

    
        
          Ballroom Riot

        

        
        
          Vanessa Hawkins and Tara Woodward

        

        
          Published by BWL Publishing Inc., 2021.

        

    


Ballroom Riot

By Vanessa C. Hawkins and Tara Woodworth

Digital ISBNs

EPUB 9780228617556

Kindle 9780228617563

Web 9780228617570

Print ISBNs

BWL Print 9780228617587

B&N Print 9780228617594

Amazon Print 9780228617600

[image: https://lh6.googleusercontent.com/IxUu1GuExQVVfnWIIYod4C1rrqttDO1ehZgR0ot7SNw9SgnuHf659NCP40F15JchZBB_99FvSaqHFUUvZqRXBJnsF205U9dOyZC76DGDFeb4k9K3uN-6AZNYlwfAHTicjVmGXjXu]

All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the publisher of this book 


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

Ballroom Riot

Prologue: Bullet Hail

Chapter 1 | Fortunate Encounter

Chapter 2 | Ruby’s Red

Chapter 3 | Sloppy Jalopy

Chapter 4 | Building Bridges

Chapter 5 | Dockside Dance

Chapter 6 | Mistress of Pleasures

Chapter 7 | Den of Iniquity

Chapter 8 | A Boot in the Door

Chapter 9 | A Note in the Mug

Chapter 10 | Goblin Brothers

Chapter 11 | Sanguine Sippers

Chapter 12 | Vampire Wranglers

Chapter 13 | Making Demands

Chapter 14 | Corvettes and Unicorns

Chapter 15 | The Lady Onstage

Chapter 16 | Femme Fatality

Chapter 17 | Ballroom Riot

Chapter 18 | Murder Cave

Chapter 19 | Human Fetish

Chapter 20 | Third Wheel

Chapter 21 | Weird Soup

Chapter 22 | Not Obligated to Bleed

Chapter 23 | Heartless Undertaking

Chapter 24 | A Man I Loved Before

Chapter 25 | Can’t Stay Mad

Chapter 26 | Drink Responsibly

Chapter 27 | Lively New Connections

Chapter 28 | Resurrection

Chapter 29 | Boys’ Night Out

Chapter 30 | Girl’s Night In

Chapter 31 | The Doctor’s Facilities

Chapter 32 | Gun Thunder

Chapter 33 | Not a Vampire

Chapter 34 | Once in the Heart

Chapter 35 | Prolonged Proposal

Epilogue | Go Lay an Egg

The End

Dedication

To my Nanny and Poppy, who always said I would write a book someday.

~Tara

To all the foul-mouthed ladies and short, bashful gentlemen out there. We love you how you are. Oh, and goblins... sorry we painted you in such a bad light.

~Vanessa

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue: Bullet Hail
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If everything went off without a hitch, it would be her third bust this month.

Scarlet Fortune looked out between the tall birch trees that waved high above Route Thirteen and scowled as the moon reflected on the puddles in the empty road. The only sounds were the subtle chirps of crickets, and branches snapping as officers of the Comero City Police Department shifted beneath the overhanging briars. Every now and then the wind would blow and one of her colleagues would curse about the cool spring they were having. Scarlet was oblivious, despite the thinness of her plainclothes attire.

“You sure this is the area? Haven’t seen nothing but mosquitoes since we arrived.”

Scarlet glanced sidelong at her partner Roland and stifled an angry groan. A good foot taller than she was, his square-shaped jaw was set into something resembling concern, which caused her to walk back her irritation. She looked down at the roadblock just a few yards from where they stood on the bank and sighed.

“Yes, I’m sure. They’re just late.”

“Well,” quipped one of the guards behind her, “a vampire may be used to staying up all hours of the night, but I sure as hell’d like to get home before the skeeters suck me dry.”

“Ah don’t bother, Horst. She can’t relate. She’s usually the one doing the suckin’.”

Scarlet swung around, her enraged expression illuminated by their oil lamps. As one of two non-human officers on the force, she wasn’t unfamiliar with offhanded insults, but tonight she was feeling on edge.

“You wanna say that again, fuckface?” Scarlet yelled at the man, her tone changing cadence before it got too loud. She walked closer to the offending officer, heels crunching in the gravel. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you had a bedtime. Why don’t you go home to Mommy so the rest of us police officers can make the bust?” 

Roland laughed from the curb, head shaking as she stomped back towards the road.

“Ever hear a woman cuss like that?” he said.

“Who put the skirt in charge, anyway?” Horst replied, speaking into his chest and pretending to check his gun.

Roland rubbed at his nose and smiled. “I dunno,” he said, “but it’s got a short fuse. Better listen to it.”

“They’re coming!” Scarlet called.

“And get your asses ready!” he added, turning to join her.

Scarlet was stooping, staring straight into a set of headlamps as the first of three trucks barreled towards them. “You sure the cars will block them?”

“Unless they got flying trucks, those old jalopy’s will do the job. I’m more worried we’ll be full of holes when they try to cheese it.”

“You can stay behind me if you want.” For the first time tonight, Scarlet smiled, tucking a stray strand of blonde hair behind one ear. “C’mon,” she picked herself up out of the ditch, “they’re slowing down.”

The rattle and sputter of engines decelerating hid the scuffle of officers getting into position. As Scarlet tried to peer past the lights into the darkened cabs, Roland strode forward, flashing his badge as he swung his shotgun up to rest over one shoulder.

“Just a routine check, fellas,” he yelled as the elvish driver slowed to a halt. Roland was undeterred when the other two trucks rolled up and stopped in behind the first. “Just wanna have a looksee and you can be on your—”

A hail of bullets sent the front windshield glittering over the pavement. Roland crumpled to the ground, his shotgun discharging into the brush as the men in trucks opened fire and the CPD returned.

“Shit!” Scarlet blurted, sprinting forward towards the front grill of the first truck. She could hear the rumrunners screaming for blood as shots splintered the treeline. “Get behind cover!” she said, her fangs dropping as she looked towards her partner lying on the pavement.

The entire roadside was enveloped in gun thunder. Two men and a lean yellow goblin leaned out windows to fire upon the police cars that formed the roadblock, and toward the men on the embankment.

Springing up on the balls of her feet, Scarlet jumped, her shoes thumping against the aluminum hood of the first truck in the column. She rolled onto the roof of the cab, too fast for the elf behind the wheel to aim and take a shot. As her men took the advantage and fired while the offenders fumbled for a target, Scarlet leapt to the next pick-up with a thud.

“What the fuck is that?” the goblin below her shouted from the cab.

“It’s a goddamned monster!” another man replied in alarm.

