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      “Damn, Hope, you’re one hell of a shot,” Carson shook his head as he dismantled his weapon. His sandy blonde hair fell into his eyes as he carefully placed his gun in the box.

      “Whatever, Carson, you just need to work on your reflexes.” I jabbed his arm as I walked past him. I pulled the clip from my own gun and placed it in its case.

      “So, do you have big plans tonight?” Carson glanced over at me as he holstered his gun.

      “Nah, I’m looking forward to some uneventful time at home.” I slipped my leather jacket onto my shoulders and turned toward the door of the training room. “What about you?”

      “Marissa is making dinner tonight. She’ll kill me if I miss another family dinner.” He leaned back against the table. “I can’t believe your man doesn’t have anything big planned.”

      “Why would he?” I asked.

      “I don’t know, cause it’s your birthday. You don’t have a single thing planned?” His eyes bore into me, and I could feel his judgment.

      “I don’t make a big deal of it.”

      “It’s your birthday, you should make a big deal of it.” He shook his head. “Do you want to come have dinner with us? I can call Marissa right now.”

      “No, I’m fine. I don’t really want to spend my birthday with you and Marissa, no offense.”

      “Oh, none taken,” he laughed.

      “I just don’t see what the big deal is about birthdays. I’ve never been one to celebrate them. Now can we drop it?” The cold, stale air of the room hit me, and I shivered. I knew it wasn’t as cold as it suddenly felt in the room.

      “Message received, so, what are you thinking about the case?”

      “I think we need to go back and talk to the coroner. Something about their bodies doesn’t add up.” I had been thinking about the case since we got the call this morning. There was something niggling at the back of my mind. I just hadn’t figured out what to do about it.

      “What are you thinking?” Carson asked.

      “Well, there wasn’t that much blood at the scene. But based on their wounds, they would have bled out.” I tapped my finger against my lips. “Where did the blood go?” I turned to look at Carson.

      “Are you sure there wasn’t a drain nearby or something? Blood doesn’t just disappear.” Carson held the door open for me.

      “No, there weren’t any drains close enough to the body. It was in an alley.” I gave him a duh stare before continuing. “There was nowhere else for the blood to go. Maybe I’ll pay a visit to the station before I head home for the night.” I pulled out the keys to my Dodge.

      “Call me if you come up with anything.” Carson’s phone buzzed. He pulled it out of his pocket and looked at the screen.

      “Marissa?” I asked.

      “Yeah, on second thought, I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Will you at least do something fun tonight? It is your birthday, after all. And don’t stay at the station. I know how you like to think you can pull all-nighters, but then I have to deal with your crabby ass the next day.” Carson narrowed his eyes at me. He was dead wrong; I could go at least two nights of no sleep before I was crabby.

      “Okay, Dad, I’ll try.” I smirked, knowing I had no intention of listening. If the case led me down the rabbit hole, I had no problem following it.

      Carson hit the button on his phone and turned away from me. “Hey, honey, I’m just finishing up at the range with Hope.”

      I shook my head and walked to my car. I wasn’t sure how Marissa put up with him sometimes. My latest failure of a relationship proved no one was really willing to put up with me that was for sure. Long hours and my inability to leave my job at home certainly affected every relationship I’d ever been in. I wished there was one person out there who was willing to understand my passion for what I do. Michael certainly hadn’t understood. We got in regular fights about me staying in the office. He would get mad at me anytime I talked about work. He used to tell me it was just a job, and I shouldn’t be so wrapped up in my job. He didn’t understand. He never understood. It was too bad. He certainly knew how to please a woman in bed. Damn, I was going to miss that part of our relationship.

      I pulled up to the parking lot near the coroner's office. I had to get answers for the victims. There had been two similar murders in the last few weeks. I wanted to know if these murders were committed by the same perpetrator. There was something about the wounds and the blood that was niggling at the back of my mind. Something told me this was an important detail. I had a feeling the connection was in the blood.

      I walked through the door to the coroner’s office. Laura had her feet up on the desk, a sandwich in one hand and her mouse in the other. A game of solitaire was on the screen. “Hard at work, I see.” Laura started and dropped her sandwich onto the desk.

      “I’ll have you know I’m on my lunch break,” she shot back and turned to look at me, her cobalt eyes sharp.

