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Tyra caught Devon’s eye across the street, his face was already wolfish as there was no reason to hide his super nature. He gave a slight toss of his head and turned toward the alleyway.  Tyra knew to follow. The smell of human blood increased with each step she took.

At the end of the alley, three young male vampires stood ready, facing them with furrowed brows, elongated teeth, and fangs. Their long thick fingernails, they held as claws. Tyra scanned the alley. Not so much room for battle, yet it would do. Devon walked right up to the vampires, all three managed to not cower as they looked to the others. They seemed to decide to stand firm, blocking the back door entrance to the building behind them.

“Don’t start nothing and there won’t be nothing,” Devon told the nervous youngsters.

“You-you can’t go in there!” The vampire in the middle spoke up and took a step backward. “This is private property.”

“Is it your property?” 

“Who wants to know?” 

“Who do we look like?” Devon snarled.

The vampire looked him over and clearly recognized him to be a werewolf. He looked at Tyra, his eyes bucked in his head when he noticed the twin swords she revealed under her duster.

“You fellas move on,” she said. They were too young and scared to be more than disposable looks outs.

“We’ve got our orders, Miss Washington.”

“I’m not Velvet Washington, you idiot. I’m Tyra Kincaid,” she corrected the assumption with just a bit of a boast.

“The slayer!” The other two vampires cried out at the same time, pulling swords from down their backs.

Tyra sighed and snatched the vampire in the middle up by his jacket. In his face, she said, “You fellas want to die tonight?”

“No,” he answered. “Sparks, Stan. Y’all back down with the swords.”

“DC...”

“This is Tyra Kincaid! Y’all know she’s one cold ass bitch!” DC yanked himself free, ripping the collar right off his jacket. “And that werewolf is crazy!” DC ran to the back door. Without warning, he opened the door, slammed it shut, leaving his boys in the alley with the slayer and a growling werewolf.

Devon abruptly spun around, grabbing the wooden cross attached to his utility belt. 

More vampires. Tyra sensed them rather than saw them. “Sparks. You and Stan, drop those swords right now, or I will kill you in two seconds.” They dropped their weapons then split in the same fashion as DC.

From behind the shadows of the dumpsters, several vampires stepped into the moonlight. In front was that Japanese guy with the long cornrows. A step behind him was Darnell. Tyra had heard about Darnell being known to pack heat. She stepped forward meeting them. Darnell snickered in her face, showing his fangs. 

“You going to pull those swords or what, slayer?”

“You really want me to, Darnell?” 

“You know me,” he asked mildly.

“I’d be a sorry vampire slayer if I didn’t know the major vampire’s in my own city.” Besides, Darnell was next to Jerome, about the best-looking man she’d ever seen, living or undead. His creamy peanut butter complexion just about matched her own. 

“You have no business back here. This is private property.”

“I’m smelling human blood. For me to smell it like this means there is an awful lot of it in the air.”

“Considering we are vampires, why wouldn’t you smell blood?”

“Because it is illegal to operate blood bars in Fairlight.”

“This building is private property, not a public bar. If you think we’re breaking the law call the police.”

“I don’t need to call anybody,” she said stepping back and pulled her swords out. “I’m more than capable of handling this.”
“No one is here against their will.”
“I don’t believe you. March all your vamps out of here, or I will drag them out by their feet. You decide how you close this joint right now.”

“Haido,” Darnell said to his stylish, silent friend. “Take the boy wonder and I’ll show this bitch how I’m not about to close shit!” He commenced to swiping hard and fast at her head and face. He was good. A lot better than Tyra would have guessed. But he was angry and letting the vampire inside him rage and relied on his speed and strength to overpower her. Tyra was strong and fast and knew her skill outclassed Darnell by a mile. After a few minutes, he knew it as well. He glanced in Haido’s direction as if accessing the situation. Haido was without a sword and up against the wall. His throat was dripping blood. Devon had dug in and was ready to rip him apart.

“Now, think it through, Darnell,” Tyra suggested. “You can save your boyfriend’s life by backing off and getting your crew out of here. Or you can risk more of your people to save him and defeat me. Just remember, it’s an amber moon tonight. Werewolves get real turned up on that.”

“Fine,” Darnell said. “Let Haido go.”

“Haido leaves last. Don’t for one moment think I won’t know when every bloodsucker is out of this neighborhood.”

