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A LOT HAS HAPPENED since Valentine’s Day 2018.

‘Leather and Lace’ first appeared as a short story in the pages of Twisted Romance from Image Comics. It was a project organized by comics writer, director, and novelist Alex de Campi. Alex assembled a diverse group of comics artists and prose writers to create a genre-crashing romance anthology that spoke to all our strengths. She sent me a private message on Twitter in September 2017 and was kind enough to tell me (in a caring and supportive way, of course) that I was going to contribute a story.

All I could think of was a monster-hunting romcom, combining my love of pulpy monster-of-the-week procedurals with good old-fashioned monster romance. Thus, Dorian Villeneuve and Cash Leroy were born: a paranormal buddy hunter couple, consisting of a sarcastic goth vampire with an emotional support Chihuahua and a good-natured country boy who stanned for Stevie Nicks.  With Alex’s blessing, I wrote ‘Leather and Lace,’ my tongue-in-cheek spin on Supernatural through the lens of Dean Winchester and Castiel getting together and hunting a family of murderous weredeer.

Twisted Romance #1 arrived in February 2018, just in time for Valentine’s Day. Our little anthology went on to garner some critical success and a few award nominations, including an Eisner nod at San Diego ComicCon. In the end, I felt pretty good about what I did for that project and decided that would be the end of Dorian Villeneuve and Cash Leroy while I went on to work on other books.

As you can see, that didn’t happen.

It’s now October 2020 at the time of writing this. Since their first appearance, Dorian and Cash have become the characters I’m best known for and the characters I’ve come to love the most. I’ve written some thirty short stories about their romantic exploits, self-published three themed collections, and completed two novels in a planned series.

The novel you are about to read is the full-length adaptation of the story that started it all. It takes the basic premise of the short story—a vampire, a hunter, a pair of man-eaters, and a partnership-turned-romance—and builds it into a sprawling world of monsters and mayhem. This book is a monster-hunting romcom, a paranormal procedural adventure, a campy horror-fantasy romp, and a romance about two friends who shouldn’t have fallen in love but did.

It’s also a labor of love, which wouldn’t exist without Alex and the small but vocal readership I’ve found believing in me and in these characters. From drafting a story for a friend to putting out a novel about two characters I deeply love, the road that brought me to this point has been long. I can only hope that I do them justice.

Thank you for reading.


-  MC
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Chapter One
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KARL DRESCHNER WANTED to scream as he ran for his life from the charging beast, but he knew there was no use in it. 

No one was around to hear him as he raced down the winding footpaths of Robert P. Chastain Park. This late at night, the Devereux Police Department squad car that lingered in the parking lot to chase off loitering teenagers was already gone. The lamps that dotted the footpaths didn’t stay on past closing once the groundskeepers left, casting the entire park in deep pools of shadow. Around him, some shrubs and trees made it hard to see where he was going, tripping as he went or snagged by branches.

Above Karl, there was moonlight. 

Behind him, the sound of hooves beating the dirt. 

The trees shook as the creature ran between them, following Karl’s frantic breathing. He didn’t get a good look at it when it appeared outside the Werner Family Packing Plant. It was standing in the farthest corner of the parking lot that faced NE Pascal Boulevard. Karl had just left his shift for the night when he saw it stand up from a crouch onto two legs. 

All Karl knew was that moonlight bathed its shaggy fur and head of antlers in what looked like silver ribbons.

Then the creature charged at him.

Karl ran and never looked back.

A sound of a thick branch snapping caught Karl by his frayed nerves. He turned to look behind him as a massive silhouette barreled down the footpath. Karl didn’t turn in time to see the creature in front of him emerge from the brush. Their bodies connected in the sudden violent impact of a soft human hitting a slab of dense muscle and fur. Karl stumbled back and hit the sidewalk, his head spinning and lungs burning for oxygen. He blinked, and when his vision cleared, he saw it.