“Throw down your guns and put your hands up!” Scarlet yelled, jerking the vehicle as she hopped into the back of the truck bed. She could see some of the other officers diving for cover as the first truck was brought down. The elven driver from before hung limp out an open door while the guy accompanying him surrendered. The man was shivering against the road with his hands on the back of his head as the CPD turned their attention to the goblin driver of the second truck in the column.

Scarlet leaped, landing with a thud on the last pick-up in an effort to divert their attention. Glad to see the passenger window open, she reached down and dragged one of the men through. Several of the Tommy guns and pistols went silent as the precinct rushed the second truck. Men from the department were darting out along the road.

Scarlet wrenched the gun away from the fella struggling in her grip and pointed it at the driver before he could react. The smell of blood made her hungry, but she resisted the urge to sink her fangs into her captive’s jugular.

“CPD! Don’t move!”

“I ain’t!” the driver replied, lifting both hands to either side of his face. He couldn’t have been any more than twenty years old. He threw his weapon out the window, spooked at the sight of Scarlet’s fangs.

Scarlet looked back towards the road, watching for any sign of more vehicles. From the rear bed of the front pick-up, liquid was running in rivers from splintered crates riddled with bullet holes. She couldn’t smell the liquor, yet the scent of blood was obvious. She peered ahead in an effort to spot her partner.

“I’ll take this one,” Roland said, appearing from the back of the truck to indicate the guy she was holding by the neck. The tumult was settling. She could hear the cussing of outlaws as they were cuffed and thrown to the pavement. Some were soaking in cold puddles of gin spilled by the gunfight.

“Before you wring him out?” he added.

“Oh.” She hadn’t realized how heavy handed she was being. “Thanks,” she replied, letting go and lowering the gun as another officer came to fetch the driver. She was glad Roland only had a few holes. Nothing in the face at least. This was her third bust this month. Scarlet wanted to celebrate. “Everyone else okay?” she asked, surveying the scene.

“Yep.”

“You look like a domino.”

“Yeah, well... you look a bit Swiss yourself.”

Scarlet glanced down, noting the tiny holes that had speared through her coat and blouse. “Dammit. I didn’t even feel them.”

“Hey girly!”

Scarlet glared as Horst walked forward. With her fangs extended and the little puckered scars visible through the bullet holes, it was enough to make the man clear his throat. “Uh, Detective Fortune?”

“What is it?”

“Three crates of gin, some whiskey and a whole lotta rum. Two runners are dead as doornails.”

“That makes four of us, then,” Roland quipped, chuckling when Scarlet gave him a look. “Those mosquitoes didn’t dehydrate ya, did they, buddy? I’m so hungry I could eat a Horst.”

“The fuck you will. Get the hell away from me, you goddamned leech!”

Scarlet shook her head. “Settle down,” she started, walking toward the pooling liquor to examine the crates. Already two of the officers had the lid on one opened to sample the wares. She ignored them.

“We need to get all these men booked and ready for questioning. I wanna know where the stuff is coming from.”

“What’s it matter so long as we nab it ‘fore it gets to the gin joints?”

“Yeah. Liquor dries up and we’re outta jobs. We won’t even have anything in which to drown our sorrows!” A few of the men laughed. Scarlet frowned.

“Get a move on,” she said, heading back towards the parked jalopies. “I gotta find a police box to call the coroner.”

“I’d freshen up if I were you. Once this bust is public, they’ll be beggin’ for your pretty face in the papers.”

“The press is always yammerin’ for non-humans in the headlines.”

“Then you better have a drink before the reporters arrive, eh fellas?” Roland joked.

Scarlet chewed at her inner cheek, unimpressed. She slammed the door as Roland moved to join her.

“Guzzlin’ down the evidence isn’t what I had in mind for a celebration, ya know,” she said, leaning back against her seat.

“Oh, live a little, Lottie!” Roland replied, digging in his pocket and shrugging when she glared back at him. “Or don’t,” he held out his ring finger. “Want some coke?”

“No!”

“Suit yourself.”

Scarlet groaned. She’d celebrate when she was dead...er.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

Fortunate Encounter
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Coming out of the speakeasy was like surfacing from underwater. He took a deep breath, clearing his lungs of the stale cigar smell that choked the building’s interior and smoothed out his clothes in the sunshine of late spring. He reached into his pocket for a cigarette and looked up and down the street. The area was bustling with legitimate workmen at this time of day. Trucks with heavy flats of iron went in and out of his warehouses moving product. It was good business. A lot of the workers came into the basement after hours for a drink.

Despite this, he was feeling vexed. He had to track down a woman this morning, and he wasn’t happy about it. She’d been causing him a lot of trouble, sticking her nose in places it didn’t belong. That she was also a cop complicated things. Who ever heard of a woman being a cop?

His head was pounding and he couldn’t blame liquor. On a day-to-day level Shad obeyed the laws of prohibition better than most. The truth was, running a business could be stressful.

He knew some men who made it look easy. They would glide above the mire of shit with a woman clinging to each shoulder, unreasonably drunk, toting a gun with startling accuracy while laughing at anyone who thought they were fallible. Unfortunately, Shad had to work very hard, night and day, to live up to the palest image of those men. Being a dragon in hiding meant never being comfortable in his own skin and he couldn’t even have a whiskey to take the edge off. A few sips turned him into a giggling imbecile. Having a gin joint caused him horrible neurosis... he hid it all right, but he could have used more sleep.

Shad was often haunted by the thought he wasn’t particularly good at being the boss of anything or anyone. Now was a prime example. He was dressed plainly—like an accountant more than anything, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that a tactic of intimidation would be more appropriate. Should he have put on his fanciest suit and had the boys bring over a nice car? What was the most effective and appropriate way to get this woman to back off without hurting her?

The cab ride over gave him plenty of time to worry. A crumpled newspaper on the seat next to him was open to the business section. As he smoothed it out, a fuzzy photograph of Detective Scarlet Fortune posing next to a barrel of seized rum stood out on the front page.

It’s been five years since the start of all this nonsense, Shad thought with a glance at the date, well into the spring of 1925. I never thought it would last this long. His innards were twisted into knots by the time he arrived at the city library where he knew she’d be. He had another smoke beside one of the manticore statues flanking the front steps before beginning the climb.

Shad liked the library. It was old and fortified, a monolith of pale granite with ornate gothic pillars. The inside was all dark wood. It smelled of musty paper, deep seated dust, and splintering leather. There was a cart of books just inside waiting to be re-shelved, and he paused to browse through the ones on top. Nonchalance always hid nervousness. The Outline of Science... he hadn’t read it yet. He took it with him deeper into the library, watching for her.

