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      DELIRIUM NOCTURNUM: A NEW SAPPHIC VAMPIRE - ROMANTIC HORROR SERIES

      An action-packed sapphic vampire tale that spirals through spaces both physical and conceptual, disrupting the boundaries between masculinity and femininity, friend and lover, savior and oppressor. House of Iron features a genderqueer heroine running from their past, a found family experiencing growing pains, and a macabre dance of the dead that will leave you breathless and afraid to ask for more.

      I’ve always existed in the most liminal spaces: masculine or feminine, monster or hero, living or dead. I never really wanted to stay anywhere or be anyone for very long until my sisters found me, and for the briefest of moments, I had a real home. In the afterlife I became a new person; the kind of person that I never dreamt that I could be when I lived, and I committed myself to making sure that no other child had to endure the pain that created me. I believe in our work, so when my sisters break their vow never to take mates I want to be happy for them, but the truth is that I’m spiraling. I’m so alone again and that’s when she walks into my afterlife, my Vivienne, the only woman I’ve ever met who understands that sometimes, the only way to live with yourself is to keep becoming someone else. Now I want to be the person that she needs me to be, but what if that means resurrecting all the selves that I’ve worked so hard to bury? 
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      DELIRIUM NOCTURNUM is a collection of 4 standalone volumes about a coven of contemporary lesbian vampires sworn to protect and avenge the innocent. Each volume contains 4 novellas that tell the tale of one sapphic vampire and the woman who makes her want to break her vows. These books contain adult content and graphic violence, please see the author’s website (www.rojanakrait.com) for the VERY MANY trigger warnings for each volume. 
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      TROPES

      
        	Forced proximity

        	Reluctant team mates

        	opposites attract

        	slow burn

        	Found family

        	Nonbinary rep

        	vampire x human

        	THE BACKPACK

      

      TRIGGER WARNINGS

      
        	self-harm

        	misgendering and deadnaming

        	threat of SA

        	child abuse

        	reproductive coercion 

        	foster trauma

        	CSA

        	human trafficking

      

      If you have a trigger not listed, feel free to contact me directly to ask about it.
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      Be the first to find out about all of Rojana Krait’s new releases, book sales and freebies by joining her mailing list.  Click here to join!
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      “Can I get you another?”

      “Sure.”

      I wasn’t done with my first drink, but I can tell by the way the glass is covered with dewdrops of condensation and the ice is mostly dissolved that it’s probably flat by now, a sticky sweet, cold, alcoholic syrup. The bartender removes my still half-full glass and replaces it almost immediately with a fresh Jack and ginger.

      “Are you waiting on someone?” he asks me, nodding to the empty seat beside me.

      “Yeah,” I smile sheepishly. “I just don’t know who yet.”

      “That kind of night, eh?” he laughs and picks up an already clean glass to polish it absentmindedly in front of me, the way all barkeeps seem to do whenever they make conversation.

      Something about the way he keeps his eyes on the glass makes my jaw loosen though, and before I know it I’m confessing my sins to this complete stranger.

      “Every night is that kind of night,” I groan back, and I know that I’m being self-indulgent and wallowing in my own relatively inconsequential and petty sorrows, but I can’t help it. Like Britney, my loneliness is killing me. I need someone to talk to. Plus isn’t this exchange practically in a bartender’s job description? Part-time amateur therapist?

      “Buddy, if you’re lookin’ for love, you’re in the wrong place,” my new best friend shakes his head. “All you’re gonna find here are washed up old souls looking to numb the pain.”

      He’s not entirely right about that. Some of us don’t have souls.

      Still, I look around and realize that he may have a point. There isn’t a single woman in this dive, let alone one under the age of 65 with most of her teeth. I’m not even here looking for Ms. Right, just Ms. Right Now, but it’s just me, the bartender, and a handful of silent old men with hollow eyes and papery grey skin.

      I’m trying to decide whether I can muster up the motivation to relocate to a more happening place when it happens.

      She walks in.

      The bartender and I lock eyes on her the moment she steps through the swinging door, and my first impression is that she’s lost. Girls that look like that don’t come to places like this. Plus, she doesn’t look old enough to be here.

