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CHAPTER 1





ZAVIER










The sound of grown men begging for mercy always brings a smile to my face.

Not sure what that says about me, but at three-hundred-years-old murder at least keeps life interesting.

“You sick fuck!” The repugnant, pot-bellied man yells up from the floor, clutching his now stump of a leg. Greasy hair is plastered to his face and spit flies in the air every time he shouts, nearly sullying my perfectly good shoes.

I frown down at the recent purchase that I’ve already become attached to. I take a step back to avoid any other potential incidents.

Shaking my head and laughing, I reply, “I’ve heard worse. And watch the shoes.”

I don’t want even a speck of his vile bodily fluids to land on them. Not because I’m worried about leaving behind any DNA or trace evidence, but because it’s a game to see how clean I can stay.

Besides, I don’t like blood unless I’m drinking it. Even then I’m a picky bitch.

Glancing around the room I take a moment to appreciate my handiwork. Puddles of blood and limbs are strung across the entire warehouse floor. Decapitated heads, broken teeth, and shredded intestines draped like tinsel. What originally started as a gang of forty men is now down to one and the scene it creates is a crimson masterpiece.

Grinning down at the sole survivor I start to slowly walk toward him, my steps echoing within the concrete box. The only other sound in the room is the pounding of rain outside and the labored breaths of my soon to be dead acquaintance.

He screams as I approach, eyes round with fear.

I do so love it when they scream. It’s the terror in their eyes that really feeds me—knowing that these men who have done horrible things finally know a smidge of what their victims have felt.

“Why are you doing this?” he wails, doing his best to crawl backwards but the efforts are futile. All he’s doing is speeding up the bleeding from his severed femoral artery, bringing him one step closer to joining his buddies in the afterlife.

“I think you know, Peter.” I make a show of licking my fangs and shoving my hands in my pockets, continuing my slow stride.

It’s a little too much fun taunting powerful men. I mentally scoff at the word.

They’re all so pathetically human and easily breakable once I get ahold of them. I haven’t had a good, solid fight in over a century.

“Please! I’m begging you.” Snot pours out of his nose and his body odor sours the air making my own nose wrinkle. His pallor is ashen and not just from fear. His time is almost up, and he knows it. “I’ll do whatever you want! Do you need money? Weapons? Drugs? I swear I can make all of that happen. I have connections.” He pleads with hands out, blood continuing to trail in front of him. His heartbeats slow. His eyes dulling from the loss.

“Hmm.” I tap my pointer finger on my chin and pretend to consider his offer. “You think you could do that for me?” I taunt. “I am kind of low on cash.”

He nods furiously. “Yes! Let me just call my guy and I’ll get it squared away.”

Amusing. Even with death imminent he’s still trying to plead like there’s something that can be done. I love seeing that small sliver of hope twinkle in their eyes before crushing it.

“You have”—I look at my bare wrist— “a minute left, Peter. Do be serious. You’re wasting both our time.”

“Turn me! Change me into … into what you are.”

That’s why he’s bargaining.

I do nothing to stop the amused chuckle that claws out of my throat.

I suppose my third century of life, or whatever one can call this, has made me a teensy-bit unhinged. But it’s not like I can rely on the cops to actually do their job. I’m bored. I might as well help clean up the streets and wreak a little havoc of my own while I’m at it.

Grabbing his phone from the floor from when I had kicked it away earlier, I give it to him. Within the same breath I pull a rusted lead pipe from the severed hand of a previous victim and bring it down on his arm, making him cry out in pain and drop the phone.

It clatters across the concrete floor, screen shattering.

So fucking fragile.

Humans.

Their things.

All of it.

But not me.

“Shit!” Tears stream down Peter’s face like raindrops on the windows outside as he sobs and cradles his arm. “What the hell? Please, please, please don’t kill me. I’ve got a wife.”

“Did you really think your measly offering would interest me?” I cock my head to the side, clucking my tongue.  “I’ve been around for longer than you’d believe and have access to everything you offered and more.”

I sigh, knowing our time is up.

“I thought you were going to make this more fun for me, Peter,” I tsk, and wag my finger at him. “And using your wife as a means for sympathy? Do you think of her when you’re allowing drugs onto the streets? Or when your kidnapping young girls and selling them? Or do you only think of her when it might save your sorry ass?” I look down at my perfectly manicured fingernails, inspecting them. “I bet you don’t even love her, which is such a shame. Love really is the only thing that makes life worth living.”

I’d loved once, but then she turned out to be off her rocker more than I am, so I skedaddled right on out of that relationship. I haven’t been in a serious one since, but I’ve remained what you might call a romantic at … well, I don’t have a heart so I’m not sure where exactly. But it’s there. Somewhere.

He pleads vehemently for his life, and I roll my eyes. It’s always the “tough” ones that wimp out and sing like a bird. It ruins all the fun.

My ears perk up at the wail of sirens in the distance.

“Goodbye, Peter.” His eyes go wide as he registers what I’ve said and a second later his head is rolling across the concrete floor. It thunks into another head with a wet smack and I chuckle when they roll together like bowling pins.

“Strike!”

The sirens grow closer, but I know with my speed I have time to put a finishing touch on my artwork. Zipping around I carefully collect what I need and proceed to do what I do best.

After placing the heads exactly where I want them, I dip my fingers in a particularly viscous puddle of blood drawing my signature symbol. Standing up I wipe my hands off on a handkerchief I stole from one of the lackeys before throwing it behind my shoulder. Vampires don’t have fingerprints, so they won’t be able to track me.

That’s another thing that makes this all the more fun—they’re chasing a phantom, a ghost they’ll never be able to catch.

I scurry up the scaffolding and head toward the window ready to make my escape.

Time to let the cops run around in circles like they always do. Idiots. They’ve been trying to catch me for years when really, they should be sending me flowers and a thank you note.

Bright red, white, and blue lights fill the warehouse. The sirens are so loud I wince.

I wonder what they’d think if they knew the serial killer masquerading in Chicago isn’t even human. Their puny little minds wouldn’t be able to handle that fact, I’m certain.

I smirk to myself and just as I’m about to take off into the night with the cover of lightning and thunder, I pause. I don’t know what makes me do it, but I turn toward a police car that has squealed to a stop outside of the front door of the warehouse.