When he spied the woman, she was at work at a table in a darkened corner. She chose to work in the green glow of a lamp rather than sit at one of many tables near the huge arched windows, pouring in sunlight. He regarded every aspect of her between a gap in the bookcases before approaching.

She was dressed nice, her legs showing beneath a fur hemmed, tweed skirt and a large sweater the color of merlot on a sunny day. He took special notice of the silver chain around her neck, and her mane of golden curls, thrown up like a crown of fleece on the top of her head. He watched expressions play over her face as she read. It was pretty clear that she was frustrated. Frustrated and pretty, Shad thought, watching as she placed a file of papers on the desk and rubbed her eyes.

He had to psych himself up. He still hadn’t decided whether or not he should try his hand at intimidation. Such things would be so much easier if he could just take his true form when he wanted, but a three-hundred-year-old, giant, fire-breathing dragon tended to garner the wrong kind of attention, so he avoided it unless necessary.

He strode toward the table. He was going to find out why in the hell she was so damn interested in his nondescript warehouses. He was going to find out how she’d caught on to two of his best suppliers. He needed to know! Because at the end of the day she was just some human girl and he was a being of superior intellect that had given way too much thought to the entirety of this bootleg liquor business!

He slid into a seat at the table across and down from her and pretended to look at his book.

* * * 
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SCARLET HAD BEEN WORKING since dawn. Contrary to vampire myth, she was able to watch a sunrise without catching fire. A much believed lie that was discarded in modern times to help the undead fit into human society, vamps only needed to perform a monthly hibernation ritual to be safe from the sun for several weeks. Her last hibernation had only just passed.

Laurel Saloid, chief of the CPD was on her ass to track down more suppliers, but she just couldn’t get it all straight in her head. It wasn’t enough she had busted the shipment the other night, she wanted to find out where it had been going. All the birds booked down at the rig were as tight lipped as a nun’s pocketbook, but she knew if she could find some fissure that would threaten to sink them, they’d start squawking. Saloid told her he’d put someone else on it, that he wanted her out fishing for more giggle juice before the station was a laughingstock, but Scarlet knew no matter how many boats or trucks they caught, more would always come from somewhere. Heck, they were probably making the damn stuff!

But orders were orders, and so here she was on her day off looking into all the files on the trucks they hoisted: where they’d been, where they were going. Licence numbers and registration, who they belonged to, and who was responsible for picking them up when the shipment arrived at its destination. All the tracks seemed clean though.

“Ugh!” She slammed her face down onto the table. A few seats away a woman shushed her, and Scarlet scowled in her general direction. Propping her head in her hands she inhaled, looking at the table as she focused her thoughts. She was getting hungry, and not the normal, let’s grab a sandwich kind.

Where were those shipments going? It was large. Larger than large. They had to have had somewhere to put all of it, right? Where?

She noticed a man a few tables away who kept glancing toward her. When their eyes met, he leaned back in his chair and shifted his eyes back to his book. He looked like a typesetter or a bookkeeper. Perhaps a librarian escaped from the shelves. He shook his head and hesitated before rising and walking over to her table. Scarlet was quiet as he slid himself into the chair across from her.

“Excuse me,” he said, “I couldn’t help but notice your frustration. Anything I can do to help?” He was soft spoken and polite, this strange, yellow-eyed man. He smiled and put his own book selection down on her table. Scarlet’s eyes softened at the well-meaning man in an impeccably pressed and tidy, dark suit. There was a handkerchief sticking out of his breast pocket, and the chain of an old pocket watch hanging near his waist. His short black hair sported a pencil straight part down the middle. He was a fastidious and tiny man at about five feet.

She smiled, sitting back a bit, and pulling her hair from her face.

“Sorry,” she said too loud, whispering when the woman at the next table turned to shush her again, “just uh...” She looked down at her papers. Reports, testimonies, pictures. She gathered them together. “Just some stuff I’m working on,” she mumbled.

“—Hey! You wanna grab something with me?”

“Huh?” the man replied, looked like he’d been assaulted.

She offered him a smile, cocking her head at his wide-eyed surprise. “I’ve been reading all day and I could really go for an actual conversation. There’s a nice little shop down the road.”

He was cute. He reminded her of an old book with a boring cover but an interesting story. She motioned to the text he was holding before he managed a response.

“A guy interested in a book like that has got to have a few interesting things to say.” Her smile spread to her eyes. “How ‘bout it? My name’s Scarlet.”

* * *
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SHAD STAYED VERY STILL and returned her regard with a stare. Her voice was boisterous even though her clothes were indicative of an introvert. He glanced down at her reading material before she picked it up, trying to absorb as much information as possible. He’d think about it more later; his species had incredibly keen memories.

“I—I-I’d like that,” he decided, feeling bombarded by her invitation. She was abrupt, that was certain. He glanced at his book. “I’ve just started it...” he mentioned. “I’m Shad. I must say, your reading materials look more utilitarian than mine.”

She ignored his observation about her work as they were hushed again by the same older lady. Shad looked over at the woman and shrugged, which elicited a scowl.

As he rose, he wondered if he should offer to help carry Scarlet’s books. Should he walk all the way around the long table to pull out her chair for her? How could he minimize the awkwardness?

“Shall we go right away?” he suggested with a tip of his head toward the grumpy old bag at the next table.

Scarlet’s eyes opened wider. “Yes!” she said as she began gathering her belongings, placing the documents in a small leather case. Shad observed her outright excitement with trepidation. No girl that had ever existed had been that enthusiastic to go anywhere with him: therefore, something was suspicious. He leaned on the hardwood table and subtly looked at her papers.

He saw a few mug shots of the men she had booked, looking grim and sour with plaques held up under their faces. She had a few pictures of the truck as well, one that he recognized, as well as a few addresses. Eighth Avenue North stood out to him. It was one of his meeting places, a few miles south of his first band of warehouses. It seemed nondescript amid a column of several other roads and street names.

Scarlet pulled on her jacket, speaking louder to spite the old woman. “It’s nice to meet you, Shad. If you hadn’t come along, I may have been there all day. Let me buy you a drink to show my thanks.”

Scarlet took out a pack of cigarettes and offered him one when they arrived outside. “You always read giant science books, or do you just carry them around to impress the ladies?” she teased.

“Well... it’s not that gigantic,” he said, accepting a smoke and in return giving them both a light. He wondered what she meant by a drink. Probably a teahouse or a pop stand: surely nothing worthwhile, considering her interest in legality.

“And it’s not really about hard science. It’s a discussion of how science will affect the future. People have been talking about it, so I thought I should read it. Impressing people is just a fortunate side effect.” He had walked out of the library without checking out the book. He had no intention of ever returning it.