      Barkeep must agree with me because he immediately asks to see some ID. She pulls out a stack of cards and cash held together with a rubber band and hands one of the cards over, presumably a license, which the bartender scrutinizes with a pocket-sized flashlight.

      She must be at least 21 because when she orders a shot of the cheapest tequila he has, he pours for her.

      I take a sip of my own drink and try not to be too obvious with my leering. This girl is gorgeous, the kind of girl I’d never dream of approaching when I lived. She’s got her thick, shiny black hair pulled into a high ponytail and a little pug nose sprinkled with freckles. She shoots her tequila and immediately asks for another, slamming her empty glass down on the bar just like in the movies.

      I can’t tell if she’s angry or just hard. She looks like a very young version of Michelle Rodriguez, that lady who played all those tough Latina cop roles. She’s even dressed like her, wearing a pair of tight black jeans, motorcycle boots, and a black tank top. I can see that she’s got tattoos on her shoulders and arms and I want to take a closer look but she doesn’t look like she wants to be interrupted.

      At the rate she’s going, she’s going to kill that bottle of Montezuma. Every once in a while, she pauses to take a breath or glare at the sad old men to either side of her, neither of whom can be distracted from his own drink.

      “Offer to pay for her liquor,” the bartender interrupts my thoughts, which apparently were obvious to anyone who cared to notice. “She had to ask me how much those shots of tequila cost, and then she counted out exactly how many dollars she had. I bet she’d let you buy her a drink or two, good looking young guy like you.”

      “Worst she can say is no.”

      I feel like a bit of an ass wandering around the corner of the very small bar to where she’s sitting, it’s so obvious that I’m approaching to try to pick her up, but she ignores me until I’m sat right beside her.

      “That shit will have you rethinking the trajectory of your entire life tomorrow morning,” I gesture at the empty shot glass with my own drink. “Let me buy you something a little nicer.”

      “Like that ginger ale?” she cracks a smile.

      “If that’s what you want.”

      “How about a bottle of Patron?” she gives me a challenging look.

      “Sure,” I grin back. She didn’t think that I would really spring for the expensive stuff, but if you’re around for as long as I’ve been, money isn’t really a thing.

      “Hey Jake,” she holds up her empty glass. “This kid here says he’s buying me a bottle of Patron.”

      “Sorry sweetheart,” the bartender — Jake — smiles. “Not really that kinda place. I got crap here, and I got slightly better crap. You gotta head uptown for anything fancy.”

      “Well we’ll take a bottle of the slightly better crap, then.”

      “This ain’t Vegas, I don’t do bottle service here. How about a couple of shots?”

      I had no intention of doing shots, I don’t even like tequila, but if that’s what my lady wants, that’s what she gets.

      Jake comes back and places three glasses in front of us, fills them all, and picks up the one in front of him.

      “To new friends,” he toasts. We clink glasses with him and down our drinks, the hot liquor warming my stomach and then my chest.

      “I’m Jayden,” I introduce myself as soon as Jake leaves us alone.

      “Yeah, you look like a Jayden,” she laughs.

      “What’s a Jayden look like?”

      “You.”

      “Fair enough. Oh, and it’s not he.”

      “What? Oh. Oh! I’m really sorry, I absolutely didn’t mean⁠—“

      “Don’t sweat it. It’s they.”

      “They,” she repeats and nods at me, taking a moment to look me over, her eyes already slightly glassy from the liquor. “I’ve met people like you.”

      For a moment the skin prickles on the back of my neck and I think she’s clocked me for what I am, but then I realize that she meant that she knows queer people, not undead monsters. “Yeah,” I smile and joke with her, try to disarm her, show her no hard feelings. “We’re everywhere.”

      I’m quiet for a moment until it becomes clear that my newest friend has no intention of introducing herself. That’s fine. She’s dark and mysterious. Not as dark as me.

      “Rough day?” I try to get her talking.

      “Rough life,” she’s quiet. “What about you? This doesn’t look like your kind of place. And you’re here alone. You new in town?”

