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Disclaimer




This is a self-published work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. This book contains harsh language, scenes of violence, sexuality, sensuality, human trafficking, rape, and other mature subject matter. It is not intended for a younger audience. No part of this book may be reproduced in any electronic or mechanical means including an information storage and retrieval system. Furthermore, it is a work of fiction. We do not condone any form of racism, sexual harassment, incitement, religious hatred, misogyny, or child pornography or make light of such grave matters.   Warning: this book contains a large age gap, an underage main character, explicit sex, violence, prostitution, and mature subject matter. Please be advised.
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Chapter 1 


Byrmonville Georgia 





His attitude is foul. 

So much so, that Richard cringes when he opens his mouth. Beau Blackwell takes out a packet of smokes, and slides one between his lips, tilting his chin up exposing that beauty mark in a way that makes Richard feel things—things long since beaten dead. 

“I don’t know shit.” Beau exhales, blowing the smoke into his face.

There was a murder in town. It was unexplained, and random, and caused a panic amongst the people. Gary Letterman was found dead in his trailer almost a week before. Richard had known him personally; he was a kind, gentle widower who owned a tire shop on Almond Street.

They interviewed everyone surrounding the area. Nobody had seen or heard anything.

Usually, Richard wouldn’t get involved. He leaves it up to Roy Rhett, or “Roy Rage” according to the rest of the guys on the force, due to his violent outbursts. He is usually second in command when Richard is busy with other things.

However, since he knew Gary personally, he decided to take a more active role in the case. By all accounts, Gary was a good man, one that Richard knows he didn’t deserve to die in the way that he did, beaten and vigorously stabbed to death, drowning in his blood for hours.

Roy braces his hands against the interrogation desk and glares at the boy in front of them. The muscles in his arms flex, and his jaw tightens. 

“Now see—” he growls, “I don’t believe that for one second. We all know Creed Blackwell isn't the kind of person to let a grudge like that go. It’s well known around these parts that he’s always had a problem with Gary after he fired him.”

“Two years ago,” Beau deadpans.

Roy huffs, looking like he might spit fire. In all honesty, Richard knows they’ve got nothing. No murder weapon, no motive. They are grasping at straws and bringing Beau in isn’t going to prove a damn thing.

Creed left town six months ago, took off somewhere north, and hasn’t looked back since leaving the youngest Blackwell with an estranged uncle.

Beau’s judging them with a look of superiority. Adjusting his stance, he tries something different.

How do you know when someone is lying?

Those same self-protective mechanisms are hard-wired into all of us. However, for a sheriff with over fifteen years of service, it provides a skilled examiner the basis to form judgments about who is lying and who is telling the truth. There are some observable clues provided by each suspect; a nervous twitch here, eye-roll there, sweat or fidgeting are signs of mendacity. 

For a trained interrogator such as himself, he tries a different approach. Instead of berating the subject into a confession or threatening them with immediate jail time or prosecution, he engages in small talk, slowly forcing the suspect to lower their guard to reveal sensitive or otherwise hidden information. This simple practice allows him to separate the liars from the truth-tellers.

“Why don’t you walk us through the events of that day?” Richard asks, trying to diffuse the atmosphere.

“The crows.”  

“Right,” Roy butts in boorishly, grabbing the file on the table. “According to your statement, you were sitting at Greene’s diner, and then you went home. On your way home you saw crows circling Gary’s trailer.” Roy sneers. “That’s funny. As if a Blackwell never lied before… What’s even better is when we got there the place was clear. No crows, no nothing. Just Gary was stabbed to death, clearly drowned in his blood. By the smell of him, he’d been dead for weeks. What led you to follow the crows? We are surrounded by farmland. Your father owned a farm. Why would you be compelled to follow crows? Do you not see them daily?”

Beau leans back in his chair and shrugs.

“Did you know Gary personally? Is that why you went to check on him? Did you maintain a relationship with him after your brother quit and left town?” Richard asks, his eyes searching. 

He doesn’t answer right away. Richard knows it may have come off as a dumb question, but he needs Beau to take the bait. There’s a beat of silence, Richard stares at him, those cat-like eyes slant with suspicion, and he knows it’s going to take a lot more than a few questions to get Beau to talk.

“Nah,” he says and stubs out his cigarette on the table. “Are we done, officers?” He rolls the word mockingly before standing to his feet. 

Richard jerks a nod. The door opens, and Beau struts right out.

“Damn kid,” Roy seethes. “A fucking menace. Never can trust a Blackwell. What’re you thinking?”

“He knows something,” Richard replies, mulling over their interrogation. “My instincts are telling me he knows something… but we can’t talk to him again without a lawyer present next time. Even if he is a menace and he did volunteer to participate in the questioning, he’s still underage. Fuck.” He sighs.

“It was a mistake to bring him in the first place,” Roy raves. 

“He lives in the area, and since his uncle wasn’t home, it makes sense. He came willingly, so we haven’t done anything wrong, just asking a few questions.”

“Whatever you say, brother,” Roy responds, hanging his head slightly.

“Let’s get back to the briefing room. I want a list of people who were customers at Gary’s shop on my desk in a few hours. That might help us narrow down our search for suspects that have had something against him.”

“Sure thang.” Roy nods, gathering the folders on the desk and walking out of the room.

It’s after nine o’clock when everyone calls it quits. The briefing room is jam-packed with everyone on the force researching information on Gary’s personal life and his shop. Unfortunately, they didn’t find much other than the fact that he was underpaying several of his employees, but it isn’t enough to warrant a true motive.

Richard returns home, shoulders slumped and ready for bed. He can already tell that some people are already losing hope. There isn’t enough evidence to tie anyone directly to the murder.

When he arrives home, Lana smiles up at him radiantly from the couch. Her auburn hair is pinned in a messy bun, little tendrils falling to frame her heart-shaped face; she’s cradling a sleeping Kyle in her lap.

“Hey,” she breathes, brown eyes shining and he can’t help but kiss her cheek. “How was your day?”

Richard shrugs, nestling down beside her and placing Kyle’s feet in his lap. 

“Could’ve been better... you?”

“Not bad.” She grins. “It seems like our little bean was worn out waiting up for you. He wanted you to see the picture he drew in class today.” She reaches over to the coffee table and hands it to him.

Richard chuckles, tracing the crayon stick figures with his hand. “He drew this?”

“Sure did.” Lana beams.

“My boy.” Richard pats his little feet, staring at the picture. “Ida?”

“Baby girl is out cold…hey, umm, you hungry?” she says softly. “I can warm up some leftovers.”

Shaking his head, he places the picture down and turns to gaze at her. Without a doubt, he’s married the most beautiful woman alive. He can’t help but let his eyes follow the column of her long neck, endless smooth skin that is barely concealed by her loose-fitting shirt. 

He loves her.

Sometimes. Then she started sleeping with Roy and things went to hell. Or at least, he thinks they’re sleeping together. Richard doesn’t have any proof, and Roy would never tell him. Richard always considered himself a practical man, pragmatic with years of experience on the police force.

For a while, he wasn’t so sure that he did, but being with Lana made everything so easy. At the ripe age of sixteen, he married the prettiest gal in town, Lana Williams, and fathered two children whom he loved dearly. After Kyle was born, he returned from the war, by then, everything was inside out and outside in. 

He spent years coming to terms with his new life. If it wasn’t for Monroe offering him sanctuary, he would have lost his mind completely. Time passed and things evolved. He got help for his PTSD, began functioning properly, and then joined the local police force. When he turned thirty, he was finally offered the Sherriff position, at the youngest age ever to receive the job title.

He was still reeling from the aftershocks and coming back into society wasn’t easy. However, she had been there, coaxing him back when he was in his darkest hour and Richard appreciated that more than anything. 

At first glance Richard is everything a model husband should be, he’s a good father, he provided for his family, and yet a sickness brewed inside him. 

A demon he called it. A monster that he tried his best to reign in.

He always considered himself a practical man, pragmatic with years of experience on the police force.

The law was in his blood, he upheld it no matter what the cost, often rationalizing that if he didn’t society would erupt into chaos and anarchy. He’s seen all types of lawlessness in the war, he would not allow his town to succumb to it. 

Yet, something about Beau throws him off, dismantles him, and causes him to think twice about caging his natural inclinations and allowing them to roam free. Something about him begs Richard to let go of his inhibitions. He’s only felt this once before and it nearly destroyed him.

Pushing those thoughts aside, he hauls Kyle over his shoulder. Wincing when he realizes how heavy his son has gotten in a matter of weeks. He drops his son off in his bedroom and then heads to bed. 
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Chapter 2





Nearly a month and they’ve found absolutely nothing. No leads, no witnesses, nothing but dead ends. 

Richard sits at his large desk, sipping his coffee and going over the notes again. In all of his reports, everybody had a kind word to say about Gary, even the people he was stealing from.

It just doesn’t make sense.

If Gary was seemingly an upstanding citizen, then why did somebody kill him? Who wanted him dead?

There is something Richard isn’t seeing. He grabs the list of names of people who had been customers of Gary’s in the past. They are all citizens, and he knows most of them personally. 

Perhaps he got into a fight over payments? No, that can’t be it. Everyone said Gary had been fair in his dealings, except his bookings state otherwise. 

A sharp knock on the door brings him out of his musing. “It’s open.”

“Ready for lunch?” Roy asks, poking his head inside.

They play this game a lot. 

Roy pretends he isn’t sleeping with Lana and Richard allows it. Why not? Lana seems happier with Roy. Why would he take that away? Richard’s always been the self-sacrificing type, regardless of how much it had hurt when he found out his best friend and wife had betrayed him. Richard’s never been very good at standing up for himself, hence why his father was able to force him to pretend to be straight half his life. 

He's never even kissed another man or had any relations whatsoever. Richard is all about keeping the peace, even if it’s at his disadvantage. 

“Just about,” Richard says, putting his papers in the folder and standing to his feet. They exit the station and head to their usual spot at Greene’s Diner.

“Lord, you better not be in here to raise hell,” Maybelle Armstrong greets them at their table.

Roy snorts, leaning back in the booth, gazing at her appreciatively. Maybelle Armstrong is stunning, with short brown hair that barely touches her neck, fierce eyes, and a smile that is almost blinding. 

“Ah, hell, girl. We haven’t been in here for more than five seconds before you are already badgering us.”

“Whatever,” Maybelle scoffs. “What did you do? Soak in cologne? Christ, can’t you stop trying to get laid for one day?”

“Nope,” Roy replies easily, he knows he is classically handsome, with his straight jet-black hair, strong jaw, brown eyes, and muscular physique. Most women can’t help themselves. “There would be riots in the streets if I ever do.”

“How do you put up with him?” Maybelle addresses Richard, rolling her eyes.

“Easy,” Richard says. “We draw a red circle on his head and use him for target practice.”

Throwing her head back, Maybelle belts out a laugh while Roy glares at him. “What’ll it be, boys?”

They come here almost every day at twelve-oh-five on the dot. They sit in the same booth while Maybelle hovers over them laughing and spewing insults while asking the same questions.

