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      Anita Diaz, a tenacious small-town sheriff’s deputy from Nevada, tracks a brutal serial killer across the American West, her pursuit leading her to the dark streets of San Francisco. There, her path collides with Cooper Montgomery, a Scanguards investigator and vampire hybrid, who’s hot on the trail of a gruesome murder. Sparks fly, tempers flare, and handcuffs click as these two determined investigators clash.

      Forced to team up, they hunt a monster who leaves a trail of exsanguinated bodies. Cooper knows it’s only a matter of time before Anita realizes the killer is a vampire—and that he and his world are just like the fiend they’re hunting. How long can he conceal his true nature as Anita’s suspicions mount? As their undeniable attraction ignites, will Anita’s discovery of the truth destroy their fragile alliance, or will the sizzling passion between them be enough for her to risk trusting the vampire she’s falling for?

      
        
        Please sign up for Tina’s newsletter

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2023 Tina Folsom

        Scanguards is a registered trademark.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      “Chief wants to see you.”

      Anita Diaz hung her jacket over the chair and turned to the woman who’d spoken. Like Anita, Eloise wore a uniform identifying her as a member of the Elko County Sheriff’s Department. She was ten years older than Anita and at least half a foot shorter. At five foot nine, Anita was tall for a woman and taller than some of the male officers she worked with. At the police academy, her male colleagues had seen her as competition, because her height and strength helped her outperform the male trainees in many physical disciplines. In hand-to-hand combat, she’d lifted plenty of men off their feet. They’d been embarrassed that a woman could best them. It had made her less than popular among her peers.

      “Did he say what he wanted?” Anita asked tilting her head in the direction of the closed door to the sheriff’s office.

      “Didn’t ask.” Eloise lowered her voice. “But he didn’t sound happy.”

      “Well, better get it over with then.” Anita walked to the door and knocked briefly. When a sound akin to a bark came from inside the office, she opened the door and entered.

      “You wanted to see me?”

      He motioned behind her. “Close the door.”

      She followed his command and looked at him. He was still handsome despite his age. At sixty-one, he could still turn a woman’s head. His tall, athletic frame, dark hair, and bronzed skin was unusual for a man his age, but he’d always looked after himself.

      He rose from his chair, his jaw clenched tightly, his brown eyes piercing. “I’m disappointed in you.”

      Anita sucked in a breath, her spine straightening as she steeled herself for the dressing-down that was to come. Yet, she didn’t say anything, knowing that he hated being interrupted when he was about to launch into a tirade.

      “I’ve cut you a lot of slack, more than I should. Nobody else is taking the liberties you are.”

      He pointed to the window that would have allowed him to look into the open-plan office outside were the blinds not drawn.

      “But to misuse department resources to chase some cockamamie theory? That goes too far! Enough is enough. I warned you before not to go down that rabbit hole. There’s nothing to find there. There’s no case here.”

      “But Janet Fillmore was abducted. I know it! She’s in danger.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Did I say you could speak?” He paused for a moment. “Didn’t think so.” He walked closer, his entire body looking tense. “Janet and Hank had marital issues. She left him. And why wouldn’t she? He’s a drunk and a lazy bastard. Without her business and hard work, Hank would have been out on the street a long time ago.”

      Defiantly, Anita braced her hands at her hips. “I’m not saying he’s not. But I saw what I saw. She was taken.”

      “Just because you saw her get into a van with a stranger, doesn’t mean she was abducted. It was probably the man she left Hank for. End of story.”

      Anita filled her chest with air, ready to defend what she’d seen five weeks earlier when she’d left a local bar. But she didn’t get a chance.

      “Not another word on that subject!”

      “You can’t stop me from looking into these disappearances. It’s connected to Mom. I know it. She didn’t leave me. She was abducted. She would have never—”

      He blanched. “Your mother left us! And she didn’t even have the guts to say good-bye.” His voice became louder with every word. “Don’t dig up the past. It’s been twenty-one years—”

      “Dad, please,” she begged. “She didn’t leave us. She loved us.” Anita felt tears sting in her eyes.