      “No. But I’m new to going out alone. I used to spend most of my time hanging out with my sisters, but then they got married and… Well, I guess they’re pretty busy now with their new families.”

      “Oh yeah,” I can see I struck a nerve in the girl. “I know how that goes. One day you’re attached at the hip and then some asshole shows up and poof, and then…”

      She’s quiet.

      “And then?”

      “Nothing,” she replies and I can’t tell if she means ‘and then nothing’ or if she just doesn’t want to talk.

      That’s okay with me. I take a deep breath and run my tongue over my teeth. She’s all iron and smoke and something else… charcoal? Not very feminine at all, at least not in a traditional sense, and I can feel the muscles in my abdomen clenching, I’m ready to spring, but at the rate she’s going she’s going to be unconscious before we even make it out of this bar. She’s got a desperate edge to her and I want to know her story.

      “Something’s on your mind,” I try again. “Or do you drink like this every Wednesday?”

      “No. Yes. Sometimes,” she shakes her head and laughs. “Actually,” she finally cracks, this tough nut, “I’m drinking up my courage.”

      “Your courage?” I wasn’t expecting that, I had guessed that she was drowning some frustration.

      “Yeah,” her foot taps nervously while she thinks about whether she’s going to continue talking. “Actually,” she says slowly, “I might have to kill a man.”

      She bursts into laughter and throws back another tequila but something about the way her voice lowered when she made that confession tells me that she wasn’t joking.

      “Is it your boyfriend?” I ask. I’m nosy.

      “No,” she laughs. “I don’t do boyfriends.”

      “Somebody owe you money?” I try, but the joke falls flat. The girl just smiles grimly and taps her pointed, black fingernails on her empty glass. I feel a twinge of concern for this hard-assed damsel in distress but I can’t help her if she won’t tell me what’s wrong.

      “Hey,” she suddenly spins on her barstool and I can see that her deep, chocolate-colored eyes have tiny flecks of gold. “I have an idea. How about instead of drinking until we pass out you offer me another kind of distraction? A little something to take my mind off of my troubles?”

      She winks at me and of course I can’t say no, why would I?

      “Absolutely.”
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      Getting into a stranger’s car is stupid, and going home drunk with a person you just met at the shittiest bar in town is even stupider, but here I am, sitting in the passenger seat of a Lincoln Navigator with a creamy leather interior, speeding toward a part of town that I can’t afford.

      “I live outside of town,” Jayden tells me without taking their eyes off the road, and I flinch. Taking a ride with a stranger away from civilization is too risky even for me. “But my employer has an apartment in town and I have a key.”

      “What kind of work do you do?”

      “Oh,” they pause like they have to think about their answer.

      You would think this person knew their own job.

      “Computer stuff,” they finally answer.

      “You look like a tech bro,” I reply and I can see them smirk from the corner of my eye. I don’t know if they think that their computer job is too boring or too complicated to explain and I don’t care.

      This person, Jayden, actually does not look anything like a tech bro. Or at least they don’t look like what I picture when I think of ‘tech bro.’ I don’t actually know anyone who works in tech, it’s not really a thing in this city, but when I think of computer dudes I always think of muscle supplement  protein shake gym bros in Patagonia vests.

      Jayden looks like some kind of very delicate fairy prince with their alabaster skin and their fine features and their dark auburn hair. They’re tall and lanky, I guess my sister would call them skinny, but they look strong in a wiry sort of way. They’ve got long, elegant fingers and their clothes are worn in but clean.

      They’re not really my type. Or, I guess what I mean to say is, they look like they’re too good for me. They look rich and I can tell by the way they don’t react when I tease them that they’re confident.

      They probably know that they’re hot shit.

      They probably bring girls home with them every night.

      I don’t care though, it’s not like they owe me anything. It’s not like I’m trying to get into a relationship with them; they’re hot but I really just need them to help me keep my mind off of Billie for the night.

      “This is it,” the truck pulls to a stop in front of one of those stupid renovated buildings that used to be a factory or whatever a hundred years ago and is now insanely expensive condos for rich hipsters.