A flash of brown hair catches my eye, swinging around a woman’s shoulders in a curtain of glossy darkness that resembles a raven’s wing and my heart stops. I watch enraptured as she exits the car with toned legs encased in dark skintight jeans and black boots. I’m no stranger to attractive women, but it’s like there’s a magnetic pull leading me toward this one. I want to gather her hair back as it starts to stick to her face, slick from the pouring rain. Hardened eyes scan the scene. I can’t pinpoint exactly what color her irises are. Vampirism isn’t a cure for everything, and my shit eyesight carried over when I was changed. It’s not entirely a bad thing since I can pull off a pair of glasses like nobody’s business.

One thing I can see, there’s something captivating about the way she carries herself. She’s strong and yet I can sense a vulnerability within her. I wish I could pick up her scent but the storm and mix of blood inside of the warehouse make it difficult.

My reaction catches me off guard, I’ve never felt such a visceral response to a human. It’s almost like ... no, not possible.

Settling myself into a dark corner of the scaffolding I lean back against the wall to observe and stretch my legs out instead of leaving like I planned. Tonight wasn’t a total loss after all, not when I just found my latest obsession.












CHAPTER 2





CELINE










Most twenty-six-year-olds would be spending their weekend out with friends at the bar. Me? I’m currently standing in front of what looks to be a crude attempt at a smiley face made out of decapitated heads and body parts.

What the fuck?

I tilt my head in absolute bewilderment, trying to process what I’m seeing.

“Detective Brennan.”

I snap my head up at the sound of my name, Captain Barnes pulling me out of my trance.

“Yes, Captain?” Shifting my weight and putting my hands on my hips I fully face him.

He scratches at his mustache. “I know this is your first case after getting promoted, but I have to say this isn’t uncommon. I feel like you should know that.”

Captain Barnes is a burly man with an imposing figure. His brown hair is shaved short to his scalp with dark eyes that convey a no-nonsense attitude that dares you to try to pull a fast one on him. It’s no wonder he has the highest clearance rate with that scrutinizing gaze. I wouldn’t want to be on the receiving end of his wrath.

I’ve known the man since I was a child. My father was a detective too, so Captain Barnes has practically watched me grow up.

“Sir,” I reply in a deadpan tone. “You’re telling me you come across bloody smiley faces made from body parts often?” I try to breathe through my mouth, because the scent of blood and bile is stifling.

What kind of predicament have I gotten myself into? Maybe I should’ve stuck with being a patrol officer.

The captain shakes his head. “Unfortunately, yes. We’ve had murders that all end in these crass, grotesquely childish depictions for years now.”

I can swear I hear a disbelieving scoff of, “Childish?” but when I look around it’s just Captain Barnes and me on this side of the warehouse.

He places a hand on my shoulder and squeezes. “I know you weren’t fully briefed as we just promoted you, but you’re one of the most promising in the force. Your recent work has already been outstanding and we need to get to the bottom of this.” He runs a hand over his scalp. “I’ll understand if this is a bit much. I’ve lost a few good officers that couldn’t stomach this.” He gestures at the mess of blood and limbs.

So much blood. I’m not normally one to be squeamish but even I’m having a hard time not gagging.

I try to calculate how many bodies we’re looking at for there to be that much blood, but my brain can’t seem to compute beyond a lot.

“Okay,” I drag out the word, and look around the warehouse at the various corpses. “Thank you for your candidness, but I’ll be fine.” I think. “How many murders are we talking?”

Captain Barnes sighs and grabs a thick case file from a fellow detective who brings it over. Paging through, he counts out loud and lands on three identical crime scenes within the last month alone.

I gape. That’s unheard of.

“Can I have that?” I offer my hand, and he nods.

The pictures contained within the manila folder are disgustingly vivid and I can’t help my wince when I see human bodies manipulated in ways I didn’t know were possible. Three offenses in a month is beyond excessive, especially considering each one has a minimum of ten dead. Killing one person in this kind of manner is exhausting on the human body let alone so many. It makes no sense. It doesn’t seem possible.

“Always a gory mess and yet they have enough time to clean it up and leave a nice picture for us,” he says clean with quotation fingers. “They also leave a signature in blood each time.” Coming around to me he points at a bloody poorly drawn smiley face with—is that fangs?—found in each photo from the previous crime scenes. Walking over to our current massacre I delicately step over a dismembered torso to see the tell-tale ‘signature’ off to the side.

“What a bunch of psychos,” I mutter under my breath. “It has to be a group.”

There’s no way one person is responsible for this.

Captain Barnes huffs a laugh. “It’s like chasing a ghost. Never any DNA of any kind and anytime a shoe print has been left behind it’s always been the same size shoe. One perp doesn’t make sense and yet…”  He trails off with a tired sigh. “Oh, and there’s one more important detail.” Barnes rubs the back of his neck and exhales. “The other common denominator between all these murders is that they’ve been deaths of criminals or complete annihilations of organizations we’ve been trying to take down for years.”

I whip around to face him fully. “All of them?” I’m flabbergasted as to who would be capable of such a thing, let alone be motivated to do it.

Like a real-life Dexter?

“Every single one.” The captain looks just as confused as I feel, and I know my work’s cut out for me. He takes in the scene and says, “I’ll only say this to you, but I’m kind of relieved at least someone is getting rid of the rapists, child predators, and traffickers. We don’t have enough manpower to take them all down.”

He walks away when his name is called by a squad member.

I sigh and brush soaking wet hair away from my face. I’m glad one of us has faith. This crime scene is like nothing I’ve ever seen or dealt with before. During training I saw all kinds of crazy shit and I do love a good horror movie, but this might take the cake.

Letting out a breath, the shift of a shadow above catches my eye. I look up but find nothing.

“Probably a fucking rat,” I mutter to myself. “I hate rats.”
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* * *



Throwing my apartment keys into the dish on the stand in my entry I stand in silence.  Crazy mass murderers who make art with intestines and only target bad guys? Not on my bingo card.

A furry head suddenly rubs itself along my calf and I look down to find Midnight, my inherited cat. I refuse to claim him as mine since I’m pretty sure he’d sell me for catnip if he could. His pitch-black fur in the darkness makes him look like a mass of shadows with no visible form save for bright yellow eyes.