“All right, you win this one, Tyra. At least, tell him to get his claws out of Haido’s throat!”

“I’m not his boss,” Tyra said. She watched the other vampires back off and finally step out of the alley. “Now, drop your weapon and sit your punk ass down.”

“And spoil this suit?” Darnell gaped at her like she was nuts. It was a nice suit and he wore it very well. Tyra had to admit Darnell had it all going on with his fair skin tone and light brown eyes, a faint dusting of freckles across his nose. “I’m not about to sit down in filth, Tyra.” He adjusted his tie to make it lie flat on his chest.

“Devon, hurt Haido.”

Devon pushed a single claw deeper into Haido’s throat. “Aaaah!” he screamed until Devon paused to glance back at Tyra for further instructions.

“Stop it, Devon!” Darnell swallowed hard. “Tyra, you know a serious injury from a werewolf can be devastating to a vampire!”

“So? You think we care? You care more about staining your suit than your buddy?”

“Make him stop,” Darnell said. “You already won. Don’t keep pushing it.”

“How about, you don’t make me? Devon, let him lose. He’s useless for the time being.” She walked up to Darnell. “You tell Jerome, I said, he better not be starting up again.”

“That’s funny, Tyra.”

“Then why aren’t you laughing?”

“Like we don’t know what they did to him.”

“What who did to whom?” Devon frowned, keeping an eye on the entrance to the alleyway.

Tyra caught the look exchanged between Haido and Darnell. “What are you talking about?”

“I’m done with you tonight.” Darnell turned his back on her.

“Hold it! If you are going to accuse somebody of something, say it straight out. Ain’t nobody got time for bullshit.”

“Come on, Tyra.” Darnell included Devon with a look. “You know Jerome has been missing since that night.”

“What night?” There were a lot of nights. “Jerome is missing? Since when?”

“That night Troy tried to slaughter him on his dance floor!”  

“Oh, you mean that night he had Rex sever Rankin’s head!” The memory filled her with sudden rage. Poor Rankin and Vee! She hadn’t known who to pity the most. Velvet was a wreck over that for days until she saw with her own eyes that Rankin was able to recover. “And you shot Troy’s hump with silver bullets! You bastards were lucky, Devon and I weren’t there that night!”

“Tyra.” Devon pulled her back out of Darnell’s snarling face.

“Yes, that’s the night.” Darnell took a handkerchief from his hip pocket and wiped his mouth. Glaring at the pair he went on. “Jerome wasn’t healing so good until- never mind that. I had to leave him and when I got back there had been a fire, signs of a struggle and no Jerome. And not one of you, until now, even mentioned Jerome.”

“Boy, if one of us did away with Jerome, you can bet your last meal, we wouldn’t keep it a secret!”

“He’s nuts,” Devon said. “Don’t know what he’s talking about.”

“I don’t? Or have the two of you been kept in the dark?”

“No damn way,” Devon insisted. 

“Then ask her if she and Troy sneaked out to finish Jerome off!”

“Why are you bringing Troy into this?” Tyra asked. If Velvet needed back up to take out Jerome, the person to have along was herself. Not a werewolf wounded with multiple silver bullets.

“He’s her boyfriend, isn’t he? Who but Velvet and Troy had so much to gain from Jerome’s demise?”

“You think he’s dead?”

“Why else wouldn’t he be involved in his operations?”
“Wilder sired him,” Devon reminded them. “He’d know and be affected if Jerome was murdered. He ain’t showed any sign of anything being wrong.”
“He’d know,” Darnell agreed. “But affected? Not necessarily if Velvet were involved. She’s been hexing that guy for years. She’s capable of anything.”

“Well, we already knew that bright eyes,” Tyra bragged. “But Velvet doesn’t keep secrets from her associates. Why would she hide it? She’s always wanted to kill Jerome.”

“Doesn’t make sense,” Devon put in. “It’s more like the ole boy had enough of Troy’s claws and hauled ass out of town.”

“Not in a million years,” Darnell objected. “You two have no idea what kind of vampire Jerome is, and you sure don’t know the kind of woman you work for.”

