
  
    [image: Rise of the Shade]
  


  
    
      RISE OF THE SHADE

      RANDI SANDERSON SERIES, BOOK ONE

    

    
      
        LIA DAVIS

      

    

  


  
    
      Rise of the Shade

      Randi Sanderson Series

      © Copyright 2022 Lia Davis

      

      Published by Davis Raynes Publishing Group, LLC

      PO Box 224

      Middleburg, FL 32050

      DavisRaynesPublishing.com

      

      Cover art and design by Silviya Yordanova of  DARK IMAGINARIUM Art.

      

      Formatting by Glowing Moon Designs

      

      All rights reserved under the International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to any actual persons, living or dead, organizations, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

      Warning: the unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in prison and a fine of $250,000.

      DavisRaynesPublishing.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        About Rise of the Shade

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

    

    
      
        About Lia Davis

      

      
        Also by Lia Davis

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT RISE OF THE SHADE

          

        

      

    

    
      Murder is a game that Randi Sanderson knows far too well, but at least she’s playing on the right side of the law. Being half-archangel and half-vampire makes her one of Jacksonville Sheriff Office’s best detectives and a suspect’s worst nightmare. 

      

      When she arrives at the scene of her next case, it’s obvious this murder isn’t a typical human crime of passion or rage. As a powerful hybrid, Randi can sense something is off, and not just because the body was dumped in a church parking lot. Luckily, her many gifts include the ability to dig up dirt on anyone. 

      

      This time, getting to work won’t be so simple. Surprised by a new partner, Randi knows her life is about to get a little more complicated. There’s a reason she doesn’t work with others. To the outside world, she’s just a police detective and single mom, but the reality is she has a secret identity to keep. 

      

      With the case taking a dark turn and her new partner obviously keeping secrets of his own, the last thing Randi needs is more trouble. So when the angelic and demonic factions start bidding to hire her to kill other supernatural beings just like herself, she patently refuses. The rogue hybrids known as The Shade are none of her concern, and she isn’t interested in becoming an assassin. 

      

      But when she finds herself in the middle of her own case with The Shade coming for her, she must reconsider. The half-angel, half-demon miscreants won’t stop until they’re dead or they have what they truly want:  Randi’s son.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The steeple of the church rose into a pitch-black sky, adorned with a tiny, white cross dimly illuminated by the floodlights below. I always thought steeples resembled middle fingers, an angsty ‘eff you’ to the heavens, but I was, apparently, alone in that comparison. Humans loved building them; angels loved looking at them like proud parents. As an angel/vampire hybrid, I—quite reasonably—had mixed feelings regarding churches, steeple or no. But I set those musings aside as I lowered my gaze along the façade of the little, white structure to the parking lot in front of it.

      Jacksonville’s finest crawled over the area like ants, busy with their individual tasks. Uniformed officers lined the perimeter, their cop cars spinning reds and blues. Blue-jacketed forensic specialists carefully scoured the pavement and body for clues. The giant floods towered overhead, blasting enough light to rival the sun. They formed a broad circle, banishing the night from our crime scene. Yet at the center of all this was a terrible darkness, a hideousness that brought me here.

      A girl. A dead girl. A pretty, dead girl with sharp, blue eyes and dark-brown hair that dangled curls around her pale features. Her body sprawled out in the middle of our scene, arms and legs splayed haphazardly on the pavement. Her gaze directed into the night sky, wide eyes lifeless and fearful, a snapshot of her last moment. I lifted the police tape, nodding toward the officer standing there, then crossed the circle of light to the poor woman’s corpse.

      “Hold up,” I told the forensics team, buzzing around her. They paused, turned to look at me, then looked at one another with a certain degree of confusion. Then I knelt beside her and placed my hand over her eyes, closing them with a sweep of my palm. I love forensics specialists; they make my life so much easier. That said, they could be a bunch of emotionally-stunted science geeks with little appreciation for such delicate matters.

      I rose back up and stepped aside, allowing them to continue their work. No blood. No visible wounds. No immediate signs of struggle of any kind. With her eyes now shut, she might as well have been sleeping. Except her heart wasn’t beating, she wasn’t drawing breath, and all thought had vacated her brain.

