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      The snow fell, melting against the warm window as it did. The natural beauty of the land, covered in white. The trees sparkling in the sun.

      It was all beautiful. He stared out the window, a cup of steaming coffee in his hand. He could only think of one thing, the same repeating thought over and over.

      Her. Jean. The woman who was never supposed to exist for someone like him, but somehow did. The universe had put them together like a cheesy romantic movie. Two lost souls destined to be together through impossible circumstances, only to end up like this. It was cruel, even for the gods if they had anything to do with it.

      How long had it been? A month. Two months. Time moves to a crawl when the person you love is missing.

      No. Not missing. Stolen. Corrupted. Taken.

      All those words burned in his mind, and he was tempted to throw the coffee mug through the window out of pure frustration. Being so helpless about the whole situation was a special kind of torment that came in waves. He could feel another wave of grief coming on. A cold and sick feeling that couldn’t be stopped. Endless questions, what-ifs, no one to scream at or blame but himself.

      He should have done better. That’s all there was to it, but what better might have looked like, he didn’t know. More grief, more pain.

      He imagined the shattering glass, the sound it would make. The instant regret and mess he’d have to clean up after, not to mention the expense. It wasn’t worth it. That didn’t make it any less tempting.

      “Damn it,” he said, not knowing what else to say. Then he sat down on a wooden chair in the kitchen. Everything was miserable, everything had her face on it, her scent, her memories.

      He swore sometimes he could smell her favorite perfume, if only for a few painful moments. A cosmic joke from the universe. A trick of the mind, he wasn’t sure.

      Lost in his thoughts every day since she ran away, of her own free will, it appeared. She wasn’t the same in the days leading up to it, so many things gone wrong. Mind drifting off again, it took effort to stop that thought cycle from starting up again. Another sip of coffee.

      It was the same routine every day. Think about her when he got up. Wonder if she got enough to eat today, if she was alright. Pray to whatever God he hoped cared enough to listen to get her to come back or to help him find her, pray for the dreams to stop. Try not to fall apart, sleep. Repeat.

      Then, sharp static filled the air and brought him back to the present. He shook his head and picked up the communicator that was on the table.

      “Yeah,” he said.

      “Boss wants us to come in early today, you up for it?” the voice on the other side asked. The man looked at his coffee, still steaming. He didn’t have much will to drink it anyway. Taking care of himself was a chore these days, everything was so much harder to do. It was like being sick, but worse somehow.

      “Sure, how far out are you?” he asked, trying to sound somewhat happy. It wasn’t convincing.

      “Ten minutes,” the voice replied. “I’ll be waiting,” the man replied and set the communicator down.

      Ten minutes was five more than he needed to get ready for work. Work was a blessing now, staying in this house was turning into an emotional torture chamber, but finding the energy to do anything else was its own nightmare.

      He thought about dumping the coffee down the drain but decided against it. Then he moved to the fridge and set the cup inside.

      “Be back for you later,” he said, not knowing why. Then he grabbed his badge and put it on his shirt. Then he slapped his left hand against it. His clothes transformed into his police uniform. He walked to the sink, turned the water on, and splashed his face with water to make it try and look like he got more than five hours of sleep the night before. Or any night since that day.

      Turned the water off. It was getting harder to hide as time moved on.

      He checked his weapon, a black gun, standard police issue, in perfect condition. “Why is it the only things I can keep in my life are the things that kill?” he asked no one, then holstered the weapon. He took a deep breath and walked to the front door.

      That first blast of cold air helped wake him up a little more. It wasn’t that cold out, some light snow. It wasn’t very long before he could see the car coming down the road. “Early as usual.”
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      The cruiser pulled up, came to a stop. The brakes made a slight squeak in the cold. He opened the door.

      “How you doing today?” his partner asked as he got in. “Same as I do every day. I’m still alive, Phil,” he said.

      “I know, you know what I mean, since Jean got, well, left,” the man narrowed his eyes. He wanted to hit his partner, why would he bring that up? The last thing he wanted to talk about, her. He resisted.