The stag appeared with the body of a musclebound human and a deer’s narrow, black-eyed face. It towered overhead in seven feet of brown fur, black hooves, and a gnarled spread of bony antlers. Before Karl could scream, the creature picked him up by the throat. He wheezed, vision growing hazy and dark as it squeezed the breath from his aching lungs. 

Death didn’t wait long for Karl as the other stag charged at him from behind. The creature that had pursued him was much larger than the one before him, a lumbering giant with a head of massive antlers protruding in sharpened points. The antlers pierced through Karl, breaking his rib cage and tearing through his lungs. He died a violent death, listening to his own bones shatter.

Once Karl Dreschner’s heart stopped beating, the beast who crushed his throat used the other’s antlers to steady his body. The stag tore into his chest, peeling back the skin and bone to take his heart. Holding the organ up in a meaty paw, the creature licked its mouth with a long black tongue.

Karl’s body left to the dirt, the stags—one large, one short—underwent their transformation back into their human forms. Their antlers receded into round human skulls; their dense, speckled fur shed to reveal their vulnerable skin underneath. The men the stags hid inside of stood naked and bloody under the moonlight. They were middle-aged men with gray hairs at their temples and in their mustaches, crow’s feet gathered in the corners of their eyes. 

One was tall, Black, and sturdily built. The other was short, white, and round.

"Just his heart?" asked the taller of the two men. His name was Paul W. Garrett. Flecks of muscle and bone clung to his coarse grayed hair where his antlers had receded into his skull. He swallowed, feeling queasy.

"No." The shorter and rounder of the two, named Mathew Lane, smirked under his mustache. "I want all of it."

Tonight, the weredeer feasted.
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Chapter Two
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IN THE LAST EIGHT MONTHS since leaving the vampire slums of Devil’s Row, Dorian Villeneuve learned many things about the world of humans. He learned even more about the world of monster hunting. Today, he learned that mothmen could fly at speeds upwards of sixty miles-per-hour if given enough of a head start. 

He also learned it was exceedingly difficult to aim a handgun at mothmen flying upwards of sixty miles-per-hour. This was especially difficult when hanging out of the window of the rickety red pickup truck currently racing down the empty highway by night’s cover.

"I can't aim for shit!" Dorian loudly complained over the wind. "We're going too fast!"

"Well, we can't exactly slow down," answered Cash Leroy from behind the steering wheel. Dorian’s partner held the wheel tightly, standing on the gas pedal and pushing the old truck's engine to keep pace. "Took us this long to figure out where he was headed."

Dorian peered up through the windshield at the mothman above them. The winged shifter flew against the moon's pale light, high above the tree line of the piney forest edging the highway. At such a height, the mothman was little more than a broad, black shadow on outstretched wings. Furry black hairs covered his whole body in a million points, each catching the moonlight but betraying nothing of the monster's true shape underneath. Two glowing red eyes bobbled like embers in the dark to give away his line of sight. 

Glancing down, the mothman met Dorian's gaze. The vampire bared fangs.

Ahead of the mothman and his pursuers laid the city of Devereux and its 300,000 people and monsters. The mothman, like the other shapeshifters he was kin with, would disappear behind the safety of their human hides there. In the woods where he hunted human hitchhikers and backpackers, the mothman had the advantage of speed and strength. Even so, the shifter couldn't keep going forever on tired wings and an empty belly.

All three of them knew the hunt had to end here, one way or another.

Dorian lined up his shot with mothman's head and pulled the trigger twice, hoping to hit something vital. His bullets missed by a mile. He let out a hiss and dropped back into the passenger seat.

"This is useless."

"Alright, we need to try something else. C'mere." Cash reached behind his bucket seat for the sawed-off shotgun he kept in the back of the cab. "Take the wheel for me."

Dorian blanched. "What? No, fuck that!"

"I'm a better shot, Dorian. I just need you to take the wheel."

"But I don't know how to drive!"

"It ain't really driving, you just need to keep us on the road."

