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Content Warnings
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Foreword





Readers, 

Welcome back to New Amsterdam! We are moving from Gordon and Adler’s story to Maxim and Raven. If you are here, I’ll assume you read The Doctor’s Wolf and know what happened to Raven.

He doesn’t just get over that. He hurts and he heals though, and we’re going to meet a bunch of people who have decided they’re going to be there for him. That said, if this kind of story isn’t for you, skip this one. Also know that this story is a slow burn.

The Piperettes on Ream and Patreon were the first to read along. I appreciate you guys for leaving comments on every new chapter, even the dark and difficult ones. This story wasn’t always easy to put on the page; thank you for sticking with it.

And now, it’s time. The story is about to start.

Alexa Piper

February 2026
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Chapter 1





Maxim had always studied the laws of whichever country and people he’d lived under, for practicality if nothing else. To him, preventing harm, not causing it was the greatest law, the one he always strived to abide by. 

The making of a new vampire should never be a snap decision, spontaneous, or spur of the moment. This was not a law but a truth. A human desiring the turn ought to be guided, sometimes over years, into the world they would be part of after the shift.

It was a maker's duty always to ensure no spontaneity existed, either on the fledge's side or in their own heart. Young vampires needed to be stable, with a healthy soul, as Maxim's own maker had taught him. She was more mother to him than maker, and he respected her wisdom. In what he had done, he had utterly failed her.

The room lay dark, though not quiet. “Unquiet” was the best description Maxim could come up with.

Raven’s breathing was ragged as his body adapted. He was in the balance now, transitional and quiet. It came in ebbs and flows, this unquiet, and if nothing else, Maxim would be here when it ebbed.

He might hate me. He might hate himself and what I’ve made him. Maxim rested his hand in the place where he kept his blades normally. Not today, not as he was sitting by Raven’s bedside, watching over the soon-to-be vampire. He was a survivor, though whether he would want to survive as a vampire remained to be seen.

They were in one of the empty apartments, of which 43 Ruthaven had many. Donors came and went, and guests passed through. Bryan was glad to have the rooms to watch when they were unoccupied, making sure they remained spotless, ready at a moment’s notice. Maxim wasn’t sure whether Raven would like this apartment. It was white and airy, clean looking to the point of being impersonal.

It will be easier on his senses when they sharpen, that at least is true. It also feels so very empty though. I don’t think he used to cherish emptiness, before.

Maxim was almost certain about that. While Raven hadn’t been the most urgent concern with the murders taking precedence, Maxim had looked into him. He’d seen photos: Raven at his desk, books around him, cheap prints taped to the wall behind him. No, emptiness did not suit him.

Past the hallway, the door opened, and the almost inaudibly soft footsteps made Maxim tense rather than allowing him to relax—not that he was going to, not when he had wrought this, a young human turning without any choice in the matter whatsoever.

“Uhm, Dad?” Heath spoke quietly, in that way he reserved for when they were alone.

“Darling. Did you need something? A bedtime story?”

Heath huffed. “Fuck bedtime stories. I…brought you blood jelly. I think we should call it something else, but I figured you’d prefer that over me bringing one of the donors in here.”

Maxim turned. Heath stood in the doorway, looking like a child despite his age. Maxim could smell the jelly in the bowl his son was holding.

“Ah, you warm my heart. Come here, let me kiss you.”

“Ugh, no, thanks.” Heath’s rejection had none of its customary fire, and he came forward, pulled out a chair from a small vanity, and sat next to Maxim, holding out the bowl. “It’s chilled. Because you like it that way. Fucking weird if you ask me. Not like I’m a huge fan, but even I know blood is better at the right temperature.”

“You have such strong opinions, darling. If only you had someone you could talk to about all of them.”

Heath shrugged. “I’m here, aren’t I? We’re talking.”

“Darling, I meant we should sign you up to 2Hawt or the like. If you hand me your cellphone, I will do it right this minute.”

Heath’s eyes narrowed on Maxim as if he were a bug in some neat lines of code. “Don’t you fucking dare, not after the last time you tried setting me up. Who even takes his son to a date and then just leaves him there?”

