Let’s go,” I say.

      “Don’t say that. There’s still a chance,” Bentley insists.

      “We’re a fucking mess, you know that? Just… I’m sorry I’ve dragged you into so much shit. I’m sorry all this happened. I feel like I pulled you into my life and I just dropped all this shit on you when you’re already dealing with your great-niece.”

      Bentley leans over and grabs my hand. “Stop. It was my choice too. Now let’s go see if we can sate Wren and go back to your place where your cat can show me how much she hates me.”

      I smile at him. “I know you don’t believe me, but she actually really likes you.”

      “She stepped on my eyeball this morning. On my eyeball.”

      I try not to be too amused by this. “Accident, I promise.”

      He seems very suspicious as he goes, “Uh-huh…”

      By the time we reach the department, Bentley’s run through everything about what they’ll ask and how to respond and how to get out of saying what I don’t want to say. I follow him as I curiously look around the place he works.

      “I see you felt like doing something right,” an evil-looking vampire says.

      Bentley’s body language immediately changes when he’s faced with him, telling me this is someone Bentley really doesn’t like. “Church mentioned you were looking to talk to him. How was I supposed to know?” he asks.

      The man’s face twitches. “Because I called and emailed you. Take him in a room.”

      “He asked to be interviewed by a human because vampires make him nervous after he was attacked,” Bentley says.

      “I’ll do it,” Finn, the overly cheery human, says, just as Bentley told me he would.

      “That does sound best, Wren,” a man I don’t know says. He seems to be a superior by the way he’s dressed a little differently.

      This Wren guy doesn’t seem to think that is best as he waves his arm at Finn. “But, Brooks, Hayes is not on the case.”

      “Sometimes you have to make sacrifices to keep the people you’re talking to safe,” Brooks says as he waves me toward Finn who hurries me off.

      I’m taken into a small room where he motions to a seat.

      “Would you like something to drink?”

      “Water, please.”

      He fetches a bottle for me before sitting down. The interview goes seamlessly, and he only asks me basic questions before telling me that’s all he has for me.

      “Wait right here and I’ll make sure you’re all good and get DeGray to walk you out,” he says with a soft smile. It’s clear he doesn’t like this Wren guy either and is willing to do whatever Bentley asks.

      “Okay, thank you,” I say as he passes through the door.

      The door opens again, and when it’s not Bentley, my blood runs cold. The vampire shuts the door and walks over to the table before looking around and taking a seat.

      “Well, don’t you look like shit?” he asks with a smile.

      “Why are you here?” I ask as I swallow hard, fear drumming its own beat inside me.

      He seems amused by this, but he’s always loved my fear. “Aw, you act like you’re not happy to see me! I’ve missed you, but my god, you’ve been creating quite the storm. It was absolutely beautiful, so why so quiet lately? Why are you not doing what I asked?”

      I tear my eyes away as his brown ones stare right into me. “Why? Because they’re on to me. Bentley caught me… I didn’t know he was with the VRC, and I didn’t know—”

      Corbyn leans forward and cups my chin. “I let you go in exchange for what, again? Please, go ahead and explain it to me.”

      I hate the feeling of his touch on my chin. The way his fingers feel against my skin makes me ache to jerk away, but I know better than to do it. “I take the people you gave me the names of and I put them in jail or kill them. And I’m supposed to make it clear it’s a human hunting them down.”

      “Exactly.”

      “I don’t get why you don’t do this. Why won’t you do it yourself? You’re so much stronger—”

      “Oh, my sweet boy, but I want to watch them be destroyed. I want to ruin all the very assholes who thought they’d destroy my life. And as the vampires around me see their brethren picked off one by one, who will be there for them? Me. And I don’t want them to think a vampire is besting them, I want them to get destroyed by a weak little human. Also, it’s just so much fun! I’m having a blast. And the little videos you’ve been creating have just made my day! Such a cute idea!” It’s a joke hearing the terrifying monster call something cute.

      “Please… please, I just want to stop this. I’m dying. You know I’m dying, so please just let me live my last couple weeks with people who care about me. I’ve already put the people you are targeting on edge, and they’re getting suspicious, so just let me stop and you can find someone strong enough to take care of the rest.”

      The amusement on his face plummets as his eyes narrow. “Do you want your whole family to die?”

      “No, please,” I say, voice quiet.

      “Then you do what I say,” he says as he gives me a smile. “Be a good little boy because I can kill DeGray as well since it seems like you two have become a bit close.”

      “No, please, I’ll do it. Just give me time. It’s these assholes who are making it harder. That Wren guy.”

      “Fine, fine. I’ll help direct them to closing the case and then no more theatrics. They know you’re coming for them. Let’s destroy them.”

      I feel so weighed down with everything. Torn between what I want—a life with Bentley and my family—and what I have to do, which is everything Corbyn wants. I’d agreed to do as Corbyn asked because it allowed me to get away from him, and I wasn’t against the idea of helping the people who’d been taken and abused. I thought, naively, that if I took them down with Corbyn’s help, I’d be one step closer to destroying him. Instead, I continually play into what he wants. But he knows that. He knows what he’s done to me and what he’s molded me into. And he just doesn’t care.

      “Now you be good, alright?” he asks as he gives my cheek a pat. “You want some extra money? Buy yourself something fun. Aren’t I just so nice to you?”

      He holds some money out to me, and I reach out and take it while wondering if he gets his kicks from this.

      “How cute, your little pet is coming for you,” he says as he stands up and heads through the door. It isn’t a moment later that Bentley walks in.

      I can’t help but question what would happen if I told Bentley who he truly was. Would he attack him? Would Corbyn kill him? Would they believe Bentley or Corbyn? I feel like no one could go against Corbyn. How could they?

      I stare at the space Corbyn had been standing as I feel this weight crushing me. Bentley will hate me when he knows the lies I’ve been telling, but I don’t even know what to say anymore. I just want my family to be okay, and now I’ve pulled Bentley into it? Of course I did. Why would I ever assume Corbyn wouldn’t drag him in?

      “Hey, what’s wrong?” Bentley asks as he rushes over to me and kneels before me. “Finn wasn’t too much, right?”

      I do my best to force a smile. “No, of course not. He asked very basic questions,” I say as I reach out and wrap my unhurt arm around him. I see Corbyn peek into the room as he walks by. He just smiles at me like he knows what he’s doing to me and is happy to ruin my life.

      The moment he bought me was the moment he decided that my life was his to manipulate and destroy, and I’ve played into his ideas. I’ve allowed fear to drive me to it.

      “Can we go?” I ask.

      “Of course. Let’s go home.”

      As I walk with Bentley, I try not to look at the others so my eyes don’t catch Corbyn. I wonder if they realize there’s a monster in the room with them?

      Probably not.

      The money feels heavy in my pocket, but as soon as we’re outside, I lean against Bentley and find that it gives me strength.
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      When I walk into the office on my first day back after getting the call that I’m no longer suspended, Finn sidles up to me.

      “Did you hear?”

      “What?”

      “They connected the attacks between Bo Huang and Tabitha Herald. Tabitha Herald confessed to supplying Huang with the women and Wren’s crew closed the case,” Finn says.

      This whirlwind of information takes me by surprise. “What? What about White? What about any of the others I gave you names of?”

      Finn shrugs. “I feel like they’re just sweeping it all under a rug. When Marcus tried questioning it, they got really pissy.”

      “So… they’re just done?” I ask in disbelief. “Just like that, they’re done?”

      He nods. “I guess. But they won’t let us on it so there’s nothing we can do. Makes you wonder who’s pulling the strings to this? Sure seems like a lot of corners were cut.”

      “Yeah, that’s my question as well. There’s someone else behind this, isn’t there?”

      “What are you two whispering about?” Alexei asks as he walks up with Marcus by his side.

      Marcus folds his arms over his chest. “You two look suspiciously guilty of something.”

      We’ve now caught the attention of Wren, which is something I never want to do. “Oh, nothing. I was just telling DeGray how nice his shirt fits,” Finn says as he gives my shirt a little pluck.

      Marcus turns his attention to me. “It is a rather nice shirt.”

      Alexei throws up his arms. “Hold on, wait one minute. If Finn said that about me, you’d toss me into next year.”

      “Yes, well, you’re not a stand-up kind of guy like DeGray is,” Marcus says, looking annoyingly smug and evil.

      Alexei’s eyes narrow as he stares at the gloating man. It’s like Marcus is asking for a fight or some other nonsense and knows just how to push Alexei’s buttons.

      “Can we… talk somewhere?” I ask quietly.

      “Meeting room. I’ll get Briar,” Finn says as he heads off.

      Wren’s eyes follow us as we hurry off. When we reach the meeting room, we close the door and cram up toward the front so no one can listen in on us. The room is soundproof in an attempt to keep vampires from listening in, but it’s not done well enough to keep all sounds from leaking out unless we’re extremely quiet.

      “This isn’t over with,” I say. “I gave them so much information, and they just picked and chose what they wanted and threw the rest away. They act like they’ve forgotten about all of the other parts.”

      Marcus’s eyes flicker toward the door. “Wren the Wretched Asshole is listening in on us. So about our work for the day…”

      The door swings open and Wren steps inside and immediately crosses his arms and narrows his eyes. “Meeting without me?” he asks.

      “It doesn’t pertain to you or your case,” Marcus says, voice quiet as he turns terrifyingly slowly to face Wren. If I were Wren, I’d probably just leave and never return, but he’s defiant and an idiot, so he walks up to us and stops before just standing there.

      “Need something?” Finn asks with a ridiculously nice smile for someone who threatened him and shoved him against a wall.

      “Someone’s trying to cover up something and I want to know what the fuck’s going on,” Wren says.

      “Us?” Alexei asks in surprise.

      “No. This case that got closed. Tabitha Herald just… switched all of a sudden from refusing to tell us anything to spilling shit we weren’t even asking her. Someone’s covering something up, but I’m being shipped back in a couple of days and you assholes seem to know something I don’t,” Wren says.

      I’m honestly surprised he even cares. Although maybe he is a good detective and we just hate him because he doesn’t like Finn. I mean, who doesn’t like Finn? “We don’t know any more than you do. I was literally suspended for looking into it when I ‘wasn’t supposed to.’ So you expect us to say anything to you?” I ask curiously.

      “I was not the one who suspended you, which is another reason there’s more shit going on than we’re being told. This entire case has been a mixture of lies and ‘what can we do that makes it look like we’re working without working.’”

      “My source thought someone in the department was involved and this confirms that, right?” I ask.

      “It could, or it could confirm there’s someone with enough money and pull to swing it a different way. Like Governor White,” Finn says.

      “But the case is ours yet we’re being shipped back, so unless something big happens again, it’s closed,” Wren says.

      I look to Marcus and Finn for guidance, but I’m not sure they have it for me. Finn says, “We’ll continue to look into it, but without the department’s support, there’s only so much we can do. I guess once our masked vigilante shows his face again, we can reopen the case, and maybe we’ll be able to keep ahold of it this time.”

      Wren nods. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      But I don’t want River to put himself in danger again. I don’t want him to show his face.

      When work is over, I grab River’s favorite food, hoping to surprise him and knowing that I need to be honest with him. The issue is that if I tell him the department has stopped searching for any of the people he gave me the names of, he’ll want to go back out there, and he’s been so ill lately that I can’t imagine sending him out. But as I’m walking up to his door, I hear a loud crashing noise.

      Panicked, I rush toward the door. When I hit it, I find it locked and hammer on it, just so I don’t break his door open in case there’s nothing wrong.

      “River?” I call, but when he doesn’t immediately answer, I slam against the door and rush inside to find him convulsing on the floor. A lamp has been knocked onto the ground. By the time I reach River, he’s lying unresponsive.

      Did he have a seizure? What’s going on? Is he getting worse? He has to be getting worse. We have to do something—I can’t lose him like I’m losing everything else.

      “River?” I ask, unsure what I should do. I push the lamp away from him so he doesn’t hurt himself if he has another seizure. Quickly, I call Watson.

      The moment he answers I interrupt him. “I think River had a seizure. He’s not really responsive, what should I do?”

      “Is he currently seizing?” Watson asks.

      River hasn’t moved much but I notice he’s a bit more responsive.

      “No. I think he might be coming to. What do I do?”

      “There’s not much you can do unless we try the surgery. I can’t make it disappear no matter how much I wish I could. Did he hurt himself at all?”

      I turn to River who seems groggy and is trying to sit up. “Just lie down for a moment, relax,” I tell him. A moan escapes him as I try to steady him. “It’s okay. I’m here. I’m right here.” I turn my attention back to Watson. “Should you see him?”

      “If he has another seizure today, I’ll check him over, but remember that as his tumor grows it’ll decrease the space in the brain and cause pressure. The seizures could continue and he might not make it through the next one. We just… we can’t do anything besides try the surgery.”

      With those haunting words, he leaves me alone with River who is insistent on sitting up, so I help him. I pull him into my lap so he can rest his back against my chest and I just hold him while trying everything in my power to remain confident even if I’m anything but. This just shows how important this surgery is, but what if he doesn’t make it? What if it just shortens our time together?
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        * * *

      

      I’m sitting on the couch when River rushes into the room, determination on his face. “I’ve decided to go through with the surgery,” he says.

      “You… you have?” I ask in surprise. I’m not sure if it’s a happy surprise or a sad one. But he’s lost weight since I met him, telling me he’s been having more issues than I’ve seen. How often do the headaches or other symptoms affect him? Has he had more seizures that he’s refusing to tell me about? After the seizure yesterday, I’m not sure how much more I can handle. And it’s not right of me to be upset. I need to be happy for him and his decision, even if it could have a horrible outcome.

      So I give him a smile and pray it doesn’t seem forced. “Wonderful. And I’ll be here for you the whole way, okay?”

      His smile also seems just as forced. “Okay! Can we do something else off our lists?”

      “Of course. What do you want to do?”

      River thinks about it for a moment. “I… don’t know. What’s something on your list?”

      “Are you sure you can’t think of something you want to do?” I ask, wanting to give him everything he could ever want or ask for.

      He shrugs. “I don’t know.”

      “Okay. Then go get dressed in your fanciest clothes.” I have no idea what we’re doing, but it looks like a place to start.

      “I’m… not sure I have fancy clothes.”

      “Then let’s go buy some,” I say as I pluck Banshee out of his arms—with only minor scratches—and rush him toward the door.

      “I’ll race you to the car!” he decides.

      “You’re going to race a vampire?” I ask as I see him bolting down the hallway while I pull his door shut tightly. I even take the time to make sure it’s locked and slowly walk down the hallway before slipping by him and leaning against the car so when he arrives, looking a little windblown, I’m waiting for him. I glance at my imaginary watch. “I was starting to lose hope you’d arrive.”

      He grins at me. “Oh fuck off with your bat fluttering. You cheated.”

      “Of course I did,” I tease as I get into the car.

      “We should see if you can outrun my car,” he decides.

      “That sounds like an accident waiting to happen,” I say as I get into the driver’s seat as he jumps into the passenger seat. I drive to the mall where we hurry inside and head toward a shop that has nicer clothes we could get dressed up in.

      “No, in here,” River says as he gives me a tug and pulls me into some store that appears to have odd clothes with lots of buckles and fishnets and strange colors. He grabs some pants that I’d have worn in the seventies and a neon-green mesh shirt with what looks like leather shoulder pads.

      “This! I want you to wear this!” He looks so excited that I almost have trouble giving him a look of horror.

      “Oh my god, why?” I ask, positive he’s planning on torturing me.

      He gives me a very pointed look. “No? I… I can’t have this?”

      And that’s how I end up wearing bellbottoms with sequins and a mesh shirt. The moment we step out of the shop donned in our new outfits, he turns to me and grabs me.

      “I know what I want to do! I want to see my parents but through the window like a creeper.” He seems very excited about this new idea even though I’m a bit uncertain.

      “Are you sure?” I ask.

      “Yes! Do you want to go with me? Can you fly me there with your bat wings?”

      I grin at him. “No, but I can drive you there. How far is it?”

      “Three hours.”

      “Then let’s get going,” I say.

      He grabs my hand and takes off running through the mall. I scoop him up and rush out to the car as he laughs and grabs onto me tightly. “Are you going to run all the way there?”

      “I’m not that energetic. Let’s take the car,” I say.

      “But I like the way your muscles look in that fishnet. Wait a minute… is that why you ran? You didn’t want anyone to see how sexy you are in that outfit?” he teases.

      “Maybe,” I say as I get into the car. If Marcus or Finn saw me… I’d probably have to quit or retire.
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        * * *

      

      There’s something fun about the three-hour drive to his parents’ house. Generally, I’m not a huge fan of car rides, but with River, the entire ride is an experience. We start off singing some ridiculous song that he tries to teach me the lyrics to, then we have to play I Spy while he complains that he can’t see as far away as me and that I’m cheating—which I might be.

      About half an hour away from our destination, his energy level seems to be dropping and I can tell he’s anxious, so I take his hand and squeeze it to reassure him.

      “Ask me anything,” I say, hoping to distract him.

      “Um… uh…Where were you born?”

      “England.”

      He looks disappointed in this. “What? Where’s your sexy accent?”

      “We moved here a long time ago and I lost it.”

      “That’s… devastating. Bring it back. Accents make me swoon.”

      “Um… uh… ’Ello?” I say in my best attempt at an English accent.

      He starts fanning himself. “Ooh god. That just almost pushed me over the edge. Sexy smexy.”

      I’m grinning now. “Thanks, I tried hard.”

      “Who changed you?”

      “Some random woman I’d never met before. She accidentally attacked me as I was walking home from work. She’d been hurt and was too young to control herself, so once she attacked me, she practically killed me. Just before I took my last breath, she pulled herself away only to realize that I was dying. In an attempt to save me, she took me to her maker, who showed her how to change me. She was a kind woman who helped me until I was old enough to safely return to my life with my family. My parents were gone, so I only had my sister who didn’t take as kindly to my new life, but she never fully pushed me away and accepted me.”

      “I’m glad you still had your family,” River says.

      “You’re clearly very close to your family.”

      “I am.” He sounds upset as he says it, and I wonder if I shouldn’t have asked. “My parents were always a huge part of my life and so accepting about everything. They came from poor backgrounds—my father came from Puerto Rico and my mother grew up in poverty with a single mother who never helped her get anywhere. So they were very big on doing everything they could to make sure my brother Clay and I grew up with the best life we could.”

      “How old is Clay?” I ask.

      “Thirty-one. We all stayed very close.” He takes a deep breath. “I’m a strong boy. I will not cry.”

      I squeeze his hand, which I’m not sure helps because he quickly looks away from me. “We can talk about me if you want. I mean, have you seen me in this fishnet shirt?”

      He glances over at me and beams, eyes lighting right up. “I have, and my good god, you’re beautiful! I wish there’d have been fishnet tights as well.”

      “That would have just been terrifying,” I say, although I probably wouldn’t have complained seeing him in them.
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      What the hell am I doing?

      “Bentley?” I ask and his hand tightens on mine. Even his gentle touch gives me so much strength, but I’m still not sure it’s enough. “How mad would you be if we just turned around and went home?”

      “This house here?” he asks as he points at a neighbor’s house.

      “No, the gray one. But no, I can’t,” I say as he pulls over. “Bentley.”

      He pulls my hood up and yanks the strings so I can only see through the peephole he’s created. “River, I know this has to be hard and terrifying, but if you want to see them… I think you need to do it today. Okay? We’ll just peek through the window. They’ll never notice.”

      “Okay. Okay. I can do this. I can see them. Quick! Before I change my mind.” My stomach is a huge knot as I anxiously stare at the house.

      “Got it. You stay here, and I’ll check to see what they’re doing,” he says before getting out and sneaking through the dark up to the window. He’s like a flash of movement I can’t even follow. When he returns, he leans against the car door, so I roll the window down.

      “I can’t see them, but I hear them. I’m going to knock on the door, and you should be able to see them from this angle. You stay right here, okay?”

      “Yeah… just… tell them you’re lost or something. They’re super gullible and want to help everyone,” I say nervously. I feel like I shouldn’t be doing this, but I want to see them so badly. It hurts how much I want to see them.

      “Okay, I’ll do that.”

      I roll the window down a little, then get worried it’s down too far and they’ll see me, then I roll it back up, but when Bentley knocks on the door, I feel like I can’t see anything so I roll it down again. It’s so dark they won’t see me, right?

      The door opens before my mom steps out, and it’s like someone slams into me. My throat gets tight as I stare at her. I can’t hear them, but just seeing her is enough to make me feel like I’m drowning in a wading pool.

      I want to jump out and run across the road to grab onto her and tell her I’m alive. I’d tell her I’m fine, but why the hell should I do that when I’m going to die?

      Mom waves behind her, and suddenly Dad is there. I have to hold myself to keep from running to them. How I hate Bentley at this moment for getting to speak to them. And there I am, glued to them, watching their every move. All too quickly, they pat Bentley’s shoulder and give him a wave before closing the door and it’s all over.

      “No, no, no…” I whisper. How could he be done? He needs to ask them more. He needs to keep them talking. They barely talked to him. I need to see more of them.

      Bentley opens the door and I grab him.

      “You need to go back.” My voice sounds so urgent and anxious.

      “Why?” he asks as he starts to get in.

      “It wasn’t long enough.”

      “I played dumb for like five minutes. Any more, and I’m positive they’d have asked me to move in with them. Hey, are you okay?”

      I’m not sure if I am. “Yes,” I say as I see a light turn on behind the house and realize what’s happening. “Was there a dog with them?”

      “Yeah, it barked when I knocked—where are you going?”

      I jump out into the street and run across the yard to the back of the house where it would be hard to see me. I climb over the wooden privacy fence as the dog hears me and comes barking, probably wondering what the noise was.

      “Amara!” I whisper as the large mutt steps around the corner of the backyard and looks in my direction in confusion. She’s a black mix I’d gotten from the Humane Society six years ago with short hair, a boxy face, and a long tail. “Amara,” I whisper again, and she slowly walks over to where I’m kneeling in the shadow of the yard, pressed against the house where my parents couldn’t see me.

      And then she lets out this heart-wrenching whine as she rushes over to me and slams her body against mine. She’s crying and whining and pawing at me as she barrels me onto my back and licks me as her tail beats against my bent leg.

      “Hey, baby girl,” I say as I hold her close while she vibrates with joy. The noises she’s making push a smile onto my face, and I grab her like she’s still a puppy and drag her into my arms as Bentley drops down beside me. Amara doesn’t even bother looking at him; she’s too fixated on me. I dig my fingers into her short hair as I press my face against her neck.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to leave you. I’m so sorry. It’s clear Mom and Dad are taking good care of you,” I tease as I shake her slightly chubby sides. “I’m so sorry I left you. I promised I’d never leave you.”

      She licks my face, instantly forgiving me. And that’s the moment I hear the back door open. “Amara?” Mom calls.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      I kiss her face as Bentley grabs me and drags me to my feet. Amara rears up and grabs me with her paws, like she doesn’t want me to go and knows I’m leaving, but maybe I’m projecting human emotions onto an animal.

      “Amara, come here. Come on. Amara, where are you?” Mom asks, sounding a bit anxious.

      Bentley picks me up and jumps the fence where he squats down on the other side so we won’t be seen, arms wrapped around me.

      Amara lets out a pitiful noise as I hear her begin clawing at the fence and jumping on it.

      “Amara, don’t scare me like that,” Mom says. “You scared me when you weren’t waiting at the door. Come on, what’s wrong?”

      I can hear Amara pacing the fence as she cries, and I don’t know if it’s her or Mom’s voice that makes the wall I’ve built up crumble to pieces. I begin to cry as I keep my face pressed against Bentley’s chest.

      “Come on. I know, but I can’t lose you. I promised River I would never let anything happen to you. So come along, baby girl,” Mom says as the sounds of her and Amara grow farther away even as the dog still whines.

      The door shuts and the light turns out, immersing me in darkness.

      Bentley holds me to him in the silence of the night as I cry for the first time in a long while. He pushes my hair back and kisses the side of my head as he holds me close. “I’m sorry. We shouldn’t have come.”

      “No, I wouldn’t change this for anything,” I say. “They’re happy tears that I finally get to see them again. Okay? Let’s get a hotel room… unless you need to get back tonight?”

      “No, I’m good.

      “Did… Did my parents like your mesh shirt?”

      “They loved it. Your dad even asked if my nipples were getting cold.”

      I start laughing because I know Bentley isn’t making it up. That’s definitely something he’d ask.
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      When we reach the hotel, it’s extremely apparent that Bentley would like to change out of the mesh shirt before going up to the counter, but it’s also extremely apparent that I love him in the mesh shirt and would prefer he never change. I think it’d look even sexier with his badge and handcuffs as well.

      “You know what color I look good in?” he asks. “Red.” He waves around the shirt he’d originally been wearing, like I couldn’t tell it was red or less see-through.

      “But the issue is, I’m a mesh kind of man.”

      He raises an eyebrow like he could find me even remotely suspicious. I grin at him before heading inside and going up to the counter. I use the cash Corbyn gave me, even though Bentley assures me he can pay for it. Why would I use Bentley’s money when I can use that conniving asshole’s? At least he hasn’t harassed me lately and is letting things quiet down a bit first.

      Bentley tries to be nonexistent as he wears his mesh up the elevator next to some man in a suit. I grin at the look on his face as the man eyes him and not in a good way. Bentley has to realize I’m loving this too much.

      “Come on, did you bring the handcuffs?” I ask as I give him a tug, which makes the man scowl at us.

      “I brought my badge. Does that work?” Bentley asks as I lead him toward our room.

      “It’d be a bit hard to tie me up with it, but it’ll work, I guess,” I tease. “Did you see the looks you were getting? That man wanted to have your babies.”

      Bentley snorts. “The man who looked like he hated my very existence?”

      “It was like a secret love, obviously.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “Obviously, I missed that.”

      I run the card and pull him inside before turning to him. “Thank you,” I say as I wrap my arms around him. I want to kiss him and touch him and feel him, but I don’t want to push him into something. It was wrong of me to even get close to him, so I can’t expect him to invest more in me. This is enough—even if I want more, it’s good just having him beside me.