Sometimes, if it’s a day like today where he’s in a good mood, he’ll make conversation, asking about Monroe Armstrong and the family. Sometimes he wishes he could say something different, like comment on how gorgeous she looks. It would be worth it to see the look of shock on her face. Instead, he smiles politely and orders his usual.

“Man, I don’t know what the fuck’s been up with you lately,” Roy says immediately after she leaves. “This case is a dead end. We should drop it already. Shit, the trail’s already gone cold.”

Richard sighs, “I can’t, my gut says—”

“Yeah, yeah.” Roy waves his hand dismissively. “I get it, man, I do, but we’re wasting our resources chasing a ghost. Whoever it is, wouldn’t stick ‘round here long enough to get caught.”

“True.” Richard resigns. “Still…”

“Get your fucking hands off me!” someone yells from across the room, making Richard pause mid-sentence. 

From their booth, he angles his head to see over the people’s heads in the restaurant. At the center of a quarrel is Beau Blackwell, his face twisted in fury as he shoves an older man away from him. 

“Don’t you ever fucking touch me again!”

Richard and Roy are on their feet, calmly walking towards the storm. 

“What seems to be the problem here?” Roy asks first, hands on his belt, eyeing Beau and after closer inspection, his uncle, Mason Blackwell. 

There’s always been something about Mason that sets Richard off, whether it is the man’s smarmy face, leering smile, blazing sunken eyes, or his unsettling way with words. He can’t pinpoint it, but Richard doesn’t trust him.

“Nah,” Mason says, sending a warning glare in Beau’s direction. “Just teaching my nephew here some manners, he’s as thick as a hide on a bull. But he won’t be any more trouble, will you, boy?” 

All at once, the defiance in Beau’s stance is gone. He shrinks and ducks his head in a clear form of submission that leaves Richard baffled. Just a moment ago he looked like he wanted to raise hell against the man, and now he is staring at the ground.

Mason’s a fairly large man with pepper-and-salt hair and a greasy smile. He’s wearing a leather biker vest akin to Beau’s with a butcher’s knife on his belt. 

Moonshiners.

The name of the local gang comes to him immediately. They’re harmless for the most part, they drink and rally outside the pub. Other than a few drunken brawls they’ve never caused him any real trouble. 

However, those eyes are piercing and direct as they barrel into Beau with a promise of pain. “See, nothing to get all worked up about. He needs to mind his manners. Must have gotten them from the other side of the family, if you catch my meaning. The dumb kid has got nothing but shit for brains.”

Roy nods, glad to let the whole thing go. 

“Alright, y'all enjoy the rest of your meal.”

They go back to their booth just in time for Maybelle to place their meals in front of them. 

“Son of a whore,” one of the men mumbles as they go back to eating their food, his eyes gazing at Beau Blackwell. “Damn Blackwell. I thought it was better now that Creed is gone…looks like the younger one isn’t much better.” 

Roy’s rambling on about his date with a hot lawyer named Scarlett Knight, Richard isn’t listening. 

Instead, his eyes are glued to Beau who remains slightly hunched over beside his uncle while they wait for their takeout. Mason is speaking low and cuttingly, his lips curling into a sneer.

It takes only a second to notice, but he has a death grip on Beau’s upper arm, Richard doesn’t need to read minds to know exactly what the old man has in store for him when they get home. The minute their food is ready, Mason snatches it from the waitress and nearly drags Beau from the diner.

Their interaction makes something unpleasant twist within his gut. 

Mason isn’t a kind man. Hell, he can personally recall all those times he’s hauled him down to jail for getting into brawls at the local pub. Richard knows the man has a nasty, violent temper. A man with questionable morals, an unstable man. 

A snip of the string is all it takes to unravel. Sending black beads flying, scattering wayward, and rolling into the abyss. Like an idiot, he searches for each missing bead. There are millions of them. Tiny, insignificant black beads that are useless individually. However, they combine to paint a bigger picture.

Richard realizes then he found a bead, black and shiny, glimmering in the light; an invaluable trinket.








  
  

3

[image: image-placeholder]

Chapter 3





“It’s not looking too good,” Isaac Luther grunts, coming to stand beside him. They found a set of footprints. 

It’s not much. Hell, it’s barely anything, but it’s the most they’ve found in weeks. Forensics comes by, does a general sweep of the area, and confidently returns with substantial information. The footprint itself tracks away from Gary’s trailer at a 38-degree angle before it disappears into the fields.

However, the print of the boot is what interests Richard the most. It’s a boot popularly used for farming. Richard happens to know that it’s a Barracuda Gold Wedge Steel Toe work boot, one that’s pretty darn expensive and primarily sold in major cities.

It’s not much, but it’s something to go off of.

They close down the area, placing yellow tape around the trailer. Richard stares down at the set of footprints in the mud while the sun hangs blistering over his head. Wiping the sweat from his brow, he breathes in deeply. The Georgia heat is unrelenting, and it's barely even June. 

The perspiration causes his hair to curl in ringlets over his eyelids. He runs his tongue over his teeth, trying to decipher exactly what the print means and if it will leave some clues as to who the murderer was. His icy blue gaze sweeps the area. Is this the person who killed Gary? Is he running away from the crime scene?

From what he can tell, the set of footprints is a size ten or eleven. 

It’s a useless tidbit of information since it does nothing to narrow their search down. Forensic investigators are out in the field trying to gather as much DNA as possible. It’s a tedious job, one Richard is thankful he doesn’t have to do.

“Yeah?” Richard says. “What have you got?”

“Turns out the tracks lead further northeast before we lose them, but if you look down there, it’s only a couple more miles until you can reach the highway,” Isaac Luther explains, holding up a large map so that Richard can see where his massive finger is pointing. “Now, the suspect may have had a car waiting down that way. We don’t know, but I reckon that isn’t the case.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Cause,” Isaac replies, “If you look here, there are several directions he could have split off to on foot. For instance, if he continues northeast, he’s heading straight for Miller's farm, but we both know Old Miller’s got those pit bulls tied up in the backyard. They’d make enough ruckus to wake up the whole damn parish. If our suspect continues and doesn’t veer off his course but instead, cuts through the forest, then he’s on the Blackwell’s property.”

“Christ,” Richard hisses. “That’s all speculative though. He may not have walked in that direction at all.”

“Maybe he did,” Isaac drawls. “Maybe he didn’t. A hunch is a hunch. It’s better than sitting on our asses waiting for clues to drop from the sky.”

“It’s not enough for a warrant to search their properties.” Richard sighs. “Unless they give us permission, we’re back to square one.” 

“I heard about the interview with Beau. What happened?”

“Nothing.” Richard sighs, digging his boot into the ground. “The kid didn’t know anything. He said he saw the crows at the trailer, figured something wasn’t right, and then called the police.”

“Mhm, well that’s not uncommon. Crows do best in a mixture of open fields where food can be found and woodlots where there are trees for nesting and roosting. They use wooded areas along streams and rivers, farmlands, orchards, parks, and suburban areas. I even have a few batches of them myself. Noisy little fuckers if you ask me.” 

“Yeah, well…when we arrived, they weren’t there…almost like the place was deserted. It was too quiet. Not a bird in sight. Seems kind of strange doesn’t it?”

“Not really,” Isaac grunts. “Who gives a fuck about a bunch of birds? This is the first lead we’ve had in a while. I’m going to head back to the station to see if we can find any DNA for a possible match…. Fucking birds? Really?” 

Isaac cusses through his teeth and folds up the map with a little more force than necessary before stomping away. The man was built like a house, double-barreled chest and strawberry-blond hair to match. He was a sergeant in the military for twelve years before he took a job as a local police officer. Why? Richard will never know. 

It’s one dead end after another. 

He knows his people are just as frustrated as he is. The first big murder case he’s ever gotten, and all he’s hitting are speed bumps and road closures. He doesn’t dwell on how the inadequacies swell inside him or how the anxiety and pressure to solve this case are nearly overwhelming. 

Around 11 p.m., he calls it quits and tells everyone to go home. It’s late by the time he drops Roy off at the station to get his car, and he knows he has a mountain of paperwork waiting for him in the morning.

It’s been a stressful week and an even more stressful month. 

On his way home, he takes a detour route, driving down the dark, almost abandoned streets of Byromville. When he was a rookie, he used to drive around town this late all the time. Enjoying the emptiness and hollow feeling it gave him.

Sometimes he’d even park somewhere with a six-pack and drink, sitting on the hood of his car, watching the streetlights change. On this particular night, Richard drives cautiously, not sure what he is looking for until he sees a lone figure walking down the street.

He knows who it is before he rolls down his window.

“Beau?”

The boy turns sharply, eyes narrowing and body tense. He stops walking, hands shoved deep into his ratty hoodie covering his head and face twisted in a scowl. Richard parks the car and opens the door, still dressed in his uniform as he gets out. 

“What are you doing out here? It’s late….” Beau continues to stare at him, distrust written all over his face. “I’m off duty, so no worries, kid.”

“I am not a damn kid. What the fuck are you following me for anyhow?”

Richard is suddenly amused. “The law says you’re a kid, least ‘till you reach eighteen. I wasn’t following you. Just happen to be driving by, is all.”

“Whatever, pig,” Beau spits. “Why don't you fuck off, then? Leave me be.”

“Christ.” Richard chuckles. “You kiss your mother with that mouth? Plus, that isn’t the way to talk to your elders.”

“My mother is dead,” Beau grunts. “I don’t give a shit about how I should talk.”

Those words leave Richard winded. He stares at Beau now like he’s never seen him before. In front of him isn’t some bratty kid who doesn’t know manners if it hit him in the face. This teenager is a sad, soiled creature filled with hate and resentment for everyone around him. Richard realizes then that he is no better than his brother Creed. Or his piece-of-shit father who abandoned him. Richard nods solemnly. 

“Sorry to hear that. I apologize if I said anything that might’ve come off as insensitive. Come on I’ll drive you home.” 

They lock eyes.

The heat of his gaze stirs something long beaten dead to life. Richard looks away first, as something akin to fear settles in his gut. The shadows grow long, and a gangly creature hangs in between the alleyways, crimson eyes haunting his footsteps. A demon.

Neither friend nor foe—always there, always present. Richard fixes his gaze elsewhere.  

Beau doesn’t respond for a long time, his eyes laced with cynicism until finally he shrugs and jumps into the passenger’s seat. The ride to the Blackwell residence is silent. Richard knows the way well due to the sheer amount of times he’s arrested Creed.

“What were you doing out that late anyway?” Richard has to ask.

“It is none of your business,” Beau says, staring out the window.

“Well, someone like you shouldn’t be wandering the streets at night.” Richard smiles and is surprised when Beau scoffs but doesn’t snap back. 

When they pull up into the driveway, Beau immediately tells Richard to slow down, cut the lights, and park under a tree. Despite the darkness, Richard can see the outline of the Blackwell’s house just over the ridge. Beau makes no move to exit the vehicle, so, he waits patiently.

“Food,” Beau says so quietly Richard isn’t sure he hears him.

“What?”

“I was looking for food.”

Richard notices the slight bruising under his eye and his lip looks split. Before he can respond, Beau is out of the vehicle, slamming the door shut.

It’s not much. 

