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GIOVANNI CROUCHED IN the bushes and wished for the thousandth time that he wasn’t a labradoodle. It probably wouldn’t have made any difference. He would have been sent out on patrol anyway, but at least then he might not have felt such a strong urge to whimper and cringe. It may have been a natural reaction, but it was also an embarrassing one.

A faint crack caught his attention, the sound of a twig snapping. He didn’t dare lift his head, but he strained to hear, long, floppy ears raised away from his pointed muzzle. He could smell the vampire somewhere nearby, a faint dusty odor like fallen leaves only with a floral overlay from the cologne vampires routinely slathered on. Most people would smell only the perfume, drawn to the sweet smell and the charm vampires projected. They never smelled the dry and desiccated death that called them.

At least it was an old death smell, Giovanni thought. He was all too familiar with the smell of fresh death, the coppery tinge of blood added to the antiseptic attempts to resuscitate the patient in the emergency room. Even the best efforts of the nurses couldn’t erase the earthy stink of loosened bowels or septic wounds sometimes. No, freshly dead smelled like old meat. This guy, this vampire, had the stale baby powder scent of his Nonna Bianchi’s seldom used front parlor.

“Here kitty, kitty, kitty.” The soft call whispered through the early evening dusk and grated across Giovanni’s ears. Now that was just rude. He was a dog, darn it, if not proud of it. He was tempted to growl even as he knew his only hope of safety lay in keeping absolutely still. Vampires moved quickly and silently and could smell their prey almost as well as any canine. Every muscle clenched as he crouched in the underbrush, protesting the tension and demanding to stretch in an agonizing ache that was growing harder and harder to ignore. What was keeping the sergeant?

An almost indiscernible scrap of shoe against the packed earth caught Giovanni’s attention. Thank God vampires wouldn’t be caught dead in sneakers. The vampire was on the dirt path that wound through the strip of undeveloped land that separated the house Giovanni shared with three roommates from the rest of Atlanta. Drawing out a vampire so close to his home was a dangerous game, but that proximity made it just possible for him to walk into the most distant coffee shop the vampires frequented, grab money out of the till, and take off running. Okay, he hadn’t strutted so much as tiptoed and even then, he wouldn’t have gotten away if Betty hadn’t stepped forward, eyes shut tight against being mesmerized, and swung one leg around in a round-house kick.

No, not thinking of Betty right now! She might be gorgeous, she might be the reason he was in this mess to begin with, but she was not going to be the reason he got distracted and eaten! Giovanni forced his attention back to the suspicious stillness of the forest path.

“C’mon kitty. Come out and play.” 

The soft voice tickled his brain more than his ears, but Giovanni still had to fight the urge to shake his head. Mentally, he snorted. Really? Play? After all the crap the vampires had put him and the rest of the campus through the previous semester, did anyone still believe they only meant to play? Well actually some did. That was the biggest problem with the vampires. Somehow, someway, they kept convincing everyone they meant no harm and were just having a little, harmless fun regardless of all evidence to the contrary. It was like living in a perpetual election season, over and over again.

A faint rustle gave him only seconds warning, and he looked up to see the vampire’s long, thin face smirking down at him. 

“Hello, kitten,” the vampire started, but a sudden fury drove Giovanni up, barking furiously as he lunged towards the creature. There was a certain amount of desperation in his assault as well because he knew full well that he wouldn’t be able to escape, and indeed the vampire laughed, entertained, even as he stumbled back startled.

But the unexpected attack was enough distraction to let two men in dark fatigues slip out of the evening gloom and toss a lightweight net over the vampire. It appeared hardly enough to contain him as it floated down over his flailing arms, but from the screeching protest the vampire made, it might as well have been made of flames.

“Oh, shut up,” Giovanni grumped as he stood upright and felt his protective layer of fur fade, leaving him shivering in the cool evening breeze. “You’re not hurting. You... baby!”

It was a stupid response, which just made Giovanni madder. 

The vampire, now reclining gracefully on the ground, grinned and made kissy faces in his direction. “Oh kitten,” he cooed, “if I’d known you liked it rough...”

Giovanni started forward only to find himself blocked by the taller of the two men. 

“Here.” Matias thrust a bundle of clothing at him. “Get dressed and ignore him. You did good.”

“Yeah, you did.” The other man in fatigues was older and more solidly built. He lifted up the vampire without effort by one grasp under an elbow. The vampire didn’t resist but winced where the lightweight net that entangled him touched his pale skin.