“And guess what else, bright eyes? I don’t give a damn. You ready to head out, Devon?” She didn’t wait for an answer, but calmly walked past Darnell and stepped over Haido lying on the concrete panting to relieve his pain. He'd heal soon enough, no need for the murderous glares. Smiling, she exited the alleyway trailed by Devon.
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Wilder did not care that his nature was spilling over into the diner, giving people the creeps for no reason. He looked down at the raw, bloody liver on his plate, and nearly gagged. He wanted fresh blood, warm and flowing from human flesh. He looked up from his disgusting meal to the young werewolf staring a hot hole into his head.

“Dude, what’s wrong with you?”

“Excuse me?” Wilder asked, picking up his knife and fork.

“Man, you are salivating.”

“I am hungry, Devon. And not for this crap on my plate.”

“Then don’t eat it. You really need to wipe your mouth.” Devon surveyed the diner. The patrons at the next table were giving them uneasy glances. “And push them fangs back in,” he leaned over to whisper.

“What do you want?” Outside the diner, Tyra stood with her back to the window. “Did Velvet tell you I was here?”

“Naw, I just followed my nose.”

“Impressive.”

“Not really. I knew you two were at the clinic earlier, I just followed your trail from there.” Wilder cut the meat into bite-sized dripping morsels. He shoved two chunks in, chewing he gave Devon his attention. “Look, me and Tyra just got wind of something tonight. It’s about Jerome.” He paused watching Wilder chew the liver. “You don’t know what I’m fixing to ask you, man?”

“I am a vampire, not a mind reader.”

“Darnell claims Jerome done went missing. Were you aware of that?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.” Devon gave a little smirk before leaning forward again. “Velvet too?”

“I suppose, she assumed like everyone else, he was merely laying low.”

“But you’ve known all along? Why not share this info with the team?”

“For what reason, Devon?”

“The brood is claiming Velvet did away with that devil. Isn’t that reason enough to advise us of the situation?”

“No.”

“No? I thought you cared about the woman.”

“The brood is no threat to Velvet.”

“That’s all you got to say?”

“I am done answering your questions.” He swallowed the liver in his mouth then wiped his bloody lips with a napkin. “I suggest you collect Tyra and leave before I do. If that girl gets in my face, I will bite her in the throat!”

“Man, dial it back,” Devon strongly suggested.

“Not tonight.”

“What’s eatin’ you anyway? Tyra said you’ve been moody off and on for weeks. I thought you were happy Vee and Troy broke up. Now, you acting like somebody stole all your money. You ain’t just grouchy, there’s got to be something else.”

“Devon, there is always something else.” He pushed back his chair and rose. Outside Tyra was peering in through the window. He walked out of the diner. Tyra stepped right up to him. 

“Well,” she demanded. “What the hell is up with your boy?”

“If you talked to Darnell, you know as much as I do.”

“Liar.”
“Careful, Tyra. I’m in no mood for this tonight.”
“Are you calling yourself threatening me?”

“Tyra, give him a pass tonight,” Devon recommended.

“Give me a pass?” Wilder questioned. “Who is she to give me a pass?”

“Wilder, why are you going off?” Devon stood next to Tyra. It was clear his support was going her way.

“Give me a pass?” Wilder repeated and spat at their feet.

“Now, that’s just nasty!” Tyra shouted. “You filthy creature. I don’t see how Velvet ever let you touch her!”

Just like that he snapped. Tyra knew how to make him crazy, but that wasn’t it tonight. Wilder just felt like snatching her off her feet by her throat and tossing her into traffic.

“Oh, shit!” Devon shouted, grabbing at the top of his head. As Tyra’s butt touched the street, a taxi cab skidded to a stop less than an inch from hitting her. “Grrrl!” 

Wilder gave him a swipe of his nails across the face. “Do you really want to, Devon? She’s not even hurt.”

“You’re nuts, Wilder. You better be glad she’s walking away from that.”

“Son of a bitch,” Tyra marched up to Wilder and swung her fist at his face. He caught it firmly in his palm.

“Stop it.” Devon pulled them apart.

“He cut you,” Tyra shrieked at Devon’s torn face. She went for her swords, tossed one at Wilder and shouted, “Let’s go!”

“I said, stop it!” Devon growled. “Tyra put those swords away.”

“I told you to keep her out of my face.” Wilder shook back his auburn locks, then proceeded down the sidewalk. He refused to break and run to take flight with Tyra watching. He’d hate for her to try to save face by saying, he was running from the incident. He waited until he got to the end of the block to run and jump into the air.