Maxim shrugged, spooning some of the cool jelly into his mouth. “You were not going to take yourself, dear. What was I supposed to do? I worry. You should take your example from our sweet doctor and his besotted werewolf.”

Heath snorted. “Those two’re too damn much. They’re staying the night, by the way. I mean, can you imagine? Fucking, I mean. Can you imagine fucking after a day like we just had? Speaking of, did you talk to Professor Highgate or whatever the fuck we’re going to call that psycho? Or the day shifter?”

“Not much. Perhaps tomorrow. Perhaps a week from now. Neither of them is going anywhere, and I currently have more important things to attend to.”

Heath looked at Raven, who was in the depths of the suffering, blessedly unconscious. “Right. Gordon cleaned him up, I think.”

“I noticed.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Maxim watched as Heath began his fidgeting. With his big blue eyes and his golden-brown hair, he’d been a sweet child; still was to Maxim. He also cared deeply when another creature was suffering, more deeply than he’d easily admit, even to Maxim.

Which is why he’s here. He thinks I suffer, my poor boy.

“Is he… You don’t get past something like that, but at least he’s going to be all right physically. Right?” Heath’s voice was barely a whisper.

“Yes, the shift will heal his body.”

Heath nodded. “I told Gordon. It’s fucking scary. The shift I mean. How you two made it… Obviously you did, but why anyone would willingly go through this is beyond me.”

Maxim forced himself to smile brightly. “Why, darling, it was so that I could have you, welcome you into this world, and show you around it.”

Heath groaned and rolled his eyes. “Should we get therapy for him? For the… You know. For what happened to him. You should have therapy for that, right?”

For one slow heartbeat, Maxim was outside of himself, drifting. He couldn’t feel his body. Then the moment ended, and he said, “You should. But he cannot be forced through or into it. In fact, he may not be forced to do anything.”

“Hunter’s orders?”

“Yes.”

Heath ran a hand through his hair. “Should I call his roommate though? You said he was super concerned, right? Maybe if he’s here when Raven wakes up, that could be helpful?”

Raven was used. He was turned. None of it in accordance with his will. Who knows how he’s going to feel once he comes through and realizes he’s human no more? Shame is such a terrible specter on the mind. A hunter that stalks your thoughts.

Despite his reservations, Maxim nodded. “Wait until morning though. No reason to pull Jason from sleep. Tell him we’ll call him when Raven is ready to see him.”

Heath nodded, clearly glad to have something to do. Action was easier than waiting, Maxim couldn’t argue that. “Right. Makes sense. Are you going to stay here?”

Maxim looked at Raven. “I am. And you should go to bed, darling. No reason the both of us should lose sleep.”

Maxim could hear the frown in Heath’s voice. “I can keep you company.” I can carry your sword, Daddy, he’d said as a young child, unwilling to let Maxim out of the house to do his work, scared his father might come back with memories of that work weighing him down, and in his child heart brave enough to do whatever he could to prevent it.

“I know you can. Ah, look at how adorable you are. Heath, dear, I swear, if you’d agree to letting your hair grow out, just slightly, everyone would think us brothers. Twins, even. I could take you out to a few clubs, help you talk to handsome men.” He forced his smile to brighten. “I will find you handsome men.”

Heath snorted. “You fucking wish, old bat.”

“I do! Come here. I’ll give you a kiss.”

“Ew. No, thank you.”

“A good night kiss, darling, to help ward off any monsters that might be hiding under your bed. Come into my arms.”

Maxim opened them for his son, and in turn, a deep frown appeared on Heath’s otherwise smooth forehead. “No, thank you. Why do you always have to make every little thing so fucking weird?”

Maxim kept his arms open. “Weird, darling?”

Heath grumbled, cursing under his breath. “I’m leaving.” He looked at Raven. “He’s going to be okay, right?”

Maxim lowered his arms. “I don’t know, Heath. I don’t know.”
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Chapter 2





The first thing Raven noticed was the smell. Clean linen, traces of a citrussy cleaner. A room that was aired regularly. 

It clashed with what he feared, with what he knew. What had become his entire reality. In the other room, in the room with the bed I couldn’t escape, nothing smelled like that. I stank. The two of them stank. What they did to me stank.