      “I don’t know. Taking it one day at a time,” he replied. “Brandon, you need to let her go. The department has a pro on the case, she’ll help take care of it. It’s time to move on,” Phil said and put the car into gear.

      “Move on?” Brandon asked. “She was everything to me, then. Like someone flipped a switch, she got into that chill weed. Someone offered it to her, and she was a different person. Someone did something to her. That’s not the person I knew,” Brandon replied, looking out the window.

      “Sometimes we never know who people are until they show us. How many times, Brandon. How many times have we been on a suicide case and the parents say the same thing. ‘He was so happy, we never saw this coming, they weren’t this kind of person.’ How many times?” Phil asked.

      The point was brutal, to the point, honest too. “I know, but for two whole years she was, her. There were no signs of this. Nothing. I’m not your typical parent. I’m trained to look for deception, lies, tricks. She was as honest as she could be. Now, I don’t know,” he trailed off.

      Hope was a hell of a thing. It could drive a man insane. Brandon’s brain constantly raced trying to make sense of the sudden change. Sickness, magic, chemical, manipulation. It could have been anything. He knew that wasn’t her.

      “I know, but we don’t even know where she’s at, she disappeared. Some of the guys think you killed her,” Phil said.

      Brandon wanted to hit the dash but resisted. “I couldn’t,” he replied. “I’d never,” he finished. “I know man, I know, but the others, well, they aren’t so convinced.”

      Brandon could only stare out the window. “I know.” He couldn’t talk about this anymore. “Why did the boss want us early?” Brandon asked. “I don’t know. Special assignment, I imagine,” Phil replied.

      “Special, I hope it’s not some event. I don’t want to represent Gipick’s finest anymore at some box store grand opening, again,” he said and sighed.

      “Oh, stop complaining, it’s easy money and like a vacation. Just stand there. Smile, look good. Wave a little bit. Mingle with the crowd. Get paid,” Phil replied. “Yes, that’s all true. Not what I signed up for, but easy, I guess,” he said.

      “Man, you’d complain if gold was floating around, free for the taking,” Phil replied.

      “Yeah, do you not realize how annoying that’d be? Driving along and all of a sudden, a random gold brick smashes into your windshield or something? Not exactly a fan of that idea,” Brandon replied.

      “You really know how to take the fun out of everything, don’t you?” Phil asked. “These days, I can’t help it. It’s like my heart and soul were smashed into dust. Scattered to the wind,” Brandon replied.

      “I’m getting a new partner, that does it. No fun has to be a good reason to ditch your partner for good,” Phil said, shaking his head.

      “You’d put me and my misery on someone else? Am I finally getting you to lose it a little?” Brandon asked with a slight smile. “There’s the guy I know, you prick,” Phil said, with a slight laugh.

      Brandon, for a brief moment, hadn’t been thinking about his situation. He was grateful for that. Peace was rare.

      Phil made a left turn, and the police station came into view. It was a humble building. No statues or grand displays of any kind. Just a brick building with a simple blue sign to the right of the door. “Home sweet home,” Phil said as he pulled up to the building and parked the car.

      “Well, let’s see what adventure awaits us next,” Phil said, took the keys out, then got out of the car. Brandon did the same.
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      The pair of them made their way through the snow-covered path and got inside. It was warm, smelled kind of like a hospital still, and was quiet.

      They walked to the captain’s office and walked inside. There was an older troll, green skin, gray hair, and looked like he was up all night. “Gentlemen, how are you today?” he asked in a gruff voice.

      “Fine, sir,” Phil replied. “Good. Lidda was out drinking all night and has a massive hangover. Called in sick. I’m gonna need you to stand in for her at the grand opening of the new Lizat,” he said.

      “Sir, I mean, come on, this is the third grand opening this month. Isn’t there something else we can do?” Brandon asked without thinking. The captain glanced up from his paperwork. “Brandon. You have a missing person case connected to you. Half the force thinks you’re responsible. We both know you didn’t do it, but people talk, and there’s not much you can do about it. Take the job, smile and shut up, alright?” the captain asked.