Hell, it’s hardly anything, but it’s something.
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Chapter 4





“Richard,” a voice says behind him.  His initial reaction is to feign interest in the television; it proves to be futile when she shuts it off and stands directly in front of him. The tone of her voice signifies frustration, among other things, but Richard knows this confrontation will end with him apologizing and Lana gaining the upper hand.  

Things have been tense, since the case.

Richard spends more hours at the office trying to solve Gary’s murder. Most of the time he’s there he doesn’t accomplish much. He ends up spending most of the time zoning out, his mind going back to his time in the military.

Often, he’s in the field again, Roy studiously by his side in the Godforsaken land of Fallujah, fighting Iraqi insurgents, neck-deep in blood and shit, eyes blinded by sand. 

Richard imagines he’s back there, limbs flying, his men screaming while he stands there amid chaos and does nothing. When he returned, the doctors said the hallucinations would eventually go away, along with the neurosis. 

Even before he went off to serve, there was a sickness inside him, twisting and churning under his skin like cancer. A demon, he called it.

For some reason seeing Beau, helpless and neglected, slices his skin open, allowing the contaminants out like Pandora’s Box. 

Usually, the demon is calm, like a razor-sharp blanket shredding his skin, gently rapping the gilded cage. Now, it shrieks in agony, claws at his chest, and begs to be released. 

The first time he saw the creature he went half-mad, buried himself in a ditch in the backyard, and didn’t resurface for days. By the fifth time, Roy found him, pissing and shitting his pants in the men’s locker room at work. 

Richard is not in the mood for anything other than peace. When he opened the front door this evening, he immediately thought of walking back out.  

The bar a few blocks down the street seemed like a welcoming alternative to another night at home with his wife and kids, drinking hard whiskey and imagining those dusty emerald trapezoid eyes under a pale moonlight.

There’s a firefly dancing in the night. 

A flickering beacon, a prelude to sanctuary and hope shrouded by darkness. It’s stunning to witness. All at once, he feels his heart expand and longs to reach out to touch. Instead, he holds back, afraid his hands will chafe the insect or squash it carelessly. 

The bug moves with fluidity and grace that would shame a dancing swan; a speck of light seemingly captured behind a black canopy. Completely mesmerized by the movement, he tunes the rest of the world out. 

“Are you listening to me?” 

It takes a moment, a brief struggle of sheer will and endurance to force himself to look at her eyes. This warrior Goddess standing before him, hair windswept and piled atop her head. Nevertheless, Richard Clayson isn’t easily swayed, especially when tonight isn’t a good night.

“What is it?” Richard inquires, forcing himself to be polite.

Lana scoffs. “Will you kindly explain where you were two nights ago?”

He sighs, rubbing his forehead. “Working on the case…I’m not sure, to be honest.”

“You aren’t sure…” Lana repeats slowly, those words personally offend her. “Well, while you were not sure where you were, I was doing everything myself. I can’t be a single parent. I need you to help out.”

Richard's eyes narrow. “You’re home all day.”

It’s a low blow; the sole purpose is to demean her. Due to his large military pension and cushy sheriff's promotion, Lana doesn’t have to work. Not that she plans to anyway, since his family comes from old money. 

“I’m home with the baby,” Lana huffs. “I take care of our daughter, Ida, twenty-four-seven, and all I’m asking for is a few hours for myself.”

“Is that all you are asking? Because it sounds like you’re asking for a bit more than that.”

“Is it too much to ask for you to spend time with your children?” Lana demands. “We haven’t seen you in weeks, you’re hardly home anymore, and I know you’ve been sleeping at the office.”

“The case—”

“I don’t want to hear any more about the damn case. If Isaac can make it home every night to Luciana, then you can make it home back to us. It’s that simple, Richard.”

This isn’t the time or the place to have this argument, not when his kids are probably kept awake from the ruckus Lana is causing. 

“Keep your voice down.”

“Don’t tell me to be quiet. We need to have this conversation.”

He grunts as he stands from the couch. “This stopped being a conversation when you started yelling.”

“That seems to be the only way to gain your attention these days.” Lana huffs, placing her hands on her hips.

“Okay. Fine.” Richard yields. “I’ll try to make it home more often instead of sleeping at the office.”

“That’s not good enough.”

“What the hell do you mean?” Richard snarls, his temper flaring.

“It’s not enough just to show up. You have to be here with the kids. Helping Kyle with his homework, being a father.”

“Are you saying I’m not a good father? You’ve got some nerve,” Richard hisses. “You can barely handle Ida on your own, and you are with her all day. How’s that for parenting skills? It must be nice to sit on your ass all day!”

“Don’t you dare,” Lana glowers at him. “I am taking care of our children, just like we discussed. I used to work too. You know I used to have a life before I was forced to stay home with the kids.”

Richard feels like shit. A great big pile of steaming shit and he sighs deeply. Years ago, Lana had a good job working as a school teacher, but after they got married and her father died, she decided to stay home with the kids full time. This argument has gotten out of hand and deep down, he knows Lana is right. He hasn’t been there for Kyle or Ida lately, and she isn’t asking much except for some time for herself. “I know…I’m sorry.”

“What the hell is the matter with you? You’ve checked out. People are talking, Richard.”

“So, what? Let them.”

“Our friends are worried. Even Roy says you aren’t acting like yourself.”

“You talked to Roy about me?”

“We are worried,” she presses. “Take a break. Let someone else handle the grunt work, take some time off for me, please—”

“I can’t…we have to solve this…but I’ll be home more. I promise you that,” he vows.

It’s not enough; they both know it.

Lana stares, her face drawn in exhaustion and disappointment. Before Richard can articulate a more thorough compromise, she leaves, climbing the stairs three at a time and slamming the bedroom door. He sits back on the couch, staring out the window, searching for the firefly again.

It’s gone, fluttering off, no doubt, to enchant someone else, and he’s left gazing out in the abyss, picturing a crude mouth and a startling beauty mark.
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Chapter 5





“No.”  

His voice is hoarse but firm.

“Richard,” Lana pleads, desperate for some compromise. “You are barely keeping it together… these dreams they aren’t healthy. Not for you and not for the kids. You need to get psychiatric help, especially now, since after you came home from the war you never did.”

It's always the same dream of Fallujah. Sand and shit. 

The one with him covered in blood, feeling invincible with blind fury racing through his core and laughing maniacally. It stains his hands, and even when he washed them raw, he can still see the blood under his fingernails. After three days, he’s had less than two hours of sleep each night and he can barely keep his eyes open.

“I’m sorry,” Richard gulps. “It’s just so random, this insomnia I can’t—” he sighs. “I’m sorry. I’ll get help. I will.”

She smiles, taking his hand in hers. “That’s all I ask.”

He clears his throat, nods to Kyle, pats Ida’s hair, and continues eating breakfast. He has to be at the station in a few hours. When he comes into work that day, his attitude is less than jovial when they run into another dead-end regarding Gary’s case. It turns out the set of footprints belongs to a man named Oscar Grisly, who Gary employed to help mow the fucking grass every year.

The news comes awkwardly in the briefing room by one of the rookies, Hiromi Lee, who describes the interaction with Oscar in detail. Hiromi is part of the technical service division, and since they are understaffed, he also works as a liaison if they have a lead on a case. His lithe body and Asian features make him look almost like a spooked kitten. Richard is seething by the time Hiromi finishes; everyone stares at him expectantly. 

“Fuck,” is all he manages to utter softly. It’s not exactly the most intelligent thing he should say as the Sheriff, but it sums up the day.

“We should swing back around,” Houston Jefferson speaks up. He is a dark-skinned man, with large muscles and a deep booming voice. People often describe him as the gentle giant due to his soft disposition. “I know you got a statement from him, Hiromi, but it wouldn’t do any harm asking a few more questions.”

“We can’t badger him,” Hiromi rebuts. “He’s already lost a close friend. It was hard enough getting him to agree to talk to me without breaking down.”

Isaac scoffs. “What do you know, rookie?”

Hiromi glares at him across the room, and Richard intercepts their feud. "What’s forensics saying? Did they find anything in the fields?” he demands from Tanya Jefferson. She is Houston’s twin sister and works in the forensics department.

“Not that I’m aware of,” she replies, tilting her head slightly. Like with her brother, she has beautiful dark skin and her hair is worn in an afro.

“We keep looking,” Richard says, the determination in his voice. “We keep searching the surrounding area, even if we have to branch out even further. I want another list of every fucking person Gary encountered before he died on my desk tomorrow morning.” He snatches the folders off the table and leaves the room with Roy and Isaac trailing closely behind him.

“What the fuck are you doing, man?” Roy snorts once the door is closed. “We just searched that area for weeks, and now you want to see our crew back out there? Look, I knew Gary, okay? I know this is a tough pill to swallow, but most of the evidence we found—I'll use that word loosely—isn’t even worth digging into. The trail is cold. Face it. Whoever killed Gary cleaned his tracks up pretty quick.”

“I agree with Rhett on this one, sir,” Isaac says, with his massive arms crossed over his chest. “I don’t like it. Sure as hell isn’t going down well with the people of this parish, but we don’t have any leads to go on.”

“Then we keep looking,” Richard stresses. “Keep searching until we find something—anything. It can’t go unsolved. Not here. Not in Byromville. Not in my town, and certainly not where my kid's sleep. This is our backyard that somebody has come into. Now get back to work.”

“Richard, brother, I seriously think—”

“Get back to work,” he snaps, glaring fiercely at him.

Roy stares back in disbelief before he scoffs. 

“Yes, sir.”

Once they leave, Richard pushes the heel of his hand against his forehead. He knows that at some point during the day he has to go back to his team and explain that the first breakthrough of Gary’s murder has been a fluke. 

The whole thing will embarrass the shit out of him, and he knows many of the guys want to close this case, but Richard can’t do it not yet at least. He feels he is missing something, a giant piece of the fucking puzzle, and he will not rest until it is solved.

He leaves the office late into the night and takes a detour through town. In the light of day, he refuses to think about it, refuses to acknowledge exactly what he is doing. The idea seems foreign to him, and even as he drives down the calm streets, he knows it isn’t normal to seek Beau out.

To his surprise, he doesn’t have to search long.

Beau is dressed in the same hoodie, standing at the edge of the sidewalk, balancing on the balls of his feet. Puzzled, Richard pulls up to the curb and rolls down the window.

“Saw you two blocks away,” Beau says, answering the unspoken question.

“Get in.” Richard jerks his head, and Beau doesn’t hesitate and jumps in the passenger seat. They drive around for a minute before he pulls into an all-night diner and steps out of the car. He doesn’t wait for Beau to catch up to him, but walks inside and grabs them a booth. 

When the drinks are placed down and the silence stretches on, Richard finds that he’s finally feeling the weight of his fatigue.

“You look like shit,” Beau observes, cocking his head to the oddly enduring side.

Richard swallows his biting comeback and settles for playing with a straw. “Rough week.”

“Good excuse,” Beau replies, sounding disinterested.

“It’s unfortunate that it’s the best one I’ve got…” Richard says, then sighs. “What were you doing out there anyway?”

“Looking for a rainbow,” Beau deadpans. 

Richard snorts. “Is that your official statement?”