      “Detective.” I spun around to see who addressed me. A short, stout man clad in street blues rested one hand on his nightstick while the other pinched the brim of his hat. I stifled a laugh at his propriety. Nobody wore the hat. There were a thousand cop hats collecting dust in lockers back at their respective stations. But he was being respectful, I had to give him that.

      With focus, I peered into his thoughts and saw that he cared a great deal about his job. On that point, we were simpatico. Then, blaring loudly at the forefront of his thoughts was a less admirable imagining of yours truly, sans suit. I bristled, but a part of me enjoyed a little flattery. It was nice to know I still had it after thirty-eight years on this Earth, winding through a bizarre life path that included a whirlwind romance, untimely death, heavy depression in its wake, but also the most precious thing of all—my son, Logan. He was always hanging around my thoughts, sticking close to my heart.

      But I digress.

      “You’re the responding officer?” I asked the cute, little lech.

      He nodded dutifully. “Officer Mike Daniels.”

      Mike extended his hand. I shook it. “Detective Randi Sanderson. Pleasure.” With touch, my telepathy strengthened, and I could feel Mike doing his best to suppress his attraction in favor of his job. Aw, sweet boy. “Who put in the call?”

      A stiff arm raised toward the church. Before the tall entrance, joined by another pair of officers, stood a priest. “Father O’Brien,” said Officer Daniels.

      A morose scowl etched dark lines through the old man’s features, made all the more grim by his all black get-up. What were those called? With the wavy, black robes and the white collar? I sifted through my thoughts for the answer, thinking my mother would know. Angels knew all the terminology, iconography, and mythology—true, tainted, or outright false. I never really took an interest. I suppose my vampire side was a bit roguish. The priest stared over at me, tilting his chin ever so slightly. They all tried to look so goddamn wise, exuding a certain owlish solemnity that their flock so respected. How little you know, I thought, staring back. A whole world of inhuman creatures surrounded him, visiting from above and below, all manner of angels and demons that he wouldn’t recognize if they punched him in his face. Not that I planned to. I kept the inner vampire in check.

      “What was Father O’Brien up to so late at the church?” I asked, holding the priest’s gaze.

      “Said he likes walking the courtyard at night sometimes. Clears his head.”

      Clear head, guilty conscience? The consideration left as quickly as it occurred, dismissed as I sensed his profound, if a bit performative, dismay at the night’s turn. “Alright,” I said with a sigh, “keep him around for just a bit longer, I’ll make my way over in a minute.”

      Officer Daniels nodded then shuffled across the parking lot to the front door to speak with the priest. Left alone again, I stretched my back, twisting and sighing, secretly reaching out with my angelic senses to suss out any details. Emotional imprints linger for days after their initial expression. The stronger the emotion, the more potent the imprint.

      I turned my feet and began marching around the perimeter of the light, eyes wandering over the scene, invisible tendrils of angelic essence extending from my person. They swept like a hundred whiskers picking up any signals from the ethereal plane. My brow furrowed to the results. Nothing? Whatever traces lingered were too minimal for my abilities. That could only mean one thing. The murder hadn’t taken place at this location. The deceased was transported to this parking lot. How theatrical, dumping a body in a church parking lot. I was surprised there weren’t eccentricities to behold, some grotesque manipulation to the crime scene only a sick-minded pervert would concoct. The type of thing true crime junkies lived for, the weird, the wild, the nasty. While I loved my job as a homicide detective, the lurid wasn’t what drew me. It was the puzzle. Fitting together the pieces, solving the riddle, with the bonus of putting behind bars people that couldn’t be trusted to live among us.

      I suppose that’s rich for a half-vampire to say. Generally speaking, however, expatriates of both Heaven and Hell maintained relatively discrete lives on the middle, as they often call it.