“Edwin Hubble,” Scarlet mumbled, leaning forward to accept the light. “I was just reading about him the other day in the papers. He claims the Milky Way is just one of many galaxies. Have you heard of it?” She paused, taking the smoke in two fingers. “I like to think he is right, and his observations will compel more research on the skies. Perhaps they’ll find God up in the clouds. Though if they do, sure as heck he’ll be labeled a monster and hunted down with all the other poor shlubs,” Scarlet seemed amused by this and smiled.

“I think that the Christian Women’s League would have something harsh to say if the Anti-Monster Organization starts hunting God,” he joked, wondering which of those two organizations he would rather anger. “So milady,” he said, “Where are we headed?”

“There’s a small cafe down the road called Tony’s. Fellas down there really know how to make a nice cup of joe. I’m famished...” She looked at him from the corner of her eye.

“Sounds great,” he lied, imagining Tony’s to be some kind of greasy spoon.

“So, what kind of work are you in?”

“I’m a businessman,” he responded. “I keep warehouses for a company that moves iron, and I do some accounting for Hallwark’s. What about yourself?”

* * *
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SCARLET CONSIDERED admitting to a different career outfit, if only because guys tended to get intimidated and condescending when she told them her area of expertise. A broad with her hair done up nice in braids and hairpins should be on the arm of politicians, not booking them for tax evasion.

“I work down at the station.” That line there had killed more dates then she could count. “Three years,” she responded before he could ask.

“That’s an interesting career choice for a lady,” he said with a grin, “Though I can’t really picture you running down a crook through the streets. Do you do more deskwork, or am I just old-fashioned?”

Scarlet laughed. “Some deskwork...” she mused, “but I’m faster than I look, and guys tend to lose their gusto when they’re staring down the barrel of a gun.”

They turned another corner and took a street that led away from the main road. Apartment buildings loomed on either side with clotheslines linking the windows above.

“Shortcut...” she said, eyeing his neck and noting his dark clothes. She still had scars from being shot the other night, and her hunger was getting the better of her. Scarlet had been a vamp for three years now, but she hadn’t yet found the nerve to spring one on a fella. Roland and Price were champs. They were careful, and never had to use force, but Scarlet felt weird about biting a fella without permission. It was like a well-to-do addicted to a drug. She noticed him tense and bit the inside of her cheek, forcing a smile.

* * *
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SHAD PEERED DOWN INTO the little side street of apartments and wondered if he was this stupid. Would he follow a lady with a gun who was suspicious of his business away from the beaten path and into a dark alley? Just because she was a cop did not preclude the idea that she might shoot him. Maybe she knew more about his business than he imagined!

It was only arrogance that gave him the courage to follow her. She couldn’t hurt him.

“Is that what you were doing in the library?” Shad asked, “Police work?”

“Sure.” She flicked her cigarette away. “Work never stops these days. People expect prohibition to run itself, but there’s a lot of clams to be made pushin’ juice and a lot of fellas who like to fish.”

“I don’t believe one often fishes for clams.”

She looked over her shoulder at him, giving him a wry smile. “Maybe. You don’t indulge, do you, Mister?”

“Of course not,” he said flatly. “Don’t you know that temperance will save us all? Who would have thought absolutely everything was to blame on beer? Go figure.” He was serious, but there was a hint of deniable mockery. Talking about alcohol always made him want to laugh out loud. He had seen the way the wind was blowing several years before prohibition and had joined the temperance movement prior to the passing of laws. If anyone looked into him, they’d find he’d been a card-carrying teetotaler for years.

“Local news,” he said with a healthy dose of amusement, “would indicate that everyone is equally on board. Some towns have even closed their jails... no more alcohol, no more crime.” He knew he had to stop. Talking to a cop about this tempted him to rant sarcastically.

“Yet I still got a job,” Scarlet mused. “Actually, I’ve been tracking a big rum runner for a while now. I’m certain there’s a mobster squirming around here somewhere, thinking he’s all that. It’s just a matter of time before he starts making his own hooch or buying it off the little guys, which means more tracks to cover. I have to admire his tenacity, though.”

Shad was thrilled. I am a tenacious mobster. And I am all that, aren’t I, he thought.

“Also, there are more than a few rummys around here totin’ bad breath, which would indicate that they’re hiding it. In a warehouse, a garage? In a handsome young man’s pressed suit coat?” She paused, pressing a hand on his chest. Shad blushed at the sudden diversion, which caused her to pull away with a laugh.

“Just joking! I’d have to do a strip search to find a flask on ya, and anyway I’m not on duty.” Though she had seemed to be working at the library. “And we’ve only just met,” she flicked herself on the forehead, “that too.” Her wink convinced him she was teasing, but he couldn’t help feeling nervous. Though he was no expert on this neighbourhood, he certainly didn’t think there was going to be a coffee shop amid the dense residences.

“Miss, where are we going? Forgive me, have you gotten turned around?”

* * *
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SCARLET STOPPED. SHE had to do it now or never and her hunger was guiding her to the former. Turning towards him she stepped up a bit closer than comfort permitted and looked at him. He went still and seemed confused as though some instinct had forewarned him of what was about to happen. All she had to do was drink her fill and leave him here to wake up a few hours later.

“I think I am lost...” she said, again noting the gold in his eyes. He was cute, handsome even. She felt bad. A guy like that, coming up to her all gallant, just to be rewarded by waking up in the gutter a few hours later. Someone would swipe his wallet, maybe his shoes. Probably not his pants though, they’d be too small on anyone else.

Scarlet couldn’t do it. “Guess I thought it was a right-hand turn,” she said, pointing behind them. Just beyond the alley on the other side of the main road was a bistro. It looked nice enough, small but with a degree of class. It was actually named The Plow and Kettle.

“Tony owns the place, Tony Guisep,” she explained. The place had been a creep-joint owned by the Goblin Brothers at one time, now it was a flourish of snappy decorations.

It’s no wonder I never get any dates, Scarlet thought. Either I’m too weird or I try to eat them.

“Were you tracking the rum-runners back at the library?” he asked, “You were looking at the motor registry. Are you gunning for all of the... road riding red-hots?” He laughed at his own vernacular.

“Is that what people are referring to them as nowadays?” Scarlet chuckled with him. Turning on her heel, she began to walk backwards, her briefcase held in front of her with two hands. “You’re awfully interested in the affairs of prohibition, Sir,” she eyed him with a smile, “either you’re a glad rags goon out looking for scraps,” her smile grew and touched her eyes, “or a bona fide gentleman actually interested in a young lady’s unusual career choice.”