      They get out of the driver’s seat and open my door for me, holding out a hand for me like I’m a princess or something. Usually this kind of gentleman stuff would annoy me, but I let them since I’m feeling a little shaky on my feet. I shouldn’t have drank so much with no food in my stomach.

      Jayden punches a series of numbers into the keyless entry outside of the building and leads me directly to the elevator. There’s no one else in the lobby, which is tastefully furnished with large plants, reclaimed wood furniture, and other stuff that rich people like.

      “Your hands are cold,” I notice, they’re like ice. “Warm heart.”

      “What?” they glance down at me; they’re at least six feet tall and I feel a pang of envy. I’ve always wanted to be really tall.

      “Nothing. Something my grandmother used to say. Cold hands, warm heart.” One of those things she used to say before we were taken away from her and put in foster care, but I don’t share that part.

      I don’t want to make conversation. As soon as the elevator doors shut, I shove Jayden up against the wall and it’s my intention to kiss them but they need to lean down for me to reach.

      They know what to do.

      I push my tongue into their mouth and they reciprocate, tasting like the tequila we were drinking plus a little bit of sweetness from their soda.

      I kiss them all the way up to the top floor of the building, and when we reach it Jayden has to break away to enter another series of codes to unlock the door. I wonder what the hell kind of business needs a place with security like this and I also wonder if I am just free to leave if I change my mind or whether Jayden needs to unlock the door for me from the inside.

      “You want some water?” they offer as they lead me into a spacious and well-furnished apartment that has a surprising number of little decorations and knick knacks scattered about.

      “No. Take me to bed.”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      They lead me to a bedroom at the back of the apartment and flick on a light with a dimmer switch.

      “What the fuck?” I blurt out. “This place belongs to your company?”

      There’s no fucking way that’s true, unless by ‘their company’ Jayden actually meant ‘their parents.’ This bedroom was clearly decorated by a young girl, or maybe for a young girl. I’m surrounded by pink walls, pictures of cats, or one specific cat I should say, and floral textiles.

      “I know,” Jayden glances around. “Sorry, I didn’t choose the decorations.”

      “Whatever.”

      I’m not going to ask them to explain. It’s a little weird, I guess, but I’ve already reconciled myself with the prospect of having our one night stand in the Barbie Dream House. All we need is privacy and a bed anyway, and really the bed is optional.

      Jayden lifts me up and carries me to the bed, which is covered in a pink rose print. They’re surprisingly strong for someone so young and slender, and I allow them to undress me, peeling off my tank top and jeans. I hate bras and I can tell by the way Jayden is looking at me that they like what they see.

      It feels good to be wanted like this; it used to be that people would only talk to me to get close to my sister.

      Jayden undresses quickly and I send a silent thanks to God for that body. They don’t look like they get much sun, or any at all for that matter, but their shoulders are covered in a sprinkle of freckles.

      I don’t get a chance to examine them for long. They kiss me from my jawline, down my neck, and over my collarbone, finally taking a nipple between their lips with just enough pressure to hurt a little bit. Their fingers stroke the sensitive skin on my vulva and I can feel my body instinctively react to their touch, seeking more contact.

      They keep moving lower on my body, down, down, down, until their face is buried in my pussy.

      “What’s your name?” they ask, barely pausing from the work they’re doing with their tongue.

      “Why do I need to have a name?” I’m already out of breath. How are they so good at this? They look boyish, but clearly Jayden knows how to behave like a grownup in bed.

      They don’t press the issue. Instead they shrug and insert a curled finger, first one and then a second, working the inside of my body until my back is arching and my fingers are tangled in their hair.

      “Wait,” I stop them before things get any hotter. “Let me get you.”

      “I’m good.” I can tell by the tension washing over their face that this is a sticky subject.

      “Just tell me what you like,” I encourage.

      “Oral is good. Fingers okay, just no penetration. Actually,” Jayden pauses.

      “Oh come on,” I groan and prop myself up on my elbows. “Don’t get shy now.”

      “Ideally I’d like to use a strap-on but I don’t have one.”

      “Maybe your sister has one in her drawer?”