“Yes officer,” Beau sneers. “And I’m sticking with it. Want to help me next time?” 

“Find the end of the rainbow?” Richard shakes his head. “Good one. Not your best, but good.” 

“I think the better question is, what were you doing out there?” Beau leans across the table, pinning him with his gaze.

Richard coughs. “Just driving around, off duty. Police stuff. You wouldn’t understand.” 

“Of course not, especially with my walnut-size brain.” 

“Peanut. Walnut-size is too generous,” Richard smirks.  

Beau laughs rolling his eyes. “Whatever you say, officer.”

The food comes, hot and the smell is mouth-watering. Richard watches across the table as Beau inhales his meal of steak and potatoes with all the fixings when he can barely stand to nibble a few bites of his own. After several minutes, he gives up trying to eat and instead stares dejectedly at the table top, drinking his diet coke. Beau cleans his plate, and Richard asks to take his home in a to-go box.

Throwing some money on the table, they both leave the diner, and when he checks the time, he realizes it’s almost three in the morning.

The drive to Beau’s house is longer than he remembers it being before. The windows are rolled down to let in a fresh breeze. He can smell pine and maple sap trees, hear the crickets and the cicada rule the night.

He drives languidly, not too eager to return home, enjoying the serene atmosphere. When he sees the Blackwell’s house crest the hilltop, he stops at the side, cutting the engine and leaning back in his chair. Christ, he’s so tired. What he wouldn’t give for a few undisturbed moments of blissful sleep. 

A deal is a deal—Richard thinks snidely. Shit, his limbs feel like anchors, and eventually, his bloodshot eyes close, and he waits expectantly.

Luckily, he doesn’t have to wait long. There is a light shuffling beside him, a belt buckle or a seat belt. Richard isn’t entirely sure. It takes seconds for him to feel the overwhelming warmth on his cock. It floods his core with an intense rhythm that he can’t place. 

A quick groan, a hiss, and his eyes are rolling in his head. There’s a delicious slurping sound, heavy breathing, and tugs that make his skin prick with desire.

“Fuck.”

That word again. This time it’s whispered in ecstasy. Richard has found nirvana, pure and simple as that. Its blinding lights, wet and sweltering with hard strokes, lightly scraping teeth, and red rosy lips.

It’s all one big fucking mistake he deliberately makes.

Hands twist and coil in dark messy curly hair. Mouth flung open in a mock scream that will never pass his vocal cords. It’s so very wrong, yet vanity won’t allow him to feel bad about this.

It’s been a long time coming.

That night he found Beau walking down the familiar bleak streets, he knew exactly what he was doing. Watching him in the interrogation room, his eyes coveting the way that cigarette easily slid between his lips.

He knew what Beau’s nighttime occupation was; he's always known.

Richard wasn’t a cop for nothing.

“Shit!” he gasps.

A strong yank on his balls leaves him paralyzed, and the temptation grows too deep. Suddenly he’s staring down, watching Beau suck his cock like a fucking pro. His mouth instantly goes dry; he feels he might explode because he’s never seen anything so beautiful in his entire life. The sight of his pale dick sliding between Beau’s full lips, spit and saliva leaving a trail, nearly tips him over, but Beau has him hovering at the edge not quite there but painfully close. 

Richard’s gotten blow jobs before but they were nothing like this—nothing so sublime. 

A stiff strike of Beau’s tongue and Richard erupts. Bursting and flying sky-high, tensing and expanding, blinded by white lights and electric shockwaves of unrelenting pleasure. Beau drinks all of it dutifully like he was born to do it. When it’s over, Richard feels like jelly, he doesn’t hear the car door open and his companion slips out, but instantaneously falls into a dangerous sleep, right near the Blackwell’s property.








  
  

6

[image: image-placeholder]

Chapter 6





For a week he sleeps like the dead. 

It’s the best sleep he has had in years, and even Lana compliments the progression of his therapy, smiling proudly at him. Richard didn’t go to therapy, but he placates her anyway, graciously nodding along. She can’t help question why he’s been coming home later and later almost every night this week. Richard winces slightly, and he has no choice but to deflect by stating that the case is requiring longer hours.

It’s a little white lie.

One that he feels conscience-stricken over, but she can never find out what his nocturnal activities include. When he’s in his office at work, he is finally allowed some quiet time to think and reflect, and he almost breaks down from the guilt.

He never thought he’d cheat on his wife.

Never once had any desire to. It's just Beau is...well, he’s not entirely sure what he is, but it’s making Richard confused. The thoughts in his head are jumbled. Sometimes he feels like being sucked into a vortex. 

In the end, he doesn’t get help.

He does, however, do everything in his power to spend as much time with his family as he can. Kyle and Ida both squeal when he takes them to the zoo and then out for ice cream.

Lana hasn’t stopped smiling all day, and Richard feels like God should drop an anvil from the sky to crush him. As they drive home, he grips the wheel tighter than necessary.  

“Are you alright?” Lana’s voice startles him, and he nearly flinches when she touches his arm.

Richard eyes her warily, breathing in through his nose. “Yeah, I’m okay.”

“You haven’t said much all day,” she says, resting her hand on his forehead for a brief examination of his temperature.

“Just…thinking…” Richard finishes lamely.

“About?” Lana edges.

Richard can’t tell her; he knows that. How can he say that he was thinking about how disgusted she would be if she found out he picked up a prostitute?

An underage prostitute whom he bought a meal so that he would suck him off in his car later. 

The transaction between Beau and Richard had been clinical at best, but still, it wasn’t something he was ever going to tell her. A painful lurch in his gut reminds him of his children sleeping in the back and his doting wife sitting next to him.

All the things he stands to lose if anyone ever finds out.

“The case,” Richard mumbles, shifting in his chair. It’s not the answer she’s hoping for. It takes only a moment before she slumps back into her chair, sighing, “Oh.” As far as Richard can tell, the conversation is over. Lana has gone back to staring out the window. 

It’s utter anguish, but he endures every second.


      ***Beau has a black eye. It’s grotesque and makes his stomach turn in the worst way imaginable. Beau is leaning against a brick wall outside of a bar, smoking. Richard is off duty with Houston and Tanya doing some last-minute shopping for Hiromi's birthday party. 

When they exit the store, Richard's eyes hone in on Beau across the street, and he doesn’t hesitate to make up some lame excuse to get away from his friends. 

They nod happily and pat him on the shoulder. He waits until they are long gone before crossing the street.

Beau flicks away the cigarette bud, pinning Richard with one of his infamous Blackwell glares.

“The fuck you want, Sherriff?”

It’s then, under the streetlights, that he sees the bruise. The discoloration turns his skin an ugly purple, spreading to his cheekbone and edging closer to his nose. Richard can’t stop the rage. It is hot and quick, like a flare. “What happened to your face?” The words gush out of his mouth, and then he’s touching Beau’s chin, tilting it to get a better look.

“Stop.” Beau flinches, then knocks his hand away. “Get your hands off me.”

The word is meant to insult him, but it doesn’t. Instead, it makes him feel sullen. “Come on. I’ll drive you home.”

“I’m not going home with you,” Beau grunts.

The mulish look in his eyes causes Richard to pause a moment. Richard knows he made a mistake. He should never have had Beau suck him off. It makes his heart twist just thinking about it. Yet, it’s all he can think about. 

Whores in the moonlight.

He knew prostitution was a thing in these parts…never once did he consider he would be taking part in it.

Is he a cop in name only?

He doesn’t want to, but he knows he’ll have to because threats aren’t something he frequently indulges in. 

Self-preservation. It’s better to deny than to take responsibility. Because he is 100% responsible. 

“You can go home with me now, or I’ll grab my police cruiser and we can drive home later.”

“Fuck you. Do you want a bitch at your beck and call? Well, it isn't me. The next time I suck you off you better be paying.”

“Are you soliciting an officer for sex?” Richard asks. “I can drag your ass to the station right now for saying shit like that.”

“Do it,” Beau challenges. “Except you can’t. ‘Less you want to admit how much you enjoyed it with the rest of your cop buddies, or how you sought me out for a blow job in exchange for dinner.”

Richard seethes at the prelude of an ultimatum. This isn’t going well. Certainly not the way he was hoping for. Before he can spit something back, Beau is speaking again.

“You are all the same, ‘fucking pigs’ Creed used to call you. It’s so easy to go back to your white picket fence life and forget about everybody else.”

“That’s not true,” Richard defends Beau’s simplistic analysis of his life grated on his nerves. How many sleepless nights did he have to endure case after case? Looking at gut-wrenching photos and agonizing over how to catch the bad guys. “I made an oath to protect those who need it. Even when I’m off duty, I’m always on duty. I could never forget. Beau, sometimes things aren’t that simple.”

“You are not a very good listener,” Beau says irately.

Richard doesn’t know what to think. 

“Is it so damn hard to see what’s in front of your face?”

By now, Richard is feeling befuddled by the entire conversation. It doesn’t make any sense. He wants to pacify Beau’s doubts about his loyalty, but he knows it will fall on deaf ears. Instead, he stands, hand on his hip narrow hips, feeling like he’s missing something. Beau’s voice has remained harsh, raspy from the smoke, but he’s stepped forward, they aren’t far away from each other.

To onlookers, they might seem confrontational, ready to use their fists instead of words, but Richard knows differently. Beau’s eyes betray a much sinister meaning. It isn’t until he sees Mason exit the bar that the meaning becomes clear.

“Beau,” Mason snaps, like striking a match.

The boy stares at him, and Richard, at last, realizes what Beau said without actually using the words. 

Those large emerald eyes beseech him. He feels them clawing at him for help, and it is only after he watches Beau walk away with Mason and several of his slimy friends, does he finally understand the overall message.

The thin, silk veil is lifted and now Richard Clayson can see.
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Chapter 7





The heat is sweltering, thick with humidity and the sun seems relentless. There’s a light breeze, not enough to cool him down but enough to remind him of the perspiration accumulating on his back. 

Kyle and Ida play in the shade, lazily tossing a small ball back and forth since it’s too hot to do anything more than that. Lana has her gardening hat on, along with those hideous Crocs he loathes. It’s a simple afternoon in the Clayson household. They ate pancakes this morning before going to church. He can still recall the disgusting taste of Lana’s special, mostly uncooked, pancakes she insists on making every Sunday morning.  

He’s at the grill flipping burgers and keeping an eye on the time.

Roy should be here any second, to yell at him or to talk shit about that new lawyer he’s been seeing. Either way, Richard isn’t looking forward to this visit. Mostly because Roy can read him like an open book, and he knows that if he says the wrong thing or looks the wrong way, Roy will know.

He’ll see the betrayal.

The lust, greed, and sinful desire he has for a kid who will most likely end up like his older brother, a delinquent. It’s so wrong, disgusting, and he hates himself for it, but he can’t seem to stop. Beau has taken up a significant part of his mind, consuming it and sprouting roots.

At first, he had denied it, told himself that it was a phase, a passing infatuation that would soon end. But it didn’t. As the weeks waned and his life consisted of the same mundane pattern, it only seemed to grow.

“Ouch!” He jerks his hand away from the grill, realizing too late that he has been burned.