      Having utilized my angelic abilities, I turned away from the light and peered into the darkness, flipping over to my vampiric senses. Demon sight provided a better view of the night. Any murderers lurking around the scene of the crime would stalk the darkness under the assumption they were essentially invisible. There were parts of living as a human with a secret divine/profane ancestry that were difficult but being underestimated was a nice silver lining.

      In the middle of downtown Jax, a handful of homeless shuffled past alleys, but among them was nobody of note. With a flared nostril, I drew in a whiff of the air, uncertain what I might be sniffing for, but it seemed prudent all the same. Vampiric olfactory experienced the familiar potpourri of a hot, Florida night in the city. Exhaust, litter, faint traces of the sea, and the St. John’s River. No strange beasts, no stench of fear nor lust. Nothing to give away a hidden culprit watching over the investigation of their handiwork.

      Turning back to the busy center of the parking lot, I took a breath. So, I’ll have to employ good old-fashioned police work on this one, I thought. My supernatural toolbox provided a usual edge from the onset of an investigation, but this time I’d need to employ a little brain power. That was alright with me. In fact, more than alright. I enjoyed proving myself without the handicap of heavenly and hellish crutches. After all, as a hybrid, I didn’t really belong to either community. I might as well have been human.

      “Any ID?” I inquired, approaching one of the blue-coats knelt beside the body. She was swabbing a stain on the pavement beneath and beside the vic’s right armpit. Probably an oil leak, I surmised, but ‘no stone unturned’ and all.

      The forensic tech had black hair in a tight pony, stern features, and an unshakable laser focus. Which is why she didn’t redirect her attention until I cleared my throat and leaned forward into her periphery. She twisted her head upward to meet my gaze. “Oh, sorry, detective.”

      “That’s alright. Is there any ID, though?” Sometimes, you have to repeat yourself around these people. I’m a generally impatient, no-nonsense person, but I bent for them, my worker bees, the real magic makers in the crime fighting world.

      She turned back to the body, turning her head to view the inside of a jean-jacket pocket. Carefully, she reached in with a latex-gloved hand and removed a shiny, purple wallet. Reverently, she unclasped and unfolded it. Her fingers ran along the cards tucked into position, arriving at a driver’s license. She pinched it between index and thumb, gave a tug, and freed it from the wallet. Then she stood and held the card before me.

      “Catherine Jacobs,” I read aloud. “D.O.B. December 18, 1985. Our vic was…” I ran a quick calculation in my head, “thirty-five.”

      “And a Sagittarius.”

      I turned to the tech with a raised left eyebrow. “Not very scientific of you.”

      She shrugged. “We all have our thing.”

      I thought of my thing. Compared to hers, it was a whopper. I couldn’t fault her for astrological leanings when my mother literally came from the heavens. Despite that inside track, I couldn’t say for certain whether star charts and all that rang false. The world was bigger than I knew, too.

      I directed the tech to pass off the ID to a uni to run through the database, then as she clasped the wallet again another tech was already by her side opening a baggie to place the evidence into. Like a machine, these people.

      “Detective Sanderson?” The voice was masculine, deep, but tinged with youth. Direct, but gallant. My eyes narrowed even before I turned to face him, knowing exactly who he’d be. Another detective, sent to partner with me. The character was unmistakable, instantly readable.

      Sure enough, I pivoted to find a tall, well-postured man with near-white blonde hair cut short, a square jaw, and dark eyes that looked like deep pits. Unnervingly deep pits. Alluringly deep pits.

      Wait. Scratch that last one.

      “I’m Detective Bennett,” he introduced himself. “Cash Bennett.” As we shook hands, his strong grip encasing mine, he added, “Your new partner.”

      I nodded. “Uh huh.”

      Cash smiled, forming a dimple in his right cheek. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “I’ll bet.”

      He chuckled mirthfully. Not the reaction I anticipated. “Technically, my first day is supposed to be tomorrow, but the chief called to suggest I come down here tonight to meet you. He thought you could use the help on this case.”

      I scrutinized his eyes with my own, trying to read past them. With our hands still clasped, I attempted to enter his thoughts, perusing hidden motives. Perhaps it was the exhaustion of the hour in concert with the previous use of telepathy, but I hit a wall. A twinge of pain throbbed at my temple, and I winced, releasing his hand, and pressing my fingers to my forehead.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      I waved away his concern with my free hand. “Just a little headache, it’ll go away in a minute.”