      He squeezes me to him. “You’re welcome. I’m sorry I couldn’t do more.”

      “You did more than I could have asked for. I’m going to take a shower and if you just wanted to save time, you could accidentally stumble in too,” I say, wanting to lean in to kiss him, but instead, I just give his bearded cheek a little pat. It has to be his idea.

      I head into the bathroom, leaving the door cracked. Telepathically—which is a power I definitely don’t possess—I’m trying to coerce him into the bathroom. I just want him to rush in and grab me and fuck me into ecstasy. Instead, he’s standing right inside the doorway with his mesh shirt on and a defiant attitude.

      “Wow, this bathroom sure is nice,” I say loudly as I pull my shirt off and whip it at the door, lassoing the door handle as I drag it open. “Oh no, my shirt got stuck on the door.” I hold my hands over my nipples like I’m shy or some shit, even though Bentley’s nipples have been quite on display through his mesh shirt for half the day.

      Bentley leans against the doorframe as he watches me with an amused look on his face. “You seem to be having a lot of issues there.”

      “I probably just need a big strong man to help me.”

      “Really? You’re so stubborn and capable on your own that I would never have guessed you wanted to rely on a man to save you,” he says.

      I hesitate, because he’s very right. “Yes but… well… dammit, Bentley. Don’t give me your sass. I’m role-playing here. Oh, woe is me! Sexy man, come sweep me off my feet!” I turn to look at him as he continues to stare at me in his mesh.

      “How’s that working out for you?” he asks.

      “Not well, honestly,” I say before swinging the door shut on him and pushing my pants down so I can step into the shower. “This large bathtub is so lonely.”

      “That sounds awful,” he says from right outside the shower. I didn’t even hear him enter, but I guess when you have bat blood running through your veins, it’s not surprising.

      “Who will wash that spot on my back I just can’t reach?”

      He yanks the curtain open and quite clearly eyes me, even though he’s still fully clothed. “Hmm…”

      “Oh my god. What’s that mean?” I ask.

      “It means you’re evil, tempting me into joining you, and it also means that I’m easily suckered in.” He steps into the drier end of the tub fully clothed.

      “I’m horribly confused what’s happening. Like… are you joining me? Are you just tempting me more? At this point, I’m horny and confused and it’s a bit of a turn-on,” I tease.

      “I’m getting these clothes wet so you can’t ever make me put them on again,” he says before stepping into the stream of water with me. “Maybe I’ll even tear them off.”

      I grab his hands before he can. “No. I love them. You can’t harm them.”

      “Yeah, but won’t you love them more once they’re shredded into tiny little pieces?” he asks as I grab the bottom of his shirt and look up for permission to remove it.

      “No,” I say as he steps closer, which I deem as permission. I slide my hands under the shirt, running them up his bare skin as I draw the sodden shirt over his head and drape it over the tub wall. “Please do know I’m only joking and you don’t have to do this.”

      His hands slide around my hips before hooking and pulling me forward. “I’ve had trouble resisting you from the moment I saw you, River. Trust me, you’re not pushing me into anything,” he says before his lips press against mine. I sink into him as the hot water beats down on my back. My hands slide down to his hips as I unbutton his pants and push them down. He kicks them off before pulling me in close to him so I can feel his naked body against mine, his cock pressed up against me.

      His mouth opens up against mine as I lean into him, wanting to feel him and touch him because I’m driven crazy by him. I can never get enough of him and I hope and pray he feels the same way. His hand slides down to my ass, cupping it as his lips part and his tongue brushes against mine.

      “Did you bring anything?” he asks as he pulls back from the kiss.

      “I did! I carry stuff on me all the time just in case I finally managed to break you down,” I say with an extremely innocent grin.

      “You didn’t have to ‘break me down.’ I already told you I wanted you. Seeing you like this was driving me crazy.” He grabs the soap and rubs it on his palm before sliding his hand up my side.

      I never realized touch could feel so good as I lean into him while his hand snakes down my body, stroking and rubbing. His hand slips down, wrapping around my cock for just a teasing moment before moving down my thighs. It’s not enough and I want more. I suddenly realize that I can do more than just lean into him and get washed away in the pleasure.

      I grab the soap and run it over my hand before sliding my fingers down his chest to his thigh, then back before I squeeze the globe of his perfect ass. “Damn vampires and their perfectness.”

      “Am I being harassed? I finally caved in, and now I’m being harassed.”

      “Yeah, pretty much. It’s part of my love language. For others, it’s like ‘spending time together’ and mine is just pure harassment, bat boy.”

      He grins at me as he pushes me under the water and turns it off. “So you say, meat pie.” He pushes the curtain back and grabs a towel which he tosses over my head.

      “Are you sick of looking at me already?”

      “A bit,” he teases as he runs the towel down my back. “When I look at you, I get tempted into doing the most ludicrous things. I let you be a supervillain, I let you talk me into breaking into a cattle pasture, I let you force me to play Monopoly. The list goes on.”

      I grin at him. “Sounds like it’s hard to deal with. Really a tough life. I mean… getting annihilated in Monopoly must have left some lasting scars.”

      He nods. “It did. I kept having dreams with you in it, and instead of sexy dreams, you were wearing the Monopoly man hat and just kept saying ‘don’t pass go.’”

      “Wow, that’s scarring. Are you okay?” I ask, while trying to look like I’m very concerned about this.

      “Barely,” he says as he tosses the towel and picks me up a moment before I hit the bed on my back with him straddling me.

      “Do you think if I touch your penis it’ll make you forget the trauma?” I ask as I grab his cock in my hand.

      “Hmm… maybe a little bit,” he says with a grin before kissing me again. When he breaks from the kiss I grumble until he says, “Where’s the stuff at?”

      “Oh! I got it,” I say as I slip out from under him and rush over to my pants, picking them up to grab my wallet. I grab the lube packet and condom before rushing over to the bed and climbing onto his lap. As I tear the packet open, I kiss his lips, astounded we’re making progress.

      “You’re strangely prepared.”

      “Not for this, no. I just heard condoms were really good for opening a stuck jar. You just pop it on top and instant hand grip. That’s the only reason I’ve been carrying one around.”

      “You… often come across bottles you can’t open?”

      “Far too much. And the lube was for greasing up… stuff, obviously. I didn’t at all plan to have you take me to an amusement park and fuck me in the car or something weird,” I say as I tear open the packet of lube. After I squirt some onto my hand, he takes it from me.

      “I’m surprised you weren’t planning for something R-rated on the carousel or something after dark.”

      “Ooh, that’s a good one. Especially with that music they play, it’d be the best sex jam ever.”

      “Would it?” he asks suspiciously.

      “Of course,” I say, unable to keep the grin off my face. “If I had my phone, I’d play it and you could fuck me to the beat.”

      “I don’t think carousel songs have a ‘fucking beat,’ but I could be wrong.”

      Still grinning, I lean in and kiss him again while I reach down to his hard cock and run my fingers down it. Heat and desire rise in me as his hand moves down my ass and his finger brushes over me. When I press my cock against his, his finger pushes inside me teasingly slow as I ache to feel more of him. He slides in, pushing his finger deep inside of me before pulling back and rubbing me slowly. My hand slides down his cock as he pushes another finger inside me, opening me up gradually as his mouth captures my lips.

      He breaks from the kiss before running soft kisses down my cheek. “It’s completely up to you but we don’t need to use a condom if you don’t want. With me being a vampire, there’s really no need, but I also understand wanting to use one. I don’t care either way.”

      “Then I’m good without it,” I say as I toss the unopened condom to the side. He lifts me up and rolls me onto my back where he settles between my legs. I pull him in close and he rubs more lubricant on me before kissing me again.

      “Are you good?”

      I nod. “Just don’t touch my neck.”

      “I won’t. I promise,” he says as his cock brushes against my opening. I feel the broad head as he slowly pushes into me. I hook my legs around him, wanting to pull him close as he continues pressing inside, filling me up. He’s so careful and caring during every step of it. I moan as he holds me close and slowly rocks his hips. His hand wraps around my cock as heat rises inside me. It’s been a long time since I’ve had sex, so I feel extremely sensitive and everything he does is making my cock throb. As his hand moves tantalizingly slow down my cock, his thrusts quicken.

      I can’t believe I’m finally having sex with Bentley. I’d assumed nothing would ever come of it, and I knew he was the only one I wanted to have sex with before the surgery happens. It was him or nothing and that tells me just how much I love having him with me. How much he means to me.

      I run my fingers over his sides before digging them into his back as heat fills me. I’m overcome with the desire I have for him, with the need for him to hold me and be there for me as he moves inside me. How can one man make me feel so much?

      Every touch sets my body on fire and my desire burns deep for him.

      That’s when I notice his face is dangerously close to my neck. He must notice the tension in my body because he tucks his head down and kisses my shoulder.

      “Sorry, you okay?” he asks.

      “I’m fine,” I assure him, wanting to get lost back into that world again, and I do as he thrusts into me.

      I know I can’t take much more. And when he hits the sweet spot inside me that makes my toes curl and my body shiver with pleasure, I know I can’t hold on much longer. His hand on my cock quickens as he drives me over the edge. I grab onto him desperately as I come. Pleasure consumes me as his hand draws my orgasm out of me and his pace increases. He groans as he comes inside me, his thrusts slowing. He stills inside of me as he kisses my cheek before gently pulling out of me and drawing me up against him.

      His fingers slide up my side as I feel a headache brewing. But I do my best to keep Bentley from noticing as I lean into him and just feel him in the silence of the room. I do notice the way he holds me is a lot tighter than usual, and I wonder if he’s regretting this. Did he get too close to me like he feared? Was I the selfish one? Of course I was selfish.

      “Are you good?” I ask.

      “Yes. I’m more than good.” He smiles as he showers me in kisses, and I realize that it’s awful, but I’m so glad I was selfish because I need him… I need this more than anything.
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      When I found out that Watson wanted to do the surgery this week, I didn’t know what to say or do. Of course, I smiled and told River that was awesome, because I didn’t want him thinking I was against his decision, but was it selfish to want a month or two with him? What if he doesn’t survive? What if today is the last day I see River?

      From the bedroom doorway, I can see River sitting on the couch with Banshee in his arms. He’s whispering to her like it’s something private but I can hear it clearly.

      “You be a good girl, alright? If I don’t come back, you be good. And don’t think it’s because I don’t love you. I know you’ve been abandoned before, and I don’t want to abandon you like they did, but you’ll be with good people, okay?”

      I step into the living room and he turns to look at me.

      River gently pulls Banshee’s ear as she leans into him and purrs loud enough I can hear her. “Bentley. I know this is super selfish, but if… I… don’t come back here, can you find a good place for Banshee?”

      “I would take her myself, and I’d never let her go anywhere else,” I say, even though the cat clearly hates me. But if it means that I would have something precious to River, I’d never let her go.

      He gives me a huge smile, like the biggest weight has been lifted off his shoulders. “Really? Are you sure? You don’t have to. I mean if you find her a good home elsewhere, I’d be happy but… I’d be really happy if I know she’s with you but don’t feel like I’m guilting you into taking her—”

      “River,” I say, cutting off his rambling.

      He stares at me as I walk over to him and kneel down beside him. “Yes?”

      “I promise I’ll take amazing care of Banshee,” I say as I reach out to pet her. She tips her head back, yowls, and bites my hand. At least she’s no longer drawing blood which must mean she’s growing to tolerate me more. “See? No blood. She already likes me.”

      River’s giving me such a genuine smile that it hurts. “Thank you. I promise she’ll grow to like you.”

      “We won’t need to worry about it, okay?”

      “Okay,” he says.

      “Ready?”

      Why did this day have to come? Why is it already here?

      He gives me a confident smile before giving Banshee one more kiss and reaching out to me. I take his hand in mine and together, we head toward the door.

      We’re meeting Watson at a location he gave us, after telling us he has everything under control with legalities and other things. How he’s able to have it under control, I’m not sure. But maybe he has a way of forging things? Sometimes vampires take it upon themselves to do things “their way” instead of the legal way, which is why the VRC stays quite busy.

      I don’t let go of River’s hand the entire time in the car and I feel like we’re both doing everything we can to just smile and pretend like nothing’s wrong when we’re both panicking inside. At least, I am. Maybe he’s come to terms with it after everything that’s happened in his life.

      “Are you good?” I ask.

      He nods vigorously. “Yep. Good. Fine. Yep. I don’t want to die.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say, not sure what I should or shouldn’t say. “I’m really sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I really… I mean… I’m scared.” River looks at me as I pull up to the location. “I’m really scared, but there’s a chance, and if there’s a chance I want to take it. You promise me you’ll be nearby, though? You won’t let someone take me like Novak did, right?”

      I squeeze his hand. “I promise.”

      When we park the car, neither of us move. Instead, I grab onto him and pull him close to me, squeezing him tightly.

      River turns to me. “I know it’s way too early for this, but I love you. And I don’t know if it’s like hardcore love you or like you’re an awesome person, I love you. But I do and I want to thank you for doing all of this for me. You didn’t have to help me or stick around after I lied to you, but thank you.”

      I press my lips against his forehead before saying, “I love you the exact same way. And this was my choice too. It doesn’t matter how long… how long… I’m with you, I don’t regret a moment of it besides the mesh shirt and the unicorn porn.” God, this man is going to kill me. Why does it have to hurt so fucking much?

      He grins at me. “I would have assumed you would have regretted me drugging you, abducting you, and tying you up, but nope. The mesh shirt.”

      I grin at him before kissing him tenderly. “I just blocked those out of my memory, but the mesh? That left me with some scars.” After a moment wound in each other’s arms, he takes a deep breath and turns to me.

      “Okay. I’m ready. Let’s go.”

      I get up and meet him on the outside of the car. Together, we walk through the front door of the outpatient surgery center and head to the department Watson pointed us toward. They give him a gown to change into and leave us alone for a while before Watson comes in and smiles at us.

      “So I just want to go over things with you again, make sure you’re doing alright, and then we’ll go from there, okay?” Watson asks.

      River nods, leaving Watson to go over things he’d already discussed. I can tell River is struggling to stay focused, but he nods at all the right spots.

      Watson gives him a reassuring smile. “I know you’re very concerned, River, but I promise you I’ll do everything I can. I wouldn’t be trying it if I weren’t positive there is the possibility of a good outcome. Just from the tests we’ve done, it’s clear the tumor is growing to the point that within a few weeks, you’ll be having much more severe symptoms, okay?”

      River nods. “I know. I’m fine. I’m happy with my choice.”

      Watson reaches out and gives his hand a squeeze. “Good. Me too.” He turns to me. “I haven’t seen Finn in a while. He hasn’t tried taking on a vampire army lately?” he jokes.

      “Not recently. He’s caught up in a new case at the moment. We all are.”

      Watson gives a sad look as he nods. “Ah, I heard about that. Young woman drowned in the river a couple of weeks back, didn’t she? Do they think it was an accident or maybe a killer?”

      “I can’t say much about it,” I admit. Although, at this time, we honestly don’t know much about it. All we know is that two teenagers saw the college student’s body floating in the river. The presence of the body and the death of one of our own wiped the previous case clean off our radar. All of this shit happening couldn’t have started at a worse time. I seem to be the only one who cares that River’s case isn’t closed, but the higher-ups are sated because Huang is dead and Tabitha Herald is behind bars for a crime I’m not even sure she committed—although I still think behind bars is where she deserves to be.

      Watson sighs. “Keep an eye on Finn for me, please? Maybe I’ll give you guys like a kill switch. So when he runs off to do something stupid, you press a button and his leg stops working,” he says with a smile.

      “Just don’t give it to Karsyn. I think he’d be hitting that thing every time Finn speaks,” I say, which makes Watson laugh.

      “Alright, alright. I’m going to give you guys a few minutes and send the anesthesiologist in shortly to talk to you,” he says as he gives River another smile before heading out the door.

      Now that we’re alone, I step up to the bed and hold out my hand, which River immediately takes. His grip is tight, and I can feel a slight tremor to his hand. I kneel down next to his bed and give him a smile, even though everything inside me is threatening to crash. I have to be strong and confident for him, even if this might be my last moment with him.

      “Maybe while you’re recovering, I can sneak Banshee in and no one will notice,” I say.

      “Don’t vampires have like supersonic hearing and smelling? Won’t they sniff her out?”

      “I’ll be lightning fast,” I assure him.

      He smiles at me. “Okay. I’d like that.”

      “Good. And maybe I’ll even study up on Monopoly so I can smoke you next time.”

      He shakes his head. “I’m not scared of you and your lack of Monopoly knowledge.”

      The anesthesiologist comes in and talks to River, and then it’s time to let him go. I’m not ready and I can tell he’s not either, but he gives me a smile. It’s like he’s trying his absolute best to pretend to be confident and I know he’s doing it for me.

      “I’ll see you in a little bit,” I say as I lean into him and give him a kiss.

      He grabs my face in his hands and holds me down to him. “It’ll be okay, right? It’ll be okay…”

      I’m not sure if he’s trying to reassure me or himself, but I tighten my grip on him, praying this won’t be the last time I hold on to him. “Yes. It’ll be fine. Of course it’ll be fine. And when this works and you get better, you can see your family again, and I can show them how I look in something other than a mesh shirt.”

      He smiles at me then kisses me again before letting go. And there I am, left standing alone in the room as they push River out. Watson had told me to stay in his room since we were keeping everything quiet, and that’s fine with me because I’m not sure I could find the strength to leave this spot. I still don’t understand how he’s forging everything, but something I’ve long since learned is that older vampires can get away with things you don’t always think they could.

      And I definitely don’t want to be in a waiting room where people could look at me, so as I watch the door swing shut behind him, I’m left alone. I sink down in a chair as the façade I’d put up plummets.

      This is why I hate humans. This is why I should just be alone and stop caring. Why? Why does this shit have to happen to me? Why am I always left alone?

      I cover my face in my hands and try to calm myself, but I feel like I’m a wreck. And all I have left to do is wait in agony for hours.

      The room seems deathly quiet as I wait, wondering if that was the last time I’d ever see River. Is this the end of it?

      I push the negative thoughts back. I can’t keep fixating on them, so instead, I try to think of the positives.

      The hours drag on and on, leaving me to anxiously wait.
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      The door opens and I can instantly tell something’s wrong when Watson comes in. He’s quiet as he walks over to me and my body feels like it’s dying another death.

      “Is—”

      He holds up a hand. “We removed the tumor and closed him up, but we can’t stabilize him. He continues to crash—”

      “Why did you leave him?” I ask in a panic as I stand up. How the hell could he leave him if he was crashing? “You need to save him.”

      Watson grabs my face and pins me still. “Bentley. He’s going to die. The moment he coded the first time, it became more and more clear that he wasn’t going to make it. But no one knows he’s alive so no one will know he’s dead. Do you understand?”

      “What?” I ask, confused for a moment before I realize what he’s saying. “You’re telling me to change him?”

      “I’m not telling you anything. I’m telling you where he’s at, and if when I go in there he’s gone, it doesn’t matter because he was never here to begin with.”

      I push away from him and rush for the door. “Where is he?” I ask, but I don’t even wait for him because I can follow his scent. A scent I’ve become so familiar with, so drawn into. I run desperately down the hallway as I question if I’m already too late. If I can’t get there in time, will he already be dead?

      Watson rushes after me and uses his ID to get me through doors I can’t beat my way through. And when he motions to the final door, I tear it open to find the other doctor still working on stabilizing him. He’s hooked up to countless machines and the noise of them tells me what I already know.

      “Let’s clear the room. We’re done,” Watson says as he walks in. The doctor looks at me in confusion, but he and his nurses do as Watson asks. Anxiously, I watch while Watson begins to pull the tubes and IVs off him and then leaves the room without a word.

      I rush up to River as I cup his face. I can hear his heartbeat slowing with every moment that passes, and I know that if I’m going to do it, I have to do it now. But will I go to prison? Does it matter? I don’t think it even matters.

      But it’s not his choice… I’m taking his choice from him…

      And then I realize that I don’t even care because if it means he can be beside me, then that’s all that matters. Even though I know he hates having his neck touched, I have to bite him. Thankfully, he’s already unresponsive as I sink my fangs into him, careful not to draw in too much blood when he’s already weak. When I pull back, he’s already on the brink of death so I use my fangs to slice open my arm and press it against his lips until the blood runs into his mouth. He chokes on it before drawing still, and I’m filled with fear that I’m too late. Instead of properly draining and turning him, I’m rushed and doing what I can… maybe it’s not enough?

      “Please, please, please don’t die,” I whisper as I kiss his forehead. “Please fight. Please fight so fucking hard.”

      He’s unresponsive as my body begins to feel weak from blood loss, but I don’t care. I’ll give him all my blood if I need to. I want to see him alive and happy, and I will do anything to make that happen.

      When I know there’s nothing more I can do, I grab the sheets and wind him up in them until there’s no part of him showing and lift him up. He’s a dead weight in my arms and I realize that he might still be dying but I need to get him out. I need to get him away because if we’re caught, the consequences would be devastating.

      I hold him tightly against my body as I pull the door open and listen closely for footsteps. If anyone catches me and realizes what I’ve done, it’ll ruin everything. It’ll end my entire career, and I would rot in prison even if River dies.

      “It’s okay, it’s okay. I have you,” I say as I kiss the top of his head through the sheet. I move quickly out into the hallway, but this area is sectioned off for everyone but medical staff, so I rush through it. When I hear footsteps, I quickly push a door open and step into a dark, empty room where I hold River tightly to me. I can’t tell if it’s working. I can’t tell if anything’s happening. Why is it taking so long? Did I not do it right? I’ve never changed anyone before, so everything I know about it is from secondhand knowledge.

      I listen to them pass, praying they don’t step in here. Me with a body in any sense of the matter is quite suspicious. The moment they’re past, I rush back into the hallway and run. Pushing through the door, I step out into the main hallway that’s open to others. There are so many people and not enough clear space. Why are there so many?

      Is there a window I can break and jump through? Is there an emergency exit that won’t set off the alarm when I rush through it?

      I turn and see a woman heading my way, so I quickly turn back the other way and notice a vampire walking toward me.

      “Fuck,” I hiss before deciding to take my chances with the human woman.

      She sees me and instantly looks concerned. “Sir?”

      I pull out my badge. “Police business. Closest exit?”

      “Uh yeah, of course. Right this way,” she says as she dodges to the left. She’s clearly suspicious of me, but she leads me toward a side exit I’d have never found without her.

      “Thank you so much,” I say as she pushes the door open and I rush out into the sun. I keep River tucked down tight, but I’m not sure if sunlight would even bother him yet. Is he even still alive? I reach my car and set him in the passenger seat where he sinks down onto the middle console. I get into the driver’s seat and push the console back before pulling him onto my lap where he lets out a painfilled moan.

      “It’s okay, River. It’s going to be okay,” I say as I head toward my house.

      When I arrive, I carry him into the bathroom and shut the door. Quickly, I cover the window as best as I can before uncovering him. He groans as he rolls onto his side and things just go from bad to worse. My mind tells me it’s just him changing, but the sobs and cries are enough to make me hurt. River has put up with so much pain in silence, so I can imagine how much his body dying hurts.

      He stirs a little just to push himself up before slamming back down on the ground where he throws up where he lies. The only positive thing is that he wasn’t able to eat before the surgery so his body doesn’t have much to get rid of. After I clean him up, I grab him and pull him over to me. He clings desperately to me, nails digging into my leg as his body shakes.

      “I’m so sorry,” I say as I run my fingers through his dark hair. “I’m so sorry.”

      “What’s happening to me?” he sobs out. I really don’t think he’s coherent or I’m sure he’d have questioned why we’re not at the hospital. He rolls into me, and I see that the surgery spot is slowly beginning to heal as it pushes the staples out. Will he be all right? Watson said he managed to remove the tumor but was the surgery successful? Did he keep from hitting anything important?

      I pin him against me, praying the shakes and seizures coursing through his body stop soon. The pain I’ve put him through is killing me and I just want it to end.
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        * * *

      

      Once River is out, I gently set him in my bed and rush for his apartment in the hopes he doesn’t wake while I’m gone. I wouldn’t be surprised if he didn’t wake for hours or days still. I don’t think he’d go far, but I still handcuffed him to my bed. As long as I keep him near bursting with blood, I don’t think he’ll attack anything, but I don’t want to take any chances. Back at his apartment, I let myself in and grab a bag to put his clothes and laptop in.

      Banshee trots up to me, curious about what I’m doing, so I grab her food and litter box and rush them out to the car. Then I grab the cat. She is far less than pleased when I pick her up and she begins yowling, but I don’t know what else to do with her. So I carry her out to the car and put her inside. She perches her ass on the passenger seat like she’s now ruler of the car.

      “See? Not so bad, right? You’ll get to see River soon, and I know he’s a little different but please still like him,” I say as I back the car out of the parking spot and start driving.

      Her cool cat routine leaps right out of the window as a bloodcurdling yowl pierces my ears a moment before she leaps straight into the air and lands on the side of my face. Her nails sink into my skin as her tail whaps back and forth.

      “Fuck!” I cry as I try to pull her off but she latches on tighter, which is how I end up wearing a cat the entire ride home. Once inside the house, I take out an old crate I had in the garage from Dorothy’s last dog and set it up in the living room with the cat inside. I padlock her in as she yowls, less than enthused. I would have assumed the bloodletting in the car would have sated her.

      I walk in and unhandcuff River before checking him over. Then I set up River’s laptop in the dining room. I hear movement coming from the bedroom, telling me that River might be waking up, so I rush over to check on him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        RIVER

      

      

      There’s a moment in waking that I’m not sure if I’m awake or dead. I had spent so long accepting death would come for me that I assume it is death. Whatever the hell had happened to me couldn’t be from the tumor.

      My body throbs in a strange way as I try to move. Would death hurt this much? Would pain follow me into the afterlife?

      I open my eyes and look up into Bentley’s in pure confusion. I get that he’s probably excited that I’m still alive but isn’t it a bit weird he’s just hovering over the top of me? Is this some strange dream or something and I’m in a coma?