      “Besides. The Tethys Police Station got wrecked by a maniac in black armor. Everyone’s on high alert, so, try to stay out of my hair. Do what you’re told today. We don’t need any more events,” he said.

      “Yes sir,” Brandon said with frustration. “If there are no other questions?” the captain asked. “No, we’ll head out soon,” Phil replied, turned, and walked out of the office. Brandon followed him out.

      “Another goddamned ceremony,” Brandon said. “Can I call it or what?” he asked. “Easy money, friend. Cap knows you’re under a whole lot of stress right now. He’s taking it easy on you, me too. Let’s try not to complain. Do our jobs and relax, alright?” Phil asked.

      “Fine, whatever,” Brandon said and accepted it. He didn’t want to do the job, but deep down, he really didn’t want to get into a gunfight with some brain-fried criminal today anyway. Well, most of him didn’t. There would always be a piece of him that wanted the fight.

      “Want a doughnut?” Phil asked, “they’re fresh,” he finished. “No thanks,” Brandon replied and started to walk back towards the front door.

      “How many Lizats does one town need?” Brandon asked. “I think this is the first one,” Phil replied. Brandon never kept track of new places opening up in town as well as he should have. “Right, come on, let’s go,” Brandon said with a shrug.

      With their new assignment in hand, the two of them made their way back to the car and got on their way.
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      “So where is this place anyway?” Brandon asked. “Don’t worry, I know the way, relax, you don’t have to say anything if you don’t want to,” Phil replied.

      “I really don’t want to if I don’t have to,” he replied and looked out the window. He prayed, hoped, and wished he’d see Jean in an alleyway, walking on the sidewalk. He was so desperate for even a glimpse of her that it hurt.

      “I wonder why the attack on Tethys P.D. isn’t on the news?” Phil asked. “Chances are good that it wasn’t violent enough. I mean, with the Void Star thing and all the rest. A crazy person attacking a cop shop won’t make the news,” Brandon replied.

      “I suppose, or maybe they’re keeping it a secret,” Phil suggested. Brandon didn’t care either way. His mind was far away from things that had nothing to do with him right now. He didn’t want to think about more painful things while he was consumed with his own.

      There was no one out walking around in this cold. Come to think of it, he wondered why there was a grand opening this early in the morning and in this weather. It didn’t make sense. Nothing made sense these days. It was hard to concentrate with so much on his mind.

      It was a few minutes, maybe. Time was weird these days, but they pulled into the parking lot of the store. It looked like every other box store he’d ever seen. Big logo out front and, to his surprise, a crowd of people.

      Big yellow letters. “Lizat,” Brandon said. “Sounds like someone tried to make a magic spell and fell asleep,” Phil replied.

      “You don’t need to convince me,” Brandon said, and they got out of the car. Being cops, everyone got quiet as they got close. Phil often thought it was funny how everyone became so self-aware when authority of any kind showed up.

      “Guys, you’re here,” a voice said and caught their attention. “Just in time,” she said. “Yeah, where do you want us to stand?” Phil replied with a smile. She walked to them, an elf in a blue heavy coat, obviously still cold but trying not to show it.

      “I’m Leigh, nice to meet you,” she said and extended her hand. Both Phil and Brandon shook it. “Nice to meet you too,” Phil said, Brandon nodded.

      “Come on, we start in five minutes,” she said and led them to the stage. It was a nice stage, blue and yellow. There were two pieces of green tape on the floor. “You two stand here, order doesn’t matter. We need to show that we’re aligned with the town, you get the idea,” she said.

      “Yes, we’ve done this before,” Brandon replied and did his best to smile. The elf nodded. “Great. We won’t take much of your time,” she said and walked off.

      “I think she likes you,” Phil said. “I doubt it. Elves and humans don’t get along well. She’s rich. I live in a,” he stopped himself. “Never mind, it wouldn’t work,” Brandon said, clearing his mind the best he could.