“I’m not petting you,” I warn and walk away. He hisses at the insult. “That’s what I thought. I know this game.” Grabbing his wet food from a cabinet in the kitchen I start the process of feeding the crotchety cat. “You act all lovey-dovey and then go in for the kill.”

Midnight struts over like the prissy prince he is and hops up on the counter to wait impatiently for his dinner. Tail curled perfectly around his fluffy paws he paints the perfect picture of innocence.

“I do feel bad you’re getting this so late today, but better late than never, huh?” I rest my elbow on the counter as he delicately laps up the food when I set the can in front of him. I resist the urge to scratch behind his ear. He might be cute, but he’s deadly. I have an automatic dry cat food feeder that goes off at scheduled times throughout the day, but Midnight needs his wet food or hell will be raised.

Looking at the cat I can’t help but think about my father and his situation.

My parents were sickeningly in love until they weren’t. It’s supposed to be ‘til death do us part, right? Apparently, my mother didn’t believe that. My dad was diagnosed with early on set dementia when he was fifty and it rattled her. The symptoms started slowly with forgotten dates, items on the grocery list, and repeated questions of things that were just answered. Then it morphed into wandering, misplacing important things, and loss of recognition.

My mom panicked and couldn’t deal with it, even though it’s the responsibility of a loving partner to help their spouse through the best and worst of times. As soon as the doctor told us it was going to progress quickly, and he should be admitted into an assisted living community she ran for the hills.

I haven’t talked to her in a long time. Although, she’s tried to call me randomly over the years, for what I’m not sure. Out of guilt? To beg my forgiveness?

She didn’t just abandon him when she left. I was only eighteen. I still needed my mom and she was just gone. It was a harder blow than my father’s diagnosis. At least he didn’t forget about me because he wanted to.

As his daughter it was hard to watch as the strong, proud man I once knew as my father slowly deteriorated into a shell of himself. A much loved and stellar detective himself when he was in his prime, I saw how much it hurt him to lose every part of himself.

I hope most people will never know the excruciating pain of walking into a room and having one of the most important people in their life not recognize them.

The first time it happened was a knife to my gut and after the visit I sobbed on my couch. I think that was the one rare occasion Midnight let me use him for comfort without scratching me.

Even though he was a little piece of shit, the cat was one of my last few ties to my father. He was his partner in crime for ten years. While he still had a sliver of lucid mind left, he asked me take care of him.

“I don’t trust anyone with him besides you.” He had said while giving Midnight an affectionate last pat on the head. I wanted to insist he keep him since pets can help dementia patients, but with tears in his eyes, he had said I needed him more, knowing I’d be alone.

“Ow!” I rub my ankle where Midnight has suddenly decided to take a bite out of my leg. Looking down he’s glaring up at me with his beady eyes, tail whipping behind him. “I gave you your dinner and apologized for it being late.”

He grumbles and I roll my eyes, heading back to my bedroom making sure to close the door so he can’t follow. Exhaustion weighs heavily on me and sleep can’t come soon enough. Not when I know the kind of work cut out for me tomorrow.












CHAPTER 3





CELINE










“Good morning, Celine.” A cheery voice calls out to me as I round my desk at the station the next day. Sitting down, I place my leather jacket over the back of the chair and grab the file placed in the center of my desk.

Ava, Captain Barnes’s secretary, and my closest friend, smiles at me from outside his closed office door.

With wavy pastel pink hair and a white flowy shirt, she’s the polar opposite to my ebony locks and black ensemble. I met her my first day on the job two years ago and we’d been fast friends, although her energy took some getting used to.

I suppose in our line of work you either compensated for the constant debauchery by being a bubbly optimist like her or a solemn realist like me. Some called me grumpy, but I wouldn’t go that far. This was a tough profession to be in.

“Are you excited to take on the Mayhem Murderer case?” Her pen sways back and forth between her fingers like she has to find some way to let her energy out.

“Is that what they’re calling these murderers?” I ask without looking up from my file but can see her animated hand gestures out of my peripheral. “You know we’re not supposed to give them names.” I arch a brow in her direction, trying not to smile.

“I know,” she laughs, and folds her hands demurely on her desk. “But every murder is so...” She flings her perfectly manicured hand out searching for the right word. “...disgustingly gory and bloody with so many bodies. You have to admit that it’s kind of fascinating that anyone can stomach committing crimes that involve so much gore.”

“How do you know so much about the case?” I ask, since despite her position she shouldn’t be privy to this much knowledge on it.

“One night over drinks Detective Kerr spilled his guts to me and some of the other staff in attendance. He went off about how he couldn’t take it anymore, gave us all kinds of details he probably shouldn’t have. I guess it was the case that finally broke that bastard. You’d know this if you went out with us more.” She levels me with a firm look. “The team has a done a good job keeping it under wraps for the most part but with the media starting to get a hold of it, panic is going to set in with citizens.” She taps her finger against a newspaper on her desk.

I remember Captain Barnes’s mention of all the detectives that have dropped the case when we were on our way to the scene.

“Captain says he has total faith in me.” Paging through the stack of papers, I mutter to myself, “No pressure.”

I want to live up to his expectations. Captain Barnes has believed in me since day one. I think he feels like he has to make up for my dad’s absence. I can’t help but think he associates his legacy with my potential, which can be a bit much.

“I know you’ll figure it out. You always do, and he wouldn’t have promoted you without a reason.” She turns back to her desktop and her long-manicured nails tippy-tap against her keyboard. I don’t know how she stands having her nails that long. I keep mine filed as short as possible.

Standing, I walk over to the coffee machine in the break room even though I know it’s the same terrible coffee they have every morning.

Man, I really need to convince upper management to upgrade to a Keurig or something. How anyone could do their best investigating on this lousy excuse for caffeine I’ll never know.

Turning around at the sound of footsteps, I see Ava standing there with my leather jacket hanging off her fingertips and brows raised.

“Bean Hive?” She smiles as she mentions the name of our favorite local coffee shop.

“Bless you, my lord and savior.” I grab my jacket and throw it on, following her toward the exit. “I don’t think I could’ve done with this excuse for coffee today.”

“I’ve got you, girl.” Ava pats me on the back.

“It’s on me though.” I stop before she can open the door and give her a look. “You got it last time and it’s my turn.”

“Thanks, Sugar Daddy. I won’t turn down free coffee.” She steps in front of me and holds the door open.