Letting out a huff, Dorian clambered over into the driver's seat. Cash slid out, climbing through the window to maneuver himself onto the roof of the truck. The wind cut at his face and threatened to pull him off where he gripped the metal. All six feet and two inches of him held on tight as Dorian grabbed the wheel. 

The vampire took a deep breath and tried to calm his shaking hands. Everything felt so huge and cumbersome, utterly foreign to someone who had never driven before. The entire truck felt different in the driver's seat; its throaty engine clattered louder, the chassis vibrating with every bump or crack in the asphalt. He stomped down on the gas pedal. The speedometer galloped ahead with a terrifying roar of the truck's struggling engine.

"This is so stupid!" Dorian shouted through the window.

"You sound surprised!" Cash shouted back. 

From the truck's roof, the hunter made his way to the bed and carefully dropped down. Cash looked up at the mothman above and took up his shotgun to aim. Even at this speed, he was an excellent marksman, quickly finding the mothman's core between the beats of the giant furred wings. The mothman met his eye just as Cash fired. He changed direction without warning, gliding toward the road to avoid the deer slug trained on his heart. With a curse, Cash reloaded a fresh shell. Neither he nor Dorian saw the mothman dive down until it was too late. 

Clawed feet clamped onto the truck's cab in a heavy thud. The mothman towered over Cash in a rounded mass, shaped like a squat moth, and covered in lush black fur. His shoulders were hunched where bulbous red eyes sat, wings fanning to encircle both the shifter and his prey. Dorian flinched at the sudden noise above, swerving before he could catch himself. Cash fell back into the truck bed as the vampire jerked the wheel to correct. 

"Cash!" cried Dorian. "Are you okay?"

Another thud rattled the cab. The mothman dropped into the truck bed with Cash. A meaty clawed appendage swung out to knock the gun from the hunter's hand. The rifle skittered across the truck bed and fell out onto the road. Cash cursed again as the mothman pressed a heavy foot down on his chest, talons ripping open his shirt. Buttons popped and plaid fabric shredded. Above him, the creature's wings twitched with a low, throaty noise.

"Not exactly!" the hunter yelled back.

Dorian glanced in the rearview mirror. He saw nothing but outstretched wings, black and patterned with white dappling that held the shape of human skulls when the vampire blinked. A bright bolt of fear brought his foot down on the brakes. The truck lurched forward with an aching squeal. Busy with his prey, the mothman couldn't keep his balance as the truck screeched to a halt. The monster tumbled back over the cab and down the truck's hood, landing in the road. 

The mothman didn't move.

In the driver's seat, Dorian sucked down a shaking breath. Then he stood on the gas pedal. The truck roared back to life, tires skidding as it barreled ahead at the mothman. With a sickening crack, the mothman went under the tires. Once satisfied he was dead, Dorian stopped the truck. 

Cash appeared in the rearview mirror. He sat up to look at what remained of his shirt, then the mothman in the truck's back tires. The shirt, like the mothman, was a goner. Opening the small hatch window, he regarded the vampire in a fond look.

"Hey, thanks for saving my ass," Cash said. "Thought I was going to lose a nipple when the shirt went."

Scoffing, Dorian bared fangs. "If you didn't shimmy out onto the truck to fight him, I wouldn't have had to save your ass in the first place."

"The plan worked, didn't it?"

"The plan was still hanging your ass off a moving truck."

"Well, the past is the past." With a smile, Cash canted his head. "So, thanks."

The vampire's face felt warm. It was quiet now; all he could hear was his own leaping pulse. Before Dorian could say anything, the mothman jerked under the chassis. The monster let out a predatory rattle with what remained of a broken maw. Cash flinched as an injured appendage reached up to grab the truck's tailgate for leverage. Without a second thought, Dorian looked to the gear shift and began jerking on it wildly, forcing the truck into reverse. He pressed the gas pedal once more. The truck backed into the mothman and pulled him under the wheels. 

As the truck screeched to a stop, Dorian and Cash watched the mothman's body for signs of life.