“You never could grill properly,” Roy says, coming to his aid and taking the spatula away.  The wind blows his pitch-black hair across his face. “Go tend to your wounds, soldier.”

Richard grunts and disappears into the kitchen to run cold water on the wound. The burn itself isn’t bad. It hurts like a bitch but it’s superficial and should heal in a few days. 

Looking out the kitchen window, he watches Roy and Lana. He tosses her a beer, they chat cordially. Since high school, the three of them have been inseparable, and it continued well after the war and into their marriage. 

He joins them, snatching another beer from the cooler. They continue with their conversation while he hangs back, not particularly eager to interrupt. Lana excuses herself to set the table, calling Kyle and Ida to wash up and help.

“These are ‘bout done,” Roy says, closing the grill and setting the spatula down. 

Richard nods, taking a long sip of his beer.

“How’re you doing, man?”

“Fine.” He gives Roy a sideways glance. “Why?”

He shrugs, using half his shoulder. “Don’t seem like it.”

“What does it seem like?”

“You tell me, brother,” Roy baits.  “Look…”

Here we go.

“…There isn’t any way to say it, but to come straight out with it,” Roy says, tilting his head forward. “Now, things haven’t been right since you started this case. You’ve been prissy. Hell, half the time everyone at the office avoids you. I know it can be stressful. Believe me, brother, but…” He sighs, rubbing his forehead. “We’re supposed to be partners like we’ve always been, but lately it seems like you’ve gone off on your own. Ignoring wise counsel and such. So why don’t you just tell me what’s going on? Is it Lana? The kids? Something’s been up with you, and it’s time we stop pretending.”

“I don’t know man…. have you ever thought of…being someone else?”

Roy frowns. “What do you mean?”

“I don’t know…just having something different…having something more…” 

“More than what?” Roy laughs. “More than this? Man, I just waltz around in my uniform and women are ready to give it up in a matter of seconds. Pussy is served on a platter every night. There ain’t nothing better than this.” 

It would be easy, he thinks, to tell my best friend everything.

Truly, he wanted to confess that he screwed around on his wife, his perfect wife, that men would die for, to be with another man—a kid. Even if she was sleeping with someone else, Lana was still loyal to a fault. Roy would side with him. Say it was a one-time thing, curiosity and such. Then they would never speak of it again. Occasionally Roy would look at him, questions burning in his eyes, but he’d stay silent.

Except Beau is my secret.

Those eyes, that body, those lips belong to him, and he doesn’t feel like sharing them, especially with Roy, who sleeps with anything that has two legs. Instead, he scoffs, gripping his beer tightly.

“As I said before, I’m fine, brother. I appreciate your concern. I do. But everything is right as rain,” he lies. 

He does so out of necessity. Roy nods once, muttering something about getting a plate for the burgers before he retreats inside.

He stands there for a moment, contemplating what to do next. Lana told Roy something. What he isn’t exactly sure, but now he knows they are working together. Sooner or later they will ambush him. For his own good, they’ll impose restrictions. Don’t work late. Drop the case. Take a break.

It will make him want to rebel.

Richard wipes the sweat off his forehead, gazing at the skyline with a troubled look in his eyes.

A perfect house, a perfect life, a perfect lie.
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Chapter 8





A demon sits at the foot of his bed. 

He stares at its sickly pale skin, abnormally long limbs, and dark red glowing eyes. The creature is all foaming canines and pointed ears, clawing desperately at his legs.

He shudders violently, gawking in disbelief at what is happening in his bedroom. In his home. At first, he questions his sanity. Then the demon lurches forward, talons scratching at his face, drawing blood.

Save me, it says, tearing him apart. Save me.

He wakes with a scream.

Lana is beside herself the next morning, wringing her hands and mumbling about therapy. Ida is unusually fussy, and Kyle stays clear of his father in the morning, grabbing his lunch and heading to school immediately after breakfast. 

Richard drinks his coffee black, mixing it with whiskey before he goes to work. He slept maybe two hours last night, and it shows. His normally brown curls are limp and listless, his icy glacier eyes hollow and sunken, his usually plump lips cracked and weathered. Despite all that he is still handsome. He clenches his chiseled jaw, fighting against the undertow. 

His mood is brusque and profane when he enters the office. They scurry around him like rats, large groups leaping out of his way.

There’s nothing new in Gary’s case, which isn’t surprising.

Hiromi breaks the news to him timidly, he can tell Hiromi would rather be chewing rusty nails. At noon, there’s a call for a domestic dispute on King Street. He doesn’t hesitate to jump into the police cruiser with Roy, his blood pumping with adrenaline.

A fury, a rage, something he’s used to, becomes insoluble. Richard curls his fist around his gun, a weapon he kept from the war. His face draws into a harsh grimace as they get closer to their destination. When they pull up into the driveway, he can tell shit has already hit the fan.

The screen door is hanging off its hinges, and Violet Canary is sitting on the steps sporting a busted lip. They get out of the car. Roy is already speaking softly to the little girl, telling her that everything is going to be okay and to wait in the car. She immediately does as he says. Violet’s a good girl, barely twelve with long brown hair and a timid expression, but already Richard can tell she’s strong.

“Calm down.” Roy checks him first. 

Richard wants to scream at him. Tell him to shut the fuck up, and that if it were his kids, he wouldn’t be so damn calm. Instead, he glares at him, gritting his teeth because Roy will never understand. It’s a small town, everybody knows everybody. 

Violet and Kyle happen to be in the same class and go to the same school.

Bernard Canary, nicknamed Bud, is the bane of Byromville.

He is the most miserable human being in existence next to Austin Blackwell and his low-life son Creed. He taints everything this town stands for. He can’t count the number of times they’ve been called up here for domestic abuse charges. They are never filed, Callie Canary kept changing her story.

“Police!” Roy shouts through the door, and they both walk in.

Callie is on the couch. Both of her eyes are nearly swollen shut. And there’s a large handprint around her neck. Her blonde hair is shaved into a buzz cut, and Richard knows that’s only because Bud would tear it out, given half a chance. She attempts to stand but nearly falls back on the couch, gripping her side.

“Hey, Richard,” she says, slightly hysterical. “Roy. What can I do for you?” 

Roy levels her with a hard look. “Come on, Callie, you know why we’re here. Got a call ‘bout domestic abuse.”

“Tell that damn Sheryl to keep out of my business,” she bites back.

“Now, Callie—”

“Don’t you ‘now’ me,” she replies. “Y’all think you can come into my house and start making assumptions. Bud never touched me, never laid a finger on me. I fell, you hear?”

Richard has enough of her lies, her denial, her delusions—her everything. A little girl was at risk, a child and someone very close to Kyle. Imagine the kind of dysfunction she will think is normal growing up like this. Daddy beating Mommy will be normal to her. Violence, blood, and tears will be all that little girl will ever know.

“Where is he?” His question slices through the thin argument.

Callie’s feigned bravado slips instantly. The question rattles her. Wringing her hands, she pauses, mouth stuttering to form words and body shaking with nervousness. “I don’t know.”

“I’ll say this and I’ll say it just once: You tell me where that sack of shit is right now, or else I’ll haul you down to the station on child negligence charges.”

Callie swallows, twitches, and stares at the rug for several minutes before muttering that he’s in the bedroom.

“Call for backup,” Richard grunts before taking off into the bedroom, drawing his gun and keeping it close to the wall. He forces himself to remain steady, not act irrationally, but his hand is shaking around his gun.

Bud isn’t that dangerous. 

He’s just a mean old fat drunk who likes to beat his wife occasionally. Richard doesn’t want him in this town anymore. Not in his town. Polluting his air, his people. This isn’t right, and he is going to do what he can to make it right. The bedroom door is wide open. He can see Bud’s feet dangle off the edge of the bed.

A thought, more like an image, explodes across his vision. At that moment, he wants Bud dead, brains splattered around the wall, blood trailing down the giant hole in his skull. He wants that. Craves to see it. The nightmarish dreams come back in full force, and all he can see is red. Stepping inside the room, he leans over Bud who snores loudly, like he doesn’t have a care in the world.

Richard deliberates the law briefly. Not that it matters because he is the law, at least right now. Still, there are rules and protocols. However, the law isn’t justice; it’s ideal, it’s power, and at this very moment, he has all the power he needs.

He points the gun, cocks it, and the click is like an explosion in the quiet house. Bud opens his eyes, slow and lazily, smacking his buggy lips.

“Get up.”

Bud’s eyes widen in horror. He makes an odd mewling sound, and he rises on the bed. “Get on the ground and don’t move a fucking muscle.”

The bastard smirks. “Ah, I see Callie has been running her mouth. Don’t pay any mind to my little wife. She just fell down the stairs again. Clumsy bitch has two left feet.”

Suddenly Bud embodies all of his frustration. His wife cheating on him, his best friend dismissing him, all the things he can’t control morph into Bud’s face. 

Richard strikes like a cobra. He smashes the blunt end of his gun into the side of Bud’s face, relishing the sickening crunching sound it makes when metal meets flesh. The blow sends Bud flying from the bed, hurtling him onto the ground. 

“You aren’t very good at listening,” Richard taunts, standing over his body. Bud curses, struggling to move, but his nose is gushing blood, and Richard can see he must have busted a blood vessel in his right eye.

“You’re under arrest.” He’s pushing Bud onto his stomach, slapping the cuffs on him. Roy and Isaac enter the room, both looking winded and puzzled. Bud is shouting about police brutality and suing them when he can get in touch with his lawyer, but Isaac is already hauling him out the door. The EMS team is already there tending to Violet and Callie, but this isn’t over. Richard storms over to Callie, shoving a piece of paper in her face. 

“Sign it.”

“Richard, man, this isn’t the time,” Roy chastises him.

“Sign it,” he barks at Callie, making the woman jump.

She stares at the paper blankly, a delicate bird without feathers. Richard wants to grab her and shake her until her ears ring and her teeth clatter. Instead, he holds it out, an olive branch she better take, or so help him, he will drag her ass to prison right along with Bud’s.

She signs.

He thunders out the front door, heart racing, and his skin feeling tight. What a rush—the sight of blood, how it floods so thick and red. Bud’s stunned, bruised, and battered face glares up at him hatefully. Serves him right to put his hands on a woman.

Richard won.

This victory is sweet, tooth-achingly so. With this restraining order, Bud won’t be able to go near his wife and child again.

Old, passive Richard could have never gotten this done. 

New Richard, well, he doesn’t give a shit anymore. He feels high like he could climb a mountain, jump from skyscrapers, and punch Gandhi in the face.

Roy trails up beside him, head hanging low, giving him that look of serious frustration. The same one he sees in Lana’s eyes every day. “Man…. I don’t even know where to begin.”

“Don’t,” Richard says because fuck him and his superiority. “Either you have my back or get off it.”

Not willing to wait for a reply, he gets into his car. For all he cares, Roy can walk back to the city. He smiles on his way to the station.

The demon moves from his back and sits on his shoulder.
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Chapter 9





Drinking and driving isn’t something cops should do.  

Especially Sheriffs, but Richard is feeling unabashedly reckless tonight. It might essentially have something to do with the fact that he has all night to do whatever he wants. 