Deep sorrow overtook Raven when he realized what that had to mean. I feel fine. I don’t hurt. They killed me in that dark, dank room, and now I’m dead. Fuck me, but there is an afterlife. That’s funny, actually. If Mom could see me, she’d point and say, “Told you so.”

“Are you waking? I can see you smiling. It’s quite all right to wake up now. You’re safe here.”

Raven flinched, then squinted. His eyes were fine, his vision clear. That was wrong, because he wore contacts that the vampire had taken out because he’d wanted to see Raven’s eyes. Such pretty eyes, he’d said. Raven remembered the way he’d smiled when he’d said it—taunting, as if he were complimenting a condemned man for his pretty neck.

Sitting in a chair next to the bed Raven was lying in, there was a man right out of either an action movie or a romance. He had long, pretty hair, blond and braided. Even so, it almost fell to his waist. He had green eyes, bottle green and bright, and he wore something skintight, but in the way police armor for crowd control was skintight. He was attractive in that undeniable way that had people of all genders happily agreeing, and Raven wondered whether his mother had been right about angels as well.

“There you are,” the green-eyed guy said. He smiled, and Raven tensed. “I won’t hurt you. Like I said, you’re safe here.” He gestured to the room. “This is my house. My name is Maxim Vallois, and I’m a hunter of the Forum. Do you know what that means?”

“Y-you k-k-k-kill them. Bad vampires.” Raven couldn’t seem to stop himself from trembling. It was like shivering in winter; an automatic reaction he couldn’t control.

Maxim Vallois, the hunter, nodded. “Yes, that’s right. Bad vampires. Bad werewolves. It’s a rare fae that gets up to the things that would demand punishment, but I’d find myself responsible for them as well.” He paused. The muscles in his jaw tensed, and he pressed his lips together tightly before he spoke again. “Do you remember where you were before here?”

Raven wasn’t sure he could trust this man, this vampire. Everything he knew about hunters said he should, but then… He’d listened. He’d listened while they’d used him, while they’d forced him to watch what they’d done to his professor and her husband. We’re powerful, and I am an old vampire, little Raven. There’s little that can stop me or even slow me down.

The memory of the voice made Raven’s stomach clench. Disgust rolled through him. On instinct, he pulled the sheet he lay under tight to his chest. In the process, he noticed he was naked underneath. Tears clouded his vision.

They had told him, in between what they had done to him, that they were powerful. That they had friends. Supporters. Free thinkers. The vampire had liked that term. Free thinkers, he’d said, as if it were a positive thing, a good thing. Perhaps we’ll take you to meet a friend or two, the vampire had said, his voice and expression calculating in a way that told Raven he should be afraid.

Is this it? Is this hunter one of them? Did he already—Raven pulled his knees up, using the blanket like a shield, knowing full well that it wasn’t.

The hunter uncrossed his legs. “You remember. You are currently naked because an associate of mine, a doctor, cleaned you as best as he could once he brought you here. Obviously, you can shower too.”

A doctor. A doctor was different. Raven’s mind was reeling. He remembered too much, and at the same time, bits were missing: the events just before waking here, in this clean-smelling room. He couldn’t remember being brought here. They had compelled him before to take him places, but he remembered that, remembered the trips. He couldn’t remember anything about getting here, didn’t even really know where here was.

And yet, a doctor. Perhaps…perhaps the cops found me? Forum cops. They operate differently. And maybe he is a good hunter, like they’re supposed to be. He doesn’t look bad. He doesn’t look like them. He’s not trying to touch me or do anything, so maybe he’s good? And if he called a doctor for me, then there’s going to be an investigation.

Raven had only a rough idea about what that would entail. It meant someone had saved him, maybe this hunter. Raven hadn’t really thought about that, but there had to be things that would need to happen after getting saved. A trial and—

“Th-th-the evidence…”

Maxim sighed, and there was that tensing of his facial muscles again. “I’m not taking you to get a rape kit done, Raven. There’s no need. I don’t require that kind of proof. I already know some of what happened to you—enough—and I will pass judgment accordingly. Do you understand?”

The tears were cold on Raven’s cheeks. He shook his head.

“Well. I see. I suppose this is backward. I’ll tell you what you missed. Is that okay?”