      “Here.” He wrapped one hand around the back of my neck while the other pressed against my temples and both massaged. Tension immediately drained from the muscles in my neck and the headache receded. I sighed with relief until our eyes met again and I glared back.

      Cash retracted his hands and stepped back, hanging his head. “Sorry, old habits.”

      I squinted one eye. “Old habits?”

      He scratched the back of his head, bending his toned, muscular arm to do so. I refused to look. “I worked briefly as a massage therapist before entering the force.”

      I crossed my arms. “Interesting pivot.”

      “Yeah, well, I—”

      “That was the conversation closer, not an opener, young buck,” I said, tapping his shoulder while passing him. I came to stand above the victim, staring down at her soft face. “At this moment, I’m not so much interested in your life story as I am Catherine Jacobs’s death story.”

      Cash stepped up beside me. “Young buck?” he repeated. “I’ll wager I’m older than you.”

      “How old are you?” I asked, turning to face him.

      He peered down from his six-plus feet of height. “Forty.”

      “Only two years, hot shot. And in terms of experience, you’re still the young buck around here, capisce?”

      Cash only grinned back.

      I sighed. “Chief sent you down here tonight, huh?”

      Cash nodded. “Yup.”

      I shook my head, turning away from him. “Mark, you cheeky sonova—”

      “Said you’ve got a lot of experience. Said I could learn a lot from you.”

      I smirked, turning back to Cash. “A little flattery to help swallow the pill, hmm?”

      Cash shrugged. “You and Chief Dobbs go back?”

      “To diapers,” I told him. “He seems to think I’m still wearing them.”

      I pulled out my phone and shot off a quick text to Mark: You think you’re funny, don’t you?

      Before I could pocket the phone again, his reply popped up on screen: Detective Bennett is good police.

      I glared at the screen. Mark was lucky not to be in my presence. Good or not, you know why I can’t be partnered, Mark

      There was a moment’s break in the conversation, a silent recognition of the fact. Mark knew all about me, knew my parents, knew the secret we kept. He was human, but a trusted one. A few allies in positions of power helped keep everything on an even keel. Three dots popped up while he typed his brief reply: Play nice.

      I grumbled, stabbing my thumbs against the keyboard: We’ll chat about this BS later, friend.

      The phone dropped back into my pocket and the frustrations were stuffed into the closet for the time being, making way for the case. Poor Catherine Jacobs. My face slumped, peering into hers. Perhaps if I waited, some vestiges of her last moments would radiate from her, setting off my angelic sense.

      “What can I do to help you?” Cash inquired.

      “Talk up the priest,” I said without averting my gaze from Catherine. “He’s over by the church entrance, he called this in. Get a statement, ask if he’s seen anyone lurking around the church recently, see if—well, you’re a detective, I won’t tell you how to detect.”

      “Aye, aye,” he said, heading off for the priest.

      Soon as he left my side, a cop replaced him. “Clean record, detective,” he said. “Married, no kids.”

      “Husband?”

      “What else?”

      I turned to the cop, a doofy-looking expression on his face. “It is 2021, officer.”

      He tried covering his embarrassment with a cough and a hung head. “Fella by the name of Eric Jacobs. Lives over in Empire Point.”

      I looked across the lot to Cash, speaking with the priest. He peered over Father O’Brien’s head to return my gaze. “Looks like we’ve got a next stop, partner,” I said to myself.
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      It was a short ride from downtown into Empire Point. I told Cash to drive us, leaving my cruiser behind. The circus, as it were, would still be there for a few hours more, cleaning up and clearing out. Enough time to make a stop and have Cash drop me back off before everyone left. Ordinarily, I would have driven myself, but making Cash take us gave me another chance to read him.