The kids are in bed, Lana is knocked out cold from her yoga class this evening, and he is supposed to be going home from work. Instead, he drives with the windows down, relishing the summer breeze fluttering through his wavy hair.

Alcohol is effervescent in his veins. 

Richard may have had a beer or two after work. Then several more when he realized that he couldn’t go home. Hell, at some point he stops at the liquor store to get another six-pack and sits in the parking lot of Chuck E. Cheese to drink some more.

Flashbacks of the war simmer in his brain. Crawling in the mud, death, destruction decay. Fuck, he’d rather pretend the whole thing never happened. He tries to. 

Inebriated: check. Delirious: check. Horny-as-fuck: double-check.

As the days go on, his relationship with Lana deteriorates rapidly and his friendship with Roy goes sour. It isn’t that he doesn’t love them anymore, because he does, unconditionally, but this thing inside him is eating him alive.

He can’t sleep most days without seeing that damn kid.

Smoke curls around his mouth, face half-secluded in darkness and those eyes black with mischief. Beau is an enigma, one that he desperately wants to pull apart with his lips, mouth, and teeth. It is so wrong, twisted. He is barely seventeen, just a few years older than Kyle.

This obsession is dangerous, he knows that. If anybody ever finds out, his reputation will be ruined, his livelihood destroyed. He’ll be sent to prison in no time. All for some hillbilly kid with a tight ass and a talented mouth.

Just a quick taste, a lick, a suck, a fuck, and then he’ll be cured. The demon will leave. Richard is sure of it. He needs to scratch this itch, and quench his thirst, and then things will fall back into place.

He’ll stop daydreaming about those eyes, that hair, and that boy. The road is dark, winding, and deviating. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out where he’s going. He can only see one person in his mind.

At some point, he should acknowledge this turn of events.

His guts twist uncomfortably whenever he thinks of Beau, but he can’t seem to stop. It all becomes irrelevant after a while because his thoughts blur together into two major compartments: things about Beau and things not about Beau. The distinction becomes obscured until all things are about Beau: what he’s doing, where he’s going, and if he’s okay.

The resolution to ignore whatever sickness is brewing inside him is almost instinctual. He is a creature of habit after all. Change isn’t commonplace.

When he rounds the corner, he slams on the brakes. His heart is palpitating in his chest as the boy in question is lurking in the streets again. Everything is practically deserted when he pulls up. Beau is wearing army pants with combat boots, paired with a black sleeveless shirt, exposing his arms in a way that makes Richard feel vastly uncomfortable.

The passenger door opens, and closes, and Richard drives on. 

He’s got nowhere in mind so he continues to follow the road wherever it takes them. A dull silence has hijacked the car. Now they are both held hostage to it. Richard glances over at Beau. The bruise on his eye has all but vanished, but the boy is tense, staring out the window and gnawing on his thumbnail.

“Two blocks and you still can’t ask me.” Beau’s voice pierces the air. “Fucking pussy.”

He stares back at him, perplexed. “Ask you what?”

Beau gives him a side-eye. “Ask me.”

“I don’t understand.” Richard frowns.

“Ask me.”

“What?”

“Fucking ask me already.”

It’s there. 

The answer, but it’s muddled in his brain, dancing at the tip of his tongue, blurring at the edges of his peripheral vision. Not far, just out of reach. He blanches, mouth making a slight wheezing noise as he inhales and exhales.

It’s coming. He blurts, barfs, and vomits—

“How much?”

Spiraling down, down, down.

His words are crisp, and clear leaving absolutely no room for misinterpretation.

Isn’t this why he was seeking Beau out? Why has he been searching for him for two weeks? No, it’s sick and wrong and against everything, Richard stands for, but he can’t seem to stop himself.

He wants this, more than anything.

His hands grip the steering wheel. They are slightly trembling with the exhilaration charging through his veins, like an engine revving up. Beau is pensive, half of his face shadowed in darkness. His lip twitches, and he lights a cigarette.

Richard fidgets and they both ignore the growing implications of what’s going to happen next. 

“A hundred for one night.” His response is slow. “And I only accept cash. Drive to the motel off Highway 95.”

Richard floors it
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Chapter 10





When they arrive at the motel, the sign is blinking neon blue, several of the letters don’t light up, so instead, it spells O and L, which makes absolutely no sense. But he guesses the general public understands what it’s supposed to say. 

The parking lot is empty, the gravel makes the ride bumpy as they pull into space. Beau gets out first, pulling keys from his back pocket.

The room has already been booked.

Richard is apprehensive when he follows Beau inside. To his utter lack of surprise, the place is by all accounts filthy. A light layer of grime covers the windows and furniture. A simple queen-sized bed, a black leather chair that is held together by duct tape, and a television that has a hole through the glass center with a flimsy paper attached to it that says Out of Service.

The place is sordid.

It makes his skin crawl, his muscles tense, and fills him with dread as he gazes at the rug that has a variety of questionable stains. The owner must keep all of his rooms in the same slovenly fashion, and it hits him that this must be where Beau conducts his business. Where he brings his clients, to engage in all manner of beastly behavior. At first, Richard is offended, to his very core aggrieved, that he is brought here. To this place, to this level of degradation where he must share the same bed as those monsters who did with Beau.

He isn’t like them.

Not in the slightest. Richard is a good man. As an upstanding citizen, he doesn’t partake in aberrancy. Damn Beau for thinking he is. Damn him for bringing him here to this place. All at once, his confidence is waterlogged.

He loathes it and immediately wants to go back to the sanctuary of his car and forget this ever happened. And he almost does. He almost turns right around and walks out the door. However, Beau is already removing his boots, and it makes Richard's throat go dry.

This siren has started singing. The paralysis seizes his arms and legs as the musical voice emits from the sky. At first, he allows himself to let his gaze linger. It’s okay here. In this place, in this disheveled room, is a sight to behold him.

A rare beauty.

That strikes at his heart so swiftly that the wound is nefariously fatal. He bleeds a mulberry of silk, drenching his clothes and blackening the carpet. Beau turns to face him, unaware of the turmoil he is in.

“Where do you want to start?”

The question hangs in the air. Where should they start? He’s never done this. Doesn’t have the slightest clue of what goes into where and who does what. 

He settles for a shrug.

“First time?” Beau needlessly asks.

Richard nods.

“Well, on account of you being a cop and all, I figured the first time should be for free. Usually, I tell them to put the money on the table. I have two rules. No spanking, which includes hitting or any of that kinky Daddy shit. And you can’t fuck me raw.”

“Only two?” Richard can’t help but inquire.

“Yeah.”

At that moment, he wants to chastise him. To tell him that he should at least have fifty rules, plus a lookout if things ever went wrong. Hell, he shouldn’t be here. He should be tucking Kyle in bed.

This dingy motel shouldn’t be his night.

The guilt comes back full force, and suddenly he sees past Beau’s physical appearance. This isn’t right. He’s just a kid, barely legal, and here he is propositioning a cop so he won’t go to jail. Richard swallows down his self-disgust. Despite Lana cheating on him, at least she did it with someone her own age. 

“How old are you?”

Beau regards him. “Nineteen.”

“Don’t fucking lie to me,” Richard utters so savagely that it causes Beau to start.

There is the silence that follows. 

Now he’s angry, furious at the situation and his brewing sickness. He’s the fucking adult. This is everything he swore to fight against. This isn’t right—it never was.

“Seventeen,” Beau finally mumbles.

“Christ.”

“It doesn't matter none,” Beau says adamantly. “I won’t tell anybody. It is not like anyone would believe me.”

“That is beside the point.” Richard is revolted, his stomach turning because Beau thinks so little of himself. “I am nearly three times your age.”

“So?” Beau challenges. “It is just sex. Don’t mean anything.”  

“It means everything.” It does. 

He knows that now.

Before it was nothing, meager skin slapping against skin, flesh penetrating flesh, but now it’s something entirely different. Beau isn’t some faceless boy that he can use to satisfy his desire, and Lana isn’t some witch he is tethered to. She is the mother of his children, his wife. 

“Are we doing this or not?" Beau is suddenly impatient; he can sense a shift in the atmosphere.

Everything that was blurred before suddenly becomes focused. The winds have changed, blowing, howling in a different direction. Briefly, he thinks of Kyle, imagines him tucked in bed or playing with his action figures. That’s where he should be now, with his kids and his kids with their dad.

“No. We’re not.”

It’s a sobering reply.

Beau doesn’t immediately respond. He does, however, give him a devious smirk. Then he flips his dark curly hair out of his eyes and his pink tongue peeks out to lap at his bottom lip. “Afraid you might like it?”

The resolve he had before is precipitously crumbling. 

He realizes all too late that it was built on quicksand. That is all heightened by the fact that Beau is fully aware of his sexual yearning, the white-hot heat flashing in his veins.

“Yes.”

The truth is ultimately what he decides.

Knowing full well the implications of what will happen if he does like it. Beau will take on a new client, one with power and position that will have to look the other way while he procures more clients. It will be an endless, addictive cycle of him paying for sex. Even if it is with a vixen that will make all of his wildest dreams come true, he can’t.

For the sake of his wife and children, he must make a decision. He knows if he were to have Beau, here and now, bent over, begging and open for him, that he will never be able to leave.

“Then go.” Beau jerks his head towards the door.  “Haven’t got time for scared pussies anyway,” he mutters. “Might as well get someone who’s paying.”

Everything happens in an instant. 

Richard lunges forward, grabbing Beau’s shirt and slamming him against the wall. There are light tremors in his hands. The ire he feels so violently is back in full force until he is consumed.

“You bring anyone else here, and I will haul your ass down to the station so fast you won’t know what fucking hit you.”

Beau looks surprised, his eyes widen with shock and gleam with something else, something primal. “Is that right, Officer?”

Richard seethes at the derisive tone Beau uses. 

He doesn’t want to see it, doesn’t want to picture Beau with those men. They are ravenous, evil, and despicable men, touching him, staining him, with their dirty hands and perversions. His heart clenches in his chest. He can’t bear it.

All at once, Richard is moving his hands. They glide from clenching Beau’s shirt and move up towards his neck. Curiously, his hand traces the long column of his smooth skin until he is cupping Beau’s jaw. 

Beau swallows anxiously, his mouth slightly parted, and Richard can’t help but thumb his thin lips. The air has thinned around them. Richard can scarcely breathe because his own need is surging through his veins. One look into his emerald eyes, slanted with sensuality and passion, and Richard finds himself falling, plummeting headfirst into a pit, filled with brazen fire.

“God help me.”

Their lips clash together. It’s electrifying. 

Setting all of his nerve endings alight, it’s brutal and unrestrained, more tongue and teeth colliding in an unholy battle of sin. When their lips connect in a heated graze of fervor, his inside solidifies.

This kiss is a harsh concoction of impetuosity, ardor, and vengeful hunger. His tongue is rough, demanding entry, his beard scraping against the soft flesh. Beau grunts, yielding powerlessly to him.  

Richard devours him, searing-hot hands gripping his delicate face and neck, thumbs pressing tightly against each pressure point until Richard nicks his lower lip with his teeth.

Beau draws back immediately, stunned.

Richard is possessed, staring at the drop of blood gathering at the tip of his lips. He’s never seen anything so magnificent in his whole life. Before he can stop himself, he wrenches forward and licks it away.