The question was asked softly, carefully, as if the hunter thought Raven could break. Raven wondered if he looked like that: breakable. Or broken. Perhaps there was no difference. He nodded.

“Okay. Your roommate tried to report you missing. You are of age, so that did not go well, as you might imagine. He came to the Forum, where he knew you’d gone to a lecture, and a friend of mine saw him there and asked what he was doing. That friend got me involved. I was looking for you, but I found you while on a different case concerning one of your professors.”

At that, Raven whimpered. Much like the trembling, it was involuntary. “Prof. L-L-LeRoux…”

The hunter nodded. “Yes. It doesn’t matter how, but we found the place where you were being held. The vampire took your blood, repeatedly and all throughout your captivity, I think. You were delirious, in need of medical attention.” The hunter balled a fist, then relaxed it. “I didn’t manage to save you. The vampire gave you some of his own blood, but not enough to fully push you through the turn, not for sure. When that’s the case, what lies ahead is long hours of suffering and a slow death. So after taking that vampire into custody, I gave you my own blood to make sure you’d turn fully.”

“T-t-turn? What t-t-turn? What’re you saying?”

“You’re a vampire, Raven.”

Raven shook his head, then grabbed the sheet tighter, pulling his legs up farther.

Maxim leaned forward. “You are. You might remember some of it, bits and pieces of the turn. A hot and cold feeling, everything aching.”

“N-n-no…”

“Yes.” The hunter pointed at a side table. It had a small thermos on it. “There’s some blood here. You won’t need to have any for a while, but it’ll help with the jitters. That’s perfectly normal, by the way, and it will go away on its own.”

“B-b-blood? I c-c-can’t drink blood.”

The hunter’s shoulders sagged, and he sighed, then looked back at Raven again. “Water is an option too. When you feel thirsty, that means you really should have blood though. It’ll taste good. Whatever feeling of disgust you associate with it, it’s not going to be like that at all. It’ll just taste a little sour because of what we do to make it stay liquid.” Maxim reached for the thermos. It was the type that had a pressure mechanism at the top, and he opened it with a loud pop that made Raven flinch. “Take a whiff.”

He held the thermos out to Raven, sleek and silver, innocuous looking.

“If I drink, I’ll be a v-v-vampire?”

“You already are a vampire. You’ve turned. The pain is over, and you’re changed.”

Raven didn’t say anything. He had questions, a lot of them. He wanted to know where Jason was, if Jason was okay after going to the Forum looking for him. Raven wanted to ask what he was supposed to do now, and he wanted to ask where the vampire was. Laurenzio. Then there was Daniel, who appeared kind and charming but wasn’t. I need to know where he is too. He’ll hurt me. He’ll hurt me badly.

“Th-th-th-they…made me watch…in the park. There were w-w-werewolves, and someone they said was a v-vampire with blue hair. Is he okay?”

The hunter cocked his head. “You were at Seneca Park during the full moon?”

Raven nodded, then eyed the thermos. The hunter’s hand hadn’t wavered, and Raven was pretty sure he could smell what was inside. It smelled warm and comforting, salty and rich like a good soup or stew.

“You can have a sip, just to see if you like it.”

Raven’s gaze flicked to the hunter. “H-how did you get this?”

The blond man smiled. “We have donors here. They’re paid well. It’s a room and board with a salary kind of situation.”

Raven’s eyes were back on the thermos. He reached for it, his hand trembling. Nothing happened when he took it. The hunter didn’t try to grab him, didn’t threaten him, didn’t yank it just out of reach. Which is normal. You shouldn’t even expect him to do that. Normal people don’t do that, and maybe he’s okay, even though he’s a vampire.

Raven brought the thermos closer. It did smell good, slightly warm too, and he realized that he was thirsty. Not as thirsty as he’d been before with Laurenzio and Daniel. They’d made him beg for a small bottle of water. And then Laurenzio had compelled him not to drink it after all, not until he’d had his fun.

The hunter watched him calmly. He didn’t look threatening. But then, what do I know about what’s a threat and what’s not? This is all my fault, after all.

Raven sipped some of the liquid, then looked at the thermos with surprise. It tasted nothing at all like blood should. This was flavorful and rich; on the sour side, but still delicious.