The October air blows my dark tresses around my face. I unwind the elastic from around my wrist and secure my hair back in a ponytail. Bean Hive is a quick walk from the precinct and many of the staff make runs there for coffee throughout the day. I was going to suck it up with the station’s coffee, but I can’t turn down Ava’s offer to get the good stuff.

Beside me, Ava sighs. “You have the longest, prettiest hair and you’ve always got it in a ponytail.” She gives the end a tug.

I shrug, pulling my jacket closer around me when wind gusts around us. “It’s so thick and always gets in my way.”

Despite my statement, I can’t bear the idea of cutting it short.

My dad always told me how much he loved my long hair. Even now, when he doesn’t remember me, it’s my hair he comments on.

Last time I saw him he said, “My daughter is ten and she has the prettiest hair too. It’s halfway down her back. I learned to braid just for her.”

We trek down the street to the shop.

Just before I reach for the door handle, I stop, causing Ava to run into my back. “What’s wrong?” She glances back at the street when I turn and observe my surroundings.

In our line of work, you learn to be paranoid and the creepy crawly feeling spreading down my spine has me on edge. I look left and right and then behind us.

“Nothing,” I mumble with a last sweep of the area. “It felt like someone was watching me.”

Ava pauses, searching the street. “I don’t see anyone staring.”

“Must be my imagination,” I say, but I can’t get rid of the slippery feeling.

Stepping inside, the smell of freshly ground coffee hits me. I let out a happy hum and smile when the owner, Luna, makes eye contact with us, winking as she starts on our order. We find an open booth in the back corner shrouded by plants and wait for our lattes to arrive.

The shop is an eclectic mix of modern and rustic. The red brick walls have various plants hanging on them and the occasional hung photo frame in between with various art pieces of coffee beans that look like bees. A mix of booths, comfy chairs, and natural wood tables fill the room with hanging Edison bulbs illuminating the space.

“How’s your dad doing?” The question pulls my attention away from our surroundings.

“The same.” I trace a whorl in the wood of the table with my fingertip. “I can’t help but hope one day he’ll be magically cured but that’s never going to happen. They take great care of him. I can’t complain.”

Sensing my lack of enthusiasm on the topic, Ava drops it and grabs a folded piece of paper from her purse, placing it on the table. “You know what you need? Some fun.”

I eye the piece of a paper, finding it impossible to keep the disdain from my face.

“A club? Ava, I don’t know how many times I have to tell you, but that’s not my scene.” I grab the flyer and try to straighten it out. It boasts the grand opening of a new night club downtown. “Can’t we just paint pottery? Or go to a movie like we usually do? Our favorite actor is starring in one of the latest releases.” I try to tempt her into a more introverted activity.

Ava is a social butterfly and flourishes in all kinds of settings, whereas I would much rather be at home, curled into the couch reading or at the small gym I like to box at. Boxing has always helped me clear my head and work out any frustrations.

“Oh, please.” She rolls her eyes. “All you do is go home and talk to that damn cat.”

I open my mouth to refute, and she gives me a stern look which makes me deflate.

“Celine.” Grabbing my hands, she pleads, “You are an intelligent, gorgeous, single woman who deserves to have some excitement in her life. Let’s go out, dance, drink, and have a good time! Maybe have a one-night stand?” She shimmies and I sigh seeing her scan the shop for any potential partners for me. “You, not me, of course. I have Spencer.”

The other patrons are mostly elderly people and college students working on papers and projects. I swat at Ava when she catches the eye of a male student and winks at him, motioning toward me with an over emphasized head jerk in my direction. His eyes shift to me when she does, and he smiles softly, causing me to shield my face away from him.

I’m no virgin, but I fear my lady bits are covered in cobwebs at this point, and I have no interest in changing that any time soon.

Work and my dad come first.

It’s not that I don’t like the idea of finding a boyfriend, but you have to put in effort, whether that’s by going out, or hopping on a dating app. And frankly, men are like plants, if you don’t water them, they’ll die, and I don’t have a green thumb.

Luna walks over with our lattes saving me from more embarrassment. I tilt my head at her in a silent thank you, both for the coffee and the save. Ava glances over with disapproval like she knows what I just wormed my way out of.

“Any exciting cases on the rise ladies?” Luna asks with a twinkle in her eye. She’s close to Ava and I’s age, and has already managed to start her own business. Bean Hive is successful, too. The place often has a line out the door in the early morning hours. It’s inspiring what she’s done with this once dilapidated space.

I mime zipping my lips and Luna pouts, making Ava laugh into her coffee cup.

“Are you following the sex trafficking ring?” she asks it so blatantly I can’t help but look around and make sure no other patrons have overheard.

“What?” I lower my voice. “Sex trafficking ring?” I hadn’t been briefed on one but that wasn’t out of the ordinary. There are too many cases for me to know everything that goes on.

Leaning in, Luna whispers, “Word on the street is that the new night club, Vex, opening up is a front for them to nab women. Absolutely awful if it’s true.”

“Where did you get that information?” I balk at the accusation and Ava looks at me with wide eyes.

“I have my resources. Oh, just one minute, Z!” Luna calls to a waiting customer with red hair and glasses. He smiles in our direction, but I ignore it. I have more important things to do than to smile at a cute guy.

Turning to Ava with a smile I say, “You know what? I’m down for going out now.”

Ava’s body heaves with the weight of her sigh. “Why am I not surprised this is what gets you to go out? But hey”—she leans back, hands up— “if it gets you out, I’ll take what I can get.”












CHAPTER 4





ZAVIER










Celine Brennan.

My obsession and she doesn’t even know it yet.

The one I’m killing a man for. Slowly, of course. I do so love it when they suffer.

“Why are you doing this?” The man in question squeaks at me from against the wall in the abandoned alleyway I dragged him into. His stomach is steadily dripping blood from the slices I made in his flesh, the dirty concrete beneath him drinks up the liquid within its cracks.

Can a plant survive being watered with blood? Might have to test that.

Sighing, I steel my patience. “I’m getting deja vu. Why do humans always ask the same questions?” Rolling my knife between my fingers I squat in front of him. "Fight back. Run away. Give me a show. Do something. You’re all so fucking boring.”

Humans think they want to live forever, but being immortal can be so fucking tiresome.