      “I’ve got good news and bad news,” Bentley says as I realize how… clear he looks. It’s like when you zoom in on an object and it finally focuses.

      “Why do you look so fucking weird?” I ask. Clearly, it’s the loopy drugs I’m on. Ah yes. Drugs. Wait… what was that about news? “News. The news is on?”

      “Okay. Good news is they got the tumor out. Bad news is that you’re dead.” He says it really quickly, like if he says it fast enough I won’t catch any of it and just agree and go on with my merry life.

      “Ah…” I lift my arm up and hold it against my eyes. “I’m not see-through.”

      “What?”

      “I’m a ghost and I’m haunting you?” I guess. My god, of course it’s my luck to be turned into a ghost and wait… “Can you see dead people?”

      I hear a noise and turn my head to the right to see what I could possibly be hearing. So many colors! Were they always so colorful? “Little fishies.”

      “Are you okay? What if Watson hit something? Tell me your name. What’s your name?”

      “Fishy one. Fishy two.” I’m fixated on them, drawn to them like a cat on a mouse. Suddenly, in the blink of an eye I’m standing before them and I snatch one right out of the water as my mind is just consumed with thoughts of sweet, sweet blood filling my mouth.

      “Oh my god, don’t eat my fish!” Bentley yells. “Drop the fish!”

      I open my mouth and chomp down, but Bentley moves the flopping fish out the way before I can devour its sweet blood. The fish is plopped back into the tank and I’m dragged away from it in this extremely impressive headlock thing he has going on. I’m devastated as I’m pulled into the kitchen. He sits me down in a chair as he turns to the fridge and I stare longingly at his neck. I mean… it does look even better than the fish. Oh my god, he looks so good!

      I leap out of the chair and jump onto his back before sinking my fangs—fangs? What the fuck is going on?

      “That’s not where the vein is. Are you just going to gnaw on me until you find it? Sit down.”

      He pries me off and pushes me onto the ground before handing me a bottle of blood. The moment the top is off, I’m chugging it. It runs down my face and wets my shirt, leaving me to look like I bathed in it, but the taste is so goddamn sweet I can’t get enough of it. When the bottle runs dry, I start sucking on where it soaked into the shirt as I moan and roll around on the ground in pure ecstasy.

      A moment later, the haze coating my mind begins to drift away and I’m left lying on the ground looking up at an extremely concerned Bentley, who says, “Umm… did you forget how to drink?”

      “Oh my fucking god. You turned me into a vampire!” I cry.

      He looks horrified. “I’m really sorry. You were dying and I didn’t know what else to do, and you can hate me or turn me in or I don’t know. I’m so sorry.”

      Slowly, extremely slowly, I begin to process all of this as I suck on my bloody shirt some more. “So… I’m not a ghost… and I just tried eating your fish… oh my god. I tried eating your precious fish!” How could I do that?

      “It’s fine. They’re fine. I’m so sorry.”

      “No… it’s okay, but… what’s this mean?” I ask as I slowly sit up. He kneels in front of me.

      “Watson removed the tumor but he couldn’t get you stabilized from there, so I turned you. It was the only thing I could think of to do to save you. I’m sorry.”

      “I’m not going to die?” I ask in disbelief.

      “No.”

      “Oh my god, I’m not going to die. I’m not going to die.” I grab his shirt and begin shaking him. “I’m alive!”

      “You’re alive. But I’m sorry.”

      “Stop being sorry… I’m alive.” I dive into his arms and squeeze him tightly.

      “Don’t… kill… me,” he whispers.

      “I forgot! I’m strong!”

      I grab the dining room table leg and lift it right into the air but it’s off balance so it tips and crashes to the ground, sending all of Bentley’s papers and mail flying. “I’m sorry! I think there’s something wrong with me. I’m a bit… excited.”

      “Me too,” Bentley says as he pins my arms to my sides. I think he’s trying to keep me from causing more chaos. “I’m very excited too.”

      I sink into him and just sit in bliss for a moment. To go from six months of thinking about my upcoming death every day to being told that I’ll live for many more years is like a shock to my system. I dig my fingers into his back as he rocks me.

      “I’m exhausted and tired and happy and feel weird and I’m alive,” I say.

      He kisses my forehead, then my cheek, then pulls me back enough he can kiss my lips. “You don’t hate me?”

      I grab his face as I really look at him for the first time and realize how distraught he looks. How long has he been beating himself up about this?

      He looks so upset and I can’t even understand why until he begins speaking. “I mean, this is illegal. I’ve ruined your life. You can’t get a real job or a house or any of that without people noticing that you were illegally changed. You’ll have to rely on me or someone else.”

      “Hey, stop. I would rather be alive than dead. I don’t care about any of that stuff. I’ll be careful. I promise I’ll never let you get in trouble over this, okay? I’m sorry.”

      He kisses me again, but I feel strange. “Why do I feel so weird?”

      “Your body is still changing. It’ll take a while before you feel well enough to resume normal activities, okay? Why don’t you get some sleep?”

      Sleep has never sounded so good. “Do you think I’ll always have a bald spot?” I ask as I pat the bare spot on my head.

      “Hopefully. It’s awfully sexy,” he teases.

      “I know!” Instead of going to bed like a normal person, I just sink into his arms and immediately fall asleep.
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        BENTLEY

      

      

      Since River hasn’t used his laptop in the weeks since he was turned, I pick it up to move it off the desk in my bedroom to the dresser. When I set it down, a Post-it falls out that reads: Bentley, if I die, the password to the second file is Amara.

      Second file?

      I turn the computer on and type in the password he’d given me a while ago. Then I click on File Explorer and see that he has a second document labeled the same as the first one I’d been reading with the addition of a two after it. It instantly asks for a password and I’m left staring at it in confusion. Is it wrong of me to open it when he’s not dead? Of course it’s wrong of me, but has he been lying or evading the truth about something else?

      Just a peek won’t hurt anything, right?

      I type Amara’s name in and hit enter as guilt immediately fills me while the file opens up.

      Bentley, I want to tell you something that I didn’t tell you before. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to tell you, it was that I couldn’t. I was scared that if you found out, my family would be killed, and I couldn’t live with myself if I got my family hurt. I wasn’t heroic enough that I battled my way away from the vampire who had me. I wasn’t some hero who was on some vendetta revenge war plan or some bullshit. I’m just some regular guy from some boring town who is probably going to die during this surgery tomorrow (if you’re reading this then I’m dead. Don’t be sad because you now have a quite rare and exclusive Banshee in your life who is awesome enough she makes up for everything else).

      Alright, here’s the down and dirty because I don’t have time to make it a clean and beautiful story. Corbyn conditioned me into believing that there was only one way to survive and it was to listen to him. Not listening to him often resulted in pain, terror, and me pissing my pants. So… he conditioned me into listening. I should have realized it was some fucked-up game he was playing where he etched these names into my head until they were burned there. Then he gave me a gun, he gave me a motive, he gave me the threat of killing my family if I told anyone (or I fucked up), and he sent me out to do his dirty work. This whole thing? It was orchestrated by him.

      I did the theatrics but the drugs, the bullets, the money, all of that came from him. Now you’re coming in and I can’t finish writing this. I’ll tell you the rest after you go to sleep.

      And because River’s goal in life is to make things difficult for me, he never finished it.

      Fuck. But he claims the reason he didn’t go to the police was that someone from law enforcement was involved. There are countless people working it, but the only one who has had a spike in interest with the group is Chief Bowman. We all assumed he was interested in the case because of Governor White, but it is strange for him to be involved.

      River’s been out of it for weeks now, which I’m honestly thankful for because work has been absolutely shitty. After the body in the river and Perez’s death, shit just plummeted hard at the VRC. The attention of everyone there was snapped away from River’s case and thrown into Finn’s. It’s not unusual for our overworked staff to be juggling two large cases at once, but with River quiet, there’s been not a peep from anything that could be considered suspicious after Huang’s death. With Wren and the others gone, we’re left worrying about what will happen to Finn. There’s just too much shit on my plate. And everything with River seems to be a dead end after dead end. But if River knows more than he’s letting on, if he’s really being controlled by this Corbyn man, does he know more?

      I walk into the kitchen and stop abruptly as I see River lying on his stomach, staring at Banshee.

      “Are you planning on eating the cat or watching it?” I ask. I try to keep the two separate, since I still don’t trust him, but I do what I can.

      River looks up at me and grins. “You never know. Can I get out of the house so I can zoom around?”

      “No.” I want to ask him about Corbyn, but I feel kind of guilty for looking into his laptop. I’ll ask him about it, but I don’t want to get into it right before Watson’s arrival.

      “So I can’t leave but Watson can come over?” he asks suspiciously. “Come here, Banshee. Let me feast upon your furry neck!”

      Banshee, the warrior she is, trots right over to him. He grabs her and rolls around on the ground with her as I hover nearby, absolutely terrified he’s going to eat her. He’s tried eating the fish who barely have blood multiple times, but so far, he’s been good with Banshee and all the fish are still thriving.

      “Watson already knows about you, and if I let you outside and you come across like roadkill or some shit, you’ll attack it.”

      “I would never,” he says as he belly crawls over to me and pretends to gnaw on my leg. He’s taking this “being a vampire” nonsense extremely well.

      He pulls my leg, like he’s planning on dragging me to the ground, so I reach down and pick him up off the floor. I carry him over to the couch and sit down on it with him held tightly in my arms.

      “How’d you get even more handsome after I became a vampire?” he asks as he cups my face between his hands.

      “I don’t think I’ve changed.”

      “You totally changed,” he says.

      He’s been sleeping so much that we barely get time to be with each other, but I’ve appreciated all the time he’s spent wrapped up in my embrace. He’s easily pleased by passing out in my arms and leaving me in awkward positions where I can’t possibly move him because he’s so damn cute.

      He snuggles up against me and kisses my cheek. “I kind of want to eat you.”

      “Please don’t eat me.”

      He licks my neck, which I know is not done in a sexy way and instead because he literally wants to eat me. “Just a little eating.”

      “I won’t taste good.”

      “Chomp chomp.”

      “No chomping.”

      He smiles at me as he pokes my face. “You look like ice cream. I want blood ice cream!”

      “Well… I guess at least I’m similar to your favorite fetish,” I say as he squeezes me tightly and smiles at me. I love moments like this where I can just hold him and don’t have to worry about whether or not it’s the last time I do.

      There’s a knock, so I set him to the side and go over to the door to open it. Watson smiles at us. “Good to see you both.”

      “Thanks for coming out here. I would have taken him to you, but I don’t… trust him yet,” I say.

      “I tried eating his fish once, and he’s terrified I’ll take down all of mankind,” River says as he walks up with Banshee in his arms. Banshee takes one look at Watson and hisses at him before batting the air in front of her like she’d enjoy slicing his face off.

      Watson’s eyes narrow as he looks at the demon cat. “Quite a feisty little thing.”

      “She only likes River,” I explain.

      “She likes you too! She hasn’t drawn blood on you in forever!”

      Likes… me… too? I think about waking up with her lying on my nose and mouth like she thought that if I were human, she’d suffocate me. Yesterday, she leapt out of the bathtub where she’d been hiding and scared me to death as she wrapped her claws around my leg and bit my knee. She’s fucking evil!

      Her tail is twitching as River hands her off to me like he thinks I want I hold her. Her green eyes stare at me as her tail flips around, clearly dissatisfied.

      “Thanks for coming earlier; I forgot we had a VRC meeting today,” I say.

      “A meeting for the vampires as a reminder not to eat people, right?” River jokes.

      I grin. “Yes. Finn’s excited he lucked out and doesn’t have to go, and I’m a bit jealous.”

      Watson chuckles. “I don’t think you guys have to worry about Finn eating anyone.”

      “He’s not really tall enough to reach anyone’s neck, is he?” River teases.

      “Ohhh, don’t let him hear you say that,” I say, making Watson laugh. He clearly gets Finn and his aversion to height jokes.

      “So Finn will be home this evening? You think they’d be concerned leaving him all alone like that. Or will Orin be watching him?” Watson asks.

      “I think Orin will be out, but Claude, Marcus’s brother, will be there.”

      “I see. I hope nothing happens,” he says.

      I carry Banshee, who is oddly allowing it, into the kitchen where Watson has River sit down at the table. He makes him do some different tests as I watch and find myself scratching behind Banshee’s ears.

      “You look good,” Watson says.

      “I’m afraid I’m going to run out of blood the way we’re going,” I admit. My card shows my allotted amount of blood per month so the government can keep a decent amount of blood on the market for people. Even if I buy blood at something like a café, I have to show my ID for it and it counts toward my allotted amount. A lot of people think it’s a conspiracy to keep tabs on and control the vampires, but there’s no proof to any of it.

      “Hmm… I see how that’s a concern. Let me see if I can think of something. Young vampires feed much more often as well.” Watson tips River’s head down. “It’s extremely strange that his hair is growing in white where I removed the tumor.”

      “I’m just glad I’m not bald, but yes, it stands out quite a bit,” River says as he reaches up and runs his fingers over the white patch that’s vibrant in his brownish-black hair. “So… you think everything is good? The tumor is gone? I’m going to be fine?”

      Watson smiles. “You look extremely healthy to me. We removed all of the tumor, so you’re good to go.”

      “He’s been extremely lethargic for weeks; do you think that’ll get better?”

      “Yes, he looks fine. So it’s most likely because the body takes a while to recover from everything he experienced. Not only was he changed, but he’d just had surgery, he was dying—it’s a lot to go through. I wouldn’t be surprised if it still took him a couple more weeks before he functions as well as or better than he did before.”

      “Thank you, Watson,” I say as I give him a smile. “You really… you did so much for us.”

      River gives him a huge smile. “I would be dead if it weren’t for you. Thank you for keeping me alive.”

      “Of course,” he says as he gives River’s shoulder a gentle squeeze.

      “And for not telling anyone about this,” I add.

      “Don’t stress about it. When I decided to become a doctor, it was because I wanted to save people, and sometimes… there’s a way to save people that’s not exactly the ‘right’ way. But then again, who knows what the right way is?” He finishes his checkup and heads for the door, leaving me alone with River.

      “I need to get going here in a little bit. I’m going to lock Banshee up, and do you want me to handcuff you?”

      “I’m not running off and eating anyone. I feel bloated from how much blood you force-feed me. I’m good,” he assures me as I put Banshee in her crate. She lives up to her name the moment I put her in it by yowling loudly, but I’d really prefer River not eat her.

      As I turn around, River is there with a smile on his face. I think this is the longest he’s been responsive since I changed him. He wraps his arms around my neck and smiles at me in the way he does that makes me want to give in to anything he wants.

      Instead, I just kiss his lips. “Be good.”

      “What will you give me if I’m good?” he asks.

      “If you’re still awake when I get home, we’ll just see,” I tease.

      “Hmm… I can’t wait,” he says before kissing my lips again. He doesn’t have the whole fang thing figured out and kissing is a bit of an experience, but he’s cute, so I let him do anything he wants. Which… seems to be the story of our life so far.

      “Don’t eat my fish.”

      “I’ll be patient and just snack on you when you come home.”

      “Don’t eat the cat.”

      His smirk falls to a mock glare. “Come on, have some faith in me!”

      “Don’t eat the neighbor.”

      “The neighbor is like ninety and shriveled up and probably has old blood.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “And you know what the neighbor looks like because?”

      River stares at me with wide eyes. “I… like… watching blood bags—people… walk around outside as my mouth waters.”

      I’m quite terrified of this fact. “Oh my god, you’re going to eat someone!”

      He starts laughing. “I’m joking! I was just testing my ears out. I could hear something and saw him taking out the trash. I won’t leave the house.”

      “Okay,” I say before giving him a squeeze. “I can’t lose you.”

      He gives me another kiss before I head back to get a shower and get ready to go. Once I’m dressed and positive he’s not gnawing on the cat, I head out. When I reach the meeting location, I immediately hunt for Marcus and Alexei, so I’m at least with people I know.

      “This needs to end,” Marcus growls as he anxiously begins pacing. He’s rightfully concerned about leaving Finn alone when that monster is still after him. But the monster has been quiet for a bit, so I understand him doing so.

      “Calm down, I’m sure Finn will be fine. It’s honestly a surprise anyone would even want that annoying thing,” Alexei says, trying to lighten the mood.

      Marcus grumbles at Alexei, but it at least distracts him momentarily. I can imagine the stress he’s going through with Finn at the moment. He hasn’t let him out of his sight in weeks as far as I’m aware.

      “Claude is watching him, right?” I ask.

      “Yes. Claude,” Marcus growls and Alexei’s face scrunches up.

      I happen to find Marcus’s brother Claude rather nice but these two have anger management issues and Claude’s happiness seems to ruin their lives.

      “Church,” Wren says which just adds to Marcus’s bad day. I forgot that he’d be here, since it’s a requirement for all the vampire units in the state. Foster and Grant are trailing behind him but before Marcus can take his bad day out on anyone, the chief of police, Bowman, takes the stage and begins talking. Could Bowman have more of a hand in this than I ever imagined? Could he be Corbyn?

      All I know is that tomorrow, River and I are going to talk about this, and I hope he trusts me enough to tell me the truth.
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        RIVER

      

      

      I’d assumed Bentley would have been back by now. I anxiously look at my phone, hoping for some reply. I know Corbyn said he’d be patient with me, but he’s clearly getting tired of my excuses. I guess “recovering from a brain tumor operation” wasn’t enough for him.

      I hear a noise outside the door and slowly walk toward it. Is Bentley home?

      He has blankets over all of the windows so the sunlight can’t leak in, but now that it’s night, I can push it to the side. The driveway is empty, so it must not be him. Maybe it was just a dog or a cat or something because I can’t hear them anymore.

      Suddenly, the front door slams inward and Corbyn smiles at me. “I wondered where you’d gone but of course you’d be here with your new detective. And that’s when I realized just why my sweet little prodigy is avoiding me.”

      I stare at him, unsure of what to do. Now that I’m a vampire, I’m stronger, but can I protect myself? And at what cost? He swears he’ll have someone kill my family if I don’t listen to him, so it’s probably best to just let him do as he wants.

      He grabs me by the throat and slams me against the wall. “Did you think you could just stop listening to me?”

      “I told you about the surgery. And you’ve been watching what I was doing. Like you were there the night I had White—”

      He gives me a fang-filled grin. “Oh, but you didn’t tell me about this. I see the detective turned you. When were you going to mention that?”

      “He didn’t! It wasn’t him,” I say, anxious that he could now hold this over our heads.

      He yanks my head back as he leans over me. “Don’t lie to me.” He grabs my throat and digs his fingers into my neck, nails sinking into my skin as fear rises inside of me. I was an idiot to think I could avoid him, to think I could stop doing what he asked of me.

      I shove him back and he swipes my abdomen with his free hand, making pain spike inside me. Quickly pushing the front door open, I rush outside and start running toward the backyard, hoping to get away from him. My legs are moving faster than they’ve ever moved, but it’s nothing compared to him as he slams into me and drives me to the ground. He grabs my neck as I kick and fight against him.

      “Stop fighting or I’ll kill that sweet detective the moment he steps into his fucking driveway.”

      I force the fight in me down as I stop what I’m doing and look up at him. “Please! This is your fight! Let me go.”

      “This is not just my fight. This is your fight too, is it not? Do you want others to go through this?” Corbyn asks.

      I don’t, I really don’t, but I know there are better ways to do this. Ways that will help them faster. If he’d just help me or go to the police it could end. “No! But the way you’re doing it is all fucked up and wrong! Why can’t you just help me?” My stomach is aching as it slowly heals, but I can feel my shirt wet with blood.

      “Because I wanted to watch their fucking faces as a human tore them apart, but you couldn’t even do that right!” he growls as he hits me.

      His weight keeps me pinned down as I watch him close his eyes and take a deep breath. It’s like he’s trying to think about something, and all the while I’m left wondering what I should do to keep from him killing me or someone I love or care about.

      His eyes open and they instantly drop down to mine as he leans over and grabs my face in his hand. “Alright, I see you love making things difficult for me, but this will be fine. I’m going to give you a list of people you’re going to kill. And if you don’t kill them, I’m going to kill your brother, and then your father, and then your mother. I’ll probably even kill that cute little dog of yours too. And then I might as well kill that stupid detective you’ve become so smitten with. Really, maybe I should just kill him now. You were listening so well until he popped up on scene. Is he the issue?”

      I try to shake my head, but his grip prohibits it. “No. I’m sorry. Please don’t hurt him. I promise I’ll listen.”

      “And you haven’t told him who I am, right?”

      “No! I swear. He doesn’t know.”

      “Because he’s awfully suspicious as he wanders around, and we can’t have him sniffing too hard now, can we? And if you do tell him, that’s the end of everyone you love.”

      “No. I’ll listen.”

      “I will be in contact with what I want you to do next. Okay?”

      I nod. “Yes.”

      “That’s my good boy. Now don’t piss me off again or you know what happens,” he says before leaving. I roll up onto my side in the backyard of Bentley’s house. My stomach aches where he cut me open, but I’m still healing. I stagger toward the house as I realize how unbelievably hungry I am. When I look down, I see all the blood soaking into my pants and shirt and my desire for blood spikes.

      I just need to get into the house and chug whatever blood is in the fridge.

      “Hey, there!”

      My head snaps around as my eyes fixate on the neighbor taking his trash out. He looks a bit confused by my fixation but shrugs and drops his trash in. Blood… so much fresh blood running through his veins.

      I move toward him, unable to tear my eyes away as he closes the lid and continues up toward the house, not understanding what’s happening. My nails bite into my palms as I take a step in his direction.

      And then I begin to run toward him.

      No! I can’t kill him. I can’t kill the neighbor. If I bit him, would I stop? I sidestep to the right and slam into a tree. Desperately, I grab onto it, aching to keep it between us as a way to keep myself from looking at him. I couldn’t live with myself if I killed him.

      Oh, but the blood. I need the blood more than I’ve needed anything in my life.

      That’s when I see someone walking toward me.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        BENTLEY

      

      

      I can’t believe the vampire attacked Finn. He knew Marcus would be gone and waited until he was just out of reach before attacking. It’s like he’s toying with him, but at least Finn’s safe and no one died. When I pull into my driveway, I instantly know something’s wrong. From here, I can see that the front door is cracked open and panic fills me.

      Did something happen? Did River run off? What if he hurts someone? What if someone hurts him?

      I rush out as the smell of blood fills my nose.

      “No, no, no,” I whisper as I run toward the back of the house. That’s when I see someone leering over River as he holds his stomach coated in blood.

      Without thinking, I grab them and drive them to the ground. They’re quick as they slip to the side and knee me hard before flipping me onto my back where they pin me down.

      “What the fuck is going on here?” Alexei growls, and I still instantly.

      “Alexei?” I ask in surprise.

      “You have a baby vampire and you’re going to attack me over it?”

      I shove him off me before turning to face him. “Why are you here? Why are you on my land?” I growl as I flash him my fangs.

      His eyes narrow as his expression tightens. “Ah, just going to turn into a jackass, are we? You have no right to snap at me when you’ve created that.”

      “You act as if I had a choice. I had no fucking choice, and if you try to hurt him, you have to go through me,” I growl.

      There’s a flash of hurt on Alexei’s face that startles me and I realize how insane I’m acting. I don’t even know what’s happening here, and I’m pointing all fingers at Alexei? Did he even attack River? I’m threatening him, and why? For what?

      “Fuck you, DeGray. Fuck you,” he growls before heading to his car.

      I rush after him and reach for him but he sidesteps me as his eyes narrow. “You can’t tell anyone.”

      “Fuck you,” he says as he gets into his car and slams the door shut before taking off, tires squealing.

      I run over to River who is huddled on the ground, arms wrapped around his legs as he rocks slowly. “Are you okay? Did he hurt you?” River just keeps rocking until I say his name louder. This time he jumps and looks up at me. “Did Alexei hurt you?”

      “N-No, he didn’t hurt me, he was trying to help me. I almost attacked the neighbor,” River says as he looks up at me with clear pain on his face. “I almost killed the neighbor.”

      “And… Alexei stopped it?” Why the hell did I attack Alexei? I feel like the biggest asshole ever. I don’t even understand why I did it. I just rushed him without thinking.

      “Yes… fuck… I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      “Who attacked you?” I ask.

      River hesitates and then shakes his head. “I’m sorry.”

      “Stop apologizing to me and tell me some fucking truth, River! You know who this guy is, so tell me and this can end!”

      He keeps shaking his head as his hands ball up into fists. “But it won’t end! He has people working for him. He has the ones he turned, and he told me he’d kill my entire family and you. He’ll do it. I know he’ll do it and I can’t, Bentley. I can’t lose them.”

      “I know, but—”

      River grabs onto me, his eyes locking on as he shakes me. “I can’t do this. I can’t let my family die.”

      His fingers dig into my arms as he rocks back and forth. “River, we need to end this. Please. People are dying and we can stop it.”

      He turns his head away from me. “Well, aren’t I fucking selfish then because I just want you and my family to keep living! Why can’t you just drop it? Please! Forget about it!”

      Why is he being so unreasonable? “He attacked you. I’m not going to just forget about it!”

      “Because I wasn’t listening to him!”

      I hear a noise behind me, and River’s eyes immediately latch on to the neighbor.

      “Everything okay?” he asks softly.

      River moves toward him, like he’s going to attack him, and I grab him in my arms. “Everything is fine,” I assure him. “He just fell and sprained his ankle. We’re good, thank you.”

      I pick him up and quickly carry him into the house before there can be an accident. His nails dig into my back as he longingly looks toward the area the neighbor was. I carry him straight over to the fridge and grab some blood. I move to warm it, but he’s on it instantly. He chugs it down as I realize how low I’m getting on blood. He’s going through it far too quickly and I have no way to get it once it’s gone, beyond hunting for animals myself. They don’t take too kindly to handing blood over, and I’ll probably have to kill them, which I hate doing.

      River cradles the empty bottle against himself as he looks at me. “I’m sorry I almost attacked the neighbor. I’m so sorry. What if I’d killed him?”