      “Oh well, sorry to interrupt your precious lunchtime.” I crossed my arms over my chest.

      “Careful, Hope, I could make you wait for whatever it is you came here for, considering your shift was up, what three maybe four hours ago.” She flipped her blonde braid back over her shoulder. She lounged back in the chair, taking another bite of her sandwich. I knew she was bluffing.

      “Okay, Laura, I am deeply sorry for disturbing you. I only have a few quick questions about the man who was brought in this morning. I know you’re not the one who completed the autopsy, but you’re the best, so I was hoping you’d have a second look.” I fluttered my lashes and gave her my award-winning smile.

      “You’re insufferable, you know that.” She rolled her eyes at me. “Fine, let’s go take a look.” She stood up from the chair and headed into the lab. She signed into the computer and pulled the notes up on the screen. “Did you change your hair? It looks nice,” she commented as she read over the notes.

      “Thanks, I got some layers and highlights the other day. So, I have a few questions about the wounds.” I tucked a piece of auburn hair behind my ears.

      “Yeah, it looks like there were jagged knife wounds across his neck. He noted it was rather messy. Let’s take a look at the body.” She glanced at me and walked over to one of the doors. She pulled the handle and grabbed the table to glide the body out of its compartment. She carefully pulled down the sheet to examine the wounds. With a gloved hand, she touched the jagged lines on the neck. “It’s weird how these cuts indicate the killer wanted to really slice up the neck. It looks like they cut several times over the same spot.” She stretched out the skin and moved her head closer. “It almost looks like they used the tip of the knife to make sure they punctured the artery.”

      “Okay, so the victim should have bled out at the scene?” I looked at Laura as she stood up straight. Her hand was still against the man's neck. He couldn’t have been much older than eighteen.

      “Yes, the artery is punctured. They would have bled out within minutes.” She dropped her hand. “Where are you going with this?” Her eyes narrowed as she walked back over to the notes. She pitched her bloodied glove on the way.

      “There wasn’t much blood at the scene. Certainly not enough to indicate the victim bled out from a punctured artery. Are you absolutely sure they would’ve bled out from the neck wound?” I asked.

      “Positive, there are over two liters of blood missing from the body. The cause of death was exsanguination based on a cut to the carotid artery. There should have been a lot of blood at the scene.” Laura shifted her weight from one foot to the other.

      “So, the question of the hour, what happened to all that blood?” I blinked up at Laura.

      “Maybe a vampire drank it,” Laura’s eyes sparkled.

      “A vampire, really?” I rolled my eyes. “You’ve been watching too many of those vampire shows. Who’s the flavor of the week?” I asked, knowing she was watching one of the many shows about vampires.

      “Damon,” she answered automatically.

      I shook my head. “I think it’s more likely we have some weird sicko out there with a blood fetish. I’m going back to examine the evidence. Any other weird things noted about the body?”

      Laura glanced back at the notes. “She had a good dinner about an hour before her death. Looks like she had lobster. How often do you eat lobster?” Laura dipped her head.

      “Not very often, it must have been a special occasion. I’ll look into it. Thanks, Laura.”

      “You are very welcome, so why aren’t you out with Michael tonight?”

      “He’s busy,” I headed toward the door.

      “Oh no, you don’t. He’s too busy to spend time with you on your birthday. That’s not like him, spill.” She grabbed my arm and turned me to face her. She’s lucky she’s a friend, or I would have knocked her on her ass for grabbing me like that.

      “Michael decided he didn’t want to be with a workaholic.” I looked into Laura’s eyes. I watched as her face softened into a look of pity. “It’s fine. I didn’t want to be with anyone who didn’t understand my passion for the job anyway.” I pulled my arm away from her, and she let me.

      “I’m sorry, Hope. That’s shitty. What kind of guy dumps his girlfriend right before her birthday?” She shook her head.

      “What’s the big deal with birthdays? Everyone acts like I should be out getting drunk or something. What if I like investigating? This is absolutely how I would choose to spend my day.” I pulled on the sleeve of my jacket.

      “Examining dead bodies in the morgue is your ideal birthday. Oh honey,” she patted my arm before shaking her head and turning away.

      “I need to go follow up on this lead. I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Sure, call me tomorrow. I have the day off. We can have a girls' night out or something.” She gave me a sympathetic smile. Seriously, the pity thing was getting a little annoying.