      Now he had to do his best to control his emotions. He had to contain himself. There were things out of his control that threatened to destroy his soul if he thought about them too much. Endless circles of blame and anxiety. Nothing he could do about any of it. He felt his heart start to race again.

      Then the theme song started to play and, like a knife, cut through the emotional storm in his brain, at least for now.

      “We here at Lizat would like to thank Gipick for welcoming us to your community. We promise to give back to the people more than we’d ever take. And to prove it, we are donating twenty-five thousand to the local pet shelters. The money is set to be transferred the minute we cut this ribbon,” Leigh said, and two other elves arrived with a pair of oversized, bronze scissors.

      They had done this several times before, it was obvious. Brandon watched as the two of them cut the ribbon with ease.

      The crowd cheered. Phil smiled and waved. Brandon stared out into the crowd, giving a half-hearted wave. The crowd was everyone you’d expect: a bunch of investors, rich people who wouldn’t be caught dead shopping in a place like this.

      No, this place was for the low class, the poor, the desperate. No one rich would ever be caught in a place like this, but they clapped anyway. He supposed at all the money they were going to make over the next decade. Brandon did his best to smile, get paid, do the easy work.

      Then something caught his attention. Something in the back, something, no, someone that didn’t belong.

      There was a vampire out there, dressed for the event to blend in, but vampires weren’t good at blending in anywhere outside of the Morglands. In the back, standing in the daylight, he must have gone through the camps. What was he doing here? Brandon had too many questions, but the biggest one was why he was staring at him.

      “Phil, I’ve got a fang looking right at me,” Brandon said under his breath. “In the back, look, but don’t make it obvious,” he added.

      “So what?” Phil replied. “I need to talk to him,” Brandon said. “Wait until we’re done here,” Phil said. The crowd was already starting to move to the table full of free food. “It’s over,” Brandon said and started to make his way back towards the stairs.

      Leigh approached a second later. “What’s his hurry?” she asked. Phil shrugged. “Police business,” was the only thing he could think of to say. “Well, good luck,” she said and handed him a piece of paper. “Could you give this to him?” she asked, and he took it. “What is it?” he asked.

      She smiled. “My number. He’s cute, in a depressing, sad kind of way,” she said, and Phil nodded. “I’m sure he’s not emotionally available right now, but I’ll keep this handy. Right now, I need to work,” he said and put the paper in his coat pocket.

      “Thanks,” she said as Phil moved to catch up to Brandon.
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      The vampire walked away from the crowd. The police officer followed. Brandon was sure the vampire knew he was being followed. Only a special unit could catch one of these things, and all he had with him was a gun, useless against the undead.

      No, he wasn’t following. He was being led. Maybe into a trap. “Damn it,” he said to himself, realizing this too late. He could have broken off the chase, but something inside refused to let him do that.

      Brandon watched the vampire turn the corner, and he knew what was going to happen next. He was going to turn the corner, and he wasn’t going to be there anymore. Vampires loved to pull this trick. He’d seen it many times before.

      Brandon turned the corner and came to a stop. The vampire was waiting for him in the alleyway. “Are all cops that dumb?” the man asked in a low voice. Brandon ignored it. “I caught your stare. What do you want?” Brandon ignored the insult.

      The vampire nodded. “From you, nothing. It’s what you’re going to want from me,” he replied, and Brandon ignored reason and moved closer to the vampire. Too close.

      “What could I want from something like you?” he asked. Standing this close to a predator was stupid but he didn’t care. Something about those dead eyes should have made Brandon afraid. However, now, in his current state of mind, death wasn’t so scary anymore.

      The vampire reached out and grabbed Brandon, lifting him into the air and slamming him into the wall. “You will want this, but I need to know if you’re strong enough to hear it,” he said. Phil came around the corner then.