      We crossed over St. Johns on the Hart Bridge. The river curved past the Riverwalk in the distance, its water dark and undulating beneath us. I turned from the window to Cash, seated erect behind the wheel, hands stationed at ten and two, eyes fixed on the road. I could have painted black and yellow circles on his face and he would’ve looked like a perfect crash test dummy, miming the ideal driving posture nobody actually exhibited. I let a chuckle escape me.

      Cash turned his head. “What?” he asked, the corner of his mouth upturning.

      “Nothing.”

      “What?” he insisted.

      I shook my head. “How long have you been on the force?”

      “I thought you didn’t want my life story.” The smirk intensified.

      My eyes narrowed. “Cash Bennett. What kind of name is that? Cash? Really?”

      “Randi? What kind of a name is that?”

      “Friends call me Randi. Partners call me Sanderson.”

      “Randi Sanderson,” he spoke, turning back to the road. “Got a ring to it.”

      I crossed my arms. “Again with the flattery. I see right through you, pal.”

      He lowered his head to level a somewhat menacing gaze on the bridge as it sloped down toward the land. “Do you?” he asked in a low, sort of husky voice. Some might call it sexy. I wouldn’t, though. Definitely not.

      “Yeah,” I said, feigning confidence, but the truth was I still had trouble entering his mind. My vampiric abilities came less naturally to me as a half angel, the two sides constantly hedging one another. But still, I should have been able to get in there. Maybe I was just a little tired. After all, it was Logan’s first day of middle school in the morning and the preceding week had been a chaotic rundown of a seemingly never-ending checklist. I couldn’t believe how fast time flew. Felt like yesterday, he was a babe in my arms, and his father was still here beside me—

      Focus.

      But by the time I mounted enough mental strength to make another stab at my new partner’s thoughts, he’d pulled up alongside 326 Glade Hill Street. Streetlights bathed the property in dim yellow, illuminating a well-manicured lawn and a line of trimmed bushes laid out before a pleasant ranch-style home made of red brick. A little, stone path curved around a young sycamore leading to a small porch with white columns. Framing the whole picture were two large live oak trees standing on either side of the house, moss hanging off their branches like shreds of a tattered robe.

      “Ready?” asked Cash.

      I looked into his brown eyes. “Have you ever had to break the news to someone that their spouse has been murdered?”

      The vestiges of his smile evaporated. He nodded solemnly. “Least favorite part of the job.”

      “Likewise.”

      “Then, of course,” he rolled his eyes around to meet mine, “sometimes you’re not really breaking the news.”

      I turned back to the house. Suddenly, the moss-webbed live oaks looked like grim reapers. So many cases ended with such revelations, not-so-loved ones turning to murder. It was always a distinct possibility when you approached someone with the unfortunate news that you might pick up a false note, a crack in the façade. I descended through that crack to read their guilty admission wordlessly in their thoughts. Some cases were solved the night they fell into my lap. Something told me this wouldn’t be one of those. Intuition from one of my two sides, or perhaps a good old-fashioned hunch, as humans called them. The dramatic placement of her body, lack of wounds or bruises made me think the killer was dispassionate, yet sinister in a more insidious way. A shiver worked its way along my spine. I suddenly wondered if Catherine’s murder was only the beginning.

      One step at a time, I told myself, then exited the cruiser and started down the stone path to the front porch. Crickets hummed in the night air. It was warm and muggy, a typical late-summer night in Florida. Cash joined me at my side as we ascended the three steps onto the wooden porch and stepped up to the door. The dull sound of the bell came muffled through the door when I plugged my finger into the button. Cash adjusted himself beside me, preparing to meet the grieving widower...or cold-blooded wife killer.

      Lights went on in the foyer before the door swung back to reveal Eric Jacobs. Backlit, his silhouette pressed against the storm door and he looked like a menacing shadow. For a split second, my heart lurched, traumatic memories stirred from my past. But this wasn’t a demon, only a human man, which was made clear in the following split second when my eyes adjusted to discern his features. They were soft and ruddy, rosy cheeks on pale skin. Eric had light brown hair, currently tousled, a bang shaken out of order. When he swung open the storm door and emerged onto the porch, I saw his eyes, light brown like his hair. His build was average, shorter and a little slimmer than my new partner, save a modest paunch currently resting on the button of his jeans. It seemed a recent development, straining against his white t-shirt. “Can I help you?” he asked, a hint of alarm mixed in with suspicion.