      “It’s okay. You didn’t. You did good,” I assure him as I wrap him up in my arms and hold him against me while I realize that I really don’t know what he could’ve done. And River wouldn’t have handled the guilt of killing him.

      I keep his head tucked tightly against me as I kiss his forehead and beg that I can figure out what to do. I want to keep him safe and I want to keep him happy, but I feel at a loss on how to do either. He’s going to eat himself up about this when I just want everything to be normal for him and for him to be happy.

      “I promise I’ll make everything better. I promise everything will be okay.”

      And I really hope I can keep that promise.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        BENTLEY

      

      

      I hate leaving River alone, but the case with Finn is getting more and more dicey, and I know my team needs me. There’s no one to help us and no one to watch Finn in case the man who attacked him returns. River asks that I keep him handcuffed so he can’t go anywhere, so that’s what I do.

      “Are you positive you’re okay?” I ask as I run my fingers through his hair. I tug gently on the white patch.

      “Positive! I have a TV remote, a book, another book, some video games.” He looks around the king-sized bed laden with items. “I’m almost positive there’s not room for anything else. You’re only gone for like eight or nine hours, right?”

      I smile as I lean over and kiss the top of his head. Understanding what I want, he tips his head back and smiles in return before kissing me. I savor the feeling of his soft lips on mine before I sigh. “I hate leaving you alone.”

      “He’s not going to touch me or hurt me. He told me he’d send me some information and he’s never sent it. So he can’t get pissed at me if he’s never sent me anything. And I promise I’ll let you know exactly what he asks for. I’m sure he won’t get upset if you’re helping me.”

      I nod, even though I don’t like this and he knows it. “Yeah… be good.”

      “The absolute best. Your fish are just out of reach.”

      “They would barely have enough blood to even taste it!”

      “I’m going to be real honest and say that when you were in the shower one time, I grabbed one but the moment I tasted the fish water on my tongue, it snapped me out of it and I put it back. We’re friends now,” he says.

      “You are out of control,” I realize.

      He starts laughing. “Not anymore.” He jingles the handcuffs I got from work that were specifically designed to hold a vampire. “Please be safe. I won’t do anything stupid. I’ll watch porn, and you just need to remember that I’m handcuffed and waiting for you to come home.”

      I stare at him as he gives a fucking wink. “You’re seriously going to say that as I’m walking out the door?”

      River gives me a grin. “You’re the kinky boy who tied me up.”

      “Oh, fuck me, no.” I give him one last kiss before rushing for the door. I can’t be late; I’ve already missed enough work that I don’t need anyone saying something to me. Especially when Alexei knows.

      Once at work, I try to corner Alexei to apologize, but he quickly sticks to Marcus’s side, so I head to my desk. I pull out both versions of River’s journal and study them closely. One thing that stands out to me is the bullets and drugs he has. River claims this Corbyn man is getting them for him. There was speculation that the bullets were similar to the ones we confiscated from Perry, the man who’d been trying to create chaos between the humans and vampires. Wren’s crew assumed River had been buying them from somewhere, or that perhaps he’d been in contact with Perry or his group at some point.

      But River stating that Corbyn was getting them for him tells me the man really is working law enforcement.

      I head to the evidence room before stopping in front of Li, the woman in charge of it.

      “Good morning, Li, I had a question.”

      She gives me a smile. “Of course.”

      “So when they analyzed the drug I was injected with, they found components similar to the bullets that were used during Perry’s case. Is there a way you could tell me where those bullets went?”

      “I can… are you looking into Huang’s case again? I thought they closed it.”

      “Just something’s bothering me about it.”

      “Of course,” she says as she turns to her computer. “If I remember right, we did take in some of the bullets, but the majority went with Wren’s analyst crew.”

      “And the ones here are still accounted for?” I ask.

      “Of course,” she says as she turns away from the computer. “Seems everything is in order.”

      “Could you double-check?”

      “You’re speculating they’re gone? But if they were the bullets used to shoot Huang, the analyst team would have identified them,” she says.

      “Just for fun,” I say. Even if they weren’t the same bullets, someone could be duplicating them.

      Li shrugs and gets up before heading over to the evidence room. She unlocks the door and we walk inside to where she goes over to their exact location. She opens the box, and I don’t even have to look inside to tell they’re gone. Her face tells me just that.

      “Well, shit,” she says. “So you think the man who killed Huang stole the bullets?”

      “Or someone stole them for him,” I say thoughtfully.

      “So it’d have to be someone who had access to the evidence room and you pretty much know everyone who had access.”

      I think of the people I work with but that couldn’t be right, could it? I couldn’t imagine any of them being the man doing this to River. But then again, I’m making assumptions because I don’t want it to be true.

      Fuck.

      “I’ll look into it. It’s my fault if this happened,” Li says.

      “It’s not your fault at all. There’s no way you could have known this was going to happen,” I say.

      She hesitates. “Well… hold on. Come with me.” She rushes over to security and types in an exact date before glancing at her log and typing a time in. We watch as Finn enters the room and heads straight for the shelf the bullets were on before Briar steps into the room, interrupting him.

      “Finn… took them?” I ask in disbelief. “What date was this?”

      “It was only two days ago, so it doesn’t match up with your hypothesis,” she says.

      “Shit… he probably took them thinking they’d help him kill the vampire after him. I mean… I don’t blame him. We aren’t even legally allowed to carry bullets like that which is bullshit.”

      “He told me he was looking into something with Tonya Everest’s case. If I report him, he’ll lose his job,” she says as she looks up at me, like she wants to know what I think about that.

      Fuck, and it’d be all my fault. “Please don’t report him. Not yet, at least. Let me find him. Let me talk to him. I don’t want to be the reason he loses his job if he’s really just doing this because he’s terrified.”

      She bites her lip as she thinks about it. “Okay… I’ll contact the other office and have them check. If they’re gone as well and we can pin their disappearance on someone other than Hayes, then maybe they just happened to take these ones too if anyone ever notices their disappearance.”

      I grab her hands and squeeze them. “Thank you. I’m sorry for dragging you into this.”

      I rush out and tell Brooks I need to go out into the field but instead, I drive to Finn’s father’s house, where Finn has been staying since the attacks on him started. Marcus is at work, so thankfully I won’t have to deal with him. Once I arrive, I knock on the door.

      The door opens and Claude beams at me. He was horribly wounded during the last attack, so I’m surprised he’s still playing guard with Finn, but I think he really likes him.

      “Well hello there, normal detective.”

      “Is… Is that what I am?” I ask, confused.

      “Well, yes. Karsyn’s the sexy one, Marcus is the evil one, and Finn is the loud one.”

      “Who are you calling loud?” Finn shouts.

      “See?” Claude asks with a grin. “Loud.”

      “Can I talk to Finn?”

      “Perhaps. Did you bring the sexy one along?”

      Claude has very clearly taken an interest in Alexei. “No, just me. I had a question for Finn.”

      “And you couldn’t call? How interesting,” Claude says with a mischievous grin.

      “Claude, stop harassing him,” Finn says as he walks up. “I’ll make Marcus put you in a dog crate again if you don’t.”

      “Ha. Ha. So funny,” he says as he waves me on inside to where Finn is approaching.

      “DeGray? I’m surprised to see you here.”

      “Can we talk privately?”

      Finn nods. “Yeah, of course.” He waves me to follow him and I notice Claude instantly joins right in. “Without you, Claude.”

      “There is no ‘Without Claude.’ Without Claude is like without blood or air or water if you’re a weak little human.”

      “Go text Karsyn using my phone,” Finn says as he hands it off to him. I’ve never seen an explosion of a smile as big as the one Claude is wearing as he wanders off.

      “Sometimes… I feel really bad for Karsyn, but other times, I think he enjoys it, and I feel like I’m awesome at smooshing them together. Unless someone else wants me to play Cupid for them.” Finn stares me down as I realize I missed something.

      “Huh?” I ask, confused before I realize what he’s meaning. “No matter how hard you try to build something, there’s nothing there.”

      “Fine, fine. Claude it is for poor Karsyn. I think it’s hilarious, if I’m being honest… how feisty he gets.” He pulls the door shut and turns to me. “What is it?”

      “Why’d you take the bullets out of the evidence room?”

      His smile plummets and his body stiffens as he stares at me. “What?”

      “The bullets were taken.”

      He looks nervous more than guilty as he shifts on his feet. “Yeah… not—”

      “I saw the video. Just tell me why.”

      Finn swallows hard and his eyes drop. “I just… need to stop him and I know regular bullets won’t do it. I don’t want to die or let anyone else I love die, DeGray.”

      “I know. That’s fine. I… thought someone else took them, and I thought it was a lead for the case, so Li knows, but she’s promised not to say anything.”

      The look on Finn’s face switches to one of terror. “Li… Li knows? Fuck… I’m going to get fired, aren’t I?”

      “We’re not going to tell anyone. Okay? I just… I need to know it has nothing to do with Huang’s case.”

      Finn gives me a look of surprise. “Huang? Is this about River?”

      I still as I stare at him and Finn immediately starts laughing.

      “We are literally the worst detectives. The moment you said something about the bullets I’m sure my face gave it all away and same with you for this River guy. No, I had nothing to do with the Huang case beyond working it with you. Wait, so… you think someone from the department is involved and you think the bullets are the same… but no, they can’t be because we would have identified them, right?”

      “Unless someone is fucking with the reports,” I say. “Someone’s pulling strings. We all know how suspicious it was for them to wrap up the case so easily.”

      Finn’s silent for a moment. “After I was finished interrogating River, what did Wren send Grant in for?”

      “Grant?” I ask, confused. Grant was a part of Wren’s group, but he was pretty quiet and focused on the job. I thought I was the only one who went in after Finn. “I didn’t know he did… River never said anything… I have to go.”

      Finn grabs my wrist before I can run. “No! Don’t leave me here! I’m going to perish of boredom, let me help!” he pleads.

      “No, you’re not allowed to help. I shouldn’t even be here, and if Marcus—”

      “If Marcus what?” Marcus growls from behind me. How the hell didn’t I hear him?

      Finn clings on tighter. “He’ll only kill you once, I promise. It’ll be fine. Please! Please, DeGray, please!”

      “What’s going on here?” Marcus asks.

      Claude steps up between Finn and me and puts an arm over each of our shoulders. “Ah, just a regular orgy. What about you?”

      Marcus’s eyes narrow. “I will murder you.”

      Claude laughs and hurries me over to the door. “You’d better run before he murders you.”

      “Can you look into a name for me?” I ask.

      Claude looks delighted to be involved. “Ooh, of course. I do love doing things that make me seem important. Hit me up.”

      I exchange phone numbers with him so when I have all of Grant’s information, I can send it his way. He assures me he can figure it out with just his last name and job title.

      “Oh, and DeGray? Maybe just slip into your next conversation with Karsyn how amazingly helpful I am.”

      Well, seeing as Alexei currently hates me, I don’t think that’s a good idea. “I’ll get right on that,” I lie. Claude seems pleased as he hurries off and I start walking out to the car where I get a call from Li.

      “Hey, what did you find?” I ask.

      “The bullets are missing, so they’re combing through data at the moment.”

      “Without drawing too much attention to it, can they look into whether or not Grant might have been involved?” I ask.

      “Grant? Um… yeah, I can ask about him. Let me see what I can do.”

      When I hang up with her, River almost immediately calls.

      “You detecting stuff?” River asks.

      “Um… what?”

      “As a detective. Detecting… get it? Ha… ha… you know what? I’m funny. I’m hilarious, actually. Banshee just told me I’m hilarious. I asked if she would share just a drop of blood and she clawed me and told me to eat the fish. But I’m a good boy. I’ve eaten nothing.”

      “I can always tell when you’re hungry. Everything in the conversation turns to food,” I say.

      He snickers. “I’m not hungry. I just said the fish looked good again.”

      “Hmm… yeah,” I say suspiciously. I start driving as he continues on.

      “Did you know that the average human has around one-point-three gallons of blood in their body?”

      “Are you looking up blood facts?”

      “No. Ew. Why? Gross. I would never—and that a person can die from losing two and a half liters of blood. I couldn’t remember how many liters went into a gallon so if I took one gallon of blood there’d be three-point-seven liters. And that’s a lot of blood.”

      “River?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      “Don’t eat the cat.”

      “My god, I would never eat my cat. Cats only have eight and a half ounces of blood and that’s not even worth ruining my whole life for. You know? Like I would hate myself so much I’d probably just die.”

      “I’ll be home in like four hours. Please don’t eat anything.”

      “Fangs for the heads up. Get it? Fangs? Like thanks… oh my god, Bentley, I think my brain got messed up in the surgery. Do you think my brain got messed up?”

      “No, you’re just dealing with your body changing and wanting to eat everything.”

      “That makes sense. Come home and bring an elephant. They have sixty-five gallons of blood.”

      “Be good. Stay away from the cat. The door is still closed, right?”

      “Oh, no, she opened the door like hours ago and has been licking her butt on your pillow. I told her it was a bit gross, but when she looked at me her cute little pink tongue was sticking out and I told her she could do whatever she wanted.”

      “Wonderful. Amazing. Thanks, hon.”

      “You’re welcome, blood bag.”

      I sigh as he laughs and hangs up and I realize that I have no idea why he called beyond stating random blood facts at me. I debate going home and locking up Banshee again and pleading with River to stop thinking about blood, but I have to trust him sometime, I suppose. And if he ate Banshee, I could get him a nice cat, and would it really be that much of a loss?

      Back at work, Brooks pulls me into some stuff dealing with our current case, making me put River’s stuff on hold. When I finally get done, it’s after dark and I’ve barely dug into Grant at all. I also need to find a way to keep River’s family safe before I take too many risks, since that’s River’s main hesitance on working with me.

      I decide I can keep working from home and head out the door. As I’m walking toward my car, I immediately feel a strange presence and hesitate as I look around for the location of it. When I don’t see them immediately, I slowly continue walking while keeping an eye out.

      That’s when I see someone sitting in the passenger seat of my car, clearly enjoying my struggle to find him. Hesitantly, I walk over to my car and pull the driver’s door open before looking in at Grant.

      “I hear you’re looking for me,” he says as I stoop down low enough to get a good look at him.

      “I wasn’t looking for you. I was looking into you,” I clarify.

      He waves his hand through the air. “Oh, same difference, now come in, come in. I’d like to chat.”

      I grit my teeth as I get into the car and do everything in my power to keep from tearing his head clean off his body because I could do it. He seems to realize this because he chuckles.

      “Don’t fuck with me—I have people watching River’s family. If I don’t respond to them, then they’re all going to die. See, I realize I’ve been going about this wrong. I was planning on having River do all the dirty work for me, but then you went and changed him, and now… I realize that it’s not him I need. He’s too young and out of control at this point, but you… I could use you,” he says.

      “You’re not using me,” I growl at him. There’s no way I would let this monster use me. After he touched River, I want to destroy him.

      He gives me a sad look, as though he pities me. “But if you don’t, River’s family dies and I really don’t need River doing things for me anymore, so I’ll just take him back. You don’t mind if I keep him, right?”

      I bare my fangs at him, angry he’d even mention touching what is mine. “I will kill you if you touch him.”

      “You’re also aware I’m the only one who knows that River is innocent? I’m the only one who knows how to find these poor lost souls who’ve been taken by the greedy and selfish vampires who feast on them,” he says.

      “Do you even care what happens to them? Because to me this seems like you’re playing a fucking game. You don’t give a shit what’s going on, do you?”

      He grins at me, his mouth twisting up into something truly sadistic. “I want to watch them sweat. I want to watch them fret as they question if they’re next and they realize how fucked they truly are.”

      “And you have no care for the humans and the lives they destroy? We could work together to bring this down. We could stop them!” I say.

      He looks irritatingly amused as he shakes his head. “I’ve given up on stopping them. Now I want to destroy them. And I don’t fucking care who I have to kill to get my way. I’m going to give you my number and we’re going to be in contact with each other, alright?”

      Fuck, I can’t let something happen to River and his family. Before doing anything else, I need to see how truthful he’s really being. Is he lying about having a target on their backs? He could be, but until I know for sure, I’ll do what he says.

      “Fine,” I growl. “But consider doing this the right way and helping me end them.”

      He just grins at me before taking my phone and adding his number to it so casually while I’m seething inside. I want to tear him apart, destroy him for even touching River. Not only that, he’s hurt him so much. He’s terrorized him, destroyed his life… fuck.

      “See ya around,” he says almost teasingly as he gets out of the car, and the anger is overflowing inside me. I need to remain calm. I need to figure out who he’s working with, who knows about this, and who could hurt River and his family. And then once I know they’re safe, I’m going to tear him apart piece by piece.

      I don’t know that I’ve ever felt so much rage in my life as I do at this moment. I slam my hand into the window, cracking it, and I realize that I don’t even know why I would take my anger out on my car. Quickly, I drive home, feeling like at least being with River has to help.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        RIVER

      

      

      Bentley’s been wound up tight for a few days. As soon as he got home the other night, he unlocked my handcuffs and went right to his computer which he endlessly stared at. Not even me telling him that I wouldn’t mind if he handcuffed me while I was naked helped, which means something bad is going on. Bentley never resists my sexy talk.

      I wonder if he’s just so overwhelmed with Finn’s case that it’s hard for him to concentrate. I’m leaning that way until I realize that I haven’t heard from Corbyn for days. He’d told me he was going to send me my next task, yet… he never did.

      I grab my chair and squeak it over to Bentley before pushing it into his leg… still nothing. I plop down in the chair and loom into his personal space as he click-clacks away. And still nothing.

      I jab my finger into his cheek which barely gets a grunt of recognition.

      “I’m going to eat the neighbor.”

      “Please don’t,” he says.

      “Then pay attention to me!” I cry before climbing onto his lap so he can’t mindlessly stare at the laptop. “Talk to me. Are you mad at me for not telling you? Upset? Is this about me wanting to eat the neighbor? Or looking up all the blood amounts?”

      He sighs before wrapping me up in his arms and squeezing me tightly. I find myself melting into him. “No, I’m sorry. I’ve just been a bit overwhelmed.”

      “A bit punchy?”

      “Huh?”

      “I noticed your car window.”

      He looks a little horrified. “Oh fuck. Don’t look at that. That was… a bird.”

      “Wow, that’s impressive. Alright, I’ll distract you. What if we draw each other naked?” I suggest.

      He grins at me. “That’s what you want? Drawing each other naked?”

      “Yes, please! Me first,” I decide as I run off for my sketchbook and pencils. I set up an easel and lead him over to the couch. “Gotta get these off.” I quickly start pulling his T-shirt off as I draw in the scent from his bodywash. The way I can smell, hear, and see better still amazes me. And I see now why the vampires wear such light scents. Too much cologne or bodywash would knock me out.

      But Bentley always smells good or maybe I’m love blind… that’s probably it. I happen to think everything Bentley says or does is amazing.

      “Huh…” I say.

      “What?”

      I smile at him. “Nothin’. I just like thinking about sexy stuff, ya know? Like how sexy you’ll be in my ultimate pose.”

      “You can pose me however you’d like, but I also get to pose you how I’d like.”

      “Fine, fine,” I say as I push his sweats down, taking his underwear with them so he’s gloriously naked. “You know what would be fucking hot?”

      “If I was covered in blood?” he guesses.

      I look at him in surprise. “How the hell did you guess that?”

      “You literally talk about blood at least once an hour.”

      “I do not… like who would even do that? Ha. Not me. Do you know how much blood a bull has?”

      He starts laughing as he kicks his pants and underwear off his ankles. “Alright. Where do I go?”

      “Couch. Sprawl out, put your arm dramatically over your head so you look like you just spilled your last bottle of blood. Good. Good,” I say, even though he has a ridiculous look on his face. “Now let’s add some decorations to it.” I pick up Banshee who yowls at Bentley as I set her down. She clearly likes him, though, because she doesn’t smack his face. Instead she just stares into his soul while swishing her tail menacingly.

      “I feel like if I even glance at her she’ll pluck my eyes out,” Bentley says.

      “Just be thankful it’s not your balls, and I’m sure she loves you! Now here is the ultimate question: do I cover the penis like in those old Victorian paintings or do I draw it?”

      “You know what? Both ways will be extremely awkward while I stare your cat in the eyes, so I say just go for whatever your heart desires.”

      “Here we go,” I say as I pick up a small toy mouse that’s definitely not big enough to cover much and set it right on top. “Perfect.”

      I stare at him for a long moment as he stares back at me.

      “Do I need to look more dramatic? Oh, who spilt my blood! Woe is me with some pity!” he says, and his cries seem to sate Banshee who climbs onto his head and just sits down.

      “Your cat’s butthole is on my cheek.”

      “She just got done licking it, so it’s fine!”

      “You know she’s doing this to try to kill me, right? Last night, I woke up with her on my face suffocating me. If I were human, I would have died.”

      “Wow, what a weak human you’d be,” I say as I start drawing the magnificent beast he is. I pay extremely close attention to the area around his groin and make his pubic hair look like the Amazon jungle bushing out from around the toy mouse. It’s absolutely beautiful.

      “How long are you going to draw for?” he asks curiously.

      “Well, I currently only have your crotchal area finished. Is that a problem?”

      He starts laughing, which annoys Banshee greatly, so she smacks his face to shut him up. “I might just take a nap.”

      “No! I’ll do your face really quickly,” I say as his phone starts to ring.

      “Do I grab that or do you want to so I don’t ruin the pose?”

      I jump up and grab it before carrying it over to him. I notice it’s a call from someone named Li. He hesitates, looks at me, then says, “I have to take this.”

      He gets up and hurries off into the bedroom before shutting the door. Is he… is he hiding from me?

      I quietly creep over to it while fully knowing that I should respect his privacy but also knowing there’s only one thing he’d keep from me. Has he been looking into Corbyn? Does he know who he is? Is that what he’s been so fixated on?

      I press myself against the door and listen as carefully as I can.

      “What do you mean he’s gone? Huh… interesting… okay, thank you for letting me know. Yeah, if you hear anything, keep me updated.”

      The door opens before I can run and hide, leaving Bentley to look at me. “Eavesdrop much?”

      “What are you hiding?” I ask, like I have any right to pester him about this when I’ve hidden so much from him.

      He stares at me for a moment before folding his arms over his chest and looking stubbornly defiant.

      “I feel like you’re wanting to be all ‘You didn’t tell me the truth so why should I?’ but I swear I would have if I’d been able to. It really hasn’t been easy for me not telling you everything and not running to see my family.”

      He sighs and drops his arms. “So I figured out who Corbyn was a few days ago and was looking into him. Then he threatened me some, and I’ve been trying to figure out how much of an issue he really is. Like whether or not he’s all talk. But something interesting I’ve found out is that he’s recently disappeared. Yesterday, he didn’t show up for work and no one has seen or heard from him.”

      “What?” I ask in surprise before panic hits me. “What if he’s pissed? What if he’s done something to my family? I need to check on them.”

      “I’m sure it’s fine. We’ve backed off and done what he said, so why would he just attack your family?”

      I grab the phone and start dialing their number before grudgingly handing it to him. “Call them, pretend to be a telemarketer. My dad will answer. He always answers.”

      Bentley sighs but nods and takes the phone.

      “Hello?” Dad almost immediately answers.

      “Hi, this is John with the electric company. We had an alert that this number was having issues, but we see nothing wrong on our end. Can you tell us if you’re still having issues?”

      “Um… not that I know of. I didn’t call.”

      “Maybe your wife?”

      “Hold on… honey, did you call the electric company?” he asks. I can’t hear Mom’s reply but I can hear her mumble, telling me she’s fine. It feels so fucking good listening to them. I love it so much and I swear I could sit here for hours as Bentley asks them about electricity issues.

      I’m so relieved as Bentley finishes the call. “The first time you talked to my parents, you wore mesh. The second time, you wore nothing at all. It’s so romantic.”

      Bentley grins at me before pulling me in for a hug. “Come on. We can finish the drawings later,” he says as he pulls me into the bedroom with him. He sinks down onto the bed, dragging me on top of him as he kisses and holds me tightly.

      I shouldn’t have gotten upset with him, when I’ve put him through so much and he does so much for me. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize… I was in the wrong,” he says as he kisses each of my fingers on my right hand. “I just want you safe. I want nothing to ever happen to you and I can’t stand knowing that man hurt you.” He kisses the palm of my hand before wrapping his arms around me and squeezing me tightly. I press myself into him as I run my fingers over his bare skin, holding him close.

      How did I get so lucky to stumble upon this man of all people?

      I smile at him before kissing him lovingly. “You’re like my sexy guardian angel.”

      Bentley raises an eyebrow. “I’m not sure I am, but I’ll take it.”

      “Sexy angel with bat wings. When do you think I’ll be able to turn into a bat?”

      “Go back to talking about me being your guardian angel.”
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      “Your cat is evil!” Bentley says.

      “Evil but cute, right?” I ask as Banshee wraps herself around Bentley’s leg and proceeds to rear her head back, mouth open before chomping down. “Gosh, look how cute she is!”

      He sighs before quickly turning toward the door. “Someone’s here,” he says a moment before there’s a pounding on the door.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask because there’s clear panic on his face.

      “I didn’t hear them until they were there.”

      “It’s just me! Open up! Finn illegally figured out your address and sent it to me to, and I quote, ‘Please, go bug someone else!’” someone says.

      “I’ll get rid of him, hide,” Bentley says as he goes over to the door and pulls it open. It’s been about a week since he told me Corbyn, or Grant as he knows him, went missing. Neither of us have heard from him since.

      Before I even reach the bedroom, an extremely flashy vampire steps in and locks eyes on me.

      “Well hello there, darling,” he says with a huge smile.

      I’ve never seen such a brightly colored vampire in all my years. He’s in front of me in a heartbeat and smiling widely as he pokes my nose, of all things.

      “You’re so damn cute I could just eat you right up.” His finger brushes my neck and I jerk back from him as I quickly look over at Bentley while wondering if we’ve extremely fucked up.

      “Not as cute as my Alexei, of course, but still rather cute. Do you know how to get a man to look at you who pretends to hate your guts?” he asks me.