This time, the mothman stayed dead.

Letting out a held breath, Dorian clapped trembling hands over his face. "Okay. I'm done driving now. You deal with it."

Cash sagged back against the cab of the truck with a heavy sigh. "Yessir." 

***
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THE LONG RIDE TO TOWN was punctuated by an unfortunate clunking noise as Cash's pickup rattled into Devereux. Clunking noises were nothing new, but the sound's thumping quality was particularly disconcerting, given the size of the mothman. The mothman was most assuredly dead; what Dorian and Cash could scrape off the highway was tied down in the bed of the truck and covered with a tarp. They had to turn the body in if they expected to get paid. It didn't make the process any more glamorous, especially when faced with the prospect of removing a giant insect from Cash's rear tire well.

It didn't make the corpse smell any better to Dorian, either. The vampire sat huddled in the passenger seat with his jacket sleeve covering his nose, trying his best to breathe through denim. Cash, smoking a cigarette and idly fussing with the music during the drive, didn't seem to notice. Nose-blindness was one of his least attractive qualities.

Cash was lucky in that he was Dorian's favorite human, on the vampire's decidedly short list of humans he considered tolerable. Detective Hayden Fritz of the Devereux Police Department was not counted among them.

Coming around with his clipboard and tape measure, Detective Fritz examined the mothman's corpse dangling from the truck bed.

"Huh. Mothmen look different on the inside than I would have imagined. Shame we don't pay you by the volume, though. Could've offered a discount rate."

Dorian could hear the human outside, rummaging around the back of the truck. Tucked in the passenger seat, the vampire sank down and pulled his jacket close as not to be seen. Picking at the flecks of gore under his long, black-painted claws kept him distracted. He wasn't paid enough to deal with humans after 10:00 p.m. Humans who weren't Cash were Cash's problem, which was especially true of Fritz.

The hunters were parked in the lot behind the 23rd Precinct in downtown Devereux, in an empty corner by the medical examiner's office. The 23rd Precinct was the home of Monster Beat, the ironically cheerful name given to the division of the Devereux Police Department charged with monsters and monster-related crime. One of two detectives assigned to the unit, Fritz served as the liaison between the DPD, monsters, and monster hunters.

Most importantly, Fritz was responsible for taking in bodies and processing payments.

"Hey, it's all there," said Cash. Puffing idly at his cigarette, he leaned against the side of the truck and provided good cover for the temperamental vampire. He busied his hands with the buttons of his shirt, the extra he kept stashed behind the driver's seat in case of clothing emergencies. "One adult male mothman by the name of Harold Yelles, as promised."

"Give or take a head."

"You didn't specify that on the work order."

"Yeah, yeah. Get it out of the truck, and then we'll talk."

Dorian made a face and sank further into his seat. Of the many unglamorous parts of the job, this was the part he hated the most, hauling a monster's body out of the truck and leaving it with the police. It was always demoralizing, regardless of the circumstances that landed the monster there in the first place. The vampire's nerves didn't make it any better, his instinctive fight-or-flight response triggered by driving Cash's screaming metal death trap.

His hands were regretfully empty of something to busy them. He wanted to go home and hold his dog. Take a shower. Try to calm down.

Then came the tap on the window as Cash peered inside. He waved. Dorian's frown deepened.

"Can you give us a hand out here?"

Fritz stood aside to enjoy a cup of black coffee from his favorite mug. The detective waited by the gurney wheeled out upon the hunters' arrival, pointedly ignoring Dorian's rolled eyes as the vampire got out of the truck. Dorian's strength made the lifting it easy; Cash held the gurney still and helped guide the remains there. The vampire couldn't stifle his whimper when his hands came away wet with insect pulp. Shaking it off with a gag, he scurried away to hide at the front of the truck.