They had moved out of the alleyway and onto the street as she continued to talk. Scarlet hadn’t noticed the tan 1923 Packard turn the corner and zip down the road. Shad however, his short legs a few steps behind, was startled by the sound of a horn. Without considering the action, he reached out and grabbed her by the arm, yanking her from the road as the car zipped by. Scarlet felt her briefcase swing from her grip as she pitched forward and fell into him, her head spinning to look at the speeding motorist. Shad stood with his arm around her, momentarily stunned.

“A gentleman it is...” she said, lingering for a moment before pulling away. She smoothed out the wrinkles in her skirt, suddenly aware that she wasn’t wearing any lipstick. It wasn’t every day you met a fella who saved you from a speeding boiler or was interested in a dame’s button work. Feeling out of sorts despite her calm demeanor. “I really owe you one now,” she said, thinking if she had only eaten she would have seen the car in the first place. “Anything you want. Let me treat you.”
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Chapter 2

Ruby’s Red
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DAMN IT! HE CURSED in his head. Your problem was solving itself you sentimental idiot! What are we, saving the bulls now?

“I couldn’t possibly,” he replied, “it’d injure my masculinity.” He stooped and helped her gather her papers before the breeze blew them onto the road and drew her into any more motorcar accidents, eager for the opportunity to inspect them. Rice and Glover... they were two of his men that worked unloading booze at the docks, and their names were on Scarlet’s documents. He would have to move them. Somewhere that they could look respectable by day, and still work the doors at night. That’d keep the cops off the trail.

If she’d died you could have looked at all the papers, a niggling viciousness said in the back of his head. He restrained an audible sigh: no, no, that would have been wrong.

He motioned that they should continue to the bistro. “But if you’re suggesting we have a proper dinner, I’m available tomorrow at eight.” Shad grinned.

Scarlet stood up again, closing her briefcase. “Sure.” she said, turning as he gestured towards the cafe. “I’ll try not to get hit by any more cars before then.” Shad smiled. More time with her meant he could figure out more about what she knew. But also, he had a date with the fuzz. In a good way.

“You said your first name was Shad... what do your employers call you by?” she asked, indicating his last name.

“That would be O’Rahin.” He was confident there was not the least bit of something tying him to anything. They entered the café and took a moment to secure a table. It was a frilly sort of place, Shad thought, that would have made a nicer pub. “What about you, Miss? Do they call you Detective Scarlet?”

* * *
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“IT’S FORTUNE,” SHE responded, sitting down and crossing her legs. “And I’m starving! You should definitely get the breakfast special. I know Tony Guisep. His son Rueben’s a butcher by the docks. He sells, uh—” He often sold black blood to her, which was just old blood mixed with sugar. It tasted like an old cow’s guts. “Tomato juice...”

She ordered a stack of pancakes and a glass of Ruby’s Red. If Tony was in, he’d get the hint. Scarlet wasn’t sure she had the stomach for it today, but she’d try and throw it down if it meant not getting run down by a car on her way home.

“Do you go to the library often, or was I just lucky to have met you, Mr. O’Rahin?” She wondered if he had some Irish floating about inside him. The name seemed exotic but didn’t really shout of the emerald isle.

Taking her advice, Shad ordered bacon, sausage, and coffee. He raised an eyebrow at her selection of tomato juice, but she felt it hadn’t raised any suspicion.

“Regardless of the fact that I am in the library often, our meeting was fortuitous, Ms. Fortune,” he answered with a grin. “The walk here proves that, if nothing else. You don’t suppose that car was gunning for you? Some mob you’re after, knows you’re looking into them at the library?”

“Well now that’s an interesting thought, isn’t it? If it’s true, I guess I’m lucky they didn’t count on you.” She winked, thinking about drawing out another cigarette before her meal came. “Though, to be realistic, it’s much easier and much more common, to pay off a bull than to kill them. I’d be surprised if they tried to off me first.” She paused before continuing, “Sure, cops can be threatened, but I’m a lady... and the real men behind the bootleggers, murderers and thugs tend to believe they are gentlemen. They’ll look into me first, put a few obstacles in my way next, but I don’t imagine they’ll turn to murder until they must.”

Shad felt exposed.

Scarlet glanced Tony from the corner of her eye. Good. He’d make sure she got some of Ruby’s Red, as disgusting as it was. “Also, there’s always interest when a cop dies... Among us bulls there’s a certain degree of loyalty, and since I’m a woman and a cop, strange as that is, you better believe the press would be interested. Not that I’m trying to toot my own horn of course! Just makes it easier to sleep at night.”

“Wouldn’t they have to reveal their identities, if they wanted to buy you off?” he asked, “Surely it would be dangerous for them to talk to a capable lady like yourself...”

Scarlet laughed. “I suppose it would be.” She turned as their drinks were served. Tony had seen fit to put the thick, syrupy drink into a glass with a stalk of celery. They had tried to thicken it up with not only sugar, but flour as well.

Yummy...

She looked up at him. “I guess they would just have to have an ace or two up their sleeve. Make an offer they couldn’t refuse or know the bub enough to know they were corruptible.” She laughed out loud. “In general, of course, I don’t speak of myself.” She considered her drink a moment. “You’re not thinking of buying someone off, are you?”

He chuckled. “Goodness no, Ma’am. I’m too fond of a perfect ledger.” He took a sip of his coffee, then shifted the ashtray into the middle of the table and took out his smokes, offering one to her as a returned courtesy. “It must be a pretty nice position to be in, as an officer though. It seems you could turn a good deal of money by being the corruptible sort. No wonder people are tempted. Especially when the crime is virtually victimless.”

“And here I thought temperance would save us all. How is it victimless, Mr. O’Rahin?”

“I don’t really think offended people qualify as victims,” he quipped. “I think what a man puts in his mouth shouldn’t be governed by the state.”

“Despite whether the law is right, it is the law. If I’d had the chance to pass my own vote, I may have sought to place it elsewhere, but well...” she looked up to regard him with a shrug, “it must be upheld.”

“You’re very by-the-book,” he noted. “Maybe you’re an AMO lady as well as an officer? It might not be long before the government passes anti-monster laws. First, we ditch the beer, and when that doesn’t cleanse our sins, we ditch the beasts?”

Scarlet groaned. “Okay you got me there,” she admitted. “I suppose there are a few instances I could be persuaded to defy the status quo. Though in the case of AMO, a monster sympathizer like me’d probably be given the heave-ho anyway.” Sympathizer... vampire... same difference.

“Mr. O’Rahin you do know how to provide interesting conversation...” she mused, picking up the bottle of syrup and adding a few threads of sugar over her pancakes.” Are you sure you’re not into public speaking? It seems a shame that a charismatic and learned fellow like yourself spends his entire day doing math behind a desk.”