      “Yeah, I’ll call you.” I turned and walked back out the door. Laura and I were friends, but we weren’t that close. Most of the people I hung out with were the people I worked with on a regular basis. My shoulders slumped a little as I thought about that. Maybe I needed to find some friends outside of work. I drove back to the station and opened the file on my desk.

      Looking over the photos, I knew it. There wasn’t enough blood at the scene to support the victim bled out there. There also wasn’t anything to suggest the body was dumped. So, what happened to the blood? I went into one of the layout rooms. I pinned up all the photos from the case on the corkboard. I took a step back and stared at the photos. There had to be something here I was missing.

      The door opened behind me. “Aren’t you supposed to be at home, celebrating or something?” Reed stood in the doorway.

      “No, I am exactly where I should be.” I looked at Reed over my shoulder.

      “Well, since you’re here, you need a fresh set of eyes?” I couldn’t help but notice how nice his muscles looked against his blue button-up. His dark hair fell slightly over his eyes, and he brushed it back as he walked up to the photos. He tapped the photo with the body sprawled out on the pavement. “It looks like a straight robbery. Did you search the area for her ditched wallet?”

      “What makes you think it was a robbery?” I asked. I wasn’t ready to move from my seat yet. I tilted my head as he turned back to stare at the photos. Damn, his ass looked nice in those tight black jeans. I had a rule not to get involved with anyone I worked with, but I might make an exception for Reed.

      “Well, he was found in a back alley without his wallet. What else would it be?” he blinked, looking back at me.

      “I’m not sure yet.” I stood. “Notice the lack of blood in the photo. The coroner ruled it was exsanguination from the knife wounds. If that’s the case, where’s the blood?” I tapped the photo. “There’s not enough blood at the scene to support him bleeding out.”

      “Maybe it washed down the street or something.” Reed turned, facing me. He was close, close enough I could smell his mint and eucalyptus aftershave.

      “It didn’t rain that night. If the blood flowed somewhere else, there would be evidence of that. There isn't any. I’m starting to think the killer drained the victim somehow before slicing open his neck. The coroner also noted a weird puncture mark in the neck that looked like they stabbed the tip of the knife straight into the artery. I can’t imagine why someone would do that.” I shook my head as I glanced again at the photo with the man’s body.

      “Okay, are you sure the blood didn’t soak into his clothes?” His eyes shifted to me.

      “No, it’s not at the scene, and it’s not in the body. Someone must have drained him.”

      ‘Okay, but why? I’ve never heard of a case where the killer drained their victim before killing them. What would be the point of that?” Reed scratched the stubble on his chin.

      “I don’t know why. I just know the blood that should be here, isn’t. I can only assume it went with the killer. Until the evidence shows me something else, I’m going with it.” I went back to the table where I had all the notes from the scene. “You want to go over these with me? See if we can find something to either support or disprove my theory.” I began pulling out the different sheets.

      “You don’t think I have my own cases to work?” he moved to stand behind me.

      “I’m sure you do. But you also came to ask about my case, which means you find this one much more interesting than yours.” I smirked up at him. I watched as his head tilted slightly. I knew I was right. He found something about this much more interesting than his own work.

      “Alright, you got me there. I’ll take some time and go through this with you.” He pulled out the chair and rolled himself closer to me. I passed over one of the pages from the file. He smiled and dipped his head. He began reading, and I grabbed up the next.

      After an hour, I handed over the last of the sheets from the file. “There’s nothing to indicate where the blood could have gone.” I pushed the file to the side. “I think I have to go back to the scene,” I huffed.

      “Yeah, I’m not sure I can join you at the crime scene.” He paused, glancing out the window. “I don’t think you should go alone, either. Where’s your partner?”

      “His wife made him dinner. There’s no way I’m pissing off Marissa for a hunch that probably won’t lead anywhere. I’m just going to stop by and check it out. I shouldn’t be long.” I stood, slipping on my coat.

      Reed stood, “I’d feel better if you had a black and white with you on this excursion. You know the killers often visit the crime scene after the murder is committed. I don’t think you should go alone. I’ll go see who’s available.” Reed opened the door and looked around the station. I stepped behind him. The few officers that were in at this hour were either typing at computers or booking someone into custody.

      “Reed, I don’t need anyone to take care of me. I’ll be fine.” I squeezed past him and headed for the back door.