He wanted to stop, fearing that this was what his two captors had hinted at—other people doing terrible things, yet more evil that just dressed up nicely to fool him and feed him poison. Yet, he’d finished half of it before he managed to pry his lips away.

The hunter smiled. “There. This will help settle you. The first one or two days are going to feel off. You won’t be able to sleep, and you’ll have lots of nervous energy to burn through. That’s normal. You can go outside too. Being turned by old blood helps with the sensitivity to sunlight. I’d still recommend sunglasses though.”

“You…you said I could shower?”

If this was a trick, if they were going to hurt him again, at least there was this. At least he could get clean.

Maxim nodded and turned, indicated a door at the opposite end of the room. “Through there. You should find towels and soap, whatever you need.”

Raven nodded. Maxim stood. “There’s a sitting room through there. I’ll give you some privacy. If you need anything, speak up, please.”

Raven licked his lips. His grip on the thermos tightened. “You said you’re a hunter?”

“I am.”

“You protect p-people? That’s the deal?”

“Simply put, yes.”

Raven knew what he wanted to ask. If this hunter was in on it, he could lie. He could be lying now. Laurenzio and Daniel could be in the next room, though this was a far cry from the apartment they’d held him in, full of books and dust, creaking floorboards and the smell of blood.

This might be a lie. Or a dream. I don’t know, but at least he hasn’t hurt me.

Afraid but determined, Raven met the black-dressed vampire’s eyes. “Is he dead? That…vampire. Is he dead?”

But he could tell. He knew the answer from the way the hunter’s face went tense all over again. Strangely, it was that darkening disappointment around the blond man’s eyes that settled it in Raven’s mind that this man was genuine, that he was what he said and not one of Laurenzio’s free thinkers.

“Not yet, Raven.”
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Chapter 3





Raven didn’t know what to do, how to react to avoid giving himself away.  He’s trying to make me think he’s a nice guy. Maybe he is a nice guy, but what if I’m still not free?

“Laurenzio is alive? And Daniel?” Speak up, Raven thought, but his voice was a flame about to die.

“Yes. You won’t see either of them again. They’re each in a cell they cannot get out of. You’re safe here, Raven, on that I give you my word.”

“Your word…”

Each of them in a cell in prison. Raven understood the words but didn’t know how he should feel about the meaning. He’d heard of the swift justice among supernaturals, had heard that the hunters did most of that, but he’d never heard about a prison the Forum kept. But it made sense that they would. He could even see why they wouldn’t tell anyone about it.

Maxim’s eyes narrowed, making Raven clutch the sheet tighter. “You don’t believe me. And don’t trust me. That’s more than fair. Is there anything I can do that would make you feel better right now?”

Trick question? Real question? I don’t know. Maybe I died after all. Or I’m still dying, and this is a dream my dying mind is producing to keep me busy and distracted.

Raven shook his head, although he wondered where the police were in all this, why there was no one here that he knew. The Forum always said they worked with law enforcement. He said no ra—He said I didn’t have to go to the hospital to get a kit done. Is that good? I don’t hurt anymore, so maybe that’s good. Maybe I slept through a lot of what happened.

The hunter waited for another moment before nodding. “Very well. I will wait for you. If you’d like, I can give you a tour after.”

“C-can I go home?”

The hope bloomed like a bruise, and as soon as the words were out of Raven’s mouth, he knew that was what he wanted, knew the answer would tell him what he needed to know.

“You can.”

“Now?” He looked up at Maxim, whose face was blank, almost like the face of a doctor bringing bad news.

“You mean right now? Of course. If you’d prefer that, I will take you.”

“No, I can go. By myself.”

The hunter went into the bathroom and came back out with a set of clothes in his arms—sweatpants, a hoodie, soft-looking things. They were folded neatly and looked like they’d come straight from a tidy shelf in a tidy wardrobe. He’d put them in the bathroom as if he’d thought Raven would need them there. It made Raven’s eyes sting, imagining that someone had gotten these and left them for him. I don’t know if I’ll be able to fold them like this again when I return them. His eyes were burning now, but he managed to control himself.