      “I don’t think my sister needs one,” they scoff, confirming for me that we are indeed about to fuck in their little sister’s bed, probably in the apartment that their parents bought for her so she didn’t have to share a room in a dorm while attending college or something.

      Or we were about to fuck in her bed, at least.

      “Can you just check?” I ask. I actually want this just as bad as they do. Maybe we still have a chance. All big sisters think that their little sisters are completely innocent. I know mine thinks that she can hide things from me.

      “It’s okay,” they put their fingers back inside me. “We can just do other things.”

      I let them do ‘other things’ to me for so long that I forget my disappointment. Jayden is so talented with their tongue and their fingers that a few hours later, they’re right about me rethinking the trajectory of my life.

      What would it be like to just stay? What if I just left the past behind me and started a fresh, new life?

      It wouldn’t be the first time that I reinvented myself, but I can’t.

      I owe it to Billie to find the truth.

      I wait until Jayden is snoring softly and I sneak out of bed, careful not to wake them. I make my way back into the kitchen and get myself a bottle of water, drinking huge gulps in an effort to sober up.

      I need to get back on track and I know just who to call.
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      “Good evening, this is Veronica, secretary to Señor Garcia. Señor Garcia would like to stop by and speak to Mr. Strom tomorrow, can you please confirm a time that is good?”

      Veronica.

      She looks like a Veronica.

      Now she’s in the kitchen making some kind of clandestine business phone call. She didn’t strike me as the office type but she’s asking whoever is on the other end of the phone for a complete daily itinerary for one Mr. Strom so that she can arrange some kind of meeting.

      What kind of business is conducted in the middle of the night like this?

      Unfortunately I know exactly what kind.

      I can’t stop thinking about what she said, that she might need to kill a man. I can only hear one end of the conversation, but I’ve got a pretty good feeling that Mr. Strom might be in trouble tomorrow evening.

      I wonder what he did.

      I don’t know her — Veronica, it seems weird to use her name when she wouldn’t share it with me — but I feel like I do. I feel like she’s a good person, someone who wouldn’t hurt anyone who didn’t deserve it.

      I don’t know if it’s my instincts or wishful thinking, but I meet a lot of very, very bad people and I can tell that she isn’t one of them.

      I desperately want to get my phone out of my pants pocket on the floor but I don’t want Veronica to know that I’m awake. She confirmed that I was asleep before she snuck out of bed and into the kitchen to make her call and I don’t want to get caught eavesdropping on her.

      So I wait, quietly, continuing to pretend to be asleep. I make mental notes of all the times and locations that she repeats into the phone. She ends her call and returns to the bedroom, still naked, her beautiful body illuminated in the moonlight.

      I can tell by her well-defined musculature that she lifts weights religiously. She’s strong for such a small girl, but not anywhere near as strong as she thinks she is. I would have been able to overpower her even when I was a human.

      I’m expecting her to slip back into bed, or I’m wanting her to do that, at least. I want to taste her again and to feel her shake and thrash around my fingers. She’s so hot when she lets the tough girl mask slip and displays her vulnerability and I can feel myself wanting to get to know her.

      I wince and hope that she doesn’t see.

      This girl clearly has plenty of problems of her own; she doesn’t need a literal monster knocking on her door. I can tell by the hard shell she maintains that she’s already seen some shit.

      I’m disappointed when she slips back into her clothes. I’m debating asking her to stop and come back to bed for another round when I see her open a drawer and take out a pen and paper. She writes a little note, takes one last look at me, and slips away.

      I can hear her fiddling with the door. I left it unlocked for her. I could tell in the elevator that she was worried about it when I let her in and I didn’t want her to feel trapped with me. The idea of forcing myself on a woman, even by intimidation, has always been grotesque to me.

      She’s gone now. At least she left me her phone number so I can call her up and ask her when I can see her again. I can’t believe that I forgot about toys; it’s been so long since I’ve tried to meet a woman. Time flies when you’re already dead and I forgot that human women wouldn’t feel safe going all the way back to my place where I have all the stuff I need. I was thinking on the spot when I brought her back to this empty apartment.