      “Uh… why would you want to be with someone who hates your guts?” I ask.

      “Pretends to. See, Alexei is this sexy blend of tragically misunderstood and sweet. Under that prickly exterior is a sweet man who just needs to be loved.”

      “Umm…” I look to Bentley for help.

      “This is Claude, Marcus’s brother,” Bentley explains.

      I’m not sure I’ve ever been so shocked in my life. “The evil one?” I ask before thinking better of it.

      Claude starts laughing, clearly joyous at my outburst. “I really like you. You and I could be good friends,” he says as he pulls me into him and hurries me over to the couch. His sequined suit jacket is pressing into my arm as he guides me to a cushion.

      “Come, DeGray, sit, sit!”

      Bentley walks over and sits down in the armchair as Claude keeps me pressed down tightly to him.

      “So I looked into Grant for you. I was glad for the distraction and this is what I found. Grant was born Corbyn Handler in 1981—”

      “Wow. I thought he was young. He couldn’t be but five or six years old as a vampire then, right?” Bentley asks.

      Claude nods. “Seven… presumedly. And I say that because seven years ago Corbyn Handler was identified as deceased. He went backpacking and never came home to his family.”

      “Oh my god,” I whisper.

      “Which… I mean, I have to admit, I got a little nosy and dug a bit more than you asked but I stumbled upon this Huang case where other humans had gone missing.”

      “Corbyn was one of the ones they took and sold,” I realize as I look at Bentley. “Right?”

      Bentley slowly nods. “It would make sense, but then how did he get turned into a vampire and wind up in law enforcement? One doesn’t just… get illegally changed and end up in law enforcement,” he says. “If we’re assuming this is what’s happening, someone else must be pulling his strings.”

      “Or was trying to, which is why he’s trying to ruin them,” I say. “They took his life from him and he’s trying to get back at them. But that means this shit has been going on for years.”

      “Claude, can you figure out who hired him and where the name of Grant came from?”

      “I’m already ahead of you,” he says as he holds his phone out. “Here is Jeffry Grant. An older vampire, but there isn’t much information on him until Corbyn presumedly took his name two years ago and began working in law enforcement.”

      “So someone took him from his life as a human, changed him, and gave him a whole new identity.”

      “So if he’s working inside this ring of people, was he the one who took you?” Claude asks me.

      The question startles me and I wonder if I gave something away by accident. “W-What? I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say, while sounding like I also have no idea what I’m talking about.

      “The scars on your neck, you’re recently changed, and you were a human when you were interviewed by the VRC. River Garcia, a twenty-eight-year-old with a brain tumor who went into surgery and came out dead.”

      I glance at Bentley who gets a very unreadable expression on his face.

      Claude waves him off, like all of this is nothing to fret about. “Don’t worry. It’s a secret I’ll take to my death. I’m more interested in what’s going on. Corbyn is now missing, so is he missing on purpose or did someone kill him?”

      “Claude, this can’t be mentioned to anyone. Not to Marcus, not to Finn… no one can know,” Bentley pleads. “I had no choice.”

      Claude just gives him an extremely charming smile. “Settle, settle. I’ve kept many secrets in my many years of life. Anyway, do we know anything else?”

      Bentley shakes his head. “No. The threat Corbyn had on River has kept us off his trail, and now that he’s gone, the only clues we have are the names he gave River, but they’re extremely influential people who clearly have someone protecting them because I just hit dead end after dead end.”

      “I’ll dig into it some more. Just reach out any time you have something.”

      When we’re done going over stuff with Claude, he kisses the top of my head for some reason and just hurries on his way.

      Bentley looks over at me. “It’s pretty dark out. Do you want to go for a short walk?”

      My eyes get wide. “A walk?”

      “Yes.”

      “Ooh! Yes, please, please. Oh my god, I haven’t seen the outdoors in years besides that one time I tried eating the neighbor.”

      “It hasn’t even been a month,” Bentley says.

      “Years!”

      I rush off to get properly dressed and cram my shoes on. Bentley waits at the door for me before taking my hand and leading me out.

      “Do not let go of my hand to eat anyone, got it?” he asks, like us holding hands is the equivalent of being handcuffed to him.

      “What if they want to be eaten?” I ask. “Just a little bit?”

      “Nope. No one wants to be eaten.”

      “I wouldn’t mind you eating on me a bit,” I say as I lift his arm and fake bite it.

      He grins at me as he starts down the quiet and dark street. “You can eat me a little bit. No one else.”

      “Fine,” I say with a grin.

      The night air feels wonderful as I let my surroundings invade my senses. The noise is almost overwhelming as I hear every bug, every car, every voice that’s near me.

      “Do you get used to the noise after a while or does it stay overwhelming?” Because it sure feels a bit overwhelming to me.

      “You’ll get used to it and learn how to cut out things. They just become a blur of background noise after a while, if that makes sense.”

      “It does,” I say. “I don’t know that I ever truly thanked you, Bentley… Like obviously I’ve been grateful, but I’m not sure you understand how much it means that you risked so much for me.”

      “I know, and I understand,” he says as he kisses the side of my forehead before stilling. “Something’s wrong.”

      “What?” I ask as the hand on mine tightens.

      “When I let go of your hand you’re going to run to the car and just start driving.”

      “W-What’s wrong?” I ask, not sensing anything off besides the spike of worry in his body.

      “Shit… we’re surrounded,” he says as he pulls me in close.

      “By whom?”

      “Probably by someone pissed I’ve been so fucking nosy,” he says as he keeps a steady hand wrapped around me.

      Unlike him, I can’t sense the vampires until they’re almost on us.

      “Stay away,” Bentley says, but they’re all clad in black, unrecognizable.

      “I can help you fight,” I say. “I fought Huang and the others that Corbyn made me.”

      “Go get my gun. It’ll help me put them down faster,” he says. “The moment I break through them, get my gun.”

      I nod, unsure if he’s telling the truth or if he really just wants to get me away. I can see about ten of them and there are only two of us. When one rushes in to grab Bentley, he lets go of me and knocks the man back as they rush for him. They don’t seem to care about me since I’m probably not much of a threat. I feel like I have to help Bentley, but I don’t know what to do. The vampire grabs onto Bentley so I hook my arm around his neck in an attempt to pull him off. He slams his arm into me, flinging me off him as another tears me to the ground. And I realize just how unmatched I am in this fray.

      “Run, River. Dammit, run!” Bentley yells.

      I scramble up to my feet and start running. If I can get Bentley’s gun, maybe I really can help. I’m decent with a gun, although not the best.

      I run back for the house and race over to where Bentley keeps his gun when he’s not at work. The moment I step out of the house with the gun in hand, someone drives me to the ground. I fall to the porch, slamming onto my side as I roll to my back and switch the safety off. The man rushes for me as I shoot him in the chest. He growls at me as I scramble up to my feet and jump the porch railing. I need to get back to Bentley. I need to—

      Pain tears into my side as I’m shoved down by a vampire I never even heard. These are nothing like Huang. These are nothing like the vampires that Corbyn would sic on me. These are monsters.

      Terrified, I fight against the new vampire as she grabs for my throat. She’s flung off me by Bentley as he takes the gun from me and shoots two of them right in the head but there are too many. More than ten now and the ones who are down just keep healing.

      “That’s enough,” a man says, and everyone stops to stare at us as Bentley pulls me to my feet. He’s coated in blood, and his shirt is wet with it. “Detective, back the fuck off or I’ll kill you and him and your niece and everyone else you could even think about caring about. Don’t mess with us. If I hear you’re even thinking about messing with us again, it’ll be the end of both of you.”

      And then they’re gone. Bentley wavers before dropping to his knees as I realize how badly he’s wounded.

      “What do I do? I need to get someone—”

      Bentley shakes his head. “Just… give me a minute.”

      He sinks down onto his back as I kneel next to him in the light leaking out from the house. I pull his shirt up and see that his stomach is completely torn open. My entire body suddenly feels hot as fear ignites inside me. Is he going to die? Can a vampire die from this? No… no, he’s old enough he’ll be okay, right? Please let him be all right.

      He’s not responsive and I don’t know what to do so I grab his phone and scroll through the names looking for Claude’s. When I don’t see it, I notice Alexei’s. He knows about me, right? He already knows.

      I quickly call him and listen to it ring.

      “Hello?”

      “I-Is this Alexei?” I ask.

      “It… is?”

      “B-Bentley was just attacked and they said we can’t tell anyone or they’ll kill us but he’s not waking up and I don’t know what to do.”

      “Where are you?”

      “A-At his home.”

      “Shit, okay. I’ll be there shortly. Get him some blood.”

      “We… don’t have any here,” I say, feeling extremely guilty that I drank the last of it.

      “Just stay inside. I’ll be there in five minutes,” he says then hangs up. I grab Bentley and drag him into the house. Then I run over and grab a towel to hold against his wounds, but he has so many.

      “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” I say as Banshee comes over to figure out what the hell is going on.

      It feels like hours before the door opens though I know it hasn’t been but minutes.

      “Are they still here?” Alexei asks as he kneels down.

      “No… I don’t think so. This is my fault. Is he going to die? It’s my fault. I just ruin everything. Why does this keep happening to me?”

      “Shut up and calm down. It’s not your fault,” he says as he hands me a container of blood. I pop the lid off and hold it against Bentley’s mouth as Alexei begins to pull Bentley’s shirt off and check him all over. “See? He’s healing. He’ll be fine. He’s just healing slowly because he lost a lot of blood. Now can you tell me what happened?”

      “W-We were just going for a walk when these people attacked us. At first there were about ten but more came in and Bentley sent me off for his gun… I didn’t know what to do. This is all my fault. I should have just died. All I’ve done is create bullshit for everyone else. I just don’t fucking understand what I’ve done to piss someone off this much. First, I have six months left to live, then I’m taken by a fucking psychopath, and now all of this?”

      Alexei puts a hand on my shoulder. “You need to calm down. It’s not your fault. Shit happens. He’s fine. He’s already healing faster with the blood. I promise that he’ll be back to normal in ten minutes. Go lay a blanket down on the bed that can get dirty.”

      I jump up and find a blanket before laying it down just in time for Alexei to carry Bentley in and set him down. Alexei pulls me out of the room as I feel horribly defeated. I feel beat down and useless. “Do you think they’d leave him alone if I left?”

      He raises an eyebrow. “You really think DeGray cared about you enough to change you but would let you leave?” Alexei asks. “That’s a joke. He knew what he signed up for when he changed you. So you can’t just walk out on him. I don’t know what’s going on with all of this and you guys can tell me, but I think you’re being an idiot if you think walking out will help.”

      “I just… I didn’t want to die. He was scared of me dying, so please don’t be mad at him.”

      Alexei sighs as his eyes shift toward the door. “I’m not mad at him because he changed you. I’m mad because he’s a fucking idiot,” he growls. “I’m going to go look around; have him call me when he wakes up.”

      I grab his arm. “No! Please don’t. They said if we dug into it anymore, they’d kill us. Let’s just drop it. Please drop it. Let them do whatever the fuck they want. We can’t control them.”

      Banshee walks up to us, looks up at Alexei and meows at him.

      He looks at me, then kneels down and pets the cat. I stare in pure wonder as she purrs and rubs on him. The door to the bedroom opening and Bentley staggering out doesn’t even stop it.

      “Karsyn?”

      I worriedly look over at him. “I… I didn’t know what to do, so I called him.”

      “And the cat likes him?” Bentley says, like that’s the most concerning issue at the moment.

      Alexei stops petting her and stands before folding his arms over his chest, glaring at Bentley, then turning to leave.

      “Alexei, please, I’m sorry.”

      “You were an asshole, but I slightly forgive you. But still. Asshole. I’m going home. If you need help with whatever this is, let me know.”

      “No, we’re going to drop it,” I say. “I don’t want anyone getting hurt or dying. We’re done.”

      Bentley sighs as he walks over to the table and sits down. He’s extremely pale and a bit shaky but seems all right otherwise.

      Alexei waves to the kitchen. “I brought blood and put it in the fridge. If you need more while he’s getting shit figured out, let me know. Keep him fed or you’re going to end up with an accident and a prison sentence.”

      “I know…” Bentley says. “I’m trying. Thank you so much.”

      “Yeah,” Alexei says before leaving.

      I walk over to Bentley and reach for him, but I don’t want to hurt him. He grabs my wrist and pulls me onto his lap. “I’m all healed, come here. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have been so openly looking into him. We’re going to back off for now, okay?”

      I nod, even though I know he shouldn’t be the one apologizing when I’m the one who threw him into this mess. “I love you and I can’t live without you, so please… please for now, let’s just back off,” I say.

      He squeezes me tightly. “I love you too. And this terrified me about what would happen if they wanted you dead.”

      “You’re not mad at me?”

      “Why would I be mad at you? The only thing I’m mad about is Banshee letting Alexei pet her. Alexei, of all people.”

      I smile at him and wonder what I could have done differently to save the people being used and abused by the vampires. Because right now, it feels like there’s no option but to step back.
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Five months later

        

      

    

    
      
        
        BENTLEY

      

      

      “Team, let’s go,” Marcus shouts as he rushes past me and “alerts” me of the rushing part by smacking the side of my head.

      “Marcus, causing our coworkers brain damage doesn’t help them work faster,” Finn says as he gives my recently smacked head a gentle rub, like he can rub the damage away.

      “He should have read my mind. Instead, he’s sitting there looking at emails,” Marcus grumbles as I get up to trail after him.

      “Ooh! Where are we going?” Claude asks, even though he is most definitely not a detective. Ever since he started dating Alexei, he apparently thinks he works here. Alexei says he hates it, but the way he lights up (as much as Alexei can light up) tells me otherwise.

      “At least you’re not abusing me,” Briar says as we head out to the transportation vehicle. It’s made for five people, but Claude is bound and determined to be the sixth as everyone takes a seat.

      “Alexei, let me sit on your lap,” Claude says as he climbs in. The moment he’s in, the car takes off and he falls into all of our laps. Even though Finn is the smallest of us, he gets the roomy front seat as the four of us have to cram into the back while Claude crushes my nuts with his hand.

      “Whoops. Alexei, I accidentally fondled Bentley, what should I do?” Claude asks. Although no one else calls me by my first name much, he now seems to think he’s on a first-name basis with everyone in the group.

      “Maybe go home?” Alexei says. “You’re not sitting on my lap. Climb in the far back.”

      Claude looks at me. “Since we already made it to third base, how about a bit of lap time?” he asks as he climbs onto my lap without waiting for permission.

      “Claude, who invited you?” Marcus asks.

      Claude shrugs as he blocks my view since the man is almost as tall as me. “I don’t even know what I’ve been invited to do. Instead of taking time to explain to everyone what’s going on, you just abused them then ran out the door,” he says as I notice Alexei glaring at me, like I have invited this peacock of a man onto my lap.

      “That’s true. Marcus, you need to tell them what’s going on before we arrive and we’re all standing there confused,” Finn says.

      Marcus sighs, as though this isn’t part of his job. “There’s a vampire attacking people at the mall. When we get there, Claude and Karsyn, I want you two to head to the far entrance in case he runs. DeGray and Briar, take the side entrance and Finn and I will head in from the front. Any questions?”

      “Do we know anything about the attacker?” Briar asks.

      “Male… that’s it. The report was extremely vague,” Marcus says.

      He swings around the back of the mall where Claude and Alexei jump out, then heads to the front. It’s hard with people fleeing, so when Marcus ends up stopping halfway to let Briar and me out, he and Finn also get out.

      “Briar and I will take the front since we can run faster,” I say.

      “You think Cheetah Legs isn’t very fast?” Finn asks, like he could possibly outrun a vampire.

      “Good. Not Cheetah Legs and I will take the side. Be careful,” Marcus says.

      Briar and I have to weave through bodies of panicked people to get to the front. Someone probably triggered an alarm, but the panic of the crowd is doing nothing but creating pure chaos.

      Inside the building, Briar takes the right and I take the left, looking into each store as we carefully move along.

      It’s hard when we don’t have time to thoroughly check each store. We’re just rushing through in case the vampire has a human down somewhere and we can stop them before they kill someone. A woman runs up to us and points at a jewelry store. “He’s in there! Hurry!”

      I rush forward as I use my transceiver to call out to the others. “We have a woman claiming he’s in a jewelry shop. We’re moving toward it to verify.”

      “Understood,” Marcus says.

      We slow to a walk as we near it. I hear glass break a moment before the vampire lunges out from behind the counter and tackles Briar straight to the ground. He tears into her throat a moment before I pull him free from her. He whirls on me and tries attacking me, but he’s weak and I manage to shove him down to the ground.

      “Briar, are you alright?” I ask as I keep him down.

      “Yes, I’m fine,” she says as she rushes up to me to see that I have him pinned on his stomach. I hold his arms down as she nods toward the shop. “I’m going to see if he had a victim back there.”

      “Thank you.”

      The vampire’s snarling and growling like a wild animal and I find that his arms feel brittle. When I roll him onto his back, I’m taken aback by the way he looks. Skin is morbidly stretched across his bones, cheeks gaunt and hollowed. He snarls and snaps, and that’s when I piece together the features enough to realize that I know this face.

      “Corbyn?” I ask.

      There’s a minor hesitation where his eyes meet mine until Finn steps onto the scene and Corbyn’s eyes lock on to him. He starts thrashing and growling, teeth snapping as he fights to get to him—the only human within sight.

      “What the hell?” Finn asks. “Is that Grant? Isn’t he the man who went missing over five months ago?”

      “How interesting,” Claude says as he walks in. “I take it the past isn’t wanting to stay quiet anymore.”

      “What do you mean?” Marcus asks, but Claude doesn’t say anything.

      “Let’s get an ambulance called—” Finn starts.

      “Wait,” I say, cutting him off.

      They look at me as I keep the man pinned down. I glance between Alexei and Claude, the two who know my secret. I wonder if they’ve told each other.

      But I can’t keep this from them any longer. “Someone obviously did this to him and they’ll probably want him dead if they find out he’s free, so we need to keep him someplace secure.”

      “The VRC can handle it,” Marcus assures me as he reaches for Corbyn.

      “No,” I say.

      “What do you mean no?” Marcus asks, hackles immediately rising.

      “For…” Fuck. “For months I’ve been dealing with this fucking case alone.”

      “What case?” Marcus asks.

      “The Huang Case. This is connected. It’s all connected to the underground blood market they have going on. This man knows about it, and when I started looking into him and pinpointing stuff he’d done, he was taken. There’s someone either in the VRC or the state law enforcement that is part of it and is hiding things. Just like blaming Tabitha Herald for the case. They knew I was looking into it as well, and they tried to kill me.”

      “When?” Finn asks in shock.

      “A few months ago,” Alexei says. “I… was called and I arrived after they were gone where I found him horribly torn up. They clearly mean business.”

      “Why didn’t you tell us?” Finn asks, looking a bit hurt.

      I sigh, because I know I should have trusted him, but it became so tricky. “Because I didn’t want to die, and I didn’t… they’re targeting River too.”

      “River?” Marcus asks.

      “That guy who came in for questioning, right? The one who we speculated was the person who killed Huang,” Finn says.

      “I don’t want to do this now. I don’t know who is listening or from where. I don’t know who to trust. I just know that if we hand Corbyn over, they’ll kill him. And I’ve tried for months to quietly figure out what’s going on, but everything is locked down so fucking tightly I can’t get anything out of them. The only way we’re going to get information is from Corbyn.”

      “Corbyn? You mean Grant?” Briar asks.

      “His real name is Corbyn Handler. He was probably taken and starved by the vampire who turned him,” Claude says.

      Alexei turns his narrowed eyes on Claude. “Hold up. You knew about this too?”

      “It was before we were together. But I agree with Bentley. Someone big is pulling the strings, and if we’re not careful, we’re all going to end up dead.”

      And I couldn’t let that happen. “I’ve already had multiple warnings. The first was my suspension and the second was them trying to kill me and River. The third time, I know they will kill me, River, or River’s family. I hate pulling any of you in on this.”

      “So who do we trust Corbyn with?” Marcus asks.

      “The human department,” Finn decides. “Deputy Chief Burns would help us out. If this is all true, there’d be no one from the human department involved. We’ll tell them they can’t let any vampires see him besides Marcus. They’ll keep him safe. And then, DeGray, we’re going to have a nice long talk where you explain in what world you thought you couldn’t trust us with all of this.”

      Finn steps away to call the department he used to work with as Briar heads over to the food court and returns with blood that she holds up to Corbyn’s lips. He groans as he drinks. Hopefully, it’ll make him a bit more compliant and less likely to try to eat the humans who will be coming to help.
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      “What are we doing?” I ask as Bentley zips me up tightly and then covers me in three blankets before stuffing me into the car.

      “Trying not to let you burn.”

      “Yes. I got that much, but where are we going? We rarely go anywhere, and I can tell something’s wrong.”

      “I promise everything is fine,” he says as he starts driving. I can’t see anything from under my blanket fort, so I just sigh and lean to the left until I feel his shoulder. He squeezes me against him as he quietly drives.

      And when we arrive at wherever it is, he gets out of the vehicle and comes around to get me. I’m shuffled inside like some blanket-wearing monster since I’m young enough the sun is most definitely not my friend.

      Once I’m pulled into a room, I can hear multiple other people, which confuses me greatly until Bentley pulls the blanket off and I look around.

      “What the hell have you done?” the scary vampire asks.

      Bentley stands tall as I question if the scary one is going to eat us. “I don’t care who finds out. I don’t care if I lose my badge. I don’t care if I go to prison for manslaughter. I need your help to finish this. River was one of the humans taken and thrown into this underground human trafficking ring and we need to stop it. Right now, that’s most important and then you guys can toss me to the wolves.”

      There’s silence as the faces stare at me, two of which I don’t even recognize.

      “It’s not his fault!” I blurt out. “I made him.”

      Bentley shakes his head. “You were dying on an operating table; you didn’t make me do anything.”

      I give him a very pointed look, but he has his stubborn face on. There’s a lot of silence as people stare at me and I stare back. Then Claude steps over to me and grabs me in a hug. “He was too cute to die.”

      “You knew?” Marcus asks in disbelief.

      “Alexei knew first!” Claude says, instantly throwing the blame onto Alexei who gives him a glare.

      Finn throws his arms into the air. “And no one told me? What the hell, guys. You know I’m the nicest of the crew and least likely to care about anything and no one told me? I… I… thought you guys loved me the most, and here you were keeping secrets from me. I get keeping secrets from Marcus, I mean, look at him.”

      Marcus folds his arms over his chest, and I stare at the human while wondering if he just wants to be eaten. He has to, right?

      “Please, I don’t want Bentley in trouble over this. Please?” I ask, not quite sure who I should be begging but Marcus seems the scariest, so I aim my plea toward him.

      He sighs and turns to look at one of the others.

      The man steps forward and holds a hand out to me, which I shake. “I’m Brooks, deputy chief of the VRC. I know we met earlier, but I don’t think I introduced myself to you,” he says, which makes me look at Bentley in horror. Did he have to ask him too? It’s like he’s loving the risks. “Let’s all sit down and start from the beginning.”

      “This is Briar who you might have met, and this is my father, Orin,” Finn says as he waves at them.

      So with Bentley’s encouragement, I start from the beginning and tell them everything I know. Bentley and Claude jump in throughout it and before long, the whole group kicks into high gear as they begin to share thoughts and ideas.

      “We basically can’t let it get back to anyone in the VRC or anywhere else,” Brooks says.

      “We have power in numbers, so if we keep Bentley and River with me, I can protect them,” Marcus says.

      “I’ll help,” Claude offers.

      “Yeah… sure,” Alexei says.

      It makes me happy to know that they’d be willing to protect me, but I can’t stop thinking about what I want to protect. “But what about my family? Wouldn’t they just target them? I mean… if they did, they’d draw me right out. I can’t let something happen to them because of me.”

      “We can get them out of their home and into protection. We’ll keep their location under wraps,” Finn assures me.

      “Okay. Will they know why?” I ask.

      “You and DeGray could speak to them along with the crew that’s going to be taking care of them,” Brooks says.

      My stomach tightens at the thought. “But… they think I’m dead.”

      “Are you not planning on telling them you’re alive?” Finn asks. “Wasn’t the fear of your upcoming death the reason you didn’t tell them? You have nothing to hold you back now.”

      I nod, but I’m also afraid of what I’ll say to them.

      Brooks waves his phone. “I have confirmation that we can go speak to Corbyn once they have things set. It’ll probably be morning before we can. You guys will do that as a team. I’ll get something figured out for River’s family. River, if you want to speak to them, do it now and then get ready to go with the others to speak with Corbyn.”

      “Me too?” I ask.

      “We already know that Corbyn is more truthful with you. If you don’t mind seeing him, it’d be best if you could go,” Bentley says. “No one at that department is going to realize right away that you’re an illegal vampire, especially when you’re with us.”

      I nod. “Okay. Let’s do this. I want to put an end to this.”

      “I just wish you guys would have told me,” Finn says again. “I would have done everything I could to have helped you. But I get why you kept it to yourselves. Next time, just know I’m here to help you. And that goes with any of you assholes.”

      “Stop threatening people,” Finn’s father, Orin, says. “Remember when I said that’s not how you make friends?”

      Finn looks up at his father while waving at Marcus. “Marcus loves me threatening him.”

      “It’s very cute,” Marcus says.

      “See?” Finn says before rushing up next to me. He goes to grab me but before he can, Bentley squeezes between us.

      “Let’s not tempt the baby vampire with your blood.”

      “I’m not scared. I’m like lightning,” he says as he grabs Bentley in a headlock. “And if I need to be saved, watch. Marc—”

      Bentley is already shoved off before Finn can even finish saying his name.

      “See? Instant hero. Sometimes, I’m pretty sure he just likes to show off. I’ll give you guys a call when we’re set to meet with Corbyn,” Finn says. “I do have one question. When I asked Alexei about you, DeGray, he said you’d been dating someone for three years, but you guys haven’t been together that long.”

      Alexei shrugs. “I guess I didn’t want you questioning DeGray and finding out anything. And I wanted you to back off.”