      José Diaz shook his head. “Stop making excuses for her. If I’d known that you would use sheriff’s department resources to chase a ghost, I would have never supported you to become a deputy.” He glared at her. “I can’t change that now, but I’m not going to show any more leniency. You’ll take two weeks of vacation, starting right now. And when you’re back on duty, you’ll follow orders. No more chasing wild theories.”

      “You can’t do that! You can’t force me to take a vacation.”

      “Would you rather be suspended without pay?”

      Anita’s heart stopped. The threat was clear. “You wouldn’t—”

      “Try me, and I’ll have your badge and gun,” he challenged, his voice a low grumble now.

      Anita didn’t doubt that he meant it. After all, she was his daughter, and she’d inherited his doggedness, even though physically, she resembled her fair-skinned, blonde mother. José Diaz wouldn’t be swayed, not in the mood he was in right now. There was no talking sense into him. He’d made up his mind that Janet Fillmore had left her husband, just like Helen Diaz had left him. But somehow, Anita had to find proof to make him see the truth.

      She thrust her chin up. “Fine. I’ll take a vacation.” Without waiting for his response, she turned on her heel and ripped the door open.

      “Anita, it’s for your own good, and deep down you know it.”

      She didn’t acknowledge his words, and instead slammed the door shut behind her. In the open-plan station, she noticed that several of her colleagues turned their heads to her. She ignored them too, snatched her uniform jacket and her bag, and stormed out of the building.

      When she reached her house in the outskirts of Elko, she was still seething. She got out of the car and looked at the house. Her father had bought it shortly after her mother’s disappearance. Before that, they’d lived in Reno. José Diaz had insisted on moving away, claiming their old house held too many memories. As a nine-year-old, Anita hadn’t had a say in the matter, even though she’d wanted to stay where she felt closest to her mother. The sale of the house and the move to Elko had driven a wedge between her and her father.

      When he’d married a widow after being granted a divorce in absentia from Anita’s mother, Anita had felt betrayed. But deep down, she couldn’t blame him. He was still a young man, virile, and handsome. Why wouldn’t he start a new family? When his new wife had given birth to two strapping boys within three years, the house had become too small for the growing family. They’d moved, and Anita, now a young adult, had agreed to her father’s suggestion that she stay in the house, and he and his new family moved to a larger one in the city. It gave them the physical distance they needed. Slowly, their relationship had improved.

      Until today.

      Anita locked the car and went inside. She was glad she lived alone now and only saw her father at the station or at his house, because it meant she didn’t have to explain why one entire wall in her living room was covered with maps, photos, printouts, and post-it notes. The map spanned five states: Nevada, California, Oregon, Washington, and Idaho. Blue and red dots were marked on the map. The blue ones indicated the disappearance of a woman, and the red ones stood for women who’d been found dead. Flanking the map on all sides were photos of women as well as information on where they were last seen and where they finally turned up dead.

      Her father was right: she had indeed used department resources to look into the disappearances and murders of young women not just in Nevada, but also in the surrounding states. She’d realized very quickly that none of the women she’d identified were found in the same state from which they disappeared. When she’d made that connection, she’d realized she was onto something: the killer was travelling through these states, picking up women on his way, then killing and dumping them in another state. She guessed that this was by design to make it harder for local police and sheriff’s departments to connect the dots.

      A Jane Doe in Nevada wouldn’t immediately be matched up with a missing person in Idaho. In addition, in the six years that Anita had found data for, the perpetrator had never abducted anyone from the same town twice. The same went for the dead bodies: each and every single one had been found in a different city. Yet, two things remained a constant, and therefore pointed to a serial killer. He only killed tall, blonde women aged between 30 and 45, and the cause of death was always the same: exsanguination.

      Yet one thing gave her hope that Janet Fillmore from Elko was still alive. The serial killer kept his victims alive for six to eight weeks. The bodies that had been found in all five states had been dead for less than twenty-four hours. Janet Fillmore had disappeared five weeks earlier. She was still alive—somewhere.

      Anita scrutinized the map again. If her theory was correct, the serial killer was traveling in a clockwise pattern, which meant that the missing woman from Elko would show up somewhere in Northern California. The previous year, a missing woman from Las Vegas had shown up in Oakland, California. Before that, it had been Sacramento, and before that Santa Rosa.