When he pulls back, Beau is staring at him, terrified. 

Richard knows what he must look like. Lips stained with blood, a wolfish grin threatening to split his face, but this is how things are meant to be.

This kiss has opened a gateway to ecstasy.

One that he isn’t eagerly willing to close just yet, and before Richard can fully regain composure, he swoops back in, mouth claiming Beau’s. A few keening moans, a slight airy gasp strung from Beau has Richard soaring on the backs of eagles. 

He plunges his tongue deeper, lapping, drinking from the wound callously, and letting the blood flow into his mouth. It’s so fucking hot; the rush and having Beau pressed up against him tightly. They pant together, Beau clinging to his broad shoulders as they kiss like wild men dying of thirst. 

Richard curls his arm, winding it around the kid’s narrow waist and moving to suck on his neck. Beau is a mess beneath him, quivering and breathless, digging his nails into the back of his shirt. Suctioning his lips around the toffee flesh, Richard sucks vigorously, desperate to claim, to mark with a mantra running rampant in his head: mine, mine, mine— 

Ring, ring.

The ringing of his phone puts everything to a grinding halt. 

Richard groans inwardly, burying his face further in the sweet scent of cigarettes, musk, and something distinctly Beau. He hurriedly reaches into his back pocket and takes out his cell phone intending to throw it across the room until he sees the name of the caller displayed.

Lana.

She is no longer asleep and will be wondering where he is. Richard moves, only slightly, just to put some space between them so he can gather his thoughts. The taste of metallic and iron is still caressing his tongue. He has captured every sigh and moan emitted from Beau’s lips.

Richard feels delirious. 

They are both panting. Beau’s lip is still bleeding, and Richard is fighting everything within him not to attack, lick, and imbibe at the wound.

The demon is angry.

Rattling against the confines of its cage, it is riotous to escape. However, his will is stronger, and with all his might, he keeps the creature confined and releases Beau. To distract him, he goes into the bathroom and returns with some toilet paper. Beau accepts it and gently dabs his bottom lip.

“I’ll take you home,” Richard mumbles.

He waits in the car while Beau locks the motel door. The ride into town is silent, and it suddenly occurs to Richard that he doesn’t want this night to end. Not like this. Instead, he pulls into the local diner, and they get a booth together.

After they get their food, Beau eats insatiably across from him, like a starving man having his last meal. Richard watches and finally asks a question he already knows the answer to.

Beau eats insatiably across from him, like a starving man having his last meal. Richard watches and finally asks a question he already knows the answer to.

“Beau…is that the first meal you’ve had all day?”

He stills, right in the middle of shoving several French fries into his mouth. Beau’s eyes lower to the table, and he gives a slight nod. “You won’t, you know…arrest me or nothing?”

“Arrest you?” Richard asks, brow furrowed. “For what?” 

Beau shrugs. “I thought that was why you were buying me dinner…to you know to interrogate me or something. I don’t know.” 

“If I wanted to do that, I’d just bring you down to the station,” Richard’s fingers tap against the table. “Unless…you know something. If so, feel free to share.” 

“I’m not a snitch,” Beau says with pure conviction. “I don’t know anything.”

Lies. Richard nods anyway. “Then there’s no reason to arrest you.”

Beau’s eyes narrow into pinpricks, he leans across the table, his voice drops an octave lower. “Don’t you have a wife?” 

Yes, he does. Richard holds his gaze as his face heats. Everyone in town knows about his wife Lana. She does a variety of charity work and is always heavily involved with the community council. To Lana, her image was everything, that’s why she hasn’t asked him for a divorce yet. It would taint her perfect image and some people would rather die than have that happen. “What of it?”

“Nothing,” Beau smirks. “Just wondering what you’re doing here with me is all…” 

What is he doing with Beau? A known prostitute, he should have arrested ages ago. Richard swallows thickly, his hands furl and unfurl on the table. The thought of going home to his wife makes him sick to his stomach, especially since he knows exactly what’s she’s been up to. Richard wants to tell someone, anyone, what he’s been going through. Lana and Roy are his best friends, but they’ve betrayed him. There’s nobody he can trust. 

Richard licks his dry lips, then says. “She’s fucking my best friend.” 

Beau’s eyebrows climb to his forehead. “Roy?” 

He says the name like he knows Roy personally, which makes Richard’s stomach knot. Richard recalls one of Roy’s sleazy rants about whores in moonlight, about a hole just being a hole. Was that Beau? Do they know each other personally? “Forget I said anything,” Richard says feeling exposed. Why is he confiding in a teenager? He should just let it go like so many other guys. “But no, I won’t arrest you.”

“Why not?” Beau leans forward, eyes twinkling with mischief. 

“I don’t know…I guess I like having you around.”

Beau laughs and warmth blossoms in Richard’s chest.  


      ***Before they leave, he orders another burger to go, and they drive towards the Blackwell residence.

“You won’t, you know…arrest me or nothing?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know…I guess I like having you around.”

Beau snorts a laugh, gazing out the windshield, and Richard finds that he feels content. They sit there for a few moments, just being together. It’s nice, serene if he was to think about it, and he hasn’t felt this stress-free in a long time.

“See you ‘round,” Beau says.

“Wait.”

Richard stops him because this can’t go on. Even though he hates it, and can’t stand the idea of Beau being with those men, he knows that for Beau to keep out of trouble, he needs to occupy his time with something else.

“I’ll make you a deal.”

“What kind of deal?”

“Well,” Richard replies. “I don’t much like the idea of you walking’ ‘round these streets late at night…whatever is going on with Mason…I know it isn’t pretty. Have you considered protective custody? If you are willing to work with me, we can get you back on track, starting with a good home and, a new identity and you can start going to your classes regularly—”

“No deal.”

“What?”

“I said no fucking deal.”

“Why not?”

“First off, because I’m not a fucking snitch.” Beau fumes. “Second off, it’s easy for you to come down here all high and mighty, thinking you are doing me a favor by buying me shit and talking sweet, saying you’ll save me or whatever. I’ve heard all that shit before and do you know where it gets me? Right back to where I am now.”

“Look,” Richard says, trying to abate the situation. “I am not speaking from a position of privilege. I want what’s best for you. You’re a bright kid with a promising future. Now, let’s see—”

“A future doing what? Sucking cock and taking it up the ass?”

Richard cringes at his blunt tone.

“You don’t know my future, so why don't you let me be?”

“Beau—”

“This is all I’m good for, anyhow.”

The passenger door slams in his face. Richard sits for a moment, sullen, as he watches Beau walk up the road towards his house. 

Then it hits him, and he wants to punch himself for being so blind.

Of course, Beau doesn’t want to go into protective custody. Mason probably threatened to kill him or worse if he ever left. This is a textbook study of the victim not wanting to leave their abuser. 

Richard sighs deeply, shaking his head in frustration. 

There has to be another solution, another way to keep Beau off the streets and to fall into the hands of some of those heinous men. He needs to figure out what.
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Chapter 11





Perspiration runs down his face and back as the demon smirks, curled up in the corner. The house is quiet when he grabs breakfast and leaves for work. Lana purposefully ignores his gaze, choosing to turn her back towards him during breakfast and focus on the children. 

Fine by him. Richard wants to sneer. Who knows how long she’s been sleeping with Roy? Long enough for Roy to act so superior. He doesn’t care. A few days ago, he finally got a taste of heaven, and he wasn’t going to let it go that easily. 

When he walks into work, he can see that everybody is already assembled in the briefing room. Richard stops mid-stride, not sure why they are there, since he doesn’t remember calling a meeting. A little bewildered, he steps inside the room, giving Roy, who happens to be standing in the middle, a questioning look. “What’s going on?”

“Come inside, brother.” Roy inclines his head.

Richard sees red. Why the fuck is Roy calling the briefing meetings when Richard is the goddamn sheriff? This isn’t planned because most of the occupants are standing around waiting for him to speak. Richard feels like a fish out of water, he’s got no clue what the fuck is happening. Richard’s jaw works. It’s just like Roy to do this. The audacity. Fucker. “What’s this about?”

“We just heard from Bud’s lawyer,” Roy says, addressing everyone in the room. “He wants to file a case against the force, some bullshit charge of police brutality.”

He clenches his jaw, fist automatically curling. “Is that right?”

Roy nods, confirming it. “That’s not all…”

“What else?” Richard probes.

“I searched the Canary residence after Bud was arrested and Callie took Violet to that woman’s shelter…after they were settled Callie started to talk...” Roy sighs deeply. “Look, this gets ugly. We need to follow all the necessary rules and regulations from the UCR…but she is willing to testify against Bud, granted she gets full immunity…”

“From what?” Richard asks slowly. 

“I was able to get her statement, but she says that Bud is heavily involved in human trafficking.”

There are gasps around the room. 

Richard can feel his stomach-turning. 

“What else?” he forces out. 

There’s more; he knows there has to be more. He should have just killed the bastard like he wanted to.

“Turns out he’s been having secret meetings, going to events, and hosting them at their house. I went over to the Canary residence just to verify her claim and she’s right. On his computer are monthly subscriptions, dates, times, and locations. Although the names that are used are under an alias, I believe that Bud is deeply involved in this. Hiromi here is our tech-savvy guy, so he managed to hack into the account. It turns out it’s a dummy account, but the information given isn’t hard to trace back to the source…however, given the content, I reckon there’s a possibility it might be local.”

“What the fuck?” Isaac explodes. “What do you mean local? Like we have a human trafficking ring right under our fucking noses local?”

“Yeah.” Roy rubs his head. “That’s what I mean.”

Chaos erupts. 

Everyone speaks at one, a rapid-fire of chatter that reminds him of chickens clucking, and in the midst of all of this, Richard is lost. This thing is happening, right in his backyard, and he didn’t know about it. He thinks of his kids. Holy fuck, it very well could have been them. He wants to run home, check on Lana and the kids.

The panic is palpable. They are all afraid; he can nearly smell it, that stench that is drifting into the air and so strong it stings his nostrils. 

“There is one more thing.” Hiromi clears his throat. “I did some digging on Gary’s computer...I found the same websites…” 

“Jesus Christ!”

Fuck. He’s known Gary for years, or at least he thought he did. This is beyond disturbing and all kinds of messed up. 

“Good work you two,” Richard says to them. “The problem now is the Uniform Crime Reporting or the UCR program. It is their job to help overcome the significant challenges to understanding the prevalence of human trafficking and provide policymakers with an official tool to understand the scope, nature, and distribution of the crime. We have to inform the UCR program to help begin collecting information in the Summary Reporting System and the National Incident-Based Reporting System (NIBRS) about what we just found out. I suggest appointing a task force. We divide and conquer. We need names, addresses, and all the people involved. Can Callie give us all that?”

“Negative,” Roy responds. “She doesn’t know who is involved, but her story checks out and I reckon if we dig deeper, we will find out more information.” 

“Why not search the database?” Tanya chimes in. “This process first allowed us to identify if human trafficking victims or perpetrators who are identified by the police are identified in other data systems. We will have a wider variety for searching for perpetrators. Since this is local, many of those people might have a record already. This is critical for determining areas where double counting may exist if databases were separately used for estimation of the prevalence of human trafficking.”