      Finn snorts. “Me? Back off? Never!”

      “Exactly,” Alexei says, then I’m bound up in blankets again before being taken outside.
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        * * *

      

      The moment Bentley shuts the car off, I pull the seat back and lay it as flat as I can and hide under the blankets he’d been using to hide my body. It’s dark out, so hiding isn’t needed, but I’m sure it’ll save me somehow.

      “Um… I’m… a bit confused on what is happening,” Bentley says.

      “I’m cocooning… becoming a butterfly. Batfly, I mean. So I can just like flutter around and be like, look at me! I’m a bat! Please pretend I didn’t ruin your lives!”

      Bentley uncovers me and looks down into my eyes. “You didn’t ruin lives, Corbyn did. You had no control at all over what they did, understand?”

      “Maybe… no… yes… nope.”

      “Your family is going to be so excited to see you.”

      I start breathing heavily as Bentley stares at me.

      “You’re a vampire. Vampires don’t hyperventilate.”

      “This one does,” I say as I pant. “What if they’re like ‘Ew, vampire, gross, disgusting’?”

      Bentley raises an eyebrow. “Um… if your family is as amazing as you always tell me they are, they won’t.”

      “Do I just walk up? Do I run up? Do I jump out of a box? What the fuck do I—”

      BAM.

      I leap out of my seat and scream, which is clearly quite vampire-like of me. Bentley seems to not have much concern as the door is torn open and I’m forcefully ripped out of the vehicle—or I would have been if my seat belt didn’t suck me back in.

      “Oh my god, oh my fucking god,” Clay says as he practically climbs on top of me. He pulls back and starts patting my face. “River? River? You’re River? I’m not like petting some random person, right? Oh my god, River.”

      At the sight of my brother, I forget all about that other nonsense and just grab onto him and probably crush his ribs a bit in the process because I feel like I have to squeeze him and hold him to me.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Clay asks. “River? Why aren’t you saying anything?”

      “I-I don’t know what to say. I’m sorry. I… fucking missed you,” I cry.

      “Do Mom and Dad know? What the hell is going on?”

      “I can explain everything—” But I’m not quite sure how.

      Clay grabs me and heaves me out from under the seat belt and just starts dragging me off toward the house. Mom must have seen something going on because she’s standing in the doorway looking at us in confusion before running toward us screaming something.

      “You guys are going to get hit by a car! Get off the road!” Bentley says as he urges us away from our family reunion in the middle of the street.

      “River?” Mom asks as she tears Clay off me to look at me. Then she just starts sobbing and then Clay is sobbing and then there’s Dad, and then I’m sobbing and Bentley is doing everything he can to just get us off the road.

      “River, is it really you? Am I dreaming? Is this a dream?” Mom asks.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault, River. Don’t apologize,” Bentley says.

      Mom looks over at Bentley. “Mesh Man?” she asks in confusion. “What the hell is going on? Oh my god, River…”

      “You guys can’t tell anyone I’m alive,” I say.

      Mom finally looks at me and appears shocked. “You’re a vampire.”

      “Are you cured?” Dad asks, like the vampire thing wasn’t of concern. “Is the tumor gone?”

      “How are you alive?”

      “Did Mesh Man turn you?”

      “Why did they tell us you died?”

      “Where have you been—”

      Bentley puts his hands up. “Hold on. Let’s go in the house away from people who can see us and just talk this over.” He ushers us inside. Before I can sit anywhere, Mom, Dad, and Clay all clamber onto the couch where they pin me down between them, squeezing me from every direction as Amara sees me and lets out a cry and then jumps into the mix.

      “You were with him the last time, weren’t you?” Mom asks Bentley, then turns to me. “That’s why Amara was so upset. She paced the house all night long and kept whining for you. Why didn’t you say something to me?”

      I wanted to. She’ll never understand how much I wanted to. “Because I was still dying. You guys… you guys had already gone through me dying once; I didn’t want to put you through that again if I was just going to die in a month or whatever.”

      Mom pins me with her gaze, her dark eyes staring into mine. “I don’t care how many times I had to go through it. If it meant even one more minute with you, I would’ve gone through it again and again.”

      My eyes start watering again as I shake my head. “I’m sorry… I just couldn’t do it to you.”

      Mom grabs my face, which is hard when there are so many body parts and dog parts surrounding me. “It doesn’t matter what happens, you can always come back to us,” she says. “Please tell us everything.”

      So I do with Bentley’s help. For some reason, it’s harder telling them than anyone else I’ve told. I would think I’d be used to the story by now but seeing my family’s devastated faces makes it so much worse. I don’t tell them about Huang, though. I don’t want them to feel like it’s their fault I killed a man. I just wanted to keep them safe.

      “So I know this isn’t ideal, but there’s a man who is going to be taking all three of you someplace safe. They’ll deal with your workplaces and it’ll just be for a little bit, until this is finished,” I explain when I’m finally done with the whole story.

      “And you’re going with us,” Mom says. It’s not a question.

      “No, Mom, I have to stop this. I have to end it. I can’t let this rule my life. I know I don’t ever want to leave your sight again either… but I have to.”

      “No, someone else can handle it. You need to be with me. You’re not leaving ever again.”

      “I’ll never be safe again if we don’t end this. So please, Mom, just don’t make this harder on me. I know it sucks, but it’s what has to happen,” I say, never wanting to leave this couch but knowing I have to.

      “We’ll talk about it,” she decides, which is something she says when she doesn’t plan on talking about anything, but she’s not going to get much of a choice. Especially after we ship my family off with some protective services program.

      “We need to wrap up things shortly and get them out of harm’s way until we figure something else out,” Bentley says.

      “Okay,” I say as I hug them all again.

      “No, you need to stay with us,” Dad says anxiously. “There’s no option here.”

      I squeeze his hand. “I can’t go with you guys. But as soon as this is over, we can see each other as much as we want. I’ve been really good at not eating people.”

      Dad gives me a narrow-eyed look. “You have no choice but to go with us.”

      “I can run faster than you now,” I say.

      “You could before too,” he says as he folds his arms over his chest. “Doesn’t mean you don’t have to listen.”

      “I know, but you guys have to trust me this time. Please.”

      I’m still not sure they trust me but when protective services come to take them away, I watch them go despite how hard it is. Why is it so fucking hard when I know they’re going someplace safe?

      Bentley squeezes me tightly. “It’ll be okay.”

      “Thank you.” I lean into him and give him a kiss before heading out to the car because we have shit to do.
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      Sitting across from this Corbyn is strange. He’s ghastly looking as he stares longingly at Finn. He’s at least been fed enough that Bentley says he looks better than he did. I can’t imagine what he looked like before if this is better.

      “Corbyn, I know you want to get back at them for doing what they did to you. For doing so many horrible things to you. So why don’t we work together and end them?” I plead with him.

      He nods slowly. “Yes… fine. Fine. End it,” he says, and I think we’re all surprised by the immediate agreement.

      “Why did you refuse to before?” I ask curiously.

      “I wanted a human to ruin their lives. They think humans are so weak and they have no fear of them, so they take from humans and they destroy. I wanted to mold you into the perfect human to ruin their lives. I wanted them to see that a human was something to fear because he kept me for years and thought I was nothing more than a toy for him to play with.”

      “Who did?” Bentley asks.

      “Bowman.”

      “The chief of police?” Finn asks in surprise.

      “God, you look delicious,” he says as he holds a bottle of blood before him. He takes a sip while just staring at Finn.

      “Bowman, the chief of police?” Finn repeats.

      “Yes, yes. That one. He’s the one who bought me. He keeps the other vampires safe who are involved in this while he does his best to destroy me. He killed my wife, he molded me into this fucking… monster, and when he thought he broke me enough or got sick of me or some bullshit, he changed me into a vampire because he thought he could use me to bring more people into his sick fucking game. Between him and Governor White, they have the whole state locked down. They have control of all of it. You guys aren’t going to get anything but killed.” He laughs, but it’s a cold laugh. It’s the laugh of someone who’s just given up.

      “What happened to you when you went missing?” Marcus asks.

      “Oh, after Detective Dick over here started looking into me,” he says as he eyes Bentley while rocking in his chair. His hand movements are jerky, and he seems like something beyond a vampire. Something more dead or inhuman. “Bowman got word of what I was up to and grabbed me. He locked me up and he tortured me until I told him just enough to sate him. Then he would only feed me enough to keep me alive. I wanted to die. I wanted him to just kill me, but that’d be too nice for a man like him. Far too fucking nice. He had one of his ‘kids’ take care of me and I managed to get free. I don’t know where I was going, but the moment I smelled all those humans, I couldn’t control myself. This whole thing is a fucking joke. There’s a whole fucking group of them and they’re going to kill us and there ain’t a damn thing I or any of you can do. We’re all gonna die!”

      “Not if we can stop them,” Bentley says. “Just give us something. Give us the location of the sale. Give us anything.”

      “Oh, I can give you names, address, the whole fucking thing, but who are you going to go to that’ll believe you over them?” Corbyn asks.

      “You were just one man, it’s no wonder why you didn’t think anyone would believe you, but we’re an essential part of the VRC,” Finn assures him. “We can go national level if we need to skip state. We’ll get documented proof.”

      “You’re going to have a fucking hell of a time getting into the sale. It might help if you have a human to sell,” he says as his eyes shift over to Finn. “And you two,” he says as he points at Alexei and Marcus, “are fucking terrifying so they might like you two.”

      “I’ll get in,” Marcus says, extremely certain.

      Corbyn cackles some more and I’m almost positive he’s lost his mind.

      “Why… if you went through so much. Why did you put me through all that?” I ask, and his smile immediately falls.

      “I did what I was trained to do. I bought myself a little human like I was supposed to because if I didn’t do what they wanted, they’d make me. But when I realized what a little fighter you were, I started to imagine their fucking faces when I would sic you on them. And oh, their misery over a human killing them! Oh, how devastating for them!”

      I’m not sure about his logic, but I guess when fear and the desperation to live begin to drive you, actions don’t always make sense. Doing as he had asked didn’t always make sense in my mind either, but I let the fear of him hurting my family rule me. Now that I know where he was in all of this, I know that he probably had no way of killing off my family if I’d killed him or gotten him arrested. It was all a mind game he threw me into.

      But now, we were going to end this.

      The moment Marcus pushes open the door to the outside world, he hesitates, and I see why. There are countless police cars—which wouldn’t be at all strange if they weren’t in arch formation. There’s what looks like half the vampire police force waiting just outside and I can’t tell if they’re with the VRC or a different department, since I don’t know any of them very well.

      “Bentley DeGray, come out with your hands up,” one says toward the front.

      Marcus sets a hand on Claude’s chest and pushes him into me. “Claude, take Finn and River and go. I’ll deal with this,” he says.

      Finn hesitates but when Claude pulls him, he does his best to tuck his body against mine like he’s planning on hiding me. He ushers me back into the police department and hurries me toward the stairs. “This way.”

      “Are they going to arrest Bentley because of me?” I ask as I hesitate. Claude grabs my wrist and starts dragging me after him, leaving me no chance to run back so I can tell them it’s not Bentley’s fault, it’s all mine. “Did they find out?”

      “We don’t know at this point, but we need to get you away,” Finn says.

      “Yes, but if I—”

      Claude sets a gentle hand on my shoulder. “You need to think rationally, River. These people know we’ve put Corbyn somewhere they can’t reach him without the public eye. They’re pissed. They’re not just going to go, ‘Oh, you claim it’s your fault, let’s let everyone go and have a big party!’ If I had to guess, this has nothing to do with him changing you and everything to do with us getting closer to stopping their fucked-up trafficking.”

      I nod, realizing that I was practically losing my mind and willing to jump out and turn myself in to keep Bentley safe. I just hate that I’m dragging him through all of this.

      “In here,” Finn says as he hurriedly takes a left and pushes me along with him. Then he zips into a small room where he shuts the door. “We’ll take a moment and hide here. I’m going to call Orin to pick us up in case they’re watching our cars.”

      “You’re not concerned about Marcus?” I ask.

      He flips through his phone. “Of course I am, but they’re not going to make a big public deal of it like they’re doing and then hurt him. I’m surprised they’re going this far when they’re wanting to keep the whole ordeal as quiet as possible. I’m sure they have something stupid they’re going to try to claim they’re arresting DeGray for, and I’m sure Marcus is going to make a big enough fuss they’re going to arrest him too and Alexei will likely jump right into it as well.”

      “Those two are very hot-headed when someone they care about is being targeted,” Claude says.

      When Finn is finished with his father, he calls Brooks who sounds very displeased through the phone but assures Finn he’ll take care of it.

      When Orin arrives, we sneak out the back, but there’s no sign of the cars or any of the others as Orin swings around front to see.

      “We’ll just stay at my place,” Orin says, sounding far too excited. “Ah yes. My place is definitely best. River, do you need anything?”

      “Can… Can I get my cat? In case they nose through the house or something?” I ask. “I also have my computer with a lot of stuff about them written on it.”

      “Of course, of course,” Orin says as he heads toward it.
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      “Well… this isn’t looking too good,” I say. “I’m sorry you guys were dragged into this.”

      My cellmates look angry enough to tear the place down with their bare hands, but Marcus pats my back. “It’s not your fault they’re royal dickballs.” That’s the moment a guard decides to do his rounds. Marcus’s attention fixates on the young man walking past whose whole body stills out of fear.

      Marcus steps toward him, wicked grin on his face. “Just wait until I get out of this place. I will ruin every… last… one of you,” he says, and the man literally crumples to the ground and tries to belly crawl away because Marcus’s aura is so suppressing. It’s quite remarkable, if I do say so myself.

      “Ah, so much torture,” Alexei says before laughing. Literally laughing. They’re meant to be best friends; it’s wildly unclear how they haven’t noticed this yet.

      We weren’t told anything as we were taken here and crammed into the cell. They refused to answer questions or even acknowledge us as I wonder how far this will go. Will they fabricate something to keep us behind bars? They planned to just arrest me, but the moment Marcus stood up for me, they arrested him and Alexei for interfering with the arrest. They gave them no second chances, telling me that they were looking for a reason to arrest them.

      I sink down on a bench and sigh loudly while the other two taunt the guard.

      “He pissed himself!” Alexei says.

      “Weak little human,” Marcus says and they both grin.

      They’re insane. That’s all there is to it. But they stood up for me and went to jail for me, so I guess I have to embrace their insanity.

      “Thank you guys so much for all of this,” I say. “I’m really sorry about this.”

      “It’s fine. Finn’s pretty damn smart, he’ll figure out how to get us out of this. I bet he’s working really hard to get us out.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        RIVER

      

      

      “Oooh, I love popcorn,” Finn says as he shoves a handful into his mouth, and I can’t help but glare at him. Because I too love popcorn and can currently eat none of it.

      Banshee is sitting on my lap as the three of us stare at each other across the table.

      “So we have the location of the sale. We just need to expose them and the sale, right?” I ask.

      Finn tosses a piece of popcorn at Artie, his mammoth dog. “We’ll need to figure out how to get in, which is our current issue. I mean, I know I’m pretty awesome but trying to sell me off might be a bit hard. We don’t know how the sale works, or if anyone can bring humans, which I highly doubt. If they could, there’d be way more risk of people fucking up.”

      I try to think. “Well, there were a lot of humans there as like… pets. The vampires would bring them in and drag them around for fun, it seemed.”

      “Ah, okay. I can be a pet.”

      “I’ll see what I can do to get us in,” Claude says. “If I can nab the identity of two vampires, then perhaps we can waltz right in.”

      “The issue we fall into is even if we expose them, what happens when they cover it right up again,” Finn says. “So let’s say we find out Governor White or whoever the fuck is involved in this and then what? Bowman just has us arrested and he has a whole army of vampires to back him up.”

      Banshee takes that moment to yowl for no real reason before smacking a piece of popcorn that’d fallen out of Finn’s bowl. Hela, Finn’s tiny dog, snatches the flying piece right out of the air, very satisfied. “What if… okay, so what if I record it and make the video live like I did with the others? What if I wear a camera and live stream it? Of course they’ll try to take it down, but it could take them minutes or more to remove it and we could have the whole damn world on our side,” I say. “You guys struggled to get the video down every time I streamed, so I might get enough recorded to help us put them all under.”

      Finn points at me. “That’s an excellent idea. They’ll know we’re there, though, so we’ll have to be careful. I’ll get you a body cam through Brooks, and we’ll set up an account and do our best to keep it from being taken down immediately. This could work.”

      He grabs his bowl of popcorn and takes off as Claude turns to his computer. I’m not sure what else to do, so I just set up a new account to stream from as Banshee chases after Hela for daring to eat her popcorn. Hela thinks this is a wonderfully fun game, no matter how threatening Banshee appears.
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      According to Corbyn, there’s little way to get into the sale beyond an invite. Even Claude struggled to get anything concrete to get ourselves in.

      “Are you a little concerned Claude says he’s got an idea?” I ask curiously as we wait for Claude to arrive. We’re about a block from the location that Corbyn directed us to and I’m anxious that none of this is going to work. “Or concerned that Corbyn might have lied and we’re walking into a death trap?”

      “When you hang around with this crew, River,” Finn says, “you just gotta let go and assume that nothing will go to plan but somehow it all works out. It’s been three days with Marcus and the others in jail, but I just have to look at the upside. There’s so much more room in bed for me, Artie, and Hela.”

      I smile at him because I know he’s just trying to make me feel better. “Banshee’s pretty happy too. You should have seen her prancing around the bed the first night, kneading everything.”

      Finn laughs before his laughter is sucked out of him, and I turn to see what happened.

      For wanting to “blend in,” Claude clearly didn’t get the memo. He’s in a horribly bright pink suit that literally shimmers in the light. It’s covered in some type of tiny plastic diamonds that sparkle in the streetlight and confuse me greatly.

      “Claude, we’re trying to sneak in, not whatever the hell this is!” Finn says, clearly alarmed.

      Claude hesitates, like he’s confused. “What? Is the hair too much?” he asks as he runs his hand through his brown hair styled to perfection.

      “What hair?” Finn asks. “I didn’t even know you had hair. Are you planning on blinding them with your jacket? Is that what this is?”

      “My jacket? What’s wrong with my jacket? It’s gorgeous. Now since you two showed up looking like hoodlums, like I assumed, I’ve brought you some clothing. Quickly now, let’s get dressed, my lover and my pet.”

      “Oh, dear god,” Finn says as he opens the bag then shields his eyes. “The colors! No!”

      Claude sighs. “You’re not cute when you’re all sassy,” he says as he pulls out a neon green faux leather… bodysuit? I’m just thankful as fuck when I see it’s far too small for me.

      “No.”

      Claude stares Finn down. “The clock is ticking.”

      Finn groans but slips into the car, out of sight, to change. There are a lot of unnecessary noises that go on as he struggles to pull it on. Claude pulls out what looks like a pink chainmail shirt that he tries stuffing me into. I grudgingly do as I’m told before he forces me into a bulky leather vest. “There’s a little pocket in there for the body cam,” he says.

      “Oh, dear god, this is what I’m going to die in. I’m going to die a leprechaun,” Finn says as he claws his way out of the vehicle in the faux leather bodysuit.

      “Oh shush,” Claude says as he ties some type of kilt-looking thing around his waist, loads him down with necklaces and smacks glitter on his cheeks. “And then the final touch!”

      He wraps a spiked collar around Finn’s throat and snaps a leash onto it.

      “Oh, dear god, I wish Marcus could see you now!” Claude says and then he cackles. Like even he sees how ridiculous this all is.

      “Dude, I haven’t even made it this far with Marcus,” Finn says as he gives the leash a tug.

      “We are not going to blend in at all,” I say as I check the camera. All I have to do now is switch it on and, using my phone, push it into the live feed.

      “That’s the thing. If we’re sneaking around, of course we won’t be let in, but like this? Who could turn us away?” Claude asks, like this is some big brain move, when I think he’s just insane.

      “Everyone,” I say.

      “Your kinky boy also says everyone,” Finn says.

      “Shush, my kinky boy. You are now my pet. Now final touches, everyone wears a mask here, and then let’s go.” He puts a simple black mask in my hand before putting an identical one on himself and Finn.

      Then he loops his arm with mine, gives Finn’s leash a little tug, and takes off.

      I glance over at Finn through the mask. “We’re going to die, aren’t we?”

      Finn nods without hesitation. “Yes. Just be happy to know you’ll die looking like this,” he says as he reaches out and pats my cheek. I think it’s supposed to be a reassuring pat before I realize he was just wiping his glitter all over me. “You will die an armored biker and I will die a kinky boy.”

      “You two are so dramatic! Do I need to tape your mouth shut, because I will!” Claude threatens. How he doesn’t see the issue with this, I’ll never know.

      “Woe is me,” Finn says. “This will be the life and death of kinky boy.”

      I can’t help but grin as Claude pulls him in close. “You’ll be kinky boy with a stinging ass if you don’t straighten up,” he says.

      “I’m shuddering in my panties.”

      Now I’m just trying not to laugh as we get close. Claude pulls the door open and we head down the stairs to where a man stands.

      “Who are you?” he asks as I start to feel strange, and that’s when I realize it’s Claude’s aura.

      “I am the best thing that’s ever happened to you,” Claude purrs as he steps up into him so close they’re touching. Then he leans in and whispers something into his ear.

      And as if it’s nothing at all, the man pulls the door open and waves us inside. “Have a good time.”

      “Why, thank you. Come along, pet and lover,” Claude says.

      “What the hell was that?” I whisper as we step inside what looks like a fancy club. It’s definitely not the sale room I was anticipating. Are we at the wrong place?

      “Just pushing my aura out,” Claude says.

      “Don’t auras generally make people fear vampires to the point of submission so they feed on them?” I ask.

      “They can, but fear and thrill run hand in hand sometimes,” Claude says. “So I just played on his desire and he walked right into it. As easy as that.”

      “Wait… so you could have mojoed Alexei at any time, and instead you let him abuse you forever?” Finn asks.

      “I don’t like doing it and I rarely do. I would never do it to someone I care about,” Claude says. “And it definitely doesn’t work on everyone. You have to be up against someone who wants to be charmed. Using Corbyn’s information, I looked up the man and found that he is a participant in a sex addicts anonymous group and would probably fall victim to my advances. It was easy and I would care about it being immoral if he weren’t involved in this.”

      “True. Does any of this look familiar to you, River?” Finn asks.

      “I’m sorry, what’s that? My eyes are burning from looking at your shimmer,” I say.

      He glares at me. “Not funny.”

      I grin as I look around and the anxiety of being here makes my smile fall. “No, it doesn’t… do you think we have the wrong place?”

      “Well, I can hear noise farther back,” Claude says. “This way.” He gives Finn a tug, which I’m positive Claude’s enjoying too much. “We’ll need to get a few selfies for Marcus. He’ll love seeing you all tied up.”

      “And probably murder you.”

      “Perhaps,” he says as I realize that Claude doesn’t look that different from some of the other people here. Along with everyone wearing masks, quite a few of them are dressed oddly or uniquely.

      He leads us toward another doorway when the lights flicker on and off, like we’re at some theater waiting during break. Without hesitation, everyone gets up and hurries for the door, catching us in the thick of it.

      In case it’s dark enough in there to draw attention to me if I pull my phone out, I tuck it into my vest and start the stream, but I don’t turn on the camera yet. All that’ll require is a simple button. I’ll wait until I’m sure things will get started, in case they catch wind and I scare them off too quickly.

      “It’s on,” I whisper, and the others nod as Claude pulls me along into an open room. The moment I see the room, my anxiety lunges up. I really don’t want to be here again. I don’t want to see it, I don’t want to think about it. Gently, Claude guides me into a seat and since the “pet” humans don’t seem to be allowed a seat, he pulls Finn onto his lap and hugs him close.

      Claude leans into me. “Calm down. It’s fine. We’re here with you.” He sets a reassuring hand on my leg and pats it.

      Someone steps onto the stage and I switch the camera on. “We’ll get started immediately with our first auction item,” the man says as a cage with a human in it is rolled onto the stage. They’re clearly drugged because they just sit there and stare off into space as someone rushes up and says something to the announcer.

      “That was fast. I think they’re already on to us,” Finn says as the doors to the room swing shut.

      “They’re going to kill us,” I whisper.

      “Release the location in the video,” Finn says. “That’ll fuck with them.”

      I pull out my phone and quickly type the location into the comment section. Hopefully the police officers who come to help aren’t working for White and Bowman, but it’s clear they will be.

      So then I type: Governor White and Chief of Police Bowman are involved and will do everything they can to keep this quiet. They’ve already arrested three officers from the VRC for investigating. We need your help to stop human trafficking. I was one of the people they trafficked, and I will be here to end this, but we need your help. There are only three of us and fifty of them.

      I press send and a mere minute after I do, the feed goes blank, telling me they managed to cut it. Was I able to get it out fast enough? Would anyone even bother showing if I did?

      “It seems that we have a traitor in our midst who has managed to sneak in and is trying to expose our identities. If you do not want your identity exposed, you’ll find them and bring them to me,” the man on the stage says. From here, with that body type, I’m left guessing that it’s Governor White.

      Everyone is looking around as I try my best not to look suspicious.

      “Alright. Well, you all know what to do,” White says, and I watch in confusion as everyone turns and says something to the person next to them while the three of us hesitate far too long. There isn’t even a split second of hesitation before someone lunges at Claude and I stare in amazement at how fast Claude has them on the ground, neck at an odd angle. I guess I forgot Claude was older and not just all pizzazz.

      “Bring them to me,” White growls. “Dead or alive.”

      Finn whips out a gun and just starts nailing them as I stand there unsure of what to do. I’m still having trouble not tripping over my own feet when they move faster than I’m used to.

      Someone drives me into the ground and I kick them hard, struggling to get them off me. Panic socks me in the stomach, reminding me of when Corbyn would set them loose on me, and I punch them in the face hard enough they howl.

      Swift as that, Claude grabs me and gets me up on my feet where Finn squishes me between him and Claude.

      “Finn, you’re more at risk!” I say.