      I’m no danger to Veronica, but I don’t have any way of proving that. What was I going to tell her? ‘Oh, don’t worry, I’m an undead monster, I can hurt you but not in the way you’re envisioning?’

      I’m going to buy some brand new gear, set another date with Veronica, and let her ride my silicone dick all night long.

      I slide out of bed and back into my pants. I’m going to text her right now and tell her thanks for the evening and I hope she gets home safe.

      I pick up the note she left and I’m absolutely crestfallen.

      Jayden - thanks for the good time. It’s more fun than I’ve had in… forever.

      There’s no phone number; she didn’t even leave her name. She was just going to use me for a few orgasms and then forget I exist.

      That’s exactly what I thought that I wanted when I left home early this evening, but now that it’s happened I’m hurt. And I’m worried. It was my plan to text her and confirm that she’s actually alright, that she didn’t try to kill someone, but now I can’t do that.

      I don’t need to think long before I get dressed and follow her out.

      She’s already gone but I can still pick up her scent. Fuck. She walked, she didn’t even have money for a cab. I shouldn’t have let her leave like that. This city is dangerous, even in the ‘nicer’ parts.

      I follow the scent of smoke and blood and peach and spice down the sidewalk, being careful to  hang far enough back not to trigger her sense of alarm and it doesn’t take me long to find her. Thank God because she’s taking a shortcut through a still-industrial part of town. There isn’t anyone out with us tonight, I’d know it if there was, but this still is wildly unsafe.

      I can tell by her confident walk that she’s very familiar with the area. I follow her with the stealth of an alleycat until we emerge in another residential part of town, a poor neighborhood that used to be full of immigrants but is now partially abandoned.

      I watch as she enters a 24-hour Chinese takeout place. I wish she would have told me that she was hungry. I would have bought her food.

      I’m surprised when she doesn’t stop at the counter. She just waves at the guy working, who waves back without looking up from his phone, and then she enters a door to the left.

      It takes me a moment to figure out that she must rent the apartment upstairs.

      Jeez.

      Now I feel really bad.

      This place is a dump. There’s no other way to describe it. I see a light switch on upstairs on the second floor and it’s just a bulb in a fixture on the ceiling with no cover. The walls are greying and I can only assume that the inside smells just like the restaurant downstairs; the smell is overpowering even across the street.

      My immediate instinct is to provide for her.

      It’s nothing to me, but I can’t figure out how I could possibly do that without her finding out. I’m sure she’s the type of girl who is too proud to accept help. I resolve to ask Elodie for advice since she once did the same thing for her wife Aya; in fact we were just in her old place.

      For the time being, I’ve already decided that wherever Veronica thinks she’s going tomorrow night, she’s not going alone. She must be in real trouble if she lives like this and she thinks that she has someone to kill.

      For now my mind is racing but I know that the dawn is approaching. I need to go home to sleep for real. I don’t even bother going back to the apartment, I just go up in smoke and ride the breeze.

      I get home in time to try to do an internet search on Veronica and Messers Garcia and Strom but my eldest sister Aravella is still awake and she can tell that I’ve been with a girl, she can smell her on me.

      “Jayden,” she feigns surprise from her seat in the parlor, where she’s sipping on some weird concoction of red wine and preserved blood that probably only tastes good to people who lived more than five centuries ago, her fingers buried in her dog’s thick coat. “You were out rutting like an animal. My littlest sis is growing up. Well, I guess it had to happen sometime.”

      I roll my eyes, which I know is not the most sophisticated response, but I’m not in the mood for her teasing.

      “Well,” she grins, “are you going to tell me who she was?”

      “I don’t know,” I answer honestly. I wish I did know. I know that she’s off limits but now I want to know everything about her.

      Aravella laughs in response and for a moment I wish that I had just gone home to the place I set up for myself, the one I barely ever use since I don’t like to be alone.

      “That’s my kid,” Aravella approves and at that moment I resolve to start staying at my own house.
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      “I’ve got a delivery here for a Wesley Strom from Total Wine?”

      “Just leave it outside of the gate.”

      Shit. Think fast.