      “Where did you go this time?” she murmured to herself and looked at the post-it notes she’d placed around Janet’s photo.

      White van, it said on one. License plate: couldn’t read it; dirty. Time: 12:25 am.

      She stepped closer to look at Janet’s face again. She was thirty-seven, blonde and tall. Her driver’s license had indicated that she was five foot eight, an inch shorter than Anita. Janet ran a successful business in Elko, a furniture store. She’d inherited the business from her parents, and she’d improved it to make it into a very profitable enterprise. Anita was certain that having put all this hard work into her business, she wouldn’t just leave without a word. No, Janet had been abducted. Anita removed a post-it note that said left voluntarily? and discovered another note beneath it. She’d almost forgotten about it. There’d been a sticker on the white van in which Janet had disappeared.

      Sticker on van: two letters intertwined. S, F?

      It had to be a logo. Maybe that of a company?

      Janet sat down at her laptop and booted it up. Moments later, she did a search for logos with S and F. There were a multitude of hits. She clicked on Images. Various images all depicting the letters S and F in different fonts, colors, and configurations appeared on the screen. She started scrolling, when she stopped abruptly. The orange on the screen popped, drawing her eyes to it. This was it! This was the sticker she’d seen on the van. She clicked on it.

      San Francisco Giants logo, was written below it.

      Whoever had taken Janet had a connection to San Francisco. She glanced back at the map. So far, the killer had never dumped a body in San Francisco, nor had he kidnapped anybody from there either. At least not anybody who fit the profile she’d developed.

      Anita knew it was a long shot, but by her estimate, Janet only had one to three weeks left, before she would show up too, dead by exsanguination. Sick bastard! This time, she had to stop him. She had to get there before he could kill her, and stop him once and for all.

      And maybe then she could prove that he was the one who’d taken her mother twenty-one years earlier, and find out where he’d dumped her body. Then her father would finally have to acknowledge that her mother had loved them both and hadn’t left them like a thief in the night. It hadn’t been her choice. She’d been forced.
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      One week later

      “Where’s the body?” Cooper asked as he rushed into the small command center on the first level of Scanguards’ headquarters in the Mission. Inside the room, monitors were mounted on one wall, and a large desk stood in the center, Nicholas, a twenty-nine-year-old vampire hybrid, the son of Zane, one of the meanest vampires Cooper had ever met, looked up. It was Nicholas’s week to staff the command center, which handled all incoming emergencies dealing with vampires and vampire-related crimes.

      “They already removed it from the crime scene and brought it here.”

      “Without doing forensics on scene? Who the fuck ordered that?”

      “I figured you’d want the body removed as quickly as possible so nobody sees what state it’s in.” Nicholas thrust his chin up, now in defensive mode.

      “Have I taught you nothing?” Frustrated, Cooper grunted. “Did you at least have them take photos of the crime scene?”

      Nicholas shifted and clenched his jaw. “I’m not an idiot. Of course, I had them take photos. But it’s not the crime scene anyway.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “The body was dumped there. There was no blood anywhere. He must have sucked her dry somewhere else and then tossed her in that alley.”

      “Who knows about this?”

      “The human who found her.” Nicholas looked on a notepad on the desk. “Michael Lavine. He was on his way to a restaurant and cut through the alley. He called 9-1-1. They sent out two unis. By the time they cordoned off the scene and reported that the body was bloodless, Donnelly made sure to keep SFPD’s forensics team away from the scene, and contacted us.”

      This news made him feel somewhat better. At least there were only a few people who knew about it, and with some luck they could keep this out of the newspapers. The discovery of an exsanguinated body would spark all kinds of speculations.

      “Good. Is Maya already examining the body?”

      Nicholas nodded. “Yes. Buffy is helping her.”

      “I’ll go see them shortly. What do we know about the victim?”

      Nicholas shrugged. “Not much. No ID, no jewelry, no clothes.”

      Surprised, Cooper snapped his gaze back to the younger hybrid. “She was found naked?”

      “Yep.”

      Cooper ran a hand through his short hair. “That’ll make it harder to identify her. As soon as Maya has DNA, let’s run it through CODIS. Do you already have the fingerprints?”