~*~
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The amber sky above him threatened to storm. He felt the moisture in the wind kiss his face as he soared over the grounds of his ancestral home. The home he gave up years ago for the witch he pledged the rest of his existence, and she’d declared her undying love for him. He gave it all up. His home, the brood, the coven- and Jerome. That bastard cost him everything!

The grounds were different, he surveyed them from the sky. Someone preferred pink flowers and shrubbery scaped into animal shapes. He touched down on the front lawn as a flash of lightning lit up the sky. He strode purposely up to the front entrance. Directing a gust of wind, he blew the doors open while keeping his stride. He paused at the number of vampires congregated in the foyer. He counted forty-three. His original brood was only twenty-eight at the time of his departure over ten years ago. A tall blond woman approached him to take his jacket after he removed it. Her face was new, but he recognized her of his bloodline. “What is your name?”

“Cathy Mae. Daughter of Reva.”

“Reva? I am Wilder. I am very pleased to meet you, Cathy Mae.” She bowed and retreated back into the crowd. They were all dressed formally and held champagne glasses of blood. Fresh human blood. He walked up to a young man and took his glass right out of his hands and swallowed it down. Cathy Mae offered him her glass. “Thank you.” He gave her a smile before he walked deeper into the house, following the source of fresh blood wafting in the air.

“Wilder?”

He paused and turned to a familiar voice. A vampire with long black and gold plaits came forward. Her brown face was filled with trepidation as was most of the kindred around her. “Deborah,” he greeted her with a bright smile. “It has been a long time.”

“Yes, it has. Wilder!” She grabbed her dress, picking the skirt up from the floor, and rushed to get in front of him. “Where- where are you going?”

“The main ballroom. Is there a problem?”

“Wilder, it is Friday the Thirteenth and we are under an amber moon. Is she with you?”

“Do you really believe I’d bring Velvet among us tonight?”

“Since you allowed the Coven to denounce you, I don’t know what you’d do anymore.”

“Then you are not happy to see me come home?”

“Of course, I am happy. But what do you mean by come home?”

“This is my house, Deborah. I left its care to Jerome. He seems to have abandoned it and the brood.” He scanned the interested and curious faces. One bald head frowned openly back at him. Wilder decided to ignore the stranger for the moment. “If anyone is here without consent, get them out of here immediately.”

“Why would we do that?” The stranger spoke. He stepped forward, letting Wilder examine his tall, thick form. Imposing, Wilder thought if he had the stuff to back up his nerve and attitude. Before Wilder gave him his back, he spoke again. “As long as no one is drained, what is the problem? It satisfies the wishes of the local covens.”

“Who are you?” Wilder asked.

“Carlos.”

“You are not from Fairlight.” 

“No.”

“Then I will excuse you this one time- Carlos. The reason you will do as I say is because I told you. Do you understand that?”

“Wilder, Carlos is-”

“Deborah, don’t explain me to him.”  Carlos brushed Deborah to the side, ignoring her eyes that implored him to be silent. “He is no longer your master. He is not anyone’s master. He has no authority concerning vampire activity. The coven stripped him of everything he ever had years ago, especially in Fairlight.”

Wilder glanced at Deborah. She held her head down. “Carlos, are you done?” 

“No, Wilder. I am not done.”  

“Carlos.”

“Be silent, Deborah,” he instructed with a tone of command. He took a step, shortening the distance between himself and Wilder. Sneering down into his face, Carlos said, “You were not invited. However, if you have nowhere else to go, you may stay for the evening. But you will keep your mouth shut.”

“Carlos, this is my house. More than half of this brood is of my direct bloodline. Fairlight has been my home for nearly three hundred years. Do you think you are vampire enough to force me away?”

“I am a master vampire. This house and this brood are without a master. I need a brood.”

“Then go create your own. There is no one and nothing for you here.”

“Well, I think the Coven might not agree.” Carlos smiled, showing off his sharp fangs and teeth. “Tell him, Deborah. Speak woman!”

Her head jerked up. “Wilder,” she paused and swallowed. Looking him in the eyes, she finally spoke loud and clear. “Since Jerome is not in residence, the coven ordered us to acquire a new master. I suggested Carlos.”

“Did you now?”

“Yes, she did,” Carlos retorted. “Tonight every vampire and human in this house will drink of my blood and pledge themselves to me. It is a mere formality for it has already been blessed by the Coven of Fairlight. Do you understand what I am telling you, Wilder?”