“What are you talking about?” A lone tear rolls down his cheek and I sneer before quickly stabbing the source of it, his left eyeball. He screams and lifts his hands up like I’m going for the next eye, but I don’t. He needs to see for what’s going to happen next.

I grab his hands and hear the rapid pounding of his heartbeat accelerating. A frightened rabbit in my trap, just how I like it.

“Are you a coffee or tea kind of guy?” Seeing the confusion in his good eye I continue, “I can’t stand either. Never could.”

When silence greets me, I squeeze his hands so the bones grind, causing him to yelp and stutter out, “C-Coffee.”

I wonder what he’d think if he knew I was holding back. That I could shatter him without much thought.

“That was my guess!” I use his hands to applaud myself. “Actually, I don’t like to cheat, but I have to be truthful and tell you I already knew the answer.”

Sliding my hand into my back pocket I pull out a sleek black phone and open my photo album. Scrolling past various photos of the gorgeous creature that’s haunted me since last night, I land on an incriminating one. The phone illuminates my new friend’s bloodstained face when I turn it to him, and his eye widens when he sees the screen.

“You were watching me? What the hell? Who are you?” His sudden temper spike makes my nonexistent heart race.

“I think the real question here is, why were you talking to her?” I jab my finger at the dark-haired beauty the cretin is speaking to in the photo.

“She’s just a random girl, man.” I push down on his stomach wound, and he yelps, “I thought she was hot! We were flirting. I don’t know! Her friend made it seem like she was looking for something. Seemed like it would be an easy hook-up.” The man throws his head back clearly unable to handle the pain. Weakling.

He’s so fucking boring. One day of watching Celine Brennan tells me this pathetic excuse of a man could never keep up with her.

Pushing my glasses up my nose from where they had slipped, I repeat, “You thought she was hot?”

Human men are a disgusting breed, never mind that I was once human too.

My patience wearing thin, I continue, “You want to know what I think?”

He slowly shakes his head and keels over, trying to fold into himself like it’ll make a difference as I lean closer.

“I think...” His humerus bone snaps under my shoe. “...that I don’t want a filthy creature like you...” His fingers crunch with ease in my hand. “...touching what belongs to me.”

At this point the human is close to expiring both from the pain and the blood loss which means I have to wrap it up. Celine might not know she’s mine, but she will soon enough, and I don’t need human trash like this guy thinking they have a chance with a creature as ethereal as she is.

“A divine angel like her is a blessing to the eyes and you are nothing but lowly trash unworthy of looking upon her,” I chuckle darkly, and soak in the fear emanating off the man. Even my laugh has him pissing himself. Fucking pathetic. “But me? I’m the monster under your bed, the shadows stalking your every move”—my breath fans across his face as I continue—“and a walking nightmare cleaning up the filth.”

Making quick work of yanking his other eye out of its socket, I rip out his heart to silence the scream before it comes. There are days I relish in the sound, but today I want Celine back in my sights as soon as possible. It makes me twitchy not having her nearby. Like I’ve lost something vital, and I’ll be the one bleeding out on the ground without it.

I cock my head to the side. This has never happened to me before. This obsession with a human. At the moment, I can’t bring myself to ponder why that might be. I have an inkling but I’m afraid to hope in case I’m wrong. Instead, all I can focus on is locating her as quickly as possible. Once I see her, I’ll be able to breathe again. Hypothetically, speaking of course.

I don’t actually need oxygen to survive.

A blooming puddle of blood on the ground attracts my eye and I dip fingers into it to draw a smiley face with fangs that unfortunately look more like buckteeth, but I can’t let someone else take credit for my work. I drop the body into a metal trash bin and dust my hands off. Extending my arms, I look myself over and smile when I find that I didn’t get a single drop on me. Pleased, I head in the direction of Celine’s apartment.

Following Celine home after the investigation last night was a no brainer. I had to know where she lived, my little raven wasn’t going to fly away from me that easily.

I scale the chain link fence at the end of the path with ease and head out onto the sunny sidewalk as if nothing happened. A breeze ruffles my wavy red hair, and I tilt my head back with a happy sigh. I love this kind of weather and can smell the approaching rain on the wind. Hot and cold doesn’t affect vampires like it does humans. Sometimes I miss the true feel of heat on my skin or the prickle of chills. Everything all feels the same to me.

Fingering the thin silver chain resting against my throat I give myself a chance to wonder what it would be like to inhale Celine’s sweet scent up close. To run my nose along her collarbone and lick a path between her breasts before sinking my teeth into her delicate neck.

This fixation is all consuming. Not that I haven’t stalked my prey before, but Celine isn’t that. She’s more and for the first time since becoming a vampire I feel the closest thing to fear. If she’s what I think she is then she holds the power to weaken me.

Before I know it, I’m in front of Celine’s apartment building.

I’m losing my mind—what’s left of it anyway—over a human woman I don’t even know. I’m not sure what’s become of me, but I don’t care to figure it out. For years, the only thing I’ve filled my existence with is killing those who are unworthy. At a certain point, even that can’t fill the hollowness inside. But ever since last night, Celine has occupied a corner of my mind, and that space has become bigger and bigger to the point that I can’t stop thinking about her. Obsession is quickly becoming too mild of a word for what I feel.

With a bounce in my step, I grab hold of the wrought iron door and I’m cognizant not to show how truly easy it is for me to open it. The man that walked in right before me struggled to wrench it open against the wind.

Deciding it’ll be quicker with my speed to take the stairs and scent the hallway of each floor as I climb, I head for the stairwell. I make it to the twenty fourth floor in record time and stop dead in my tracks when her sugary blackberry scent hits me, making my mouth water and fangs ache. I’d gotten whiffs of it as I’d gone along like she took the stairs from time to time but this was thicker, heavier.

Following the scent trail down the hall like a kid in a candy store I stop at a door labeled 2431.

This is the one.

A wreath of fake red leaves and berries adorns the door along with a small welcome mat on the ground with a design of a black cat peeking out from the corner. It’s a homey gesture that doesn’t seem to line up with the hard-edged detective I’ve been following. But I like that there may be a softer side to her that few see.

Taking a step closer, I hold in the groan rumbling in my chest as I breathe deeply and ingest as much of her smell as I can.

It fills me up, fortifying me in a unique way—almost feeding me more than the blood that’s essential to my existence.