      “I was about to get those so I can run them through AFIS,” Nicholas said hastily. “Ahm, let me find the scanner.” He jumped up and walked to the opposite wall. He opened several drawers of the large cupboard, rummaging through them.

      Cooper rolled his eyes. Nicholas still needed a lot of supervision, even though he was only three years his junior.

      “I’ll be in the med center with Maya,” Cooper announced, not willing to wait until Nicholas got his act together.

      “I’ll be down there in a sec,” he promised without looking over his shoulder.

      Cooper left the room. He hadn’t seen Nicholas that nervous before. He knew what it meant to have to prove himself, and with a father like Zane it probably wasn’t easy for a guy like Nicholas to distinguish himself and forge his own path. Having Zane’s shadow loom over him would make anybody nervous. This was the first time Nicholas was running the command center by himself. Cooper and the older hybrids had done it many times before, but now it was time to train the younger ones so they were ready to lead when the time came.

      Cooper thrived on pressure like this. Nicholas clearly didn’t. At least not yet. He needed a few more years to grow into his role, whereas Cooper knew he was ready to lead, which was also the reason why anybody working in the command center reported to him. He’d fought long and hard for this position. Samson, the founder and owner of Scanguards, a three-hundred-something-year-old pure-blooded vampire had promoted him soon after he’d been instrumental in saving Isabelle, Samson’s daughter, from an evil and demented vampire.

      Instead of waiting for the elevator, Cooper took the stairs to get down to the underground level where the medical center was located. It was run by Dr. Maya Giles, the vampire female blood-bonded to Gabriel Giles, the second-in-command at Scanguards.

      Cooper marched along the corridor that led to the medical center, but stopped before he reached the double doors leading into the reception area. Instead, he briefly knocked at the door to his right and swiped his access card. He heard a faint beep, then pushed the door open and entered.

      Maya, the dark-haired beauty who’d been a human physician at UCSF before she’d been turned into a vampire against her will, stood bent over the body of a woman. She glanced up briefly.

      “Hey, Coop.”

      “Hey, Maya. So that’s her, huh?” He’d never seen a dead body so pale. Her blonde hair was long, but tangled, her cheeks hollow. Other than that, he couldn’t tell much else.

      Maya nodded grimly. “There isn’t a single ounce of blood left in her.”

      “Puncture wounds?”

      “Yes.” She turned the woman’s head, and Cooper was able to see two small round holes on the side of her neck.

      “He didn’t hide what he did,” he murmured to himself. “Why not lick over the incisions so the flesh would mend without leaving any evidence that a vampire did this?”

      “He probably tried,” Maya suggested, “but if she was already dead by the time he withdrew his fangs, his saliva wouldn’t have been able to heal her skin. Even vampire saliva can’t heal what’s already dead.”

      “He gorged himself on her.” Disgust rose in Cooper, together with the need to hand out punishment for this crime. “What can you tell me about her?”

      “Not much. She has blue eyes, good teeth; she’s five foot eight, pretty tall for a woman. As to her weight, I can’t really say, because she looks to me like she lost weight before her death. Her skin is sagging in places, but that can also be from the fact that he sucked her dry.”

      “Age?”

      “In her late thirties I’d say. She had sex in the last forty-eight hours, but I can’t tell if it was consensual or not. If the vampire who killed her had sex with her, he could have used mind-control to make her comply, which would explain the absence of wounds around her genitals.”

      “Still makes it rape.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Can you tell me when she died?”

      Maya looked at the large clock on the wall. “Around 4 p.m. today.”

      Cooper contemplated her words. “That means Nicholas was right when he said that she wasn’t killed in that alley but somewhere else, and then just dumped there.”

      “Makes sense,” Maya said. “He would have had to wait until nightfall before he could move her.”

      “Nicholas said she had no ID on her. When do you think you’ll have her DNA for us to run through CODIS?”

      “Buffy is in the lab right now, working on it.”

      “Buffy? I didn’t realize she was doing that kind of work yet.”

      Maya smiled for the first time since he’d entered the room. “She’s been with me for over a year now, and she’s a great student. She’s very capable.”

      “I don’t doubt that. You’re a great teacher.”