“I understand you are a fool if you think the Coven controls me.” Wilder spun around meeting every pair of vampire eyes trained on him. “None of my original brood, or Jerome’s line will drink any of your blood. I forbid it.”

“You impotent little runt,” Carlos laughed. His laughter bellowed to the ceiling.

“Carlos,” Deborah started as if to warn him that Wilder was not amused, but his laughter kept booming all over the house.

“Carlos!” Wilder snarled, using the master power of his voice. Carlos sobered up at the force of it. “I won’t take your rudeness or your audacity any longer!”  He snatched Carlos by his bald head, pulling it down to his fangs and tore into his throat. Carlos struggled, and pushed Wilder off and against a wall. Blood spurted steadily from his raggedy wound. Wilder stepped back, wiping his mouth with the back of his wrist. Vampire blood, Wilder never liked the bitter taste of it. Unfortunately, he had more work to do. Carlos backed into bodies, stumbling to stay on his feet.  Wilder swiped his nails, slicing him open from ear to ear. Carlos turned to flee, Wilder raked him across his back and brought him down to the marbled floor.

“Wilder!” Deborah screamed. Wilder held her eyes as he sat on the big vampire’s back. He grabbed Carlos’ head up and tore it off his shoulders. “Oh my stars!” she wailed then dropped to her knees. “Wilder, what have you done?”

He stood and let the head slip from his hands. “I’ve killed this son of a bitch,” he said. “Now, you all get this straight. I am the only master of this house. If you are mine, you will not serve anyone else. If you don’t share my blood, you may leave in peace. Am I clear?”

“Yes!”

“Yes, Wilder!”

“Deborah?” He walked over to her sobbing on the floor and knelt beside her. He took her shaking hands away from her face. “I’m sorry if you loved him.”

“Wilder, you killed another master vampire. The Coven will punish you! They will punish us all!”

“They won’t spend much time looking into this matter.”

“But- but you went against their wishes!”

“Deborah, you must trust me.”

“Wilder, what has come over you? You used to respect the Coven so much.”

“Yes, but that was then,” he replied, taking her hands firmly in his and rose them both to their feet. “And this, ladies and gentlemen, is now.”  He viewed the mess he made of Carlos on the shiny and bloody floor. Lord, it had been ages since he let loose like that on another vampire. There was no remorse or fear. It felt wonderful. For the first time in decades, hot and pure excitement ran through his veins. He glanced at Deborah, who lowered her eyes, putting her arms around his neck. The shaking of her body ceased when he hugged her back.

“The rest of you go back to your party.” He waited for the brood to leave before he spoke to her again. “I am sorry if he meant something to you.”

“I know you had to kill him. Besides, my heart is not exactly broken.”

“But there was something between you?”

She got off his neck and sniffed behind her hand. After regaining her composure, she shook back her hair and looked him in the eye. “He chose me to be his mistress. I accepted.”

“I will make this up to you if you allow me the chance.” 

“All you have to do is promise to never abandon us again. Forsake the witch who led you astray. I still can’t believe you chose to leave us for Velvet.”

“My dear, I won’t discuss Velvet with anyone. Please, respect that. We have more important matters to concern us now.” 

Matters like getting Carlos’ body out of the house and burned to ashes. 
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“Look, you really need to calm down, or slow your roll, or whatever you people do these days.”

“You people? What people do you think we are?” Velvet tore her sunglasses from her face. This jerk better not be one of those throwbacks. Bad enough if he hated super beings, but she’d be damned and ashamed of herself, if she put up with a straight up racist.

“You’re a witch, ain’t you?” He turned and pointed at Devon, who rose from beside the body he was waiting to examine. “And that kid, he’s a freak too. Y’all ain’t cops.”

“But all the same, you and your crew will back up and give us access, detective.”

“Now, see here!” He sidestepped in front of her, blocking her path to the dead body. “You ain’t getting near the body until the coroner arrives.”

“And do what when she arrives? She can’t even officially pronounce a demon dead.”

“Well, we are still going to wait.” A loud growling swung him around, his hand reached for his glock.

“Don’t you dare pull that weapon,” Velvet strongly advised. As of that moment, she’d had enough trying to reason with the detective and his pride. He knew she was there officially because the police were not equipped to handle cases involving the supernatural or super beings. “We aren’t waiting for the coroner, her assistant is here and that is all that is required.”