      “Hope,” Reed called. He closed the distance between us. My breath hitched as his arm rested on my shoulder. “Will you promise me that if you notice anything out of line or get a bad feeling, you’ll get out of Dodge? No chasing after a killer on your own.”

      “Come on, Reed. I’m not that stupid. I’d never go after a dangerous suspect on my own.”

      “Okay,” he let out a deep breath. “Are you coming back here after your errand?”

      “No, I’m told I should be spending some time out or relaxing or something.” I shrugged. His hand moved from my shoulder to squeeze my upper arm.

      “That sounds like a good idea. You should do something that doesn’t involve work. You hitting up the regular spot?” he asked. All the police at the station had a regular watering hole. It was a rustic bar and grill a few blocks from the precinct. I liked to stop for a whiskey every now and then. My apartment wasn’t too far, so I could walk home if I decided to have more than a few. Not that any of the guys in the place wouldn’t offer me a ride if I lived further. It always amazed me how many offered to get me home safe. Of course, they may have wanted to make sure I made it all the way into my apartment. The disappointed look on their face when they learned I was a short walk from the bar was always amusing.

      “Yeah, maybe.”

      “I hope to see you there.” The corner of his mouth turned up.

      The crime scene was a little over a mile away. There shouldn’t be too much traffic, so I should be at the scene in a few minutes. I kept racking my brain, trying to figure out where all the blood could have gone. I pulled up and parked near the alley where we found the last body.

      The tape had been long removed, but the alley was still devoid of any people. The homeless who had frequented the alley had moved on to somewhere new since they had lost access during the initial investigation. I bent to examine exactly where the body would have been lying. The grit and rocks from the street gave me no clues as to where the blood would have flowed. The drains were at the end of the street. A dumpster was a few short steps from where the body was found. I bent to glance at the bottom. Not even a speck of red remained. Either the cleaning crew had been thorough, or the blood hadn’t even made it this far.

      “Ugh,” I lifted the lid to the dumpster. The crime scene crew had already checked the dumpster. If they had found any blood, it would have been collected. There was nothing in the file about the blood. I studied the inside of the dumpster. Besides the foul smell of rotting food, there was no indication anyone died here. I stepped back, glancing around one last time at the scene. There was nothing. My hunch was definitely leading me somewhere. I just didn’t know where yet.

      Why would someone drain a person of blood, then cut their throat?

      The cuts were jagged across the throat, leaving a mangled pattern. The coroner said it was done with a serrated knife that had been used several times. It was messy. Some would think that it was because it was someone who may not have known what they were doing. I disagreed. I think the unsub knew exactly what he was doing.

      I just needed to figure out who they were before they did it again.

      There wasn’t anything else I was going to learn here. I had no idea why someone would drain another’s blood. There were a few diseases that required regular transfusions. Someone without insurance might get desperate enough to drain someone. Maybe some creep needed blood for a ritualistic sacrifice. Those were the only two things I could think of off the top of my head. Either way, I didn’t understand what they would need the blood for. I got distracted as I thought about it. The type of person to do something like that would be a real sicko. I sighed. I might as well head to the bar to have a drink. There was obviously nothing else I could do here for the night.

      The sound of pebbles skidding across the pavement drew my attention. I thought I was alone here. My hand instantly went for the gun in my holster. It was a habit. I turned to see Reed standing at the entrance to the alley.

      “Reed? What are you doing here? I thought you said you couldn’t come with me tonight.” I furrowed my brow as I dropped my hand from my gun.

      “I know, but I didn’t feel right with you being here by yourself.”

      “Oh, well, I already finished up. I was just leaving.”

      “Excellent, are you ready for that drink?” he asked.

      “Yeah, I could really use one.” I gave him a weak smile.

      “Come on, I’ll walk you to your car, and we can head over to Bernie’s.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” I began walking in the direction of my car, and Reed was a step behind me. I turned my head to look back at Reed. His hand was in the air seconds from hitting me with the butt of the gun. I blinked in surprise before I felt the sharp pain from the hit and wobbled. My head felt heavy, and the world spun.