      “You’re crazy if you think I’m going to chance you getting hurt,” he says as he sizes up the enemy which includes far too many vampires. “We are with the VRC and everyone who is in this building is under arrest. If you try to attack me or my—”

      Someone chucks something at Finn and Claude pulls him out of the way a split second before it nails him in the face.

      “While you look super cute being all bossy, I don’t think they care,” Claude says.

      “I don’t think they do either,” Finn says as they zero in on us. “Let’s… head toward the exit, alright?”

      Before we can do anything, a group of them rushes in. Finn tries his best to keep them at a distance while I try to figure out how to fight without a gun or a needle to drug them with. I’m thrown back and slam against the wall as I elbow someone off me and turn to rush to the others, but I don’t see them.

      Suddenly, something is wrapped around my neck and I’m torn backward through a doorway and dragged down a hall.

      “You think you can make a fool of me? They all blame me for this shit. Like I was going to know you were such a fucking hassle when I took you. Yet I get blamed while Bowman is the real fuckup here when he created that monster,” Novak, the doctor who’d taken me, growls. Finally, the man who started the chain of events is back for me to destroy and ruin, but again, I don’t know how to stop him.

      I scratch and claw at my neck, trying to grasp the thin wire being held against it. He throws me hard onto the ground, sending my mask flying as I look up at the man leering down at me. He pins me to the ground, hand around my throat as he uses his weight to keep me down.

      “I wanted to keep you from the moment I saw you, but I wasn’t allowed to. I guess you’re mine now.”

      I bring my head up hard and fast, slamming into his.

      It seems to do nothing but piss Novak off as he grabs my head and slams it against the ground, making my vision spotty.
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      “There is another live stream possibly connected to the ones earlier in the year.”

      I perk up at the sound of the newscaster. One of the guards is staring at his phone as he walks past us.

      “Hold on,” I say as I scramble to my feet.

      The man, probably having heard what Marcus has done to almost every other person who has walked by, jumps to the right, startled.

      “No, sorry to scare you. I’m just wondering what’s going on in the news,” I say as I press myself against the vampire-proof bars.

      “Oh…” He hesitates before walking over to us and holding the phone up for me to see.

      The newswoman is in a tiny box in the corner, but the main screen is filled with what looks like the sale Corbyn told us about.

      “What the fuck are those three up to?” Marcus growls. “Why can’t they just be good? Like read a book or watch TV!”

      “Are we positive it’s them?” I ask, even though everything is telling me this camera is River’s doing.

      “I’d recognize that shimmering arm anywhere,” Alexei says with a sigh.

      “Oh dear god,” Marcus says as he rubs his head. “They’re going to get killed. They’re going to get killed while we’re stuck in here for no fucking reason!” He punches the bars hard enough there’s the audible breaking of his hand. “FUCK!” he hisses then stomps around the room holding his hand out before him like it’s betrayed him.

      “I’m so glad I’m smarter than him,” Alexei says. “Hey… man… let us out.” Alexei’s attempt at nicely asking the man to let us free seems to confuse him greatly. It even confuses me some. “Bro,” he tacks on.

      “Huh?” the guard asks, rightfully bewildered.

      “Do you understand what’s going on here?” I ask. “That’s a human trafficking ring that our partners in the VRC have just uncovered. They’ve risked their lives to get this information. The people involved in it are the ones who wrongfully arrested us. You need to let us out so we can save all those humans and our partners.”

      “Um… I’m just a guy who works here. I would go to prison if I let you guys out and I don’t even have the means to if I wanted to.” He just gives us a shrug.

      “You have to have some way to. If there was a fire, they wouldn’t just let everyone burn. You can get us out,” Marcus says, hand seemingly back to normal.

      The door opens and I look over as Brooks rushes over to us with Briar and the deputy chief of the humans in tow. Deputy Chief Burns is a nice woman who I haven’t had much contact with since we seem to be divided during cases. “We need to get down to this location immediately. Claude, River, and Finn thought they’d just sneak off and take on the bad guys alone because the three of them clearly don’t have a brain between them,” Brooks says.

      “Why’d you let him go alone?” Marcus snarls. Brooks hesitates, like he’s thinking that maybe leaving Marcus behind bars would be ideal.

      “You think I went ‘Here ya go, boys. Run off alone right into the middle of a pit of bad people without any help or guidance or anything’? You think that’s what I said?” A man comes out to join us and opens the door.

      “Yes. That’s exactly what you said,” Marcus decides. “Let’s go.”

      He rushes out, having no idea where he’s going or how he’s getting there, leaving the rest of us to run after him. I guess knowing Marcus is also going to tear the world apart helps make me feel a little better that we’ll be able to get the others out of this alive. Once we’re past the door Brooks and the others came in through, Marcus seems unsure of where to go.

      “Which way is the goddamn door out!” Marcus yells as he grabs a door and tears it right off the wall.

      “That’s the broom closet, you dumbass,” Alexei says, highly amused while stepping this way and that like he also has no idea how to get out but is ready to kick some ass to get there.

      “This way,” Deputy Chief Burns says as she leads us out. “So I have my team already headed to the location and they should be arriving any moment to secure the area.”

      “You mean we’re finally going to let humans help us?” I ask Brooks.

      Brooks nods. “Well, the person who has been so adamant about humans not being a part of the department is currently under speculation of being involved, so yes. The humans are going to help us. They have as much or more of a stake in this than us,” he says as we hurry out to the car. We all cram into the same vehicle since no one seemed to have thought to bring a second one. There’s nothing like having Marcus on your lap while he threatens to burn down the whole city to find Finn.

      I decide to distract myself by snapping a picture that I will send to Finn to make his day when we finally find him and make sure he’s safe.

      “Did you just… take a picture of me?” Marcus asks.

      “It’s for Finn,” I say before I find myself headless.

      His lethal attitude plummets. “Ah… fine. Fine. Finn does enjoy strange things.”

      We quickly realize that River’s dumping of information makes it nearly impossible to get within two blocks of the place because people are flocking to it—whether out of curiosity or the desire to help, I’m not sure. The amount of vehicles, police and otherwise, makes Burns stop the car in the middle of the traffic jam and get out right there. The rest of us rush through a group of people who really think they’re helping but are quite unsure of what to do since they have no tie-in with law enforcement.

      “I’ll find my group and see how to get us—and he’s already in,” she says as she watches Marcus shoving innocent people out of the way and tearing a door open. I rush after him and Alexei is hot on our trail.

      “Most of the time, Marcus is just annoying but for once I happen to appreciate it,” Alexei says as he gives an innocent human that Marcus missed a toss.

      The human police follow us in and start grabbing anyone who is trying to flee. The issue is they’re vampires and the humans are having trouble keeping them down. I want to help, but I need to get to River. I need to make sure he’s all right.

      “We got this, get going,” Brooks says as he and Briar take a stand at the door with the armed police beside him.

      “This way,” I say as I catch River’s scent and rush for a door. We shove our way through it—mostly pushing each other because we can’t seem to realize that being the last doesn’t mean we’re the worst of the three.

      I immediately see Claude because the outfit he’s wearing makes him look like a horribly glittering pink target and rush over. Someone at that moment decides to grab Finn’s neck only to have his own neck crushed in Marcus’s grip.

      “Marcus!” Finn says excitedly. “We definitely could use your help.”

      “Where’s River?” I ask.

      Finn shakes his head. “I don’t know. There’s been so much chaos. I lost sight of him only a minute ago. We told him to stay between us but when I was thrown back, he moved out to help me.”

      I try to catch his scent, but there’s so much going on that I can’t find it. But unless he’s hidden on the ground somewhere, I don’t think he’s in this room. There are only two doors out, the one I came through and one on the opposite wall that people aren’t bothering to go through. Does that mean it doesn’t have an exit? Is he down there?

      I push against the throngs of bodies and through the door into a hallway where I catch a whiff of River’s scent. I slow as I try to place which way he went. Cautiously, I move forward, carefully listening as I hear a hushed voice and then silence. Did they hear me coming? Do they know I’m here?

      “River?” I call.

      “Bentley? Bentley, he’s here—”

      I run forward and push open a door and see River lying on the ground, holding his throat as blood runs down his chest. Why’s there so much blood? Is he okay? What happened to him?

      Suddenly, there’s a rush of movement before someone slams into me. Quickly, I grab them and throw them off but not before he draws something tight around my throat. Knowing he won’t kill me with it, I dive my head down, cutting off my own oxygen as I throw him forward and grab him before slamming him to the ground. He’s up, but before he can do anything, River’s stabbed him in the chest.

      “You ruined my life, you fucking asshole,” he cries as he stabs him again. The man, older and stronger than River, grabs for him, but I reach out and tear him to the ground where I throw him onto his stomach and yank his hands behind his back. I hear the far door open before Finn comes running in.

      “I have handcuffs,” he says as he wipes at blood on his cheek.

      “Thanks,” I say as I grab them and snap them over one of the man’s wrists before I see River rush past. There’s a full moment before I realize that he wasn’t trying to just get away. He smelled the blood on Finn.

      He tears Finn to the ground and latches on to his throat just above the collar as Finn hits the ground on his back.

      “River, stop!” I yell as I leap off the man I’m pinning down to stop River before he hurts or kills Finn.

      “Hey, it’s okay, just let go of me, River,” Finn says, as calm as can be. How the hell he can still be calm when his life is in danger, I’ll never know.

      I wrap my arms around River, but I don’t want him to tear Finn’s throat open, especially when River’s eyes are dilated and his movements are wild. He growls at me like a feral animal as I try my best to reason with him.

      “River, please let go. Finn, shoot him with a tranq.”

      “I don’t have any left. He’s fine, he’ll let go,” Finn says calmly, but I’m not calm because he could kill him so easily. A young vampire is rarely a rational one. I shouldn’t even have him around Finn.

      “River, please. Please let go of him.”

      River slowly begins to open his mouth, pulling his fangs off Finn as he realizes what’s happening.

      “Oh my god. I’m so sorry,” he whispers, and that’s the moment I feel the cold metal of a gun against my head right before I hear a gun being fired twice in quick bursts.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        RIVER

      

      

      The sound deafens me for a moment as I sit there stunned. Finn’s on the ground where I put him—where I attacked him—and Bentley is slumped over him, blood oozing from wounds in his head.

      Novak keeps the gun aimed at Finn as he loops an arm around my throat. “Move and I’ll kill him,” he says.

      “No, no, no, please,” I whisper as I reach for Bentley. Why isn’t he moving? Why did this happen? This is all because I attacked Finn. If I hadn’t attacked Finn, everything would have been fine. It would’ve been all right because Bentley already had Novak down.

      “Just let River go and we’ll let you go. We’ll turn our backs. Won’t even mention you were here,” Finn tries to assure the man.

      I can’t see Novak with him behind me, but I can hear the huff of his laugh. “Oh, I don’t care what you say. I have what I want,” he says as he grabs Finn and pulls him to his feet. He lets go of me, which surprises me until I realize what’s going on. “I’m going to shoot the human if you don’t follow along like a good boy.”

      “No, please,” I whisper as I look back at Bentley who is still unconscious. He couldn’t die from that, right? He’ll be fine, right? But the gun is Finn’s, I think, not Novak’s. What kind of bullets did it have in it?

      “Come,” he snarls and starts dragging Finn away and I’m left with no option but to walk after him as he hauls Finn out through a back door where he binds him and then me with the vampire-grade handcuffs Bentley had been planning on putting on him. Once we’re both tied up, he drags us out into a fenced-in alleyway and right into another building. We’re taken down a set of stairs as I question what to do.
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      “Fucking wake up, Sleeping Beauty!” Marcus shouts, and I’m violently shaken awake.

      “Good god, what the hell is wrong with you?” I ask as the world spins around me.

      “Where’s Finn?”

      I sit up so quickly that I smash my head into the side of Marcus’s which makes him reel back with a roar. “River?” I push up to my feet and stumble before Marcus catches me.

      “I can smell Finn’s blood. Where is he?” he growls.

      “Brother, calm down. It looks like Bentley was shot through the head, give him a moment. He’s barely healed,” Claude says. “I can smell Finn’s blood this way.”

      Claude hurries off and Marcus drags me after them.

      “I let him out of my sight for one fucking minute and he’s gone,” Marcus says, but the catch in his voice doesn’t go by unnoticed. He’s upset and I don’t blame him. I just have to wrap my head around what’s going on as soon as it stops oozing blood and I can comprehend what’s happening.

      “I had him,” I say. “The man attacking River… I had him.”

      “Well, now you don’t,” Marcus growls.

      Claude steps between us. “Marcus, calm the fuck down. Do you really think it’s Bentley’s fault he was shot in the head and doesn’t know where the others are? We’ll find both of them.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “I panicked, and I let my guard down.”

      Marcus sighs. “I know. It’s okay.”

      We keep moving as we follow the scent across the alleyway and into the opposite building. When we push the next door open, I come face to face with Chief Bowman who is standing in the room completely alone.

      “I will fucking ki—” Marcus starts.

      “Hold on, hold on,” Bowman says with a smile as he holds his hands in the air.

      If Corbyn wasn’t lying, this is the man who twisted his life around, ruining it.

      “Where are they?” I growl.

      “I’ll kill you.” Marcus is ready to do just that, but Bowman looks relaxed and happy as he just smiles at him.

      “Sadly, if you kill me, you’ll never find them. Or, if you do, they’ll be nothing more than corpses. You guys do not want to fuck with me. You are merely pests to me. I control all of this—everything that’s going on—and you’ll soon find out that I’ll control the four of you too… do you even work for the VRC?” he asks Claude. He waves him off, not bothering to wait for an answer. “You guys can walk out of here right now and tell them that I’m the big bad guy.” His voice is so condescending that it’s clear he’s talking down to us. “But if you want the human and the other one back alive, you’re going to cooperate, and when I tell the world how thankful I am to the brave detectives in the VRC for stopping this heinous crime, you’re going to shake my hand and smile for the cameras.”

      “You’re going to give me Finn and River back or I will kill you,” Marcus growls.

      Bowman doesn’t even seem concerned. “And if you try, they’re both going to die. If you take even a fucking step toward me, I’m going to have them both killed. Do you want their blood on your hands? So you have one choice: turn around and go back to helping round them all up and I’ll let them live, or condemn me and send them to their deaths.”

      Claude steps up behind Marcus and sets a hand on his shoulder. “Brother, be careful. We don’t know what he’s planning.”

      “I’m planning on killing both of them if you don’t listen.”

      “Say we listen,” I say. “How do we know you’ll give them back to us? How do we know you won’t hurt them?”

      Bowman smiles as though he’s excited for this question. “I guess you don’t. But I know Corbyn has been spouting shit to you. I can break these two just as easily as I broke him. It doesn’t take much.”

      How could I have let this happen? I’m nearly shaking from anger at the thought that this man… this man could touch River; he could hurt him.

      “If I don’t call Novak in two minutes, he has permission to hurt one of them. It’s our way of making sure this goes through. So, please, take your time deciding if you don’t care which one gets hurt first. Humans are so much easier to break but I love the challenge of breaking a vampire.”

      Marcus growls but Claude keeps him held back as I realize what pure rage feels like for the first time in my life.

      “Your time is ticking. Thirty seconds. Are you going to turn around or am I going to have to break some fingers? We’ll start easy on them.”

      Alexei pushes me back. “We will turn around and walk out of this room but every day, at least once a day, you will show us a live feed of both of them where they will talk to us so we can see that they are alright. If you fail to do this, we will ruin you. Do you understand?”

      “Ah, easy enough,” Bowman says, so extremely amused by all of this. “I’ll let you have a few minutes every day. Won’t that be nice?”

      “Come on,” Alexei says as he tugs my arm. But I can’t just leave, can I? I can’t just let him take River from me.

      “No, I can’t. Please give him back. Please! I’ll do anything—” I plead.

      Bowman cuts me off. “Perfect. Then fuck off.”

      Alexei shoves me out of the room and Claude pulls Marcus after us. “We can’t let them do this. We can’t—”

      “Fuck!” Marcus yells.

      “Stop this, Marcus,” Claude says. “We have to think reasonably. We have a promise he’s keeping them safe because he knows that he won’t make it anywhere if he doesn’t have something being held over our heads. You’ve solved so many cases that I’m positive if you take a step back and think it through, we can figure this one out too.”

      Marcus takes a deep breath and nods as Claude wraps him up in his arms. And the moment Marcus sinks into Claude, I realize that I don’t know if I’ve ever felt so alone.
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      After we faked our way through everything, we were sent home where we all headed straight to Orin’s mansion. Without River and Finn, everything seems depressing and intolerable. We spend hours hunting through information on where Finn and River might be, and send Deputy Chief Burns a call, asking her if she could quietly sneak someone in to talk to Corbyn to see if he knows. I feel like he’s our only hope during all of this. If anyone will know, it’ll be him. But it’s late, past three in the morning, and we know we’ll likely have to wait until morning to hear an answer.

      I go up to the room where River had spent the past night, and when I open the door, I’m surprised to see Banshee running toward me. During all of this, I’d forgotten about her and the fish. I’ll have to text the neighbor to ask him to take care of the fish in case River didn’t have someone on it.

      Banshee looks past me, clearly expecting River to be right behind me like normal. She seems confused as I shut the door, locking her alone inside with me.

      “I’m sorry, Banshee. I fucked up. It’s my fault. I let my guard down. I fucked up…”

      I walk toward the bed before realizing I’m not sure I can even make it that far. Then I sink down on the floor and cover my face with my hands. Why does this shit keep happening to me? Why can’t he just be okay and be right here beside me? Why is it when I finally get him back, get him as my own, he’s ripped away from me? What if he dies because I couldn’t save him? What if I’m alone again?

      Banshee yowls, her signature call for River. He generally laughs and says something about it being her demon summoning call, but we both know it’s how she tells him she misses him. How she complains that he’s not right beside her the moment she wants him.

      “I’m sorry,” I say as I feel a paw on my foot. I uncover my face to see Banshee looking up at me like she expects me to summon River. Maybe she thinks I have that power since we’ve rarely been apart since he was changed.

      Her green eyes catch mine as she yowls again.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t have him,” I say.

      She jumps onto my lap and sets her paws against my chest as she stuffs her face in mine, like she’s checking to see if I’m telling the truth using some strange cat senses only she possesses.

      “I’m sorry. I’ll find him. I’ll bring him home safely. I’ll do everything I can. I’ll do it all to bring him back,” I whisper, even though I know she can’t understand me. Or maybe I’m saying it to myself in the hopes I can convince myself that I can do this.

      She rubs her face against my cheek, marking me, and I wrap my arms around her. I expect her to claw me or bite me as she usually would—even after all this time, she still only likes River—but instead, she begins to purr.

      “You’re going to be so embarrassed when I tell River you were letting me hold you,” I say.

      For once in her life, she doesn’t seem to care as she leans into my scratches.

      “You’re right, Banshee. If I can get you to tolerate me, I can find River. Let’s go,” I say as I stand up with her in my arms and rush over to River’s desk. There, I sit down and continue poring over all the information we’ve gained so far because I’m going to get River back, no matter what it takes.

      And the whole time, Banshee sits on my lap and stares at the computer screen as though she’s doing everything in her power to help.
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      “I’m so sorry I dragged you into this,” I say as I look over at Finn who sits beside me. We’re crammed in a small room with no windows and the only door is securely locked. Our arms are handcuffed tightly behind our backs, and I’m starting to feel a bit pessimistic.

      He turns and gives me a huge smile like he’d forgive me for anything. “It’s no problem at all. You think I don’t get wound up in crazy shit all the time? I feel like since I joined the VRC, my life has been a whirlwind of crazy. So we’ll just add this to my resumé.”

      “Why don’t you hate me? I tried to eat you.”

      “So have Marcus and Briar and DeGray. I mean… just join the party. Weirdly, the only one who hasn’t is the one who threatened me the most, which is Alexei…”

      Now, this information shocks me. “Bentley tried to eat you?”

      “There was a drug that made him a bit bitey. But it’s all good.”

      “How are you not afraid of them? I can’t even let Bentley get near my neck without feeling like shit. Even now as a vampire, I hate it. And a vampire was so much worse to you than me.”

      “I know I have more physical scars than you, but you were with Corbyn for almost two months. That fucks with your head, River. I can’t imagine what would have happened to me if Watson kept me that long. You’re doing quite well for all you’ve gone through.”

      “I was just… scared and I let him mold me into what he wanted. And now I feel like I’ve just dragged everyone into it. If I hadn’t—”

      “River, if you hadn’t done something, think of all the innocent humans that would have continued being trafficked, abused, and killed. You did something. You saved countless lives. You kept more people from suffering like you did. So never apologize for that. Of course there are going to be some hiccups along the way. My whole career revolves around obstacles that we have to pass.”

      I nod as I realize that he’s right. Even with all the fuck-ups I made, we did draw attention to the sales of humans. “But without arresting the ones who have us chained up here, they’ll just start again somewhere else.”

      “They will, but we won’t stop until they’re all behind bars.”

      “I’m sorry about… all you went through with Watson.”

      Finn looks over at me. “DeGray tell you about that?”

      “Well, with Watson being the one who removed my brain tumor I kind of knew him. So it was quite the shock to us. It made us wonder what his angle was in helping us. Bentley wonders if he was planning on using us against you. Or maybe getting information about you from him or something. I’m not sure,” I say and Finn shrugs, making me worry that I upset him. “Sorry. I’m sure you don’t like to talk about it.”

      Finn shakes his head. “No, no, it’s fine. I really don’t know either and I’m not sure we’ll ever know, but it is what it is. I’m thankful he could help you before everything went down.”

      “But I still can’t help but wonder why.”

      “I think with Watson, you just never know. I still don’t understand it,” Finn says. “Now, I have an idea of how we can get out. I have no idea if it’ll work, but we’re going to try.” He crawls over to me and nods down at his left arm. “You’re going to have to tear through my clothes with your teeth.”

      “Well… this seems to have gone to an awkward place,” I say.

      “Not my pants, my shirt,” he teases. “Right below the shoulder.”

      I lean into him and bite onto his shirt and pull. “Is too tough” I mumble through a mouthful of his faux leather suit that appears to be made out of very nice material.

      I glance up to see Finn staring at me like I’m a fool. “You’re a vampire. Tear the sleeve.”

      I pull away from the fabric. “I don’t understand my level of strength yet. I’m scared I’ll hurt you.”

      “Would you rather tweak my arm a bit or die here?”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “I hate it when you make sense. Fine.”

      I bite onto his sleeve again and give it a jerk, tearing the fabric with my fangs, revealing his prosthesis. I’d never seen it before, and I find myself staring at it in wonder.

      “Now see here?” he asks as he takes his chin and motions to a spot. “There’s a safety lock here. You have to slide it this way while pulling the silver spot that way and then while holding the release, pull down. Got it?”

      “I have to do this without looking?”

      “Correct.”

      “I’ll try,” I say as I turn my back to him and scoot backwards until my bound hands pat down his arm.

      “I’m just glad he didn’t notice my arm because I had gloves on,” Finn says. “You’re close but to the left more. Little more… there! Feel that bump… a little to the left… yes. There, pull it.”

      I hook it with my finger and try to remember everything he had said to do. But with Finn’s guidance, I get the arm to release.

      “Perfect!” he says as he grabs the wrist of his fake arm. “Now we wait.”

      “Do you have a secret gun stashed up in there? Does it morph into a gun?” I ask hopefully.

      “Nope. Just an arm.”

      “Can you pull a knife out of it?”

      Finn glares at me. “Most people are in awe of my arm and you want it to be some robot gadget thing out of the movies. Sorry my arm is so boring. I’m sure you’re going to make fun of my height too.”

      “I’ve actually never said anything about your height.” To his face.

      “True… this is why I like you more than the others,” he says as he stations himself right inside the door. “Now we wait.”

      The words “Now we wait” end up meaning that we wait for over an hour before I hear someone outside the door.

      “They’re coming,” I whisper.

      Finn jumps to his feet and hovers near the door until it opens and Novak steps in. Finn swings his fake arm like a baseball bat, smashing it into Novak’s face. He cries out and reels back as I jump in to help. I body slam into him, throwing him to the ground as Finn shuts the door most of the way then rushes over to step down on his throat. Without the use of my arms, it’s hard to keep him held down, but Finn seems to have a handle on the choking thing.

      “Put your knee into his throat and use your weight to keep him down,” Finn says as I take his position. It’s easier said than done but my pure hatred for the man helps me find something deep inside me that assists with the whole “crushing the throat” thing.

      Finn pulls out a phone from Novak’s pockets, which he drops to the side, then keys and a gun. “Can you hear anyone in the area?”

      I listen carefully, but besides Novak’s struggles, I can’t hear anything else. “No.”

      “This is going to hurt your ears, I’m sorry,” he says before he fires the gun, shooting Novak in the head.

      It won’t kill him, but my god I think it killed my ears. He wasn’t joking when he said it’d hurt. Thankfully, they seem to fix themselves within a minute.

      “We won’t have long. He’ll probably heal himself shortly,” Finn says. “But we have keys!”

      He rushes over and undoes my handcuffs, then as he works on his, I pick up the phone and hold it in front of Novak’s face. Thankfully, the phone still recognizes him even with all the blood splatter. I go to the maps and click to share my location. “I… don’t know Bentley’s phone number. Do you know Marcus’s?”

      “Um… well… no,” Finn says. “With my phone it always knows, and I might have never memorized it. Ooh! But I know Orin’s.”

      He quickly rattles off the number to me, so I send our location to Orin as Finn puts his arm back on. “Did you hurt your arm?” I ask.

      “No, looks fine to me.” He wiggles his fingers. “Seems fine. We just won’t tell anyone, and no one will be any wiser.”

      There’s an almost immediate reply from Orin.

      Orin: We’re on our way.

      I turn to Finn. “So do we sit tight and wait? Do we rush out and pretend we know what we’re doing?”

      “Waiting might be the best option,” he says, but it’s almost like he jinxed us because I can hear the sound of people making their way toward us.

      “I hear them coming.”