“Madam, I realize you were once a cop, but that don’t mean shit. I’m in charge of this crime scene.”

“And how are you going to work it? When you are too afraid to go near the corpse?” Rather than dignify her question with a response, he pressed his lips together and glowered.  “About what I thought,” she said moving away from the detective and over to the body on the crumbled pavement and Devon.

The dead woman lay on her back, her eyes staring up at the cloudy sky. Hunkering down, she ignored the police and forensic personnel moving around, doing practically nothing useful. After pulling on a pair of surgical gloves, she lifted the sheet covering the victim’s torso. She was an awful mess. Her purple body had bled blue blood. Her chest and arms were more bone than flesh. Her heart and lungs were gone along with most of her intestines. Velvet hoped those wounds were inflicted post-mortem, but somehow she didn’t think so. The kind of work was done up close and personal. A real punishment.

Rising up from the dead woman, Velvet bellowed her voice, wishing she had the capacity to give every cop in the overgrown parking lot a headache. “Where’s the damn coroner’s assistant!”
“Here,” a stout fifty-something woman piped up and took her time leaving the white van to come forward to the body. “My name is Karla Alverez.”
“We are going to start examining the body, Karla.”

“And you needed to tell me that?” Devon offered a low growl before Karla left the scene preferring to sit in the coroner’s van and catch up on her texting.

“Devon?” He was giving off those vibes that Velvet found hard to ignore. He was full of tension, he was doing his best to hide. “Dee, you all right?”

“Sure, I’m just fine. I ain’t laid out dead, torn apart, while these so-called cops are standing around ordering takeout!”

“Calm down,” Velvet whispered. “You’re making them nervous.”

“How long do you think the mayor is going to allow the police to consult us? Do you really think he’s come around with his bigoted way of thinking?”

“No. But this new crime wave grabbed him by the balls. Demons aren’t just killing demons these days. And vampires aren’t asking for consent much either now.” 

“I think it’s Jerome. Without him controlling things this kind of mess is going to get plentiful.”

“Jerome is just a criminal himself.” 

“He always had the demons under control, kept the streets orderly. Suddenly, he’s out of the picture and the streets are flooded with activity. I think he’s sending the city a message.”

“Interesting. I never thought of that, Devon. It would explain what is up with these demons suddenly acting like they don’t know right from wrong.”

The slamming of a car door drew her attention from Devon and the dead body to the man walking up to her. She rose, moving away from the body to meet his casual approach. For a few seconds, he just stared back at her. Feeling awkward, she broke the gaze and greeted him softly. “Detective.”

“Is that how it is now? You can’t say my name?”

“Omar.” It had been a while and he was looking good. “I wasn’t sure how you were feeling about me these days. How have you been?”

“Good. Been better, but still good.” He continued to look at her until she felt like he was checking her out.

“Um, are you working this case?”

“Yeah. I heard they brought in a witch to consult on this one. Had no idea it would be you. You looking good, Vee.”

“Thanks.”

“How you doing, kid?” He greeted Devon after finally noticing he was silently watching him ogle his boss. He returned his attention on Velvet. “Yeah, you looking good, girl.”

“Is that your professional opinion?”

“It’s just the truth, baby.”

“I guess, professionalism no longer exists in the Fairlight PD. Or is it just slack on account of nonhuman victims?”

“Excuse me?”

“I’m talking about this police force. Nothing is going to change.”

“What are you talking about?”
“A woman is dead and look at your team, standing around eating donuts and texting for goodness sakes!”
“Well, with Velvet Washington and Associates on the scene there is little else to do.”

“I guess, you think that is cute, Omar.”

“For your information, this whole crime scene has been pre-processed. Oh? You thought PD gave you access before Major Crimes?”

“Major Crimes?” Her eyes widened at that. Last she heard he was transferred back to Homicide without a partner which was one of the reasons she didn’t return his calls or respond to the flowers. She’d done enough damage to his career, yet he kept trying to come after her. “That’s good news.”

“After all these months, it’s good to see you again, but I’m surprised you’d agree to help the police.”

“I’m here for the city.”

“Always the city. Nothing for you.”

“I’ve got plenty. So who is she?”

“Huh?”

“The victim. Who is she?”

“Oh.” Omar produced a notepad he referred to. “Her name is or was Virginia Hood. Forty-three. Single. Wrote erotica novels for a living. No criminal record. A few traffic tickets though. That’s about it.”