      “You just had to dig into the blood, didn’t you?” I heard him mumble before I lost consciousness.
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      The pain in the back of my head was the first thing I was aware of when I gained consciousness. I wasn’t ready to open my eyes, so I listened to the room around me. The events from the night were coming back to me. Reed had knocked me out at the crime scene. Why the hell would he do that? Unless he was involved with the murders somehow. I tensed as I thought about the possibility. How could he be involved? What was it he said before I blacked out? Something about the blood? Shit, what the hell had I gotten myself into?

      “I know you’re awake. You might as well open your eyes.” Reed’s voice was sharp, and I blinked open my eyes. I tried to raise my hand to my head, but both my hands were bound in front of me with zip ties.

      “What the hell is going on, Reed?” I asked. I pulled my wrists against the restraints.

      “Isn’t it obvious? I kidnapped you.” He was sitting in a leather recliner across from me. I was lying on my side on the brown leather sofa. At least a pillow was tucked under my head. My shoulder ached from the angle of my hands.

      “Did you bring me to your house?” I asked. I stared at myself on the black screen of the television. I didn’t look any worse for wear. Too bad he’d hit the back of my head, not the front. I wouldn’t be able to see any bumps from this angle. I could certainly feel one, though.

      “Yeah, I didn’t want to chance bringing you anywhere else. My house is sound and light proofed. No one will hear you if you scream.” There was an edge to his voice. “While it’s daylight, no sun will seep through the windows either.” His eyes met mine across the room before he focused back on the book that lay open in his lap. A wine glass filled with a red liquid sat next to him on the twisted metal end table. It was a weird piece with jagged lines like the designer couldn’t decide which way they wanted the metal to go, so he chose all of them. Reed took a sip from the glass. The liquid stained his lips red. Even now, a heat rushed through me as I watched his tongue glide over his bottom lip. I shook my head to clear it of the absurdity.

      “No sound or light? Why would you do that to your home?” I asked. I couldn’t fathom the need for a sound and light proofed house.

      “How unfortunate? I always thought you were the smart one on day shift. You haven’t figured it out yet, my dear, Hope.” His eyes never left the book. I watched as he used one finger to turn the page. I was beginning to think I was an annoyance to his reading.

      I thought back to what he’d said, my investigation, and the previous murders. “Was the blood missing from the previous victim?” I asked. I didn’t like this train of thought. But Laura would be damn proud. It was because of her and those damn shows that my mind even traveled there. Okay, I may have watched an episode or ten of True Blood, but that was it. Those were my kind of vampires. Oh god, what the hell was I thinking? Vampires, was I really going there? The investigator in me was screaming at the ridiculous train of my thoughts.

      “Ah, now you’re piecing it together. Yes, both victims were drained of blood. I took precautions to make sure no one would think anything of it and only assume they bled out. How is it you were not convinced?” His eyebrow arched as he lowered his book to study me.

      “I noticed there wasn’t enough blood at the scene. I told you this while you acted like you were helping me with the case.” I rolled my eyes. “I should have known. Murderers often insert themselves into the investigation. I thought you were being my friend.” I sighed and tried to sit up without the use of my hands. It was difficult, but I managed. I didn’t like being lower than he was. I tried to shift to see what was behind me. I needed to figure a way out of this place. Away from Reed. “So, now that you have me here, what are you planning to do with me?” I asked.

      “Oh darling, you will be my progeny. You’re smart and more than capable of living in this world than most. I knew that the day we met.” His eyes sparkled. “I have to get the approval of the council first, of course. As I was not prepared to turn you quite so soon, I thought I would have time to groom you first.” His finger traced around the rim of the glass before he lifted it to take another drink. By the look of the stain on his lips, he was drinking blood. My stomach lurched. It was probably the blood from the crime scene. His eyes met mine, and his lips curled into a wicked grin. I pressed my lips together to hold back my nausea. He gave me one last cursory glance before he resumed reading.

      “Progeny? What does that even mean?” I asked. I thought it was weird how his speech had changed. In the office, he seemed like a regular cop. Now he spoke as though he were older, more refined. It was giving me whiplash. I needed to get the hell out of here.

      “It means, my dear, that as soon as the sun sets, I will go to the council. I will ask their permission to turn you into a vampire. I believe I’ve made a fine choice in a new progeny. I wasn’t planning to turn you quite so soon, but your voracious appetite for investigation has necessitated immediate action from me. I couldn’t exactly let you go and tell others what you’ve discovered, now could I?” He tapped his finger on his lips. “Did you tell anyone besides me what you were investigating?” He closed the distance between us and took a seat on the couch next to me. His eyes locked on mine, and he spoke again. “Hope, dear, who else knew about the missing blood?”