With my forehead against the door, I can almost pretend she’s on the other side about to let me in. She’d smile at me with her gorgeous mouth, brown eyes twinkling while leaning against the frame. I wouldn’t be able to resist grabbing her around the waist and crushing her lips to mine. Her imaginary whimpers of pleasure shoot to my dick, and I can’t keep in my groan this time.

“Can I help you?” A grating voice sounds to the right of me. I turn to find a man that looks to be in his twenties holding bags of groceries, a quizzical expression on his face.

It’s embarrassing this human was able to sneak up on me.

Fake smile in place, I put my hands in my pockets non-threateningly, and reply, “Hey, yeah. I’m here to visit my cousin, Celine, she’s kind of a ditz and gave me the wrong key.” I hope the excuse covers for me as a groan of frustration and not lust that I was letting out a second ago.

He nods hesitantly, brown hair flopping in his eyes. “I’ve never seen you before and I don’t remember her mentioning a cousin.” Skepticism lines his features.

“Really? We’re super close but I live in California, so I don’t have the chance to visit too often.” Holding out my hand he reluctantly shakes it, transferring his groceries to the other hand as best he can. He shivers at my touch, his eyes untrusting. “Trent.” I’d be lying if I said I didn’t squeeze his hand a little harder than I should’ve.

Despite what the stories might tell you, vampires don’t stick out like a sore thumb. We’re able to blend in without too much notice—it’s part of what makes us such a threat to humans.

But no matter how human I look, I’m not, and some are far more aware that a predator lurks behind my eyes. He seems to be one of those people. I can tell from the way his shoulders curl slightly inward, and how his eyes dart around like he’s taking stock of where he might escape to.

I don’t plan to kill him, unless he says something stupid, so he has nothing to be worried about. Yet.

“Nice to meet you, Trent. I’m Cory.”

The deadbolt unlocks loudly as he twists the key in and nudges his door open with his shoulder.

“Here let me help you.” I rush over and hold the door open all the way, taking one of the bags from him. A plan formulates in my head. I don’t care for eliminating humans who haven’t done anything wrong, but sometimes it’s necessary to get what I want. The man from the coffee shop definitely did something wrong when he touched my girl.

“Thanks, man.” Cory shuffles in and I smirk as the door closes behind me with a soft click.

“Nice place you’ve got here.” Gently placing the bag of groceries next to his on the kitchen island, I invite myself into his living room and glance around. I can tell he’s put out by my barging in.

“Yeah, it’s cool being in the heart of the city,” Cory answers dismissively, head in the freezer.

He puts away his refrigerated items and I walk toward the balcony. Pushing open the sliding glass door I walk out, greeted by the sprawling city in front of me. I’m pleasantly surprised to find Celine has her own balcony right next to this one. Reaching out my arm I can easily touch the metal railing of hers. An adorable table and chair set decorates the space with string lights twisted around the railing. Eyeing her door, I see a piece of wood in the track preventing intruders from easily breaking the lock and entering.

My smart girl. Not that it would keep me out.

“Hey, uh not to be rude, but could you leave? I appreciate the help, but I have friends coming over.” Cory motions a thumb over his shoulder toward the front door in a get the fuck out gesture.

I can smell the fear on him and the confusion too. He’s not sure why he’s scared of me, just that he is. He’s certainly not the stupidest human I’ve encountered but he’s an idiot if he thinks I believe him.

“Oh yeah, of course. Silly me.” I hold my hands up and walk past. Halting in my steps when I pass him, I turn around. “Before I go I have one question, do you ever talk to Celine?”

“Sometimes.” He rubs a hand through his hair. “I tried to ask her out but she’s kind of frigid. Totally dismissed me without giving me a chance, but don’t tell your cousin I said that.”

“Hmm.” If Celine dismissed this guy, it must’ve been for a good reason. I nod and roll my neck before fully turn back to Cory. A cold smile slowly curves my lips. “Then I definitely don’t feel bad about doing this.” A split second later, I swing my arm back to punch him square in the face for daring to say anything bad about her.

He falls back, entirely limp.

I kick his shoe.

Is he just passed out or⁠—?

No heartbeat.

“Aw, fuck,” I say out loud, annoyance drenching my words. Sometimes I forget to lessen my force. “Oh, well.” I shrug. “This might be a new record of dead bodies in a twenty-four-hour period,” I muse, staring down at Celine’s former neighbor. “I didn’t mean to kill you, at least not yet, but that doesn’t matter, does it?” I chuckle to myself. “Like you can even answer me.”

With a sigh, I plant my hands on my hips and look around the apartment.

“Now”—I muse, tapping my foot— “how am I going to get rid of you?”

It doesn’t take me long to decide the side floor length window is my best bet. I can’t throw him over the balcony as much as I’d love for Humpty Dumpty here to have a great fall. Celine saw enough gore at my hands last night. I don’t need her looking out her balcony to a mess below. Best to toss the ilk out the other way.

It doesn’t open and while it’s made from glass that doesn’t easily shatter it wasn’t made to withstand a vampire. I knock out the glass and look down into the shadowed group of shrubbery and trees, perfect for hiding a body.

I heft Cory’s body into my arms and carry him to the window. A quick check tells me nobody is around to see what I’m about to do.

“Look out below,” I say with a laugh, tossing him into the void.

Seconds later the sound of impact meets my ears, and I swish the curtains closed. Pulling out my phone, I send a text to one of my contacts to dispose of the body and fix the glass. I can’t have the cops sniffing around and alerting Celine to my shenanigans.

With a sigh I plop myself down onto the black leather couch and rest my head against the cushion. Staring at the ceiling my mind wanders to Celine who I’m now perfectly positioned next to.

As if summoning her, my sensitive hearing picks up on soft footsteps coming down the hall and the jingle of keys. Jolting to my feet I peek out of the peep hole in my door and spot her walking down the hallway with a determined look in her eye. She’s holding her phone to her ear, and I can pick up on her friend’s voice from earlier.

At least she was already in the building before I threw the body out the window.

“Ava. I already told you this is the perfect opportunity to snoop.” She sticks her key in the keyhole of her door and quickly opens it, leaving my field of vision which is way too soon after not seeing her for hours. With a pout I move back over to the living room and continue to listen in on her conversation.

“Yes, our motives for going to the club might be slightly different but we can’t turn a blind eye to something like this and you know it. I can’t just let innocent people be taken and sold if that’s what’s happening.”