He smirked into his coffee, and she could tell he was flattered by the hint of red settling in the apples of his cheeks. “I like math,” he murmured, “It keeps you honest.” He cleared his throat and elaborated; “Messing with it just makes you wrong, rather than witty.”

Scarlet grinned. He was cute, when he was bashful. She wondered if Mr. O’Rahin didn’t have many friends or was just too shy to receive compliments. He certainly didn’t seem shy approaching her in the library.

The conversation lulled. Shad took a few bites and seemed to be enjoying the meal as he focused on eating. “Is your drink bad?” he asked her.

Scarlet scoffed. “Bad isn’t the word for it... I don’t think the English dictionary has words for this kind of taste.” She looked up at him, motioning for the waitress to take the glass away before it could unsettle her stomach even more. It didn’t look like tomato juice anyway. She didn’t know why she felt a need to hide her condition from others. It wasn’t as though there weren’t plenty of vampires. She supposed it may have been the combination of being a cop, a woman and a bloodsucking leech. Like Ruby Red, it was sometimes a lot for one person to swallow.

“Do you think you may be available at the docks tomorrow for supper?” she said with a smile. “The boardwalk has many nice restaurants and well... I love watching the boats come in from off the harbour.” She also realized she could get some work done at the same time, and with him there as a date, no one would bat an eye at her if she were to take a glance here or there. She had reason to believe a new shipment would be coming in since the last was delayed. Any day now, in fact. No one would suspect a pretty piece of arm candy to be checking up on them, and she knew there was a police box right on the docks for easy delivery.

“I suppose I could always go by myself, but you’ve been such charming company...”

* * *
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RAW PIG IS DEFINITELY superior to bacon, Shad thought as a means to keep himself from blushing. He didn’t get many compliments. Especially from females. He decided he really liked this girl. Truly, a way had to be found for her to live.

A date at the dockside was a bit of a problem, however. Most regular patrons of the docks knew he owned the gin joint in the main warehouse. There was a really classy restaurant down there that overlooked the water, which would be a prime place to impress a dame, but he’d had meetings with business associates there on occasion.

Then again, it could be helpful if he was seen talking to her. Few people would be bold enough to interfere with this woman once they knew that he was on to her. If they snitched, they’d wind up swimming in a pair of concrete shoes. If for some reason it became prudent to intimidate her, he would be in a place where his power was easily exercised. His people would be near at hand.

He decided the benefits overwhelmed the problems and smiled. “I know a really nice place down there,” he said, “and I have a friend who works there. Bridges?” It was silly of him to say the name like she would not know; it was a ritzy, legal establishment and probably the best-known restaurant in that area of town. “I could get us a reservation without much notice,” he bragged.

* * *
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“WELL LOOK AT you, Mr. Accountant... you must really know how to carry your ones,” she chuckled, “It sounds wonderful.” Scarlet forked up a piece of pancake. “Gives a gal a chance to buy a new dress for the occasion.” She could already see herself in that dress she saw at Elsa’s Boutique a few days prior. Pretty white thing with tassels in all the right places, shimmering like it had been sat in stardust. She’d wear flat shoes and keep her hair up but down towards the nape of her neck to extinguish any extra height.

Maybe I’ll tell Roland what I’m planning, have him hang around somewhere just in case I see something worthwhile. Scarlet instantly thought better of it. The police box was there if she needed to drop a dime, and most likely the cats down at the docks weren’t planning to pick up liquor till later on. There was no reason to ruin a date unless it was necessary, and besides, she could always write down license plates if she needed to.

Scarlet took another bite but stopped when her stomach began to get the better of her. It was always hard to force down food, especially when she was hungry for something different. “Where should I meet you tomorrow night, Mr. O’Rahin?”

“I wouldn’t be a gentleman if I didn’t pick you up,” he said with a smile, “Where can I come get you? At your home? Or do you work late at the clubhouse?”

Scarlet paused, biting her lip. “Well, I suppose you could...” Hmph! Well now that really is the million-dollar question now, isn’t it, Lottie?

Sure, she could tell him where her apartment was, but what if he wanted to come inside or something? She wasn’t prone to bringing young men home after a first date, but unless a guy had a tendency for boarded up windows with socks stuffed under the door, chances were a fella may find it odd while looking dapper and driving his auto. No. Her apartment was best left alone. She supposed she could meet him at the precinct, but then she would have to get dressed there. Ugh! No.

“You can meet me at, uh... my family home. It’s over on Gild Avenue, by Glory Hill?” It was a nicer part of Comero, where all the two-story homes with built-on verandas were stationed in the center of nicely cut lawns. “Maybe around six?” Price wouldn’t be home then. He got home at six-thirty at the earliest. She’d go in after work and get ready and he wouldn’t be the wiser. Yes. It was perfect. She would even have the chance to steal blood from his reservoir. “Would that be alright?” she asked.

Shad seemed relieved that he wasn’t picking her up at the station. “Perfect. Family home you say? Your parents must be into big business to afford a place like that. You don’t get one of those old mansions on a copper’s salary,” he joked. “Will I have to awkwardly meet your father?”

Scarlet laughed out loud “Oh God no!” The very idea of Price being her father was hilarious, though she wouldn’t put it past him to act the part. “I don’t usually stay there, but my apartment is being... renovated at the moment.” She smiled to herself. “My uh, family is out of town, so I’ve been staying there until everything’s complete.” Ooh Lottie, you’re on a roll.

“Well then, it’s double settled. I’ll pick you up there. Around six?”

Scarlet nodded, glad when asked for the bill. She was getting genuinely sick of pretending to eat. “Around six,” she agreed.
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Chapter 3

Sloppy Jalopy
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THE SUN WAS JUST BEGINNING to set, and so Lottie opened the windows in the large master bath to let in the fresh air and watch the sun begin to die over the horizon. She could see the road and watch the buckets clamour over the crest of Gild Avenue as she rubbed a bit of rouging cream on her cheeks. She’d already applied some black wax on her eyes and dabbed her lips with lipstick until it resembled a cupid’s bow. She had worn her hair up, curling it inwards with a beaded white headband to hold it in place at the nape of her neck. Her dress was white silk. She had purchased it at Elsa’s and had to barter a whole half hour to get the silly cow to lower the price.

She was rubbing her lips together when she heard a car pull up in the driveway. Peering out the window, Lottie frowned as Price opened the door and stepped out.

“Ugh! No! Don’t you have work?” she yelled, gesturing out the window. “Go away!”

Price raised his eyebrows and looked amused that his house seemed to be yelling at him. “Are you in my bathroom?”