“You are a young vampire. Not even a day old. You have a right to be guided, a right to be attended.” Maxim held the clothes out to Raven. “Think of me as your fairy godmother. My son used to love stories involving fairy godparents. They would calm him down almost without fail. Once, when he was very young, I had to leave him for two days. I bought him a doll I told him was his fairy godmother. He still cried terribly, but he clutched the doll all through his tantrum. He was a perfect little darling, my Heath.”

Raven hesitated but took the clothes. They had a fresh laundry smell to them. “I know vampires don’t have children. What do you want with me?”

The hunter showed no sign of anger, made no move to punish Raven. “Vampires don’t normally have children, true. Dhampirs are rare, but they do exist. Many things exist that humans don’t yet know of, even after the Day of Revelation. I’ll tell you all about it.” He smiled. It was either forced or he was trying very hard, Raven couldn’t decide which. “I’ll be your fairy godmother, Raven. It’ll suit me just fine.”

Raven couldn’t help himself. He said, “You’re lacking in pastel, Maxim Vallois.”

The hunter’s eyebrows rose, and he looked at the sleeve of his black outfit. “Well, you’re right about that. Heath never complained about it. Hmm.”
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There was clean underwear. There were socks too, but no shoes. The hoodie, navy and generic looking, was big and bulky enough to calm Raven and make it so he didn’t feel naked anymore. He had another sip from the thermos, wondering whether it really was blood.

I could unscrew it and look. It would be easy. His hands were on the metal top of the thermos, but in the end, he didn’t screw it open. He popped it shut again, and left it on the small table next to the bed. A memory to be forgotten; hotel soap you didn’t want to take home with you.

He looked around the room, at the chair next to the bed, the rumpled sheets and pillow he’d lain on. Not like I need to take anything. Can I just walk out of here and forget everything? People do that all the time, right? They have something bad happen, they don’t show for school for a while, and then they’re back. Back in class. Back at the dorm. It’ll be fine, right?

He looked at his hands, mostly hidden by the hoodie. He rolled back the right sleeve. It was warm enough for that. He looked at his exposed right wrist. Cruelly, his mind wandered, the noises coming back to him, the noises of Laurenzio and Daniel…having fun. Laurenzio had taken that wrist and drunk from it. Raven pulled the sleeve back down, yanking so hard that he felt the seam strain at his shoulder.

“Raven?”

Raven jumped and spun, the noise of surprise he made tiny. Maxim stood in the doorway, still dressed in un-fairy-godmotherly black.

“Y-yes?”

“Is everything quite all right?” The hunter looked at the thermos. “We can find you more blood if you’re thirsty.”

Raven shook his head so hard the tips of his hair flicked into his vision. “Nope. Can we go? I want to go home.”

“Of course. You mean home to the apartment you share with Jason?”

“Dorm. We’re in a dorm room. One of the bigger ones.”

“Ah, yes. Higher education, cramped living quarters. Such fun.”

The hunter turned and walked ahead, motioning for Raven to follow. Raven looked around at the rest of the place as he did. White and cream, a blank canvas of a color scheme, but with lots of pillows all around, lots of fluffy carpets that were layered to the point where it didn’t matter that Raven had no shoes.

“Is it far? Where are we?”

Maxim opened the front door of the apartment. “Just a short drive. This is downtown.” Raven nearly jumped again when the door swung open to reveal another man he didn’t know. Maxim gestured. “Raven, meet Heath. He’s been standing there for about five minutes, too scared to knock.”

“I—no. Erm. Hi.” The other man smiled and held up a pair of sneakers and a jacket. “Bryan said… I mean, we were just wondering if you’d like shoes. And a jacket. Not in a creepy way. But, like, who’d want to go out barefoot, right?”

“Heath, darling, how does one like apparel in a creepy way?”

The other man blushed. “Shut—well. Just in case you wanted to go out, Raven. Bryan figured, and I said I’d bring them up. Uhm, I also have a list.” He looked at Maxim while holding out the shoes.

“List, darling?”

Raven went for the shoes, eager to simply get going, go home, huddle up in bed for a while, and figure out what his next steps were going to be. What he should tell people about where he’d been. And then how he should behave. What he should say. Class. He’d have to sit in class and concentrate on the topic. He could barely remember what classes he was taking this term.