      “Charmer,” Maya said with a smile. “Now, go, and let me take an impression of her teeth in case we don’t get a hit on her DNA or her fingerprints.”

      “That reminds me: Nicholas is on his way down here—just as soon as he can find the fingerprint scanner.” Cooper rolled his eyes.

      “Cut him some slack. Doing your first shift as the leader in the command center is nerve-racking. Ethan was a mess when he had to coordinate every emergency that landed at Scanguards.”

      From what Cooper remembered, Maya’s youngest son, Ethan, had done fine in the command center and everything had gone like clockwork. “Ethan had everything under control.”

      “And Nicholas will too. Just be patient with him. Trust me: he’s getting enough flak from Zane for not being one-hundred-percent perfect one-hundred-percent of the time.”

      Cooper sighed. “You’re probably right. Zane is a slave driver.” Then he pointed to the body. “Keep me posted.”

      “I’ll call you as soon as I know more.”

      Cooper left the morgue and made his way to the elevator. When the elevator doors finally opened, he heard a sound from the end of the corridor and saw Sebastian coming toward him, transporting two heavy looking wooden boxes on a dolly.

      “Hold the elevator,” Sebastian called out. The half-Asian twenty-five-year-old was Oliver’s son. Oliver, a pure-blooded vampire, had been with Scanguards for decades, and Sebastian, like so many other sons and daughters of vampires was following in his father’s footsteps and working for Scanguards.

      Cooper grinned and held the elevator door open. “Did somebody relegate you to delivery boy?”

      Sebastian reached him and rolled the boxes into the elevator. “Far from it. This is the first batch of my latest invention.”

      Cooper stepped into the elevator and pressed the button to the parking garage, while he looked into the top box. “Bottled blood? Hardly the latest invention.”

      Scanguards had started bottling human blood several decades earlier to make it more convenient for their vampire and vampire hybrid staff to feed without having to use unsuspecting humans. Cooper, his sister, and friends had all grown up on bottled human blood, though of course, they’d all at one time or another bitten humans to drink blood straight from the source.

      “Not just any bottled blood. It’s carbonated. You know, fizzy.” Sebastian beamed. “You should try it. I’m calling it Blood Splatter.” He pulled a bottle from the case and handed it to Cooper. “Cool name, right?”

      “Blood Splatter? You’re killing me.” But he had to hand it to Sebastian: he had interesting ideas and the technical knowledge to turn them into reality. Whether this type of bottled blood would catch on, however, was anybody’s guess. The blood didn’t come in the usual glass bottle with the Scanguards label indicating what blood type it was, but in a light-weight silver-colored aluminum bottle hiding its contents. “All right. I’ll try it.”

      “Great!” Sebastian slapped him on the shoulder, clearly happy. “Let me know if you like it, okay? But be honest. If it doesn’t taste right, just let me know, and I’ll refine the recipe. I’m still in the testing phase.”

      The elevator doors opened.

      “You bet.” Cooper left and headed for his SUV.

      He made his way through heavy evening traffic to North Beach, the San Francisco neighborhood known for its vibrant restaurant scene. It bordered on Telegraph Hill, where he, Lydia, and their parents lived—though in separate homes. Since his condo was being repaired due to water damage caused by his upstairs neighbor, Cooper currently stayed with his Uncle Wesley, an accomplished witch, and his wife, Virginia, a Stealth Guardian, a preternatural creature able to make herself invisible and walk through solid matter.

      Cooper finally found a parking spot on a side street, in between Washington Square and the alley where the body of the naked woman had been found only a few hours earlier. His stomach growled. He’d rushed to Scanguards the moment he’d been notified about the exsanguinated body and had forgotten to eat. As a vampire hybrid he could supplement human blood with regular human food if he wanted to, but like many of his friends, he almost exclusively drank blood. Drinking human blood was as essential to a vampire hybrid as to a pure-blooded vampire. It made him strong and gave him endurance, keeping his senses sharp.

      It was best if he fed right now, so he’d be sharp when he visited the crime scene. He opened the compartment between the two front seats of the SUV and pulled out the bottle Sebastian had given him a little while earlier. He read the label and chuckled. Sebastian had indeed named the brew Blood Splatter.