“You’re not supposed to be here for...” She turned; it was almost time. Shad was going to be here any minute. “For forty more minutes. Go back to work!”

* * *
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SHAD OFTEN WISHED HUMANS would continue on with horses. Horses he could intimidate. Horses had minds of their own, so if you were absolutely shoddy at steering them, they could at least stop and go for themselves. Automobiles were not so helpful or forgiving. He had crashed more than one in his first attempts to drive, many years ago.

Shad was running late, mostly because of his own car. He had laboured over the decision of which vehicle to take. What was appropriate for an accountant’s salary? He finally selected a nice, gray Hatfield, several years old. Most would call it dependable, but it lurched along the road with Shad behind the wheel, much to the irritation of other motorists. Shad didn’t understand the timing required for the pedals and shifting gears. He wasn’t sure he ever would. It was much akin to his poor aim with firearms. He just couldn’t get the hang of it.

He found her home with relative ease. When she had told him her address, he’d thought it was good to know that she was a young woman living alone in a big, dark house, in case he still needed to kill her later. But yesterday evening he’d had his informant, Ray, come by and have a look at the place. Some suspicion was raised when Scarlet hadn’t come home. He’d been told an old man frequented the place, so he was cautious.

As he pulled up, he saw that there was an older gentleman in the drive. With some difficulty, he parked his car. He took off his hat as he stepped out, reminding himself that if he got in real trouble, he could take his true form within thirty seconds, and people didn’t tend to argue with dragons. He spotted Scarlet leaning out an upstairs window like a half-dressed Juliet.

“There he is!” she yelled before moving to hide behind the curtain. Jonathan Price looked down at his watch to confirm the time, resetting it when he realized it had stopped. He turned, cocking his head to the side when the small man in a suit stepped out and regarded him with yellow eyes. Price was tall, bordering six feet, but lank and thin. He was dressed sharply in red trousers, a vest, and a white collared shirt. He had short blonde hair and a very pronounced brow.

“Why hello,” he said in a tone that appeared to be dry amusement. “Are you here to bid me leave as well?” He had a slight European accent that was hard to place. “Certainly, if that sunbeam can’t get rid of me,” he said, indicating Scarlet, “you don’t stand much of a chance.” He arched his brow. “Do you have a name?”

Shad approached and gave a nervous laugh. Shad recognized him. A few years past, Jonathan Price had been commissioner for the northern district of Comero. Now he was retired, but he still worked closely with the departments, and was no doubt a little responsible for Scarlet’s position in the police force.

Ray was clearly an idiot who needed to be flown into the air and dropped! His men should be able to recognize politicians. Surely Ray read newspapers? Shad’s first conjecture was that Price was Scarlet’s father. She’d given him a different surname, but in all honesty, Scarlet Price sounded believable. More believable than Fortune!

“I have no intention of trying to make you go anywhere, Sir,” he said after a brief pause, extending his hand to shake. “My name is Shad O’Rahin. Scarlet told me this was her house, but perhaps I was mistaken. Are you her father?”

Price smiled, his eyes narrowing at the name in a moment of consideration. “Her father?” He chuckled. “Well, I suppose I am... is that what she told you?”

“Shad!” Scarlet ran through the front door, paying no mind when it slammed behind her.

“Ah! Now here is my little ray of sunshine. You actually look good today. Going out?”

Scarlet narrowed her eyes. “You’re back early.”

“And you have stolen into my house and probably thrown your clothes all over my watercloset. We’re even. Going out?” he asked again. “Mr... Shadow Ravine—mysterious!” he chuckled, taking a moment to regard Shad, “—was calling for you. I hope you’ve taken your iron supplements, good fellow. This little tomato has been known to take a bite or two out of her dates.”

Shad was confused. A strained knot appeared on his brow as he wondered if this man would be easy, wise, or even good to eat. Probably not, but one could dream. Shad kept a frozen grin and let his unshaken hand fall. Ahaha. What a jokester. He envisioned the man running for his life, hair ablaze with dragon fire.

“You really do look lovely,” he murmured to Scarlet, ignoring Mr. Price. Shad was wearing his best suit. His smile toward Scarlet was genuine, and he inclined himself in a rather old fashioned way. “Your home invasion has made you ready, I trust. It seems like we should be on our way.”

Scarlet took in a breath of air and smiled. “Thank you, Shad, you look quite charming yourself.”

Price seemed to be amused by something as he watched the two. “Well, go along then. Have fun. If you weren’t such a scarlet woman, I wouldn’t have to warn him about having you back before the sun rises, but,” again he regarded Shad, “whatever!” Price waved his hand, chuckling as he made his way towards the house.

Scarlet’s laugh was uncomfortable. “I didn’t think he would be here so early.” She gave the back of the man’s head a scowl before returning her gaze to Shad. “Sorry... Sometimes the unexpected comes and sweeps the rug out from under you.” She looked down at her purse, adjusting the strap and setting it over her shoulder. “Let’s scram before he decides he wants to talk some more.”

“That’s fine with me, though I wouldn’t mind an explanation.” Shad went to the side of his car and held the door for her. He watched Price leave, now more curious than annoyed. As she seated herself in the car, he brushed off his distraction and lifted a red carnation from the dash. “To show my appreciation for our chance meeting,” he said with a smile, “though now I see white might have been a better choice.

Scarlet took the flower and admired it. “I like red. It lets a bit of the devil out. Everyone needs a chance to sin a little.” Removing her hair band, she wrapped the flower in her hair. Scarlet waited until the car was started before she began to answer his first inquiry.

“Sorry about Price. He’s... well he helped get me on the force when he was commissioner. He’s bothersome, and he can’t keep his mouth shut, but he’s good in his own way.” There had to be some way that he was good. The man himself must have at least thought so, right? “Price says... strange things.”

She scooted to the middle of the seat with her legs up and away from the gear shift as she leaned in close. “Anyway, who you know at Bridges so well that they can book you a reservation like that?” she asked, snapping her fingers for emphasis.

“The chef,” he admitted as the car made a few embarrassing lurches. He was grateful she didn’t point them out. In fact, as she sat closer to him on the seat, he felt a funny sort of plucky confidence well up in his chest. She was distracting. Her clothes glittered with a hundred sparkly beads. She looked like a diamond and, in his draconic subconscious at least, he wanted to hold and keep her.

“The chef and I met a time ago when he was looking for work.” It wasn’t a lie; Richard was a drinker and had frequented the best of his establishments for years. “I used to keep the books for Bridges, and I helped him get his place. Now he’s the big cheese there, so...”