“Yeah, for Raven?” Heath looked at Raven. “Therapists. I figured you’d want some. Or one. Probably one. I mean, having several makes no sense, right? At least not at the same time. I used Maxim’s name, so they all said you can drop by or do online sessions with them whenever. They’ll clear their schedules. I have a selection: male, female, somewhere in between, fae, vampires. I also found one werewolf therapist. He said he mostly does werewolves, but I wanted to give you options. You know. Because you should have options. Oh, do you want more blood?” His eyes went back to Maxim. “Dad, did you teach him how to bite someone yet?” And back to Raven. “It’s really not that bad once you get the hang of it.”

Raven’s brows rose as he tied one shoe while leaning against the wall for balance; a double knot that would hold even if he had to run. Dad? This is his son? They could be the same age.

“Darling, sweet sunshine of my life, come here. I knew you’d eventually come around to addressing me properly again!”

Maxim went for the other man’s neat hair, but he took a step back before the hunter could reach him. “I slipped! Fucking hell. Should I tell them to get here?” He was looking at Raven, who was working on the other shoe now.

“Huh?”

“Your therapists.”

“Darling, Raven wanted to return to his dormitory momentarily. Perhaps now is not the time for him to decide anything beyond that.”

“But… Whatever you want, obviously.” Heath looked from Raven to Maxim. “You can’t let him stay at the dorm though, right?”

“I c-can’t leave?” Raven felt his stomach drop.

Maxim sighed loudly. “Heath doesn’t mean that. You are not a prisoner, Raven, and you need not be afraid.”

Heath’s brow creased. “Did you do something weird, old bat? Did you make one of your jokes that’s not funny? You do realize that he’s been through some serious trauma?”

Raven paled. He dropped the shoe he’d not yet managed to put on. His hands started shaking. “I-I-I…”

Then Maxim was there, filling Raven’s field of vision with his intense eyes, with that presence that was not really comfortable, not really unsettling, just very intense. It was like a shock of cold water in Raven’s face.

“It’s okay. I’m here. Breathe. In through your nose, out through your mouth. In, and hold. Out.”

Raven wasn’t sure why, but he did what Maxim said. Over and over, he did what the hunter told him to do, and with each breath, the fear that had seized him subsided.
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Chapter 4





“What do I do? Should I…should I call someone?” Heath asked. 

“Not right now. You’re fine, darling,” Maxim said, almost speaking both to Heath and to Raven, who was still staring at him, nostrils flaring and eyes wide. An invisible beast is chasing him, and he has nowhere to run.

Heath shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “Okay, but can I do something?”

Maxim sighed and sank to his knees, picking up the shoe Raven had dropped. It was a comfortable-looking white sneaker. “Just hold Raven’s jacket for a moment.”

“But I’m doing that. It’s probably not good, right, when a new vampire has to deal with all of this. Maybe I should call Dr. Seine?”

Maxim looked at Raven’s other shoe. He’d tied the laces tightly, maybe even too tight. “Heath, darling, you’re not going to call the psychiatrist. In fact, you’re not going to call anyone. You’re going to hold Raven’s jacket for him, nothing more.”

“Fuck’s sake. Circuitous much?” Heath grumbled. But he stayed where he was and did as Maxim had bid him to.

Raven was still stiff, even if his breathing had eased. He’d dropped his gaze and was watching Maxim with wide eyes. Healthy fear that needs to learn when it isn’t healthy. “Raven, lift your foot so I can help you with your shoe. I’m rather good at tying bunny ears. Let me show you.”

“Bunny…” Raven’s voice was small—a scared child hiding under a blanket.

“Fucking hell, old bat. Shit. Should I have gotten slip-ons? Bryan helped me guess the size and… You know what? You guys should go clothes shopping. Shopping therapy, right? That’s good for a new vampire. Wait right here. I’ll go and grab a parasol from upstairs.”

Heath hurried down the hall. Maxim took his time with the laces, in fact tying bunny ears instead of a bow knot. He waited until he heard the elevator doors close, then looked back up at Raven. “He means well. I’m afraid he took your jacket though.”

“I have a jacket.”

“Well, the one he found for you. We keep a selection of clothes on hand. It’s useful.”
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