      I felt mesmerized by his intense gaze. “The coroner,” my mouth moved automatically to answer. I knew I shouldn’t be saying anything to him, but I couldn’t control my mouth.

      “Does your partner know?” he asked.

      Again, I felt my control over my answer disappear. “No, I hadn’t gotten a chance to tell him at the range earlier. I wanted him to enjoy his dinner with his wife.” I blinked.

      He smiled. “Good girl, I don’t believe the coroner will dig too deeply into it. You were the only one who seemed to be engrossed in discovering where the blood could have gone.” His fingers trailed a line down my cheekbone and stopped under my chin, lifting it to meet his eyes again. “Why couldn’t you let it go?” he asked.

      “It was the only thing that I didn’t understand about the case. I am an investigator; it was a lead. I followed it,” I answered simply. I was trying to find the killer. Apparently, I was on the right track.

      “Hmm, well, that’s good. I would hate to have to hurt anyone you care about.” His finger felt like acid against my skin as his threat rang through my head. I would find a way to kill this man if he ever went after anyone I loved.

      “I’ll kill you if you hurt any one of them,” I spat back at him.

      “Ah, there’s the spirit and fire I so adore. I intend to mold that fire in you for my own purposes. Before long, you will have the ultimate gift from me. Immortality. I can only hope you treasure it, as I have treasured my own.”

      “You know that they’re going to ask questions when I don’t show up to work today.” I probably shouldn’t have mentioned that, but I hoped people noticed. Carson, at the very least, would notice. I said I’d give him an update today.

      “Oh?” His eyebrow rose. “The guys at Bernie’s last night watched you have a few too many drinks for your birthday. The Captain said it was the least he could do since he hadn’t actually seen you celebrate in years.” His mouth curved into that wicked grin that I was beginning to hate. “Sorry, princess, but they think you’ll be in bed all day nursing a wicked hangover.” He stood; a self-satisfied smile plastered on his pretty face.

      I wanted to punch him. “No one’s going to believe that. I wasn’t even at Bernie's last night.” I narrowed my eyes at him.

      “Oh? But they believe that you were.” He tapped his temple. “A few well-placed memories into an already inebriated mind is child’s play.” I scowled. He could manipulate people’s minds. Shit, what else could he do? I let out a breath. I didn’t know what else to say. He’d obviously covered all of his bases. I couldn’t exactly say he’d been a bad cop in the time I’d known him. He nodded once and strode down the hall.

      I whipped my head around, trying to find a way to get out of here. He talked about immortality as a treasure. I assumed he was planning on killing me. He was obviously delusional about having immortality. He was just another sicko murderer who thought himself above everyone else. I saw the door on the far side of the room behind me.

      “You’ll never be able to open that door. You might as well get some rest before tonight. You’re going to need it for what I have planned for you.” His voice rang clear down the hall. How did he know I was looking at the door? He must just assume that since I’m trapped here, I would be trying to escape. I pulled on my wrists, trying to loosen the zip ties. I felt the blood as I pulled harder, and the hard plastic bit into my skin. I loosened them slightly but not enough. I yanked harder and tried to slip my hands through the plastic. The blood flowing from the cuts was helping to lubricate my wrists. Maybe I would be able to slip my hands through the small space I was making. I kept trying to yank my hands apart.

      I felt his presence before I heard him. “Are you trying to tempt me, young one?” Reed made his way around the couch and knelt before me. He lifted my wrists to his nose and inhaled. I yanked my hands back against my chest, and his mouth broke into a vicious smile. He pulled my hands back toward him. I jerked my legs up and kicked him. The impact of my feet on his calves hadn’t even phased him. He licked where the blood was oozing out from under the restraints. His eyes lit as he tasted my blood. My stomach lurched at the hungry look in his eyes. He slid the zip ties down my arm and licked around the wounds. I watched as they sealed before my eyes.

      “What the hell?” I asked as I stared wide-eyed at where my wrists had just been bleeding. There was nothing but a small pucker of a line where the plastic had cut my skin. I watched as even that disappeared.