Scarlet’s eyes widened. “If you’re going to be friends with anyone, the chef is definitely the best choice,” she mused. The car jerked forward. Scarlet braced herself against the dash and continued on. “Do you think any of the boats will be in tonight? I like watching them come into the docks. Makes me remember how big the world is and how much I have yet to see.”

It was a cute sentiment for a hardened police woman. “Not sure, Scarlet, but I think the docks usually see a few boats come in from Europe, Sunday evenings. Mostly cargo haulers.”

“You can call me Lottie, if you like,” she suggested, peering out the window.

“I’ll keep that in mind.” They were cruising along the road and he didn’t have to pay as much heed to shifting gears. Just focus on not driving off the road, Shad, and you should be able to take her from A-to-B. “Is it your dream to travel then?” he asked.

“What gal doesn’t have her sights set on visiting ol’ Paris with the fella from her dreams?” She grinned, turning for a moment to her purse and retrieving a cigarette. “What about you, Monsieur? Have you seen how big the world is yet?”

Shad nodded. “I came in from England years and years ago,” he admitted. “I saw Paris when I was young, travelled in Spain a bit, Rome...” It had been a long time though, he considered. At least a hundred years since he’d lived there properly, though like many of his kind he’d flown in the war. He still wanted to see the Far East. He’d heard there were some really long-bodied, shiny females over there.

“I could stand to see it again, though,” he assured her, looking to the side to see that Scarlet was giving him an odd look.

“Wait, how old are you?” She got in a bit closer to examine his face when he’d realized his mistake. “You can’t be any older than thirty, I’d bet.” She sat back, taking a drag off her cigarette and watching the smoke waft between them. He was anxious. Four hundred years made him a fairly young dragon but...

“Maybe you aren’t all you appear to be...” The more he fidgeted, the more this seemed to arouse her interest. “Mmm, now I need to know! How did a young, dashing man like yourself get so learned about the world?”

Shad didn’t want to tell her his age or his species. It made humans awkward and it was dangerous. It wasn’t all that long ago that slaying his kind was still in vogue. Lately there was talk of bringing back the tradition. “I’m older than I look by just a bit,” he told her. “As for the how... well, I came from an old family. We didn’t care much for carrying goods with us or for books, and we didn’t pay much heed to borders. We went around wherever we pleased for years. I came over here after the war. It just seemed right to get formally educated, after all that.”

“So you haven’t really been in North America very long,” she sat back. “That seems odd, considering your accent. Nothing about you seems foreign.”

He began to sweat.

She continued, “But then again, how many macs from Europe do I know? S’pose it’s not polite to bombard you with twenty questions on a first date.” She laughed. “Guess you just educate fast.” 

It didn’t seem right. Even if he had left just after the war or even during, it was a too short amount of time. Shad inwardly cursed.

“Seven years... long enough,” he defended with a laugh, “Lose the accent, make a few connections. Practically American.”

Maybe. Probably not. He wondered if Detective Fortune had a sneaking suspicion that Mr. Shad O’Rahin was blowing smoke at her. Taking her for a ride in more ways than one. When her expression changed and she smiled without it touching her eyes, he looked back towards the road.

It’ll be fine! She doesn’t suspect a thing...

...maybe. Probably not.
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Chapter 4

Building Bridges
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“I HOPE YOU ENJOY SEAFOOD?” he inquired once they were at the restaurant. The exterior façade was blue with white trim, and it had large windows facing the water. The candlelit deck on which they sat was balmy and pleasant. It afforded Scarlet a clear view of the ships coming and going, while the faint melody of a piano wafted from inside.

Scarlet looked up from the menu, feeling bad for all the effort he was going through to impress her. She couldn’t even taste food unless it had enough blood in it to liven up her tongue. Eating was actually a chore, because food just sat in her stomach until she got sick and had to excuse herself to purge it. 

That wasn’t a very nice topic of conversation, though. It didn’t do to let a fella know the money he was dishing over for dinner was really being served right into the toilet. So, yes, she did like seafood, Scarlet told him, even though she was still considering him and what he might have tasted like if she had taken a sip of him yesterday in the alley. She wondered if he was a fairy. That might explain his height. Fae creatures were her favourite. They were also long-lived and could have all sorts of different eye colors.

They also got you drunk, and so long as a vamp had consent, it was completely legal.

“I’ve always lived close to the water,” he tried, refusing to let the moment grow tense.

Scarlet supposed this was the kind of situation wine should be legal for. You looked classy ordering it, drinking it, and it made it hard to recognize one another’s stupidity and clumsiness.

Shad took a deep breath and smiled. “What about you? Were you raised in Comero?”

“Well,” she decided to be honest. “Almost. Price is sort of an adoptive, uh... father-figure,” She wasn’t sure how to describe him. “Roland and I’ve been with him for several years, so I guess he’s like family. My actual ma and pa,” she grinned, “are out west. God-fearing, monster-hating farmers.” She winked. “They’re probably very glad that this prohibition stuff is going on so everyone can get on the straight and narrow.” Scarlet rolled her eyes. “Needless to say, my family and I never did see eye to eye.”

“Well, praises be for that,” Shad teased. “You said Roland is your partner at work?”

“Yeah, he works at the precinct with me. I’ve known him awhile now through Price. Good guy, though he’s sort of hard boiled at times.” She gave him a crooked smile. “Guess you could say he’s like the overgrown, big brother I never had.”

She took a moment to glance over the water where ships bearing joyous nectars were carefully concealed. The boats sat in the harbour like matte stones in an oil spill. She’d insist on having a leisurely stroll down there after supper to see what was being docked and unloaded. Scarlet had to admit, she was having a fun time, even if they were only beating their gums. It was a nice place, real ritzy. The warm sea breeze blew in off the water and the candles and kerosene lamps lighting the deck flickered occasionally, giving the area a shifting romantic light. She hadn’t been on a date in a long time.

Knitting her fingers together, Scarlet leaned forward to rest between them, giving him her full attention. His eyes reminded her of old coins, doubloons that pirates stuffed in sandy chests on far off beaches. She smiled, watching him until he started to blush before saying, “You have very nice eyes, Mr. O’Rahin.”

“Oh. Um, thank you. They are a bit odd, hm?” He cleared his throat and tried to think of an appropriate response but his wits failed him. Other than blurting yours are nice too, nicer even! His next options were, I like your hair and you’re pretty, but those compliments would only seem reactionary, rather than genuine.

“They’re not odd...” she said, sitting up a bit and enjoying the blush on his face, “curious maybe, but very nice.” She glanced over the crowd of patrons, giving him a moment as she watched the faces among the crowd. Everyone was all dolled up in their best, ladies with their hair done up and earrings in each ear, fellas with cufflinks and silver
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