“Hey,” the vampire protested as the firm grasp on his arm sent him stumbling forward. “What’s your hurry, big guy? Got a hot date?”

His captor quirked one eyebrow even as he regarded the creature impassively. “You guys weren’t kidding about the mouths on these, were you.”

“You have no idea.” Giovanni hopped as he tugged on a sneaker. They were as much a part of his uniform as the pale blue scrubs he pulled on and he felt decidedly more confident dressed in them. “I’m glad you’re here, Tony. ‘Bout time we got a break.”

“Aw, has ‘oo got a sad?” The vampire twisted his head to look back at Giovanni. “You know you really can’t win, so – “

The hand under his elbow hurrying the vampire along suddenly loosened, so the creature stumbled. He started cursing vehemently enough to make Giovanni blink and Matias whistle, impressed. Still, Matias commented, “I really don’t see why we can’t just kill them already.”

Giovanni scrambled for a reply. He was getting tired enough of the vampires’ antics to almost agree, but Tony didn’t hesitate.

“No. We do not execute prisoners. They are confined, interrogated, and processed in due order.” He stepped up to an unmarked, panel van at the end of the path, opened the side door, and thrust the vampire inside in one smooth move. “Rest assured your rights will be respected such as they are,” he told the blinking creature and slammed the door on him.

Matias looked away, his mouth twisting. “He doesn’t look reassured,” he commented.

“Tough.” Tony strode around the back of the van and climbed in the driver’s seat. “Do you want a ride back? Gio?”

Giovanni found that he was still shaking, so he shook his head no. It wasn’t that he didn’t like or respect the former Army Ranger. He just didn’t want to admit to being not quite as stoic.

“We’ll follow you,” Matias said. “C’mon, Gio.”

Tony slammed the door and drove off, tires spinning in the dirt. Matias ambled more slowly over to his beat-up sedan and stopped to regard Giovanni over the cracked and faded top.

“You think it’ll be alright with Tony?” he asked, but clearly, he didn’t care. He only stalled to give Giovanni time to pull himself together.

Giovanni avoided Matias’ warm gaze as he climbed in. He’d lose it completely if he responded to that concern. “Oh yeah, Tony’s a professional. The most that’ll happen is maybe it’ll get mussed up a bit, and you know how vampires hate it when they don’t look cool.”

Matias laughed as he started the car, but the casual remark echoed in Giovanni’s mind. The term ‘professional’ had always been something of an inside joke among his friends back in high school in New Jersey, a sarcastic nod to their storied Italian heritage. Now he couldn’t help but wonder. If anyone had ‘professional’ skills, it would be the semi-retired sergeant.

Matias saw his hesitation and laughed. “Relax, if the vampire’s in trouble from anyone, it’s Cookie. Just don’t let her near him and he should be alright.”

Giovanni winced. He still felt guilty about Cookie. He should have supported her, he knew that, but when Cookie and her friend, Betty, first came to them about the vampires, he hadn’t taken them seriously. For that, he placed the blame squarely on Cookie. She was the one who introduced Betty as a study buddy. Cookie was not noted for her rigorous approach to academics and Betty was pretty. No, Cookie was pretty. Betty was drop dead gorgeous.

She’d swept into his life literally, lifting her long, dark hair to one side like a stygian river, and he’d been enchanted. He’d sat stupidly gawking even as she told them how the coffee shop was overrun with vampires.

“The coffee shop’s my project, you see. For my MBA. ‘Catnaps: Everything you need to curl up and read.’” Betty sniffled, her dark hair flowing in a veil over her tears.

“Isn’t that cute?” Cookie asked. 

Privately, Giovanni thought he’d never met anyone cuter. Then Betty flipped her hair away from her face again and Giovanni blinked, thinking that gesture was really annoying. Then he frantically pushed the thought away as disrespectful, almost sacrilegious.

“So, what do you think, Gio?” Cookie added.

Giovanni managed not to blurt out ‘huh?’  but his confusion must have shown on his face because Cookie huffed in exasperation.

“About the vampire infestation! Can you help?”

“Me?” Giovanni laughed shakily. “Why are you asking me? What do I know about vampires?”

“Who else are we going to ask?” Cookie threw her hands wide. “You know all about this weird shit. You’re a werewolf yourself!”

Giovanni flapped his hands, but it was too late to shush Cookie.

“You are?” Betty sat up straight and swung her hair behind her.

“Labradoodle actually,” Jeremy chimed in. His other roommates had not been helpful at all, sitting around the kitchen table and grinning as they watched the show.
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