“And she ends up sliced and diced and ripped on the concrete.” 

“So, how is Troy behaving these days?”

“Troy? Troy wouldn’t do that to a woman! Or anybody!”

“Calm down.” Omar spared a quick glance at Devon who was on his feet watching them. “I’m not accusing him.”

“Then why bring up his name?”

“You see those apartments over there?” He indicated the buildings down the street. She didn’t bother to take her sight off his face. “There were several eyewitnesses. One thing they all agreed on was that the attackers were furry.”

“Were the attackers identified as werewolves?”

“No. It was too dark and too far away. But we both know ole Troy is capable of this kind of attack.”

“You have no idea what you are talking about. You don’t know Troy! Or anybody in his pack! You sure you don’t want to accuse Devon too?”

“I haven’t accused anyone, but I am going to consider all the possibilities. If that includes your boyfriend-”

“Fine, Omar! But don’t you expect me or my team to back you up when you try to question Troy like he’s your number one suspect.”

“Hey! Stop acting like I’m all out of line here. You know Troy’s history with demons. Demons that were loyal to Jerome.”

“Then go question Jerome.”

“I would if I could find him.”

“Listen to me, Omar. Just trust me that Troy would never in a million years do this to anyone, especially a woman.”

“Then he can tell me that.”

“No. Please, don’t approach Troy or any of his people right now.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m asking you to stay away from him. Let me go see him on my own.”

“If you know something, you should tell me.”

“What I know is that Troy isn’t up for any stress right now. The Brotherhood is-”

“If those guys are in town that means there’s conflict in the pack. What the hell is going on, Velvet? Are you involved?”

“No. But Troy is in a situation. It doesn’t involve this dead person.”

“So it’s all personal.”

“Promise me, you won’t question him.”

“Only, if the evidence doesn’t lead me directly to him. That’s the best I can do.”

“Thank you.”

“You still got it for him after all this time.”

“It hasn’t been that long.”

“He broke up with you almost four months ago. I’ve been trying to get back your attention that long.”

“Omar, I told you I have way too much going on.”

“Too much to have dinner with a friend? Too much to dial a phone and say thank you for the lovely flowers?”

“Yes.” Man, he was persistent.  “Omar, you have no idea.”

“I would if you’d talk to me. I’ve got a few things I want to tell you.” 

“I was mostly worried Buster would punish you on account of your association with me. I care about you enough to not ruin your career.”

“Velvet, that’s one thing you need to get over. I’m a full grown man. You don’t need to be worrying about me every other second. I know how to take care of myself.  And so does everybody else.”

“Like I said, you have no idea.” 

“Velvet, did it ever occur to you, being close to me could help you rather than burden your life?”

“Omar...” She wanted to tell him she’d thought the same thoughts more than once. She’d picked up the phone to call him several times just to hear a friendly concerned voice.  And maybe for a strong set of arms to hold her. But she still hoped and longed for Troy to come back. Why start something with Omar again just to hurt him like before? He was a good guy who didn’t deserve any part of her messy love life.

“How long are you going to wait for that guy to decide he chose wrong?” 

“Who says I’m waiting?” 

“It’s what you do, Velvet. You waited years for Wilder to decide to love you, then you waited years for him to take care of Jerome. Now, you are putting yourself through similar crap with Tanaka. Why can’t you see I’m here waiting and willing to have you with none of the supernatural nonsense?”

“I see you.”

“Then why won’t you give me a chance?”

“Because I’m not over Troy. You really want to date a woman that’s still thinking about someone else?”

“I could if that woman were thinking about me too.” He lowered his voice and touched her lightly on the waist to ask, “Do you think about me?” His voice was quiet and intimate. She wanted to step back and escape the earnest hope in his eyes. His feelings were genuine, she knew that even without the calls and flowers. But how could she lead him on then quit him again the moment Troy was back? “We can keep it casual and easy.”

“I don’t even know what that means.” Besides she was sure Devon was getting an earful with his wolf hearing. Omar didn’t seem to care though. 

“It means, no pressure. I just want to see you.”

“I- I’ll have to think about it. Um, anyway, shouldn’t we be talking about solving this murder?”  She sneaked a peek over at Devon. He was openly staring at her. What was he thinking, she wondered? When he first found out she’d been sleeping with Troy, he acted like it blew his mind or something. She never knew if he disapproved or not because the affair was over so quickly. “Devon and I have all we need, so we’ll be getting out of these cops way.”