      “Put him down, or—” Phil drew his weapon. “You got iron bullets in that gun, officer?” the vampire asked. Phil knew there wasn’t a thing he could do here. “No,” he replied. “But you hurt him, and you know what’s going to happen to you, right? You understand?” Phil asked.

      “Oh, I know,” he replied but never took his eyes off Brandon. “Put me down and tell me what you know,” Brandon said, his mind racing. The vampire put him down and dusted his shoulders off. “Faced with death and you didn’t show any fear, good. You’re going to need that,” the vampire replied.

      “Just get to the point,” Phil said, walking to them.

      “You ever heard of the Thorn?” the vampire asked. Phil hadn’t, and his eyes told the vampire everything he needed to know.

      “Names first,” Brandon said. “Mine’s on my badge,” he finished. “Officer Green is your name?”

      “Brandon. Now your turn,” he asked. “My name is Dave,” the vampire said. This took the two officers by surprise.

      “What, I was a human like you. Fell for a woman and got bit, literally. I don’t have some weird exotic name,” he replied.

      “I’m Phil. Now that we know one another’s names, what is this all about? What’s a Thorn?” Phil asked.

      “Thorn is a vampire cult, a high society thing. Information isn’t easy to find,” Dave replied, smiled, and didn’t show his teeth. “What’s it got to do with me?” Brandon asked. Dave reached into his coat. Neither cop was afraid of what he was going to reveal. If Dave wanted to kill them, they wouldn’t be standing here now.

      Dave pulled out a folded item and handed it to Brandon. “Be ready, it’s a door once opened, you can’t close it. Trust me, I know,” Dave said, and Brandon took it. He knew what it was. His mind screamed at him not to look. It was better not to know. Turn back while he still could.

      His heart needed to know, so there was no real choice for him. Brandon took a deep breath and opened the thing. He looked at it, and his mind reeled with all the emotions. His heart sped up three times over.

      “That’s Jean,” Phil said. “It is,” Brandon replied.

      Dave nodded. “Yeah, the local cops like to tell stories, and one of those stories is how your woman went missing. The same thing happened to me long ago. I might be undead, but not knowing what happened to someone you love is the worst feeling in the world. So, I did some digging,” Dave said. “You don’t even know me. You did this for feelings?” Brandon said, never taking his eyes off the picture.

      “Hey, the last thing anyone needs is a rogue cop going over the edge, shooting random people. I figured if I could help, I would. I needed to bring you here where no one could see. You didn’t notice, but I put protection wards on the ends of this alleyway. We are safe to talk here,” Dave replied.

      “Okay, you got a picture. Tell me about Thorn,” Brandon said.

      “Buddy, I know what you’re thinking, but we need to tell the department. We need to get people on this who know what they’re doing,” Phil said.

      “You can’t do that,” Dave said. “Come on, you’ve never seen a movie in your life? A bunch of vampires living in a secret society, they literally have spies everywhere. The one thing you shouldn’t do is start talking. The minute they find out you’re onto them, even a little bit, is when you disappear too,” Dave replied.

      “You think the police are corrupted?” Phil asked.

      “No. I know they are,” Dave replied. “You can’t trust them. I’ve investigated a few of them. That captain of yours, that old troll? What do you think he does at night? Why do you think he’s kept you on these milk runs? He knows you’re hungry for answers, and random chance is going to play in your favor. You’ll get a random lead. A hint, some melted brain drug addict might say something. He keeps you on the payroll but as far away from anything he can until you quit or go insane,” Dave replied.

      “Investigated? Who are you?” Phil asked.

      Dave pulled out his wallet. “David Brinks, Private Investigator. Being a vampire helps in this job a whole lot,” he said and showed them his proof.

      “Never heard of you,” Brandon replied. “No one does until they need someone like me. Just like no one needs a cop or God until they’re about to die, or their life is ruined, then they need a favor,” he replied.

      “No trench coat, no hat?” Phil asked. Dave rolled his eyes. “Maybe you’ve seen too many movies. No, idiot, if you’re investigating, you don’t want to stand out. Are you done with the stupid questions? Can we move on?” Dave asked.