Fritz pulled out the length of his tape measure. Muttering behind his bristly mustache, he took measurements of the mothman's wings, eye socket width, and full height. Dorian crossed his arms and tapped his boot on the ground, waiting for the detective to finish. The tape measure snapped back into its plastic case. Fritz took up the clipboard tucked under his arm and flipped through his case files, comparing them to his intake notes.

"Yeah, this looks like Harold Yelles. Wing pattern and size matches up with the witness testimony. I'll have Hasagawa call the family to confirm the ID, but I'm willing to put this one to bed."

"Good," said Cash. "Got the money?"

"Why are you in such a hurry?" asked Fritz. "You and Twilight got a hot date?"

"I heard that," called Dorian over his shoulder. "This is anti-vampire aggression."

"I told you not to call him that," Cash said. "And we just got places to be, is all."

"Yeah, well, I'd be at home if you didn't wait for damn near midnight to call in." Fritz reached into his DPD windbreaker. "The chief extends his gratitude for your service. This city owes you a debt. Blah blah."

Cash opened the envelope to inspect its contents, then tapped it to his forehead in a salute. "Pleasure doing business with you, Fritz."

Dorian's pointed ears perked, called to attention like a cat as Cash pocketed the envelope. "Are we good to go?" 

"Yup, good to go," answered Cash.

Relieved, Dorian climbed into the passenger seat. Cash opened the driver's side door and climbed behind the steering wheel. Opening the locked glove box, he pulled out a small ledger of open cases. The hunter scribbled Closed in the status box and made a note of receipt of payment.

Besides managing humans, Cash handled the business side of things. He was good at keeping books and balancing budgets. Dorian was a decent shot, good at tracking, and better with a knife. His innate monstrosity gave him an advantage as a hunter and more than made up for failing math in school.

Shutting away the money and the ledger, Cash said, "Just our usual stop, and then we're heading home for the night."

Going out? After all of that? Dorian groaned pitifully.

"But I want to go home and hug my dog!"

Cash started the truck up with a loud clatter of its engine. "I appreciate that, and you can hug Dominique after we get back."

"How is that fair?"

"It's my ritual. You can't mess with a man's ritual, Dorian."

"Your ritual is seeing me suffer. And after I saved your life–as usual."

"I thanked you for that if you recall. And just ten songs," Cash offered, by way of reconciliation. "Going to keep it to just Bella Donna tracks. Because I like you."

"Five songs," Dorian countered. "And no 'Highwayman.' It's depressing."

"Fine, five songs seem fair. But 'Edge of Seventeen' or you're buying the beer."

Cash's final offer was a lopsided smirk as he watched for Dorian's reaction. Dorian felt scandalized. He had never paid for a beer in his life, and he wasn't about to start now.

"Five songs," the vampire conceded. "And you're buying my beer, or I quit."

Driving out of the parking lot, Cash laughed.
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Chapter Three
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LOLA'S KARAOKE BOX was an institution among the dive bars lining St. Martin Avenue, Devereux's historic main drag. The karaoke bar used to be a theater before the restaurants, barbershops, and clothing stores shuttered. St. Martin's Cinemaplex 8 didn't survive the rent hikes and market crashes that came and went during the 1970s. In 1983, when Devereux made a bid to beautify its once thriving downtown, Lola Brodeur bought the Cinemaplex for dirt cheap. 

Soon bars, pubs, and nightclubs crept in to fill the empty spaces around it. Lola gutted the theater's interior, took down the Cinemaplex's marquee, and replaced it with a giant, glittering pink neon microphone. Other bars came and went in the years since Lola's first opened her doors, living fleeting lives before closing their doors.

The microphone towered over St. Martin just the same, bathing the street in its rosy glow. 

As Cash turned the truck onto St. Martin, the microphone was the first thing Dorian saw. The next was the near-empty lot outside Lola's when Cash pulled in to park. The karaoke bar was always quiet on weeknights. 