Now my interest is piqued, and I find myself leaning forward hoping she’ll give more information on what she’s talking about.

“I’m going to see what I can find out online about the club owner. We’ll get ready at your place if that’s cool with you?” There’s a rustling sound like she’s taking off her jacket before she continues, “Okay. I’ll see you later. Bye, Aves.”

I whip out my phone and search for a club opening in Chicago, quickly finding a news article detailing the grand opening of Vex tomorrow night.

What trouble are you getting into, Celine?
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CELINE










“You have to wear the red mini dress. It shows off your calves.” Ava sits with her hands splayed out behind her on her bed while I flounder under her gaze.

I roll my eyes. “I don’t think anyone is going to be looking at my calves.”

“You’re right.” She smirks triumphantly. “They’ll actually be looking at your ass.”

The club opening is tonight and she’s dead set on dressing me, or should I say undressing me, in the least amount of clothes possible.

“Why can’t I just wear this?” Waving my hands at my jeans, leather jacket and t-shirt she shakes her head and walks over, holding the red dress up to my body.

“Even though you’re going into this with an ulterior motive it’s a night club. Everyone’s going to have their boobs and butts hanging out. You’ll stick out like a sore thumb if you’re not in a dress.” Riffling through her closet she pulls out the same mini dress but in black. “How about we compromise on this one?”

I sigh holding my hand out for it, accepting defeat. At least it’s black.

“Fine but I’m wearing my leather jacket on top of it.” Ava claps and ushers me into her bathroom to change. I huff out a breath and a lacy push up bra is thrown over my head a second before the door is pulled shut.

“Ma’am! Watch where you throw! You almost took me out with that thing. It must have ten pounds of padding,” I yell when my vision is obscured by the delicate fabric. Her answering chuckle is downright evil.

Standing in my plain black underwear, I tilt my head toward the ceiling and take a second to mentally prepare myself for the soul-suckingly tight dress. Grabbing it from the hanger, I roll it down my body and admire how good it makes my chest and hips look. I’m not particularly curvy or well-endowed in the breast region but the dress and push-up bra make it look like I have more than I do. I smooth down the stretchy material and pick off a piece of lint before shrugging on my leather jacket and pulling my hair out from under the collar. Ava might’ve succeeded in getting me into the dress, but I will be wearing my jacket. Some girls might be able to brave the chilly Chicago weather in skimpy outfits, but not me. I’ll never choose beauty over function.

Turning to look at myself from all angles I’m pleasantly surprised. My hair is silky and pin straight from an earlier run through with my flat iron. With the odd amount of rain we’ve been getting lately, I don’t trust the weather or my wild waves. The brown in my irises is accentuated by the mascara and fake lashes. Thankfully Ava carefully applied them on the corners only and not the full strip where it feels like caterpillars on my eyes. She learned from making that mistake when we went out a few months ago and I was blinking excessively. It had given her a good laugh though when she said it looked like I was fanning my cheeks with them. A warm shimmery pink shadow tints my lids, with a matte-black smoked out around the edges. I have to admit even though it’s out of my comfort zone, all together it makes me feel hot, powerful even, like I can take on anything. With a finishing swipe of pink gloss on my lips I open the door for Ava’s approval.

“Damn girl. You need to dress like that more often. Your boxing sessions have you in serious shape.” Ava whistles and stands with her hands on her hips. “Oh, wait the finishing touch!” She grabs a pair of studded black ankle boots and sets them in front of me. I sit on her bed to pull them on while she steps into a pair of strappy heels. Her dress is a champagne color and showcases her toned body and mile long legs. She’s adopted my high ponytail and strategic wisps of pale pink hair float around her face.

“How do we look?” Pulling me over to take a final glance in the full-length mirror against the wall, she loops an arm through mine and smiles. “Like a pair of seductresses,” she answers herself.

“Spencer isn’t going to be able to take his eyes off of you.” I already know they’ll be off in their own little world at the club when we step through the doors.

Ava always promises she won’t abandon me, but she can’t help herself. When her and her boyfriend Spencer are together, they tend to get lost in each other. A part of me is envious. I’d like to find someone like that—someone I love so much that the rest of the world pales in comparison to their company.

“Speaking of, he’s here. Grab your purse and let’s roll out.” She spritzes herself with one last spray of perfume, making me cough when it beelines for my lungs. I wave the cloud of fragrance away and follow her out.

“I worry about you, Celine,” she says in a soft-tone that belies her normal bubby exuberance.

“Why are you worried about me?” I ask, stepping onto the elevator.

She eyes me with a look that says are you seriously asking me that right now?

“Oh, please, you talk to a cat who you’re in a constant love-hate relationship with and won’t glance up long enough from your reports to see the attention you get from men.” The elevator doors slide open, our heeled shoes clicking on the tiled floor. “I know you’re not a partier, but you need to put yourself out there and meet people. Your life can’t stop because you’re taking care of everyone around you.”

A slight breeze pulls some of my hair from beneath my jacket, tickling my nose. I quickly brush it behind my ear so it’s out of my way. “If you promise to look around and listen when you can, then I’ll promise to let loose a teensy bit.” I pinch my fingers together with the slightest bit of space between them to emphasize my point.

“Deal. But hopefully it’s more than a teensy bit.” She wraps an arm around me and pulls me in for a side hug. “I think the only other time I’ve seen you loosey goosey is when we both got drunk over the news of Ren Evans.” The day the leading man of our favorite romantic drama announced his departure was a sad day indeed.

“I still haven’t recovered,” I mumble wiping an invisible tear from my eye. Ava murmurs her agreement which is promptly ended by a squeal and her jumping into Spencer’s arms who leans against his idling car.

Spencer is an attractive man, and I really like him for Ava. He balances out her chaotic energy with his even keeled aura. He’s an all-around gentleman holding doors open for her, bringing flowers by the office, and cooking dinner. As clingy as they are when they’re together, they also know how to be autonomous and give each other space. Whenever I find my significant other, I hope he’s like Spencer. I’m not sure I could handle someone who isn’t self-sufficient and needs constant supervision.

“Your carriage, milady.” With a sweep of his arm Spencer lets Ava into the passenger seat.

Tapping my booted foot on the ground I cross my arms in mock anger, “What am I, chopped liver?”