“Wait for a second,” Hiromi says hastily. “Isn’t anyone going to talk about how utterly fucked we are? I mean, lack of training aside. I don’t even know where to begin. We would need to study sites, have more extensive training for specialized human trafficking investigators implemented, and basic awareness training for some non-specialized officers through the academy or in-service training.”

“That’s why I am putting you in charge of the task force,” Richard grunts. “Alright, now that Hiromi has volunteered, we need to focus on evidence. Human trafficking cases require evidence of force, fraud, or coercion, the victims must be able to provide information about the commercial sex or labor operations that can be corroborated by law enforcement. This often requires victims to provide detailed information about the exploiter and their activities.”

“We’ll get those fuckers sure enough,” Isaac says confidently. “I suspect that Gary either was in way over his head or he wanted out. Either way those fuckers aren’t getting away with what they did.” 

“What is the link?” Tanya asks pensively. “How did Gary get mixed up with human trafficking? What did he gain from it? Was he coerced? Is he victim or preparator?”

“Excellent questions! Tanya, I want you to do a full sweep of Gary’s belongings. I want to know who he was in contact with before he died and why, check the phone records,” Richard says rapidly.

They don’t have time for this. 

Precious seconds are ticking away, and with each minute they waste, the criminals who did this are escaping. Richard doesn’t have the luxury of showing his true emotions. He wants to weep for those people, sob buckets of salty sapphires.

Now isn’t the time.

“Okay listen to the fuck up,” Richard demands.

The conversations stop immediately. Silence cuts through the air as he stands tall and firm in the middle of the room, furious and stunning like the God of Mars, naked and ready for battle. They don’t need morose words and soothing phrases; they need power, direct action.

“Roy,” Richard says. “I want you and Isaac all over the crime scene, sweep the entire fucking residence. I want statements from all the neighbors surrounding the area.” Richard spins suddenly. “Houston, you will personally handle the case with Bud’s lawyer and make sure that fucker isn’t aware of what we have on him. Report back to me with all the information you have. Get moving.”

They all jump, each of them running to their respective posts and positions while Richard moves like a hurricane to his office. Once the door is safely closed, he screams, tossing his papers across the room, knocking everything he can reach off his desk. The suppressed wrath he kept locked up and chained is thrashing within, and he reacts instantaneously, slamming his fist into the wall several times.

The demon has found a way out, crawling from his mouth, splitting his face in two. Richard braces his hands against the desk, head hanging low and covered in shadow. This is how it was always going to be. He knows that now. The demon cannot be inhibited any longer; it must be set free. One cannot live without the other. There will be no reconciliation, no atonement for his kind, no reprehension or absolution.  

There will be a river of mayhem and blood.  

The noise causes Roy to knock on the door before entering the room. “Richard? Are you okay?”

Richard composes himself, panting heavily, lip curling into a snarl.

“Whoever did this, whoever thought they could come into our town and corrupt our people with their filth, must be out of their minds to fuck with us.”








  
  

12

[image: image-placeholder]

Chapter 12





Richard dreams he is surrounded by fruit. Mountains of lush oranges, pears, pomegranates, grapes, pineapples everything his heart desires. He doesn’t waste time; hastily indulging in anything he can get his hands on. He gorges avariciously, stuffing his face and chewing with such vigor his jaw begins to ache. 

The juices drip from his lips; each bite better than the last. The texture is wonderful, sweet, so delicious he can barely control himself. But things turn stale. The fruits grow rancid on his tongue. It's not long until his throat is blistering. No matter how much juice is squeezed from the fruits, he is still parched.  

A shiny apple catches his eye. 

This he can tell isn’t an ordinary apple. It is ruby red, magnificent against the rays of the sun, and it stands alone in its singularity. Richard crawls through the mountain of fruits, crushing some with his heels to get to this one apple. When he is within reach, he snatches it quickly, brutishly taking a bite. It melts on his tongue, the decadent juice alone quenching his thirst. It is only after he draws back, gazing triumphantly at his prize, does he realize that the apple isn’t shiny at all, but a pasty yellowish purple.

The inside is brimming with puss, bright blue fungus, and black worms. 

Richard feels his stomach wrench. 

The beautiful fruit transforms into a repulsive wasteland, filled with flies, beetles, and maggots swarming everywhere.

He wakes, floundering in his sheets and inhaling a sharp breath. The remnants of the dream shake him to the core, but instead of dwelling on it, he pushes it aside, cataloging it for another day.

These horrid dreams are so frequent he’s become almost desensitized to them. They range, of course, from most grotesque to least. This dream in particular is on the lowest scale. 

Sunlight streams through the window, and Lana is fast asleep beside him. With a glance at the clock, he realizes that it’s after 7 a.m. It’s Saturday, he’s got the rest of the day to spend with the kids.

Richard crawls out of bed, brushes the taste of rotten fruit from his mouth, and goes downstairs to start breakfast. Kyle is the first one at the table, blurry-eyed and intolerably famished.

“Can we go fishing today, Dad?” he asks, devouring the eggs Richard places in front of him. “Patrick says his dad takes him all the time.”

Richard hates fishing. 

It’s boring, tedious, and he can’t catch a damn thing.

“Ask your mother.”

“But she’ll say no!” Kyle protests.

Richard sips his coffee, deliberating for a moment. It’s been a while since spending time with his son, and they are long overdue for father-son bonding. “If she says no, then I’ll convince her.”

“If who says no?” Lana asks, coming downstairs with Ida.

“Mom,” Kyle starts. “Dad and I want to go fishing today.”

“No,” Lana replies immediately.

“Why?”

“Because Bonnie Armstrong is going to tutor you today, and you promised to get a better mark on your math that’s why, hun,” Lana responds, placing Ida in her high chair.

“She came last week, and I did well on my math quiz.” Kyle bemoans. “Please. I promise I’ll do better, just this once!”

“I said no, Kyle,” Lana says sternly. “Finish your food. She’ll be here shortly.”

“Dad.” Kyle beseeches staring at him.

“Lana…” he begins. “I did promise him we would spend the day together.”

“You made promises without consulting me?” she bites back. “Don’t make me out to be the bad guy here, Richard.”

“I’m not,” he says, scratching his chin. “Well, I reckon it’s been a while since we’ve spent some time together—”

“You would if you were here more,” she snaps, tending to a now fussy Ida.

“That’s not what I meant.” Richard abates. “How ‘bout we forgo the tutoring this week? Or postpone it? If Bonnie agrees to come, then we can go fishing. Deal?”

“Fine,” Lana agrees begrudgingly. “I’ll call her and see what I can do. Go get dressed now, and we will talk about this later.”

Kyle leaps from the table happily, running upstairs to his room to get ready. Richard leans against the counter sipping his coffee, steadily ignoring the look Lana gives him.

“It isn’t right,” she finally says.

“What isn’t? Letting the boy have fun every once in a while?”

“He should be focused on his studies,” Lana hisses. “Now he thinks he can slack off just because his dad says it’s okay.”

“What do you want me to do? Go back on my promises?”

“Just talk to me about it first,” Lana snaps. “If you had, you would have known he had tutoring today.”

“You’re right,” Richard concedes. “I’m sorry.”

“I don’t want you to be sorry,” Lana presses, her face turning bright red. “I want you to do better.”

There it is that look of disappointment he loathes. He nods, coming to the slow realization that nothing he ever does will be enough. They finish their breakfast in silence, except for Ida’s gurgling sounds.

Richard showers and grabs his fishing rod from the garage. Kyle is ready to go, sitting shotgun before the car is even fully loaded.

“Ready?” he asks when he gets in the truck.

“Born ready, Dad.”
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Chapter 13





Things don’t go as smoothly as planned. First, Richard forgot the fishing bait at home, so he has to run to the store to buy some. Then he makes several wrong turns to the lake and gets them lost for two hours. By then, Kyle is seething beside him, Richard’s mood isn’t any better. 

When they do finally reach the lake, it’s jam-packed. 

Kids are swimming everywhere, parents in beach clothing and the price to rent a boat is far too expensive. This is the last straw. Richard drags a disgruntled Kyle back to the car, saying that they can go fishing another time. On their way back to town, Richard must have made a wrong turn because he doesn’t recognize the area at all.

“Damnit!” he yells, slamming his hand against the steering wheel.

The gravel road is one-way. He can’t possibly turn around with the forest so close. He’ll have to see where it leads or turn around when the road gets bigger. At some point, Kyle falls asleep. It’s hot and sticky, Richard is suitably miserable.

There is someone up the road. 

Thank goodness—he hasn’t seen anyone for at least ten miles. Hope blossoms in his chest. Perhaps this person can tell him how to get the fuck out of here. He slows down, driving very cautiously on the road, careful not to hit the pedestrian. As he draws closer, the person in question becomes clearer, and Richard can’t help the way his heart jumps.

“Do you have a permit for that?” Richard asks, rolling down the window.

“Nope.”

That damn kid is wandering down this path like it’s nothing. 

Like he’s done it a thousand times. 

The whole thing is unnerving to him, and yet there is something about the forest and Beau that makes it seem like he’s right at home. Not to mention the gigantic crossbow strapped to Beau’s back or the various assortment of rabbits and skunks he has in his bag.

“What are you doing out here?”

“Hunting,” Beau says matter-of-factly.

He doesn’t slow his strides or stop to look at Richard.

“Well.” He sighs. “Can you tell me how to get out of here? I’m kind of lost.”

“Where are you trying to go?”

“My son and I were going fishing and—”

Beau stops, then pivots sharply to face him, causing Richard to react quickly and slam on the brakes. The abrupt halt sends Richard's torso lurching forward, and he heaves a sigh of relief when Kyle is unmarred by the movement. When he finally looks up, Beau stars at him bizarrely, eyes narrowing. 

Then again, Beau probably thinks he's some closeted rich prick who doesn't give a damn about his wife or kids. There is an awkward silence between them. He isn't sure what to do or say next. It probably would have been better if he just kept driving. 

Beau shifts beside him, adjusting the strap on his crossbow, subtly trying to peer into the front seat. “He is yours?”

“Kyle? Yeah, my eldest son.”

“Alright.” He nods. “Come with me. I’ll show you a good spot.”

Beau leads. Richard follows. 

They go down a winding road that is so deep in the forest Richard’s not sure his truck will make it, but Beau keeps pushing onward. Beau slows down in front of him, signaling to get out and join him. It’s a bit of a struggle to wake Kyle. They hurry to grab their stuff and head out into the unknown. He’s not entirely sure what he’s expecting when he steps through the clearing, but it certainly isn’t this.

Richard blinks disbelievingly, freezing mid-stride.

There are crystals, literally dancing on the deep blue. It’s marvelous, and he feels unworthy to gaze at such grandeur. Kyle screams excitedly, and Beau lights a smoke, a stark contrast to nature’s beauty that has Richard’s heart caught in his throat.

Yes, he thinks. This will do just fine.

Beau’s eyes flicker out to the lake and eventually slide over to his. Would you like to live beneath the sea? He mutely asks.

Indefinitely.
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A FALL FROM GRACE