      “Then let them come,” Finn says as he holds the gun steady.
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        BENTLEY

      

      

      “Dear god, we’re going to die on the way there! Do you know how to drive a vehicle?” Marcus hollers just before his head smashes into the window. I swear Orin jerked the wheel just to get him to shut up.

      “I will get my son back no matter what it takes,” Orin promises.

      “Even if death may befall you, dear brother,” Claude says. “If it does, Alexei and I will promise to take very good care of him.”

      “Ah, yes, Claude said he’d keep him satisfied,” Alexei says, which we all know would set Marcus off and was most likely Alexei’s main reason for saying it.

      Marcus whirls around in the passenger seat of the car. “What the fuck did Claude say?”

      Claude throws up his hands. “I didn’t say anything! Alexei, my love, why do you want to see me tortured?”

      Alexei shrugs. “I was just a little curious who’d win in a fight, is all.”

      Claude waves at the seething demon who takes his brother’s form. “Clearly my brother. He’s spent many more years popping heads off than I have!”

      “Yes, while Claude was trying to figure out if a pink fedora matched his shit-green suit, I was learning how to tear heads straight from the bodies.” Marcus mimes the head tearing.

      “I feel like most of that was not true,” Claude says before Orin hits the curb so hard he throws all of us to the left side of the vehicle.

      “Whoops,” he says as he careens around the corner and takes off again.

      “We’re going to die on the way there,” Marcus decides. “I will be unable to save Finn because we’ll be dead.”

      I pull out my phone as I question how we’re going to do this in a way we can condemn Bowman, and then I realize that River had the answer to it. “I’m going to stream this,” I say. “Like River’s been doing. Show the world that Bowman is behind it, and he’ll have no way to refute it.”

      “I’m wearing pajamas, though,” Claude says, like this is a good reason not to record something.

      “Trust me, they look better than what you were wearing when I found you yesterday,” Alexei says.

      “Aw, you think I’m handsome in everything. Thanks, love,” he says before kissing Alexei’s cheek.

      By the time Orin stops, I’ve barely figured out how to set this up and when I start to record, I realize that we’re probably going to do something on camera which’ll send all of us to prison, but I guess as long as I get River back, that’s a price I’m willing to pay.

      “We’re going to pair up,” Marcus says. “We need to find Finn and River and keep anyone from leaving while backup arrives. We have to find them before Bowman realizes we’re here. He could have someone in the human department who would alert him.”

      I stick the phone in my jacket’s breast pocket and tear a hole in the fabric so it can look out. If it doesn’t and just shows the inside of my pocket the whole time, at least we tried.

      “Let’s move in now that the police are alerted,” Marcus says as he leads the way.

      A part of me wonders if we should send him in alone because the man is quiet enough he could probably sneak in unnoticed, but if he did get noticed as he enters the building, there’s almost a guarantee that he’d be too outnumbered.

      There’s a fence surrounding the building that looks like it was originally some type of shipment center. Is this where they brought the humans and held them before they sold them?

      Instead of coming up with a plan that involves discreet sneaking or detailed planning, Marcus heads right down the middle. Before we get too far, Bowman steps in front of us looking highly irritated. “I told you to be good, but now it’s too late. I’ve killed them both,” he says as he holds up his hand, wet with blood.

      Marcus growls out in anger as he lunges forward and Bowman rushes in to stop him. Clearly, Bowman is confident he can take Marcus on. When his mini army of vampires step up behind him, I realize exactly why he thinks he’s invincible.

      Alexei grabs my arm. “We’ll hold them back. Go get them before someone can kill them.”

      What if they’re already dead? What if I have to walk in and find them like that?

      But I nod and rush toward the building. A female vampire runs for me, but Claude tears her to the ground, so I slip past and race into the building. A man grabs for me, but I latch on to his throat and pull him into me. “Tell me where they are.”

      “Die in hell,” he growls, and I narrowly dodge a bullet aimed at me from someone farther down the hallway.

      I crush his neck so he’ll be incapacitated for a short time and deal with the shooter instead. Who knows what kind of bullets they have. If Corbyn was able to take some, there’s no saying whether Bowman had some and mass produced them.

      I grab the next man and tear his gun out of his hand before pressing it against his head. “Where are they?”

      The man looks a bit terrified now that he’s on the other side of the fight and points through a door. “Downstairs. There’s a door in there. Please. They made me join. I didn’t want to. I don’t want to go to prison.”

      I fling him to the side and blindly rush through the door, not even caring if it’s a setup, just knowing that if there’s a chance River is on the other side, I need to find him.

      When I find stairs on the other side, I descend them as quickly as I can, and when I turn the corner, I slam into someone. “Finn?”

      “Hey, there,” he says.

      “Bentley!” River yells as he runs for me and throws his arms around me. “Oh, I’m so happy to see you. I was scared you’d get hurt coming to help us. Thank you for coming!”

      Relief rushes through me, and for a moment, it’s like time has stopped as I hold him to me. I can forget everything now that he’s in my arms.

      “Hey, lovebirds. There’s still a vampire war going on upstairs,” Finn says and River jerks back.

      River nods. “I’m sorry! Bentley, we locked Novak in that room there. Tell me what to do.”

      “Stay here and don’t move,” I say, which River and Finn are clearly displeased with.

      “Come on, River,” Finn says as he whisks River off like some crime fighting duo, leaving me behind.

      “Hold up!” I yell as I run after them and even jump in front of them to shield them from any dangers. Finn shoots someone over my shoulder and River tackles them to the ground as I realize that maybe pushing River into the safest corner possible isn’t the correct choice and do my best to help them. It isn’t long before the place is swarming with police and they begin to arrest everyone who was involved.

      Marcus rushes onto the scene and grabs Finn before shielding him with his body.

      “Did you get Bowman?” Finn asks.

      “I did. I crushed his skull. He healed annoyingly fast, so I crushed it again. I was going to pluck his eyes out so he could never look at you again but then the police arrived, and I realized that maybe I shouldn’t do that. But I can still do it if you want me to.”

      “Oh shit,” I say as I realize I still have the live stream going on. I yank it out and look over at the chat, horrified that they’re going to be so disturbed by Marcus that they’re going to have him arrested too.

      Instead, they’re saying things like “How romantic” or “He has someone willing to crush skulls for him, I can’t even get someone to say hi to me.”

      I end the stream, slightly disturbed that anyone would want a Marcus in their life.
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      I follow Bentley into a large room where the others are also gathering. I’m not sure how I ended up becoming a part of the group, but no one tells me I shouldn’t be there and to head out the door. It’s been over a week since everything went down and I’ve been moving through every minute terrified of what might happen to us.

      Brooks smiles at us as he takes a seat next to Deputy Chief Burns. “Before we get into anything, I’d like to say that there’s been talk of Burns being moved from deputy chief to chief. If she does, we’d like to play with the idea of the VRC working with the human department more often.”

      Burns nods. “We’ve hindered ourselves greatly by refusing to work together. Your very own Detective Hayes has shown how helpful a human can be in a situation like this one. These are ideas we’d like to implement. We are in a world where we’re fighting to narrow the inequality between humans and vampires and stop things like human trafficking for food purposes, yet our own system is divided. I understand that humans can’t always go into the same situations, but they could help work the case, or solve crimes that would give the detectives in the VRC more room to work their own specialties.”

      “We haven’t discussed this much, so I’d like you guys to keep it quiet for now, but we’re open to any opinions,” Brooks says.

      Marcus is the first to speak, which isn’t surprising with his stand on humans in the VRC. “I think it’s an excellent idea.”

      Finn dramatically grabs his chest and falls back in his chair. “Oh my goodness. What? Excuse me? I got threatened to be eaten, yet you think this is a good idea?”

      “Correct,” Marcus says.

      “I agree,” Alexei says which riles Finn up even more.

      “Back to the matter at hand,” Brooks says.

      Burns takes back over. “So Corbyn has admitted to turning you into a vampire, River. He will suffer the consequences for it, but you’ll be able to get licensed. I think we all understand that you went through a lot because of failures on our part.”

      I stare at her, clearly unable to comprehend what she’s saying. “Excuse me, Corbyn did what?”

      She stops and looks at me. “Admitted to turning you. Was he not the vampire who turned you?”

      “Y-Yes! He was! I was just… you know, surprised he’d admit to it and everything with him, you know… bound and determined to ruin my life and yes… he did.”

      Oh my god, I sound guilty as hell. I want to look at Bentley, but I feel like if I look at him, I’ll give everything away with my expression. So I sit stone still as Brooks talks about the list of people that have been arrested, including Novak, Bowman, and Governor White. The whole state is currently in turmoil, but we did our job with it. Others will have to figure out how to handle the rest. I handed over everything I had written about the events, which helped them double-check information and just added to the list of things to condemn them with.

      But all I can think about is how Bentley’s not going to get in trouble for this. I mean… someone had to have messed with something to make this fly because when they interviewed me, I sure as fuck was still human.

      When Burns finishes up, she heads out with the others, but Brooks stays in place. “DeGray, River, hold up.”

      We hesitate, even though I’d love to run home and never draw attention to myself again in case someone realizes there was a fuck-up along the line.

      Finn shuts the door behind him, leaving the three of us alone.

      “I’ve pulled a lot of strings to cover up this fuck-up,” Brooks says as he waves between us. “We’re very lucky that Corbyn claimed he changed you because people were starting to get suspicious of you, River.”

      “Was that your doing?” Bentley asks.

      “No, Corbyn did it on his own. It’s what made me realize we could get away with this. But I would not draw attention to yourself. If someone starts digging, they might be able to find something. Don’t fuck up. Keep quiet. Keep your head down. Got it?” Brooks asks.

      “We do. Thank you, sir,” Bentley says. “Thank you so much.”

      “Yeah. I think the department will be heading in the right direction, but with so many in law enforcement working on the wrong side, we will have more eyes on us than you’ll ever believe. So please, be smart about this.”

      “We will. Thank you,” Bentley says.

      “Yeah. Have a good day. Try not to start anything else for a bit. I’d like a vacation.”

      Bentley laughs before patting Brooks’s shoulder. “Deal.”

      Bentley and I leave without saying much and get into the car. Though it’s dusk out, I still have my protective gear on to keep me safe from the sun, but I pull off the sunglasses, since the inside of Bentley’s windows have sun protection on them. Thankfully, we’re toward the back of the parking lot so no one can see or hear us.

      “We… we did it… you’re not going to get in trouble,” I say as I turn to him. I can’t even express how happy I am to know that I haven’t ruined Bentley’s life. That he won’t be taken away from me because he changed me.

      Bentley grabs my hands and smiles at me as he squeezes them and kisses them both before dragging me onto his side of the car which is both awkward and a bit painful, but I couldn’t care less because we did it!

      “Oh my god, I’m so fucking happy,” I say as I grab his face and just start kissing it all over as I shake him a little, excited.

      “It’s going to be okay! It’s going to be okay,” he says.

      “I’m so happy I can’t stop kissing you and like touching you and shaking you and I don’t think any of this is very romantic but you’re not going to prison!”

      Bentley starts laughing as he wraps his arms around me and squeezes me. “Even if I did, I would never have regretted my decision for a moment, River. You make my whole world brighter.”

      “I fucking love you,” I say as I kiss him.

      There’s a rap on the window and I jump, realizing that maybe we weren’t being as careful as we should be when vampires have prying ears, but when I look up, I just see Alexei.

      “Get a room, fuckers,” he says as he flips us off before getting into his car that’s parked behind ours.

      “I like him,” I say. “I’m surprised I ever found him scary.”

      “He grows on you.”

      “They all do… they’re all weirdly wonderful people. And now I get to see them more!”

      Bentley kisses my forehead one more time before heading for home in case someone else is watching that’s not someone we know.
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      “What are you doing, handsome?” I teasingly ask as I lie sprawled out on the couch with Banshee “kneading” my chest. AKA: skinning me. She really seems to like it when I tell her it hurts. If she were a human, she’d have made a killing off being a sadist.

      “Are you talking to me or the cat?” Bentley asks as he walks over to the couch and leans over the armrest to peer down at me.

      “Well… depends who is handsomer.”

      He seems to think about it for a moment. “Definitely the cat.”

      I grin at him. “Or maybe you?” I ask as he leans down and kisses me. “I want to draw you naked again.”

      “Right now?”

      “I never got to finish the last time. Come along,” I say as I jump up and catch his wrist before pulling him into the bedroom. I go over to my art supplies but instead of getting my pencils, I pick up some washable markers. I toss them on the bed and then grab his shirt before unbuttoning it.

      “Where’s the paper?” Bentley asks, like it’s not obvious.

      “You are the paper.”

      “I’m confused and concerned but kind of turned on, so I’m going with it,” he says as he tosses his shirt. “Will the artist be naked too?”

      “Depends on whether the model wants the artist naked or not.”

      “I definitely want the artist naked,” he says as he pushes my pants down. “I feel like we’re on more even footing.”

      “If that’s what you want, then I suppose I have no option,” I tease as he catches the bottom of my shirt and pulls it up, over my head. Once it’s off, I push his pants and underwear down and guide him onto the bed where I whip his pants free. Then I shed the rest of my clothes and climb onto his lap before I pull out a marker.

      “What shall I draw today?” I say, trying my best to sound extremely sophisticated.

      “Oh, you weren’t joking.”

      I pop the cap off. “I never joke,” I say as I squiggle a line over his nipple. “Outstanding!”

      “What is?”

      “My art, of course,” I say as I draw a dot next to his nipple and a line under it to make it a happy face. “Such a happy nipple.”

      “Happy… confused… right now those two emotions are going hand in hand, if I’m being honest.”

      “Good. Then I shall make the other nipple confused,” I say as I draw a squiggly line under it. “Wow. Beautiful, if I do say so myself.” I lean forward but just before I decide to commit to the kiss, I give him some bushy pink eyebrows. “Oh, lovely. That, my grand sir, is quite lovely.”

      “Just give me a kiss, you mad artist.”

      I grin as I press my lips into his, and he wraps his arms around me before rolling me onto my back. He pulls out a blue marker and eyes my torso.

      “I believe it’s my turn,” Bentley says mischievously.

      “I believe you’re the model, and I’m the artist.”

      “Just a little pretty heart,” he says as he draws a perfect heart over my chest. It’s horribly adorable.

      “And a kiss,” I remind him because I’m feeling a bit needy. He leans down to kiss me, and I press up into him as heat rises inside me. I can’t stop grinning against his lips every time I glance down at his nipples, though, which makes the kiss a bit awkward, especially when I’m trying my best not to nick him with my fangs. I don’t quite have this fang thing under control, but he never seems deterred, even when I do nick him.

      “I want to draw a heart on you too,” I say as I take his hand and pull out a marker while he kisses a line down my cheek, skipping my neck to reach my chest. I grab the marker and start drawing on his hand as his fingers race over my skin, making me shiver and ache for him. His fingers tease the base of my cock before he glances at what I’m doing.

      “That sure looks like a strange heart… almost like they’re balls instead of a heart.”

      “Ew, no, who would draw that,” I say as I happen to add an elongated addition onto the “heart.”

      “Wow… and what’s that around the heart? Looks like pubic hairs you’re now drawing.”

      “You’re so weird. It’s to signify the heart’s beating, obviously.”

      “Ah… obviously. And now what’s spurting out of the heart?” he asks as I continue to add to my beautiful drawing.

      “That stuff?” I ask as I point to the lines coming out of the tip.

      “Yes.”

      “That’s love coming out.”

      Bentley is trying his hardest not to smile and give in to my crazy talk. “Huh… wow. You obviously have more of an artistic eye than I do because that sure looks weird. Ah well. I’m positive you know what you’re talking about.”

      I smile at him as I drop his hand and pull him in close. “Of course I do. Now where else can I draw?”

      He grins at me before kissing me again. “You can draw anywhere you’d like.”

      “Penis?”

      “Um… I guess?” He seems a bit uncertain, which makes me laugh and snap the lid closed.

      “Nah, the heart is the best part.” I kiss it as I grin at him.

      “Uh-huh… I tend to love it, if I’m being honest.”

      “Aw. Thank you. When I’m a famous artist, you can tell people that you’re my muse,” I say.

      “That’s weirdly sexy,” he says as he captures my lips again and I push into him, my cock rubbing against his. His hand slips around them, pushing them together as he rubs and reaches for the lubricant. “Are we done playing artist? Can I touch you now?”

      “I’d love that,” I say as he drops me onto my back and kisses a line straight down to my cock. His tongue flicks over the tip before swirling around it, making me groan. I love watching him as he strokes his own cock and takes mine in his mouth. He glances up at me, making me groan again as his hot mouth moves over me. I run my fingers through his blond hair, then run them down his neck as I just feel him.

      How was I ever so lucky to have run into this man? How did this happen when I felt like everything was just getting worse and worse? But this man does everything to make me happy and feel so full of love. He makes me laugh and love with all of my heart. He makes me understand how precious life is.

      And every time he touches me, it makes me yearn for more moments with him. His hand moves over me and his tongue wraps around me until my body is hot and aching. He’s drawing me so quickly over the edge that I grab onto him to warn him, but he just sinks down farther onto me until I can’t take it anymore and come.

      I push down on him and instead of taking his cock in my hand, I sink down until I can take him in my mouth, loving his sharp intake of breath. Pushing him over the edge is far too easy when I’ve learned every way to touch and caress him until it drives him crazy. And nothing makes me happier than knowing that it’s me who does. I could touch and stroke and love on him until I was exhausted, just to keep feeling him.

      After he’s finished, he pulls me up into his arms and kisses me.

      “You’re such a good little canvas,” I say as I pop off a cap and start scribbling on his chest. This time I draw him a real heart as he watches me closely.

      “You’re being too nice. I’m waiting patiently,” he teases.

      “I’ve turned over a new leaf. I am the nicest person you’ll ever meet, Bentley my love.”

      “You probably will be.” He pushes me down onto the bed next to him, and as I fill in the large heart on his chest, he murmurs sweet words to me like “Your evil cat is trying to claw her way in so she can pluck out my eyeballs” and “You’ve made it a full week without trying to eat my fish!”

      And I love it. I love every moment of it.
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      “Are you sure you’re good with this?” I ask River as I take him into the prison.

      “Yes… it’s weird, I know. I just want to talk to him and ask him things, and am I being weird?”

      I give him a gentle squeeze. “No. I don’t blame you for wanting to know. We’ll stay for just a few and then we have to get home.”

      “Ooh, what’s going on at home?” River asks.

      “You never know,” I say teasingly.

      I want it to be a surprise that his family is up to see him, and what they have to tell him will surely send him over the edge.

      His parents have been up to see him as often as they possibly could, which I don’t mind because they’ve pulled me right in with open arms. And I’ve never been more thankful. About two weeks after everything wrapped up with River’s case, Dorothy passed in her sleep. We knew it was coming, and I’d spent every moment of every day leading up to it with her. But this time, I wasn’t alone. River never left my side the whole time and Dorothy wouldn’t stop telling me how I’d finally found a “keeper.”

      It was hard, and it hurt so badly, but I wasn’t alone. My biggest fear of waking up one day and realizing there was no one there for me never happened. I was surrounded by people there for me with River by my side and my team from the VRC there whenever I needed them. And on top of that, River’s family did their best to pull me in and make me feel like I was a part of the family.

      “Right this way,” a guard says as he leads us into a room. Waiting inside for us is Corbyn, the man River wanted to see.

      We sit down at the table as Corbyn stares at River in mild surprise. He looks far better than the last time I saw him, clearly no longer starved.

      “Well aren’t you just about the last person I expected to see. But I am pleased to hear that you ended it all. I was just… planning on being on the other side of this when you did,” Corbyn says.

      “I wanted to talk to you. Why did you tell them… what you did about me?” he asks, referring to Corbyn telling the police he was the one who changed him and taking on that sentence.

      “Once upon a time, I was a good person. I probably wasn’t the best, but I had good morals. I cared about people. Not only did I never malevolently go out of my way to hurt anyone, the thought would never cross my mind to do so. And then I was taken. For years, I was tossed from vampire to vampire. I was used and abused and all I was left with was this unimaginable rage. This hatred that consumed me. My mind wasn’t my own anymore, and I felt myself twisting into something that was as close to being a monster as one could get. And I embraced it because it made me feel. It gave me something to strive for, no matter how awful it was. And I couldn’t stop.”

      He rubs his face before leaning back, never looking away from River. “When I was changed by Bowman, I wasn’t shown kindness, I wasn’t made into an equal. He’d starve me of blood or torture me in other ways until he thought he molded me into the perfect little plaything. You were the first person I bought. He’d encouraged me for years to buy someone, and I had refused, but when I saw him bidding on you I saw the sick desire in his eyes to destroy you and I bid after him. He was so pleased by the idea of me taking you that he let me have you after that.

      “I don’t know why I did what I did. I had this idea that I could get you, a human he wanted, to destroy this whole little fucked-up world he had. And I thought the only way to do that was to mold you like he did to me. There were times while I had you that I hated myself so much, I couldn’t even get myself to see you, even though I knew I was leaving you to starve. And other times that rage consumed me so much that I would do anything to make you end Bowman because I was too weak to do it myself.”

      Corbyn pauses for a moment, glancing down at his cuffed hands before he looks up at River with a twisted smile. “But the joke is on me because when I let you loose, you didn’t rush out with hatred in your heart, you found someone to care about. Someone to help you survive. I found myself giving up a little, letting you do whatever the fuck you wanted but then Bowman would tear back into my life and I’d be filled with new rage and sic you on him again.

      “After I was arrested, a psychiatrist that works here seemed to take pity on me and listened to my story. And as I told him my story, he helped me realize that while I was made into a monster, I didn’t have to die a monster. So I knew that even though it would never fix what I did to you, it would help you two stay together if I agreed to being the one who changed you. That’s the only way I can say I’m sorry for what I did to you.”

      River nods slowly. “I was… worried about coming today. I thought I was being stupid, but I’m glad I did. So… thank you for taking that on yourself… and letting me stay with Bentley.”

      Corbyn nods, emotion filling his eyes. “Yeah… I’m sorry… for what it’s worth.”

      “Thank you,” River says, and as always, I’m astounded by his level of care and love. I don’t know if I could have done this today. I would have let my hatred for the man rule me into refusing this. But not River. I feel like even though I’m over a hundred and thirty years older than him, I still have so much to learn from him.

      As we walk out and head back to the car, I turn to River. “Do you feel better now?”

      “I do,” he says. “He’s still a huge asshole, but… I get it. In some weird fucked-up way, I get it.”

      I reach out and take his hand before squeezing it. Then I lift it to my lips and give it a kiss.

      When we reach home, I let River go first. Even though I told his family to be extremely quiet, I can still hear them as I usher him inside, but under his sunlight protection gear, he might not hear anything.

      I push him through the door where his family jumps out, startling him.

      “Holy shit!” he cries as Amara, his dog, comes barreling forward, ecstatic to see River. His parents had asked if I would mind them giving Amara back to River. I told them they could as long as she wasn’t as evil as Banshee. She proves she’s not by giving me a quick lick while greeting River.

      “I thought you were supposed to be a big bad vampire now, but you still jumped at least a foot,” Clay says.

      “Yeah, and I thought you were some monsters!” he says, which just makes Clay laugh.

      His mom, Diana, and his dad, Carlos, rush forward and squeeze him, which seems to be a family tradition of sorts. Then they drag me into it, and I’m pulled into this family squeeze. It’s a good feeling and I close my eyes and just soak it up for a moment.

      “You guys didn’t tell me you were coming up here,” River says with a smile.

      Banshee stalks across the room and sits at my feet while staring at me. I’m not sure what it means so I assume she’s sending me telepathic thoughts that she wants to make sure I know the dog is not welcome. I reach down and chance picking her up. When she only slightly claws me on the way up, I call it a win.

      “We have exciting news,” Diana says.

      “What’s that?” River asks.

      “We’re moving here. We drove up to look at a house about ten minutes away.”

      River gives her a look of surprise. I already knew about this plan of theirs, and it was hard keeping it a secret from River but they didn’t want to put anything into motion until they were positive. “Wait… what? Oh my god, you guys don’t have to move here! I mean, it would be amazing, but your lives are back home and I promise I’ll visit a lot—”

      His father shakes his head. “We’ve discussed this as a family. We nearly lost you once, River. And through that, we learned how important it was to keep your family close. Your mom and I are retiring within the next few months and your brother has always wanted to move into the big city for his job. We both know there’s nothing in the field he wants out where we’re at.”

      “But… you’d be leaving everything behind,” River says.

      “Leaving what behind?” Diana asks. “The flowerbed we all know I can’t keep alive to save my life? Family is far more important, and this is what we’ve all decided. You can’t stop us.”

      “You guys are crazy,” River decides, but he squeezes them all close.

      I’m positive they want to take him home with them, and I’ve heard them ask more than once, but River’s stayed stubborn and refused to leave me, even though it’s clear he misses them. So this will be great knowing they’ll be here for him.

      They hurry off toward the living room, eager to show him something as River slows to look at me. “You knew about this.”

      “I did,” I say.

      “I feel bad they’re moving all the way here for me.”

      I shrug. “I’m pretty sure they had an option. I don’t think anyone was threatening them, but I could be wrong.”

      “I don’t think any of my texts about missing them were too threatening,” he teases.

      “See?”

      He wraps me up in his arms. “Thank you for getting along with my crazy family. For doing all of this for me and staying by my side. I can’t thank you enough.”

      “Well, thank you for loving me.”

      He smiles at me. “That was the easy job,” he says before kissing me. “I love you too.”

      Together, we walk into the living room where I won’t be alone. Where I’ll be surrounded by people who care about me with someone by my side that will stay.
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      Do you want to read a short story about River going out to eat with the VRC crew (and all the horror and craziness that’ll follow)? Check it out for free just by joining my reader group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/AliceWinters/ You will also be the first to know about book five’s release as well as the release of my new shifter series. In the group, I do fun things like put up teasers, giveaways, and short stories! Or you can follow my upcoming releases and read some short stories by joining my newsletter here: https://www.alicewintersauthor.com/

      

      Thank you so much for taking the time to read, and I hope you enjoyed! If you have a moment, please consider writing a review. Reviews greatly help books find more readers!
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