      Cooper unscrewed the top of it. Like a geyser, the red liquid spewed from the narrow bottleneck, splashing his face and neck.

      “Fuck!”

      He held the bottle over to the passenger side of the car, away from him, to prevent more carbonated blood from soaking him. But the damage was already done. The collar and upper part of his white shirt was splattered with blood.

      Cooper reached for the box of Kleenex behind his seat to wipe the blood off his face and neck. But there wasn’t anything he could do about his shirt. He looked down his front. He looked like he’d just slaughtered a pig.

      “Sebastian, I’m gonna throttle you!”

      As soon as he was done checking out the alley where the dead woman had been dumped.
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      Anita got the call when she’d finished her dinner at a small Italian restaurant not far from the Airbnb she’d moved into upon her arrival in San Francisco. The one-bedroom apartment was located on the edge of North Beach, and she’d been surprised that she’d been able to get something so cute on short notice.

      She’d spent the past week wandering around the city, showing Janet Fillmore’s photo to shopkeepers and waiters in restaurants, while keeping her eyes out for a white van with a San Francisco Giants sticker. Unfortunately, there were too many white vans, and by now, the suspect had had plenty of time to disguise the plain white van she’d seen in Elko with decals on its sides to make it look different.

      She’d also gone to the police department, shown her Elko Sheriff’s Department credentials to an officer and asked to be notified if a woman matching Janet Fillmore’s description was found in the city, dead or alive. She knew that the San Francisco Police Department had no obligation to work with her, since she wasn’t going through official channels, but she knew that they would contact her as a courtesy should Janet show up in San Francisco.

      “Deputy Diaz? It’s Stan Drummond, SFPD.”

      Anita’s heart pounded out of control. She’d both dreaded and hoped for this call. “Officer Drummond? Has she been found?”

      “I’m not a hundred percent certain, but a couple of hours ago a woman matching your friend’s description was found dead in an alley in North Beach.”

      “Oh my God.” A cold shiver ran down her spine. If this was Janet, then she was too late. “You said you’re not a hundred percent sure. Was there no ID?”

      “That’s what I’ve been told. And worse: apparently, she was naked when she was found. I’m sorry, Deputy. Wish I could give you better news.”

      Anita swallowed away the bile that rose inside her. “Can I come and identify her?”

      “Ahm, yes, but you’ll have to wait until tomorrow. Just go to the city morgue. I hope you have the stomach for it. I haven’t seen the body, but from what I’m told, she’s been drained of her blood.”

      “Exsanguinated?”

      Anita closed her eyes to push down the rising tears. But she couldn’t give in to her emotions right now. If the body was exsanguinated, the killer was almost certainly the same one who’d abducted and killed other women in Nevada, Idaho, Oregon, Washington, and California. She was on the right track. Just a little bit too late.

      “Thanks, Officer Drummond. One more thing. Do you know where exactly she was found? I’d like to see the crime scene for myself.”

      He sighed. “Ahm, I shouldn’t really tell you this, cause it’s all hush-hush, because we don’t want to create a panic in the city. So far, the press hasn’t gotten wind of it yet, but you’re law enforcement, so I don’t see the harm in it. I’ll text you the address.”

      “Thank you. I really appreciate your help.”

      “You take care now.”

      There was a click in the line. A moment later, her cellphone buzzed with a message from Stan Drummond: the address where the body had been found. She tapped on it and opened the map app. The address was only a few blocks away from the restaurant. According to the app, walking there would take ten minutes.

      Anita settled her bill and got up. In the restroom, she dug into her handbag and pulled out her gun and shoulder holster. She was glad now that her father hadn’t suspended her, or she would be without her gun. With it, she felt safer roaming the streets at night, particularly in a city she didn’t know very well. She had to be prepared for everything. Anita slipped the shoulder holster over her sweater, then slid the gun into it and donned her casual windbreaker. She adjusted her clothing, so the gun wasn’t visible, before she left the restaurant. Outside on the pavement, she oriented herself and memorized the route her cellphone app suggested. She put her cellphone into her jacket pocket, because she didn’t want to look like somebody who didn’t know her way around. It would make her look like easy prey. And the last thing she needed right now was a mugger distracting her from her mission.