Cash got out of the truck, and Dorian followed dutifully, catching up on the sidewalk in a few quick strides. Across the parking lot and through the front door, where Cash ambled up to the front desk. Lola Brodeur herself was checking IDs and ringing up customers tonight. She sat at the desk in all her leopard-print tracksuit glory and puffed at a long menthol cigarette. Lola was a round Black woman whose fingers and wrists dripped with birthstones and gold rings. Her eyeshadow, like her meticulously kept beehive, was especially blue tonight.

Seeing the hunters stroll through the door, her face opened into a crooked smile. 

"Cassius, my boy!" Lola said, her voice reduced to sandpaper by fifty years of smoking. "How the hell are you?"

"Hey, Lola."

Lola stood to kiss his cheek. She smudged away the pink lipstick left behind with her thumb. Dorian sidestepped her, hiding behind the taller hunter and hoping she didn't see him. If she did, she would try to pinch his cheek. It wasn't Dorian's fault; he was irresistible to little old ladies. 

Fortunately, Lola didn't have her leopard-print reading glasses on her.

"Slow night?" Cash asked.

Puffing her cigarette, Lola waved him off. "School nights always are. But I saved number seven for you tonight, just in case."

"Thanks, Lola. Appreciate it."

"Hey, you're helping to keep the lights on around here. It's the least I can do for my favorite customer."

When Cash finished paying for the booth, Dorian hurried along behind him down the long corridor to door number seven.

Cash Leroy could have been a singer, but killing paid the bills. He stood at the karaoke machine and bathed in the pink neon spotlight, every inch of him painted in a dusky glow. Mic in hand, he commanded his favorite booth with lowered eyes, splinters of light catching in his fallen lashes as they fluttered against his stubbled cheeks. His voice hit the high notes of 'Outside the Rain' in a velvety dither that belied his smoky drawl and taste for Pall Mall cigarettes. In a depth of sound so full, it overshadowed the shrill karaoke track.

Here, on most nights and nearly every weekend, Cash sang Stevie Nicks songs and only Stevie Nicks songs. This was his ritual for the eight months that Dorian knew Cash, but it went well beyond their partnership. Cash was a man of singular interest, and no one else loved Stevie Nicks like he did.

The hunter cradled the mic between strong hands, his booted foot keeping time as he swayed to the music. Onstage, he seemed like a different man from the one Dorian knew the rest of the day. Singing straightened his slouched posture as his voice overtook the room. The stage broke Cash's even temperament and replaced it with a showman's presence as he performed for his preferred audience of one. Even the flecks of blood on the collar of his shirt disappeared into the neon. Everything else about Cash seemed to fall away whenever he opened his mouth to sing.

And Dorian, despite his best efforts, was in love with Cash.

Dorian nursed his second beer of the night on the modular pink loveseat across from the karaoke machine. He tried not to watch Cash as closely as he did. It was hard not to watch Cash in all things, both on the stage and off it. Dorian fought to keep his gaze from wandering over Cash's strong legs in his beat-up blue jeans. The vampire fought harder to avoid staring at Cash's neck, mouth, and sweep of his dark lashes as he sang.

Because Cash was Dorian's best friend, roommate, and partner. He didn't want to be in love with Cash. Loving Cash made Dorian's life complicated and scary. It put an ache deep inside the vampire's rib cage, choking on glass whenever the feeling threatened to claw its way out of his throat. Choking it down because they could never be together.

But sitting in a karaoke booth, watching Cash sing, Dorian loved Cash anyway.

"There. Five songs, as promised."

Dorian blinked. The pink lights dimmed. Sweat dotted Cash's brow when he sidled up to Dorian on the loveseat. He reached for Dorian's beer and took a drink. Dorian bared fangs but didn't put up a fight. 

"Rude," the vampire huffed. 

"I did buy the beer," replied the human. Cash took another sip, then passed it back to Dorian. "You going to take your turn?"

Dorian shook his head. "I dance better than I sing."

"That's your excuse every time, but I've never seen you dance."

"You never take me dancing."