      I lifted my badge into view. “I’m Detective Maranda Sanderson, this is Detective Cash Bennett. Are you Eric Jacobs?”

      A panicked breath entered his lungs. “I am,” he said, his voice betraying his fear. I hardly needed to read his thoughts to determine his innocence. The anxiety was palpable, obviously centered around his wife. It was late. She wasn’t home. He’d probably been worrying for hours already.

      “May we come in?” I asked delicately.

      “What’s this about?” Eric’s gaze passed frantically between the two of us.

      I took a deep breath, then laid a hand over his shoulder. I’d have to do this here, I figured. He was getting too squirrely to wait any longer. “Your wife, Catherine, was found dead tonight in a downtown church parking lot.”

      The color drained from his face, rosy cheeks turned ashen. His eyes lost their focus and he stammered a bit. “Sir?” said Cash.

      “I…” but Eric lost his breath. His eyes rolled back and his legs gave out. Cash was quicker than I was, slipping his arms beneath Eric’s to keep the widower from crumpling to the floor.

      “Mr. Jacobs, are you alright?” I asked.

      Cash bowed his head beside Eric’s until his lips aligned with the man’s ear. He whispered something then, softly, too quiet for me to hear. Eric almost instantaneously rallied, as if given a direct injection of caffeine. I found it peculiar, but once Eric’s legs turned back solid from jelly, he led us inside and the moment passed. I shot Cash a look, but he either didn’t see or willfully ignored it.

      The inside of the Jacobs residence was warm and cozy, as the exterior suggested. To the right, a living room set up with plush furniture gathered around a fireplace. To the left, a dining room with a long, dark wood table and seven chairs. No kids, said the uni. Perhaps they enjoyed hosting dinner parties. A tall cabinet in the dining room’s corner with an assortment of crystal behind glass doors suggested as much. I opened myself to the imprints and felt good fortune and cheer. An almost cliché happily married couple. More confirmation Eric wasn’t our man. Still, every person in Catherine’s life offered something of value. As Cash navigated Eric to the recliner in the living room, I prepared myself for tactful interrogation. A task for my angelic side, where sympathy and inquisitiveness lay.

      Cash and I took a seat on the couch, which sat at a right angle to Eric’s chair. He slowly eased himself into the cushions, eyes staring blankly at the floor. To follow his gaze, one would have to trace the history of their marriage, the shared quiet moments that appear meaningless to the outside observer, but weigh more than all the world in the wake of such loss. I would know. Eleven years. More than a decade, yet staring at the tears as they appeared in Eric’s eyes, it could have been yesterday.

      “I’d tell you how sorry I am for your loss,” I said, “but I know how worthless that is to you right now.” I could see Cash turning his head in my periphery, but I knew what I was doing. We needed Eric to set aside his grief in an appeal to vengeance for just a moment, skipping past the hurt to the pertinent details. “Of all the things you want right now, we can provide you with only one. Justice. But we need your assistance in order to do that.”

      I watched as Eric pulled back from the brink of collapse to listen. Then he turned his attention on me, resolving to let his pain overtake him at a later time. He sniffled. “I love Cat so, so much.”

      I nodded. “I know you do.” And I did. It was written all over him, the shock, the grief, suffusing his body in short order.

      Eric swiped his forearm beneath his runny nose. “When she wasn’t back for dinner, I knew. I just knew something was wrong.”

      I leaned forward, eager to rein in his focus. “Where did she go today, Eric?”

      A deep breath lifted his shoulders before he let them sag. “I don’t know. ‘A few errands’ is what she said. Probably...the supermarket? Maybe to Riverwalk. She likes to go down there, you know, likes to walk along the water. She says it’s good to breathe in the smell of it.” A little smile made its way onto his lips. “I didn’t know what she was talking about, but I respected it. She was a meditative woman.”