      It was damp and foggy, just like it had been during the day. May Gray the residents called this weather. Apparently, it was followed by June Gloom. Welcome to sunny California! She was glad that she’d packed jeans and T-shirts. On her first day in the city, she’d bought a couple of sweaters to keep the cold air at bay. The summer dress she’d packed was still in her suitcase and would remain there for her entire stay.

      Now, in the darkness, the fog made the city look spooky. Instinctively, she shivered despite her sweater and jacket. Nevertheless, she was excited to be here, not just because she wanted to catch the serial killer she’d nicknamed Midnight Bleeder. There was something else here in San Francisco that made her want to explore the city more thoroughly. She loved the Victorian architecture, the narrow and steep streets, the old cable cars, the excellent restaurants, and the lively bars and clubs.

      For a moment, she allowed herself to dream that she would leave small town life behind and live in the big city in relative anonymity. It would be an escape and maybe even the best solution. Perhaps leaving Nevada would give her closure and help her finally come to terms with her mother’s death—and she had to be dead, because were she still alive, she would have contacted her only daughter by now. Maybe a new city would give her a new start, a new life. Not that she could even dream of living in San Francisco. The real estate prices were through the roof, and even renting a one-bedroom apartment was out of her reach.

      As she continued walking, she noticed that it got quieter around her. She was several blocks away from the main drag of North Beach, Columbus Avenue, where most of the restaurants and bars were located. But here, in the narrow streets that stretched up onto one of the many hills in San Francisco, she encountered nobody. An occasional car drove slowly past her, most likely searching for an elusive parking spot. Anita had left her own car in the parking spot assigned to the Airbnb, because she’d realized on her first day that finding a parking spot in San Francisco bordered on a miracle.

      She pulled out her cellphone to check her GPS location. The dot showed that she’d arrived at her destination. She would have missed the alley, had she not looked at the map. The reason for it became clear instantly: the streetlamp at the entrance had burned out, and the alley itself was so narrow that only one car would be able to pass through. A few trash containers lined the side. Standing at the entrance to the dark alley, Anita looked up and noticed that the left side was flanked by what appeared to be a large apartment building. On the right side stood a commercial building without windows facing the alley. It was the perfect place to kill somebody.

      Anita peered into the darkness, ready to pull her flashlight out of her handbag, when she perceived a movement in the distance. She made one step into the alley so she was in complete darkness, and whoever was farther back in the alley couldn’t see her. When she quickly glanced back to the street, she realized that there was no police tape anywhere to restrict access to the crime scene. Had forensics already processed the scene?

      Anita remained as quiet as possible, while her eyes adjusted to the darkness. The sound of footfalls reached her ears. Who was walking around in the alley? Had the killer come back, and was looking for something he might have lost when he’d killed his victim? It was possible. Or maybe he’d come back to relive his kill. Serial killers in particular enjoyed reliving their deeds over and over again. Had he maybe even watched the police as they arrived to process the scene and take away the body? A sick bastard like the Midnight Bleeder had most likely stuck around to watch.

      Knowing she had to be careful, Anita pulled her gun from her shoulder holster and quietly edged along the wall deeper into the alley. She was glad that she’d opted for sneakers rather than her heavier boots, which would have alerted the person in the alley to her presence. When a light suddenly illuminated a part of the alley, she realized that somebody on the second or third floor of the apartment building to the left had switched on a light in a room facing the alley. The dim light source shone directly onto a tall man, who now looked up too.

      She heard him murmur something to himself as he turned just a few degrees in her direction. It was enough for her to see his face and torso clearly.

      Anita suppressed a curse, instinctively clasping her gun more tightly. The face was that of a man in his twenties or thirties—she’d never been very good at guessing a person’s age—and he was rather handsome. His face was clean-shaven, his chin chiseled, his cheekbones high, his dark hair ultra-short. There was a red rim around his irises, making them look blood-shot, but that could be an optical illusion. What was definitely not an optical illusion was the blood on his white shirt. She could clearly see red dots of various sizes on his collar and down to the third button of his shirt. She’d seen plenty of blood splatter patterns during her training at the police academy and while assisting at crime scenes to know what she was looking at. The pattern gracing this man’s shirt looked like it had been caused by somebody slashing a person’s artery. Slashing an artery to exsanguinate a woman. The woman who’d been found here only hours earlier.