      “I told you. I’m immortal. With the blood of immortality, comes certain gifts. I can heal your wounds with my saliva. Do not do that again. Though, I do enjoy the exquisite taste of your blood. It’s like a fine wine. I find you to be quite delectable. I can’t wait until you trust me enough to share my bed.” He licked his lips again, and his eyes darkened with a hungry desire.

      “Never gonna happen.” I spat in his face. He lifted his hand to wipe away the saliva and blinked down at me.

      “That’s not what you were thinking at the station. You liked staring at my broad chest while we were working together. You wanted me, for more than just the assistance I was offering.” His eyes continued to bore into mine.

      “That was before you kidnapped me against my will. I thought you were being a nice guy. I didn’t think you were a murdering sicko.” I sat back, trying to get further away from him. I didn’t want to be this close to him. My heart ratcheted in my chest, and I knew I was in danger. More danger than I may have realized. He was a predator, and I was prey. I needed him to turn his focus on anything else.

      “I only kidnapped you out of necessity. Please, you need to rest.” His eyes locked on mine. He spoke one word, and my eyes drifted shut. I was going to figure out how he was able to do that to me.
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      “Wake up, Princess. It’s time to meet your destiny.” I felt a hand on my shoulder and jerked away from it instinctually. “Come now, the council awaits.” His smooth voice soothed over me. I felt instantly relaxed before a jolt of shock hit me.

      “What? What council?” I blinked my eyes open in the dim room. “Where am I?” I didn’t recognize the living room. I blinked a few times before it all came rushing back to me. I yanked on my arms. The plastic bit into my wrists, and I sighed. I was hoping it was all a dream. Reed stopped before me.

      A lock of his dark hair fell into his eye. He was wearing a tailored black suit with a thin burgundy tie. I had to admit, he looked dapper in the suit. “My dear, I must present you to the council before they will approve your transformation. I laid out a dress for you in the bedroom. I expect you to be impeccable.” He took my wrists and broke the bindings.

      “You expect me to put on some gown and accompany you to my death. Uh, no, I don’t think so.” I sat back against the couch. There was no way I was going to volunteer for whatever he had in store. “I think you forget that you kidnapped me.” I crossed my arms over my chest and stared back at him. I didn’t intend on letting him bind my wrists again. I was going to exploit a weakness the next chance I get.

      He bent so his eyes were level with mine. I looked away. “You will put on the dress.”

      I narrowed my eyes and glared at him. “No, I won’t.” I tried to look away from him, but I couldn’t manage it. It was like he had trapped me in his gaze.

      “You will go put on the dress and join me for the council meeting.”

      I stood without thought and walked down the hall and into the bedroom. There was a rich burgundy gown on the bed. It matched the tie Reed had on. I didn’t want to put on the dress, but my hands moved without my permission. In a few minutes, I was standing in front of a full-length mirror wearing the long dress. It had a slit that went all the way to my upper thigh. It was elegant and sexy. The thin spaghetti straps ran to the two triangles holding in my breasts. It was good I was well-endowed to fill out the dress. I glanced around the bedroom. The charcoal gray bedspread matched the manly feel of the room. The headboard was a rich black leather with a footboard that reminded me of a sleigh. I hated that I was standing in the bedroom of the man who somehow could take complete control of me. I clenched my hands into fists.

      The door opened behind me. “Ah, I knew you would be lovely in that dress.” He closed the distance and stopped behind me. His arm skated around my waist, and my whole body stiffened at his proximity. My skin crawled where his fingers grazed along my stomach. He looked at me through the mirror. “I can’t wait until you welcome me with that fire. You are such a beautiful woman.”

      “Don’t touch me,” I stepped to the side and out of his grasp. I turned on him. “I will never welcome you. I don’t know why you think I ever would. You are holding me against my will.” I stormed out of the room and back into the living room. With my hands free, I went for the door. He was in front of it before I had made it a few steps. He moved so fast he was a blur. “What? How? Uh, how were you able to do that?” I sputtered.

      “It’s all part of the gift of a vampire. By this time tomorrow, you will know everything,” he said. He whispered something into my ear before I could move away. My knees weakened beneath me. I fell into his arms, and everything went black.