“Hey,” Omar paused her before she and Devon climbed into the Yukon. “Maybe you should consider not thinking so much. Things have changed, Velvet. Maybe it’s time to move along. I’m here baby, all you gotta do is come on.”

“I’ve got to go,” she said. “Nice seeing you again.” She climbed in the Yukon and slipped behind the wheel. She gave Omar a parting smile since he just stood there watching her preparing to leave. He wasn’t holding back. Omar had a strong case of something for her. And he was a decent guy. She liked him too, always had. 

Devon got in the passenger seat and buckled up. “The man was doing some serious begging. You like him?”

“He’s all right.”

“What about Troy? I heard what you told Omar about not waiting for anyone. Is that true?”

“You sound like you don’t want it to be true.”

“You still believe he was sincere?”

“Yes.”

“You’d think he would have called you or something.”
“You don’t know enough about anything to be saying that.”
“Actually, due to heighten hearing abilities I know quite a bit more than you obviously think I do. What’s up, Vee? Troy is into some stuff, ain’t he? He’s organizing the pack getting ready for something. I know that much from the streets.”

“Maybe.” She gripped the wheel and began to back out. On the road, she felt Devon’s stare again. “Devon, you have something to ask me?”

“Are you protecting him?”

“Who?” 

“Troy.  Did he kill Jerome?”

“Troy is not a murderer. And why is everyone assuming Jerome is dead?”

“Makes sense to me, but what do you know that everyone else doesn’t?”

“Wilder. If Jerome were destroyed, Wilder would suffer and grieve. Wilder hasn’t changed.” At least not in that fashion. Moody and secretive as hell, but not grieving at all. “While we’re talking about Wilder, I think you and Tyra need to be reminded he is a full partner. Respect goes a long way when dealing with a master vampire.”

“He’s not my master, Vee.”

“Neither am I, but you respect me, don’t you?”

“You know I do.”

“I also know it’s mostly Tyra bugging Wilder. And you automatically want to protect her. Instead of doing that, I’m asking you to refrain her aggressive behavior. It could save her life.”

“Say what? Tyra can take Wilder any day of the week.”

“Not really, Devon.”

“Are you serious?” Devon tried to laugh but failed upon understanding the tightness of Velvet’s profile. “You’re kidding me.”

“For his young age, Wilder is one of the strongest vampires I’ve ever met. I didn’t even know until he and Milton began to spar. Milton’s dhampirism allows him to take attributes of any male vampire he slays. Milton killed Barton, who was over one thousand years old. If he wasn’t tired of his existence, I believe Milton would not have survived that battle.”

“You mean, Barton let Milton slay him?” Devon’s dark brown eyes were opened even wider than his mouth. “And Wilder is as strong as Milton?”

“Milton still has the edge so far.”

“Damn. So he’s been pretending to be weak all this time!”

“No, he just hasn’t had to exhibit his full strength. So, I strongly suggest you two stop treating him like garbage. If he snaps it’s y’all’s asses.”

“I doubt that. I’m a werewolf- and he will have to kill me before he hurts Tyra.”

“It won’t have to come to that if you two just leave him be. I mean it, Devon. I’ve told Tyra she better cut it out. Now you make sure she doesn’t put you in a bad position. I don’t have time to be getting between grown folks.”

“Oh, so now, I’m a grown-up?” he grinned.

“You are about as grown as the rest of us.” 

“So why are you hesitating with Omar? From what I can tell, Troy ain’t slowed his roll since he quit you to keep his pack. Werewolves can’t for too long, Vee. Especially an Alpha humpback. Sex is the ultimate equalizer to stress, desire, and rage. And Troy is about the most stressed out werewolf I’ve ever met.”

“Bullshit.”

“Oh, did he tell you otherwise?” 

Not exactly, she reluctantly admitted to herself. What he did say was that he was not going to be forced to take a mate. That didn’t cover emergency or recreational sex. 

“I’m not bad mouthing him. Just letting you in on a few things. I like Troy- and I like Omar. You gave Troy a shot and he walked away. You like Omar, but you won’t give him more than the time of day. Why not? Don’t seem like he has any baggage.”

“He’s a cop and he’s a normal.”

“Excuse me, but like you said, bullshit.”

She eased up off the gas pedal upon realizing she
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