Spencer opens the back car door and winks at me.

“Of course not. Court jester? Maybe,” he laughs at his own stupid joke.

I glare playfully at him and wiggle into the car best I can without flashing Ava’s doorman and the general Chicago populus as they walk by.

“Remind me again who we’re looking for?” Ava turns in her seat once we’re on the road.

I pull up my notes on my phone. “From my research the club owner’s name is Damien Black. He has two other night club locations, one in Los Angeles and another in Miami. Successful businessman and somehow not much to be found about him on the internet, he keeps to himself for the most part, doesn’t have any kids, and doesn’t have a partner.”

Normally, I wouldn’t discuss the details of a case fully with Ava and definitely not with Spencer present but since it’s not a case—not yet, at least—I don’t see the need to filter what I say.

“Hmm.” Ava taps her chin thoughtfully. “How do we know he’s supposedly involved with trafficking if there’s so little information out there?”

“We don’t. I’m just basing things off what Luna said.” Locking my phone and looking out the window, I watch the city pass by in a stream of neon colors. I know it’s bad to let my focus stray in this direction since it’s not the case I should be working on. It’s not even a case. But I can’t help myself. Ever since Luna mentioned it, there’s been something that keeps needling me about it. “There were also instances at his other club locations of women going missing. Somehow it was brushed under the rug and blamed on irresponsible behavior and unfortunate but realistic city nightlife.” Spencer scoffs and I agree with his assessment. “He must have friends in high places to stay out of the drama.”

“Do you have a picture of him?” Ava’s phone dings right after she finishes talking and she laughs under her breath seeing I’ve already sent it to her. “Wow, that’s not the crochety, greaseball I thought it might be. Kind of hot actually.”

“Should I be worried?” Spencer tries to peer over and look at Ava’s screen while simultaneously keeping his eyes on the road.

Kissing his cheek, she gazes lovingly into his eyes, “Of course not, Stud Muffin,” she says sarcastically. Turning and holding a hand up in mock secrecy she loudly whispers, “That kind of money wouldn’t be too bad, though.”

Spencer lets out a snort and pulls up to the curb of the club. “I’m going to let you ladies out here and try to find parking. Wish me luck.”

I once again finagle my way out and immediately pull the dress down as far as possible to cover my skin that’s now pebbling under the crisp fall weather.

Why did I let Ava talk me into wearing this scrap of clothing?

The pink and blue neon club lights illuminate our faces as we take it in. A historic building that’s been refurbished, it’s truly a sight to behold. You’d never guess it was a club during the day with its white brick and imposing black doors. The party has already started and the bass of whatever EDM song is playing inside blares onto the city streets whenever the bouncer opens the door. Every few seconds the shine of disco balls streak across my vision through the stained-glass windows.

We shuffle through the crowd of people and wind our way around the building to the end of the line. Huddling closer for warmth, Ava and I thankfully make it to the door within a few minutes and present our IDs. With a silent nod from the bouncer and opening of the door we’re inside.

It’s an overwhelming scene for someone like me who much prefers the quiet solace of my apartment, and I think my eardrums might burst with how loudly the music reverberates around the room.

The refurbishment of the old building has been done in a tasteful way where it still showcases the original beauty of the architecture but brings modern flare at the same time. The white brick from the outside continues into the interior and reflects the light back easily around the room. Large archways looking down upon the floor can be found as you take the stairs up higher within the building. They don’t seem to lead anywhere, just more alcoves for debauchery. Cages hang from the ceiling holding female dancers dressed in skimpy bustiers and panties.

A large circular bar is set in the middle of the room instead of back against the wall like I’d assume. Multiple bartenders take orders and deliver drinks to the flow of patrons who’ve stopped to drink after gyrating on the dance floor.

Private booths line one wall, shadows moving behind white curtains.

A blush heats my skin when I realize what’s happening behind those curtains.

Running a hand through my hair I remind myself why I’m here and scan the room.

At first glance I don’t see Damien, not that I expected to, but I do spot a large door which seems to lead to a back office or something else in the corner. Squinting my eyes, I can make out two burly security guards stationed in front of the door which further confirms my suspicions it’s a room of importance.

“Spencer said he found a spot but it’s a few blocks away so he’ll be here when he can.” Tucking her phone away Ava grabs my hand and pulls me toward the bar. “Remember what I said?” She gestures toward the menu, and I let out a breath turning to the bartender.

“Two shots of tequila, please.” The blonde woman is already pouring our drinks before I even finish saying the words.

“Starting strong, are we?” Ava smirks, rubbing her hands together with excitement.

“Weren’t you the one who said I needed to let loose? I’m going to need some liquid courage for that.”

As soon as the shot is placed in front of me I down it and Ava stares at me mouth agape but pride in her eyes. “Hell yes, you go girl.” Following suit, she slams the glass down and starts making her way toward the dancefloor. “Let’s get out there and show them what we’ve got.” She does a little shimmy to demonstrate her point.

“When you put it like that my immediate answer is no,” I retort, but follow after her through the throng of sweaty bodies.

She giggles, grabbing my hand and dragging me to the middle of the crowd.

At first, I stand there like an awkward deer in headlights, looking every which way, trying to figure out what I should be doing. Ava must sense my nervousness because she bobs her head and starts to sway her hips giving me a reassuring nod. I follow her lead and try to lose myself in the music, closing my eyes and forgetting anything related to the world around me besides the song. After a few minutes I feel much better, maybe it’s the tequila coursing through my system, but I start to enjoy myself.

“Come on,” Ava says, mouth near my ear so I can hear her over the music. “Let’s give them a show.”

Giggling and putting our hands on each other's waists, Ava and I sway out of time with the music. I know she’s trying to keep me in the moment, and I try to focus on the rhythm of the song. Just as I’m getting into a groove, the music transitions into a new dubstep track and I jump around with the crowd, throwing my hands in the air. I catch Ava smiling at me when I shimmy against her side, she lets out a loud whoop and claps with the beat. It’s genuinely the most fun I’ve had in a while.

Spencer’s dirty blonde hair appears above the crowd as he makes his way over to us. He’s also brought another round of shots which I promptly throw back and thank him for. I try to tug Ava back to the middle to dance but she waves me off.

“Go on! Find yourself a hottie.” Her brows waggle at me as she grabs Spencer’s hand and leads him toward a table.
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