      Phil nodded and put his gun away. “Start talking, Dave,” Brandon said. He didn’t want to ask a million questions but he couldn’t tear his eyes off the picture. He forced himself to do it. “Thorn has her, and this is a standard case. They invite people into their various fronts. Book clubs, bars, fun activities, then they hook people on drugs. Then they take them to the Gods know where,” Dave replied.

      “That’s not helpful,” Brandon said. “I know, but you knew her better than anyone. Where did she like to hang out, things to do? You know the cops told you they had people on it. Did you ever see any report, any evidence they bothered to look at all?” Dave asked.

      There was a cold blast of wind. “No. It was too personal. Ordered me away from the case. All I could do is wait,” Brandon said. “Yeah, that’s standard procedure, nothing weird about that,” Phil replied.

      “Yeah, but cops talk, they share info all the time even when they’re not supposed to. It’s a cop thing. How many have talked to either of you?” Dave asked.

      Phil thought about it. “No one,” he replied. “That’s because no one was put on the case. The report was thrown in a box somewhere, or burned. Everyone thinks someone else is on the job when in reality, no one is,” Dave said, and his words made a wicked kind of sense neither of them wanted to accept.

      “Listen. Thorn is dangerous. They are widespread and, in every kingdom, and they are relentless. My professional suggestion is to let her go. Find someone new and move on,” Dave said.

      “Professional?” Phil asked.

      “Yeah. Off the clock. I say you two take some well-deserved personal time. Then we start looking. No promises we’ll find anything good, but it’s better than doing grand openings and ceremonies like this for the rest of your life. You deserve answers. We should find them,” Dave said, and Brandon looked at the picture again.

      Pain and confusion flowed through his heart and mind. He needed to know the truth, even if it was bad.

      “Alright. Time to take a vacation,” Brandon said, and for the first time, dared to feel hope to see her again. He did his best not to let it overwhelm him.

      “Well, I guess if you’re in, I am too,” Phil replied. “Good. Meet me at the Raven’s Claw when we’re done. It’s a hole in the wall I trust,” Dave replied.

      “I know the place, not the best place,” Phil replied. “I know, that’s why I trust it. We don’t have to stay there,” Dave said and started walking away. “See you soon,” he said with a wave.

      “You trust that guy?” Phil asked. Brandon put the picture in his pocket. “No, but he’s not wrong. No one is on our side,” Brandon said.

      “Our?” Phil replied. “You’re in this, right? I can trust you?” he asked, looking at him. “Yeah, I thought this was something you’d want to do alone and would have told me to go home after Dave left,” Phil replied.

      “No, I’m going to need you. Come on,” Brandon said and started walking back out of the alleyway. “It’s nice to be needed sometimes,” Phil said, but wasn’t sure whether to be happy about that or not. A boring day got turned into the starting path of an unknown future.
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      “Well, that was easy,” Phil said, looking at the cruiser. “Yeah, I thought taking time off would have been harder. He almost seemed eager to get rid of me,” Brandon said. He didn’t like that.

      “Could have said no, but didn’t. Maybe the universe is on our side?” Phil said. “No. No, that was too easy. I think the captain knows, or suspects something changed. We should be careful from here on out,” Brandon replied.

      Phil couldn’t decide if that was paranoia or reality. Either way, he wasn’t a fan of it. “Only bad thing about being on vacation is we need to use our own cars,” Phil said. “Yep, come on. We need to get to the Claw,” Brandon said, “and my car is still at home so you’re driving,” he finished.

      “Fine,” Phil agreed and started walking through the snow. “All this money and you still drive the same thing you did right out of the academy,” Brandon said. “Yeah, good gas mileage, reliable. What’s not to like?” Phil asked and walked around to the driver’s side.

      He unlocked the doors and Brandon opened the door and got in. Closed the door. Phil did the same. “Are you sure you want to do this?” Phil asked before starting the car.
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EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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