      I blinked my eyes open in the middle of a dim-lit room. I was stretched out on an altar.  There were six people looking down at me from their dais. Reed was standing next to me. I shifted, so my feet were away from the people and stood, brushing my hand down my dress. I couldn’t believe I woke up on an altar. It was like I was about to be the sacrifice, and the group was waiting to watch my suffering. By the looks on their faces, maybe they were. I noticed that each person wore a mask of boredom, but something behind that spoke of intrigue. One woman with long hair that flowed over her breasts licked her lips when our eyes met. What the hell was she so excited about? A shiver ran down my spine at the possible answer for her excitement. Reed hadn’t exactly filled me in on what was about to happen here. I was surely the sacrifice.

      “Progeny, what is your name?” A stern woman looked down at me. She had the strong jawline of Mediterranean women. She wore the mask of boredom like she’d seen this many times before. “Speak, girl,” her voice boomed in the open room.

      I took a step back, startled. “Hope,” I responded. Reed’s hand slipped to my lower back, and he guided me forward. I scowled at him. He touched me as though we were intimate. Did these people know he kidnapped me? Was this the standard for vampires?

      “Hmm, interesting, Is this the detective we spoke of, Reed?” The woman tapped her finger against her thin lips. I wasn’t sure what she thought was so interesting about my name. Her focus turned to Reed.

      “Yes, ma’am, she is the detective. She has shown promise in the field and will be a welcome asset to our council and the collective.” He squared his shoulders after he was finished. I narrowed my eyes. So, I was here because I was a good cop? I thought it was because I discovered his secret. Was he keeping that from them?

      “And you Reed swear to teach your progeny the way of our world. You will take responsibility for her actions, all of her actions? She will live with you for no more than five years in which you will train her and educate her to be an asset to our collective.”

      “Excuse me, don’t I have a say in this? You actually want me to live with this repulsive man.” I turned my head and spat on him.

      “No progeny understands the choice and gift we offer. Therefore, no, Hope, you do not have a choice. You would not understand the choice you were making regardless.” She waved her hand flippantly. “Reed Longfellow, do you agree to the terms?”

      “I do, mistress. I will take responsibility and educate my progeny for a period of up to five years. As soon as she is educated and ready, I will bring her back to the council.” He bowed his head. “Thank you for your kindness in allowing me to bestow my gift upon another worthy progeny.” He lifted his head, and I noticed him make eye contact with one particular woman on the council. I saw her nod imperceptibly toward him. What was that about? I promised myself I would remember and look into that later. I wondered about the formality of whatever was happening. They were talking about my death, yet they were so formal about my being educated. What happened after I left Reed? Not that I planned to stick around him for that long. There was no way I was staying with my kidnapper for five years. I’d heard plenty about Stockholm syndrome, no thank you. I was not that girl. I planned on getting the hell away from Reed as soon as I possibly could.

      “So it is decreed, Hope Matthews will now be, Hope Longfellow, under the guidance and protection of Reed Longfellow.” She bowed her head, and her hair fell forward, obscuring her face. I felt my heart race in my chest. What had just happened? Did they really think they could make me stay with Reed for five years? No way, I would escape this madness the first chance I got.

      The rest of the council spoke in unison. “So, it’s decreed.”

      Something fundamental just happened. I looked between the members. Reed took a step toward me. His arms came up to wrap around me. I held my arms out and backed away from him. I really didn’t want him touching me. I didn’t know how he kept knocking me out, but maybe I’d be able to leave. I needed to get the hell away from him, from this, whatever it was. I didn’t like the way Reed was looking at me. It had my stomach tied in knots. I glanced at the dais. There were six other people here. They wouldn’t help Reed keep me against my will, would they? “You can’t do this. You’re holding me against my will. You have to let me go. I’m a cop.”

      A perilous laugh came from the dais. “Oh, how I do love this part.” The woman who’d looked so stern earlier now had a delighted smile on her face. What was about to happen that she looked so happy about? I wasn’t sure I wanted to find out.

      My eyes widened as a realization hit me. They weren’t going to help me. I was on my own here. I held my hands in front of me, ready to fight. I spent years in the gym combat training. There was no way I was going down without a fight. Reed advanced on me. His arms went for mine, and I jumped back swiftly out of his reach. I kicked my foot up before he realized what was happening and made contact with his chest. It was like kicking stone. He didn’t even budge. He grabbed my ankle swiftly, knocking me back on the floor. I hit with a loud thump as my shoulder crushed into the red carpet. He dropped my ankle, and
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