"I'm already flat-broke from buying your beer all the time!" Cash said. His boyish smirk was even more charming under neon light than it was in most other places. That was saying something. "The way I see it, you owe me a night out."

Cash leaned back in the loveseat. He looked tired. Content, but still tired. He smelled good, too. Dorian licked his lips and looked back to his beer. The vampire's hands busied themselves, finding the bottle's paper label and pulling at the damp edges.

"You can't trick me into going square dancing with you," Dorian remarked before he could say something foolish. "This is some kind of bizarre Texan form of entrapment, and I won't stand for it."

"People in Texas do more than square dance, Dorian."

"I won't go line dancing, either."

"I'm beginning to feel stereotyped."

"I still respect you. Not a lot, but I respect you."

"Well, one day, I'd still like to hear you sing," said Cash. "Especially if you won't take me dancing."

Dorian's heart thumped treacherously. Ignoring it, he finished his beer in one long swallow and said, "You better take me home. I'm still traumatized from having to drive your stupid truck and I want to hug my dog."

Cash chuckled. "Yessir."

At the front desk, Cash said goodbye to Lola. Dorian was grateful to sneak past her without getting pinched. Cash pulled his keys from his jacket pocket as he and the vampire made their way to the truck. They were both surprised to find a man standing beside it with a crowbar. Neither hunter recognized him, but they knew trouble when they saw it.

"You hunters?" The man had a hollowed-out look in his eyes, dark and wild. "You both?"

Dorian's eyes darted to the man's twitchy grip on the crowbar. Cash held out a placating hand and took a careful step forward.

"Yeah, we are. What seems to be the trouble?"

"Word in the neighborhood today was two hunters in a red truck showed up looking for my brother," said the man. "Then I get a call from the police asking me to identify his body at the coroner's office. Here I was, thinking this was the worst day of my life until I saw this red pickup on my way home. Now you got me thinking this was fate."

On second thought, this was the part Dorian most hated about the job, whenever a monster showed up looking for revenge. 

Cash took a deep breath. 

"Alright, I know this is an ugly situation–"

With a shout, the man ran for Cash, swinging the crowbar violently. Rage made him hard to dodge. Dorian didn't have to think. The vampire pushed Cash out of the way and grabbed the crowbar as it came down, catching it with a bare palm. It hurt like hell, but his strength made the show of it more threatening than it was. 

The man flinched, stunned as Dorian disarmed and restrained him.

"Sir," Cash said, "I'm sorry about this, I am—"

Before Cash could finish, the other man punched him squarely in the nose. Blood tricked down Cash's face as he cussed, stumbling back. Once he collected himself, the human took a deep breath.

"Okay, so, now that you got your licks in, you should know your brother maimed a pregnant woman and killed at least one person we know of. He had to go down. You get that, right?"

Swallowing, the rage in the other man's face quieted. He nodded. "Yeah."

"Are we good now?"

Another nod. "Yeah."

"If you punch him again, you know I can break your arm, right?" Dorian asked. 

"Nah, we're square."

Cash nodded. Dorian let the brother go. Taking up his crowbar, the man walked off back to his car and drove away. Cash leaned back against the side of his truck and heaved a sigh. Dorian pulled his jacket sleeve down to grip in his fingers and used it to wipe the blood from Cash's nose. 

For it, Cash chuckled.

"Does it look bad?"

"It doesn't look broken, so I think you're okay."

"Thanks." Cash leveled the vampire a tender look. Even with a busted nose, he still looked at Dorian so sweetly. "That's the second time you've saved me tonight. Don’t know where I'd be without you."

Dorian's face ran hot. The vampire was grateful for the pink neon light of Lola's sign. It kept Cash from seeing the flush blooming across his face. 

"Probably in the hospital," said Dorian.

Cash shook his head. "Can you just take the damn compliment, Villeneuve?"

Dorian didn't want to be in love with Cash, but he was. And for all the things that he wanted to say to his friend at that moment, Dorian managed a smile and said, "You're welcome."
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