      And you’re a talker. Once I pulled him out of himself, I apparently, opened the gates. I could see the words piling up behind his tongue, ready to slide along to the tip. That was good. I’d keep him talking while I listened intently for any details.

      “She sounds like a wonderful person,” Cash commented. My eyes cut to my new partner. I could have backhanded him. That was the wrong direction. Less emotional reminiscing, more details on her social life.

      “She was,” Eric replied. “She truly was.” Then he tasted the word was, sour with its past tense. “Was.” He rolled it around in his mouth.

      “Tell me about some of the people she hung around,” I said, desperate to keep this on track. “Did Catherine hang around anyone…” I bobbed my head from side to side, “dubious, in your judgment?”

      “Not at all,” said Eric. “Never.”

      It was at this moment, while I leaned forward with my elbows perched on my knees and a follow up question on my lips, that the front door swung open and a petite woman stormed in. I rose from the couch with a hand instinctively clutched around the butt of my pistol. The little blonde with olive skin and big, green eyes froze instantly.

      “Brit,” Eric called out to her.

      “Eric,” she replied, her voice questioning. “What’s going on?”

      I removed my hand from my weapon. In the brief moment of fear, her defenses fell and I found my vampire side only too keen to take advantage. To my surprise, a cursory glance into her mind revealed her own vampiric nature. In the pause that followed, we stood in mutual recognition of our secret, though a twitch of Brit’s left eye revealed her confusion. She saw I was more than merely vampire. That would have to be dealt with, but for now, neither of us would expose the other.

      Eric rose from his recliner to greet Brit, wrapping his arms around her as she held my gaze. He whispered the night’s terrible news into her ear and as they separated, Eric’s body concealed her reaction. All I saw was her hands gripping his arms, slender little fingers pressed into Eric’s biceps. “That can’t be,” I heard her say.

      “Why don’t you join us a moment?” I spoke up.

      Eric turned, exposing her again. She was a little thing, no taller than I at five foot four, but much slimmer. She wore her blonde hair in a bob. Her outfit consisted of a black pencil skirt paired with a maroon top, a deep V showcasing the one part of her that wasn’t so slim. I tried not to let my biases judge for me, but I didn’t trust her. My father was a vampire. I was half vampire. I knew all about that subspecies of demon. Landon Adams, my father, was a great man, but he was also a great vampire, and a great lawyer to boot—you see what I’m saying?

      After taking a split-second to collect herself, Brit responded, “Certainly,” and followed Eric back into the living room where she took a seat in a loveseat opposite him.

      “I’m sure this must be a tough time for you right now,” I laid it on thick, “but this moment is crucial to our investigation. Anything you can tell us right now would be instrumental in capturing the deplorable culprit that murdered Catherine. I take it you two were close?”

      “Very,” said Brit, crossing her legs and folding her hands at her knees. “We were best friends.”

      I took note of the immediate adoption of the past tense. “What brought you over here tonight?” I asked.

      “She hadn’t answered my calls.” She had her answer at the ready. “I got worried and decided to drive over. What happened to her?”

      “We don’t know yet,” Cash piped up. “The cause of death was not immediately obvious. Potentially poison.”

      “Poison?” Brit covered her mouth in shock.

      I decided to cut the bull and jump straight to the pertinent question. “Do you know anyone that would have it out for Catherine?”

      Brit took a beat, lowering her hand to her lap where her eyes followed in thought. Then her gaze returned, darting once toward Eric, then returning to me. It seemed as though she feared his reaction, but she went on anyway. “I know that the neighbor, what’s his name, Doug—” Eric noticeably sat upright at the sound of Doug’s name, “—might’ve had a thing for her. But I don’t know any more than that, frankly.”

      “Which house?” Cash asked.

      Brit turned to lift an arm over the back of the loveseat, pointing through the window toward the house across the street. “There.”

      Framed by the front-facing window of the Jacobs residence stood a modest two-story with white siding and a closed-in porch. Bursting through the door of the porch stumbled a man, his legs carrying him frantically away from the place.

      Lo and behold, we had a runner.
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