      This could mean only one thing: he was the killer, and he’d returned to the scene of the crime. It didn’t matter why. All that mattered was that he couldn’t be allowed to escape. She had to act before he disappeared again, and abducted and killed another woman. He had to be stopped at all costs. There was no time to wait for backup.

      Anita lifted her gun and aimed it in the direction of the suspect.

      “Police! Hands behind your head! Now!”
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      Cooper spun on his heel and faced the person who’d barked the brusque command, expecting to be confronted by an over-eager uniformed officer of the SFPD. Instead, he saw a young woman in plain clothes pointing a gun at him. Although she stood in the darkness, his superior vampire vision allowed him to see her well enough to give her a quick assessment.

      The woman was about his age, maybe a few years younger. Her long blonde hair was tied back in a ponytail, revealing her perfect facial structure and her olive skin. She was beautiful. Her blue eyes pinned him, and despite the aggressive stance she’d taken with her weapon—pointing it straight at him, finger on the trigger—he recognized a glimmer of fear in her expression. She was brave but also scared. She perceived him as a threat. Had he accidentally shown his vampire side? Cooper quickly ran his tongue over his canines to confirm that his fangs weren’t extended. They weren’t. He also knew that his eyes weren’t glaring red, otherwise his vision would be tinted red, which it wasn’t.

      “I said hands behind your head! I’m not gonna say it a third time.”

      It would be easy to use mind control on her to make her drop her weapon, but he hated having to explain to the chief of police that he’d had to wipe a police officer’s memory of the incident. While Police Chief Mike Donnelly had kept Scanguards’ secrets for decades, he preferred that vampires not expose themselves to his staff if it could be avoided. And in this case, it could be avoided.

      Cooper slowly raised his arms and put his hands on the back of his head. “Excuse me, Officer, but I think you’re making a mistake. I haven’t done anything wrong.”

      She scoffed, tipping her chin toward him. “Your shirt says otherwise.”

      He glanced down at himself. He was surprised that she’d seen the bloodstains in the dark. Apparently, the woman had excellent eyesight. And the way Sebastian’s Blood Splatter had stained his shirt looked indeed like he’d brutally killed somebody. He couldn’t argue with that. But he had to clear up the misunderstanding.

      “I can explain that.”

      “Sure you can. At the police station.” She stepped closer, the gun still pointed at him. “Now get down on the ground, face down.”

      “You’re making a mistake.”

      She gestured with the gun. “You said that already. Now lie down.”

      He shrugged. “Fine.” She would owe him an apology shortly. And he was looking forward to those words rolling over her kissable lips. Cooper lowered himself onto the ground, keeping his hands on the back of his head. He knew the drill.

      He turned his head to look at her as she approached. “You’re really gonna handcuff me, aren’t you? It’s not that I’m not into handcuffs, but this isn’t really the place for it.” When he noticed her huff indignantly, he couldn’t help himself and chuckled. “You should at least buy me dinner first.”

      A moment later, she gripped his left hand, clicked one cuff around it and pulled it down to his back, then did the same with his right arm. With his hands cuffed behind his back, she ordered, “Get up.”

      Cooper rose and turned to her. “So now that you’ve had your fun, how about you call dispatch and ask for the chief. He’ll clear this up. No need wasting police time with a false arrest.”

      “You think I’m stupid? This is the exact spot where only hours ago somebody was found dead, and I find you here, blood all over you, clearly looking for something. Tell me, did you lose something that might lead back to you? Is that why you came back?”

      Fuck! How many people knew about the dead body already? Hadn’t Donnelly made sure that this was kept quiet?

      “You weren’t one of the unis who found her,” he said, scrutinizing her. “What’s your name?”

      “None of your business.”

      “Fine. You wanna play hard-ass? Let’s play hard-ass. I want you to call the chief of police, Mike Donnelly. Now. Here. I’m not making another step until you do.” And if she gave him any more trouble, he’d simply break the handcuffs—since they weren’t made of silver, a metal no vampire could
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