      “I can’t. I need to scan some ID. Underage drinking laws.”

      I’m hoping that works. There’s a moment of silence from the intercom on the massive iron gate that shields Wes’s parents’ house from the real world outside. I tilt my head downward so that the baseball cap I’m wearing hides my face and hope that Wes doesn’t have the brains to recognize the rest of me. I’ve got my tattoos covered and I’m banking on him finding me indistinguishable from the rest of the immigrants who bring his food, clean his house, and basically make his entire life possible.

      I hear a sigh and then “Fine. I’ll be right down.”

      Jackpot.

      It was surprisingly easy for me to get a hold of Wesley’s schedule from his personal assistant, and now it looks like now I’m going to waltz right into his house. You’d think that a mid-level drug dealer would have better security but I guess that Wes is so accustomed to having other people do things for him that his guard is down and he doesn’t actually move enough product to be a target to rival dealers.

      Now I’ve just got to pray that he’s home alone. Billie told me months ago that Wes doesn’t keep the household staff around at night because he doesn’t want them tattling about his partying to his parents in West Palm Beach but there’s always the chance that he has friends or clients around.

      Before Wes arrives at the gate, two huge dobermans with sharply cropped ears and tails bound toward me, foam flying from their mouths as they bark like their lives depend on it.

      “Cain! Hera! Good boy, Cain. Aw, you’re such a good boy. Are you going to let Hera have some pets? Good girl, Hera.”

      The dogs recognize me from a few meters away. I greet them with scratches behind the ears and toss them the beef jerky that I brought specifically for them. It’s remarkable how such a little bit of kindness can turn monsters into cuddle bugs. I wish that I could save these two from Wes too, I know he treats them like expensive toys and not living creatures, but I’ve got to see to Billie first.

      He isn’t far behind them. I keep my head down until he types in the code to open the gate.

      “Vivi?” he asks, surprised as soon as he recognizes me. “So you’re running Door Dash now? Ha. I guess learning programming didn’t work out. Just add it to the list of things you’ve failed, I guess. Is that mine?”

      Oh my God. He still thinks that I’m here to deliver his booze. How can he possibly be this rich and this dumb?

      I pull the little Beretta I got from the pawn shop from my Total Wine bag and point it directly at Wes. My grip is steady but the gun I had to save up for for weeks now looks comically small in my hand, like a toy. I wish I could have gotten something more impressive.

      “Vivi?” Wes laughs. “Are you robbing me? Seriously?”

      “No, I’m not robbing you, and I don’t know what you think is so funny. Where’s Billie, Wes? I haven’t heard from her in two weeks and now her phone is disconnected.”

      “Jesus, Vivi, she’s inside watching TV.”

      “Bullshit. She wouldn’t just ghost me like that.”

      “Look, if you two had some kind of little catfight, that has nothing to do with me. Put that gun down. You know this is all on video, right?”

      “There wasn’t any fight. One day she was fine and then the next day, poof.”

      “Well, I don’t know what to tell you.”

      “I want to see her.”

      “What?”

      “I’m coming in. I want to see her.”

      “No. If she doesn’t want to talk to you, she doesn’t have to. What are you going to do? Shoot me and take her hostage? You know what, Vivi, maybe that’s why she’s avoiding you. You’re so fucking needy, I’m not surprised she needs a break. When are you going to go get a life of your own and let Billie live hers?”

      No. That can’t be right. Billie is the one who found me. There’s no way she’d just abandon me like this. Something must be wrong.

      “Inside,” I gesture with the gun.

      “Seriously?” Wes seems more annoyed that frightened. “And what the hell is wrong with you two? I’m your master, why aren’t you protecting me?”

      “Maybe they’re good judges of character,” I nod at the dogs.

      Wes looks like he’s considering his options for a moment and then shrugs and gestures to his front door. “Come on, then.”

      I wasn’t expecting to actually find Billie here, and by the time we get up the walkway to the front door I’m trying to plan how I’m going to explain this to her. Its not necessary though, because as soon as I’m inside, Wes makes a quick move and pulls a much bigger gun from a side table just inside the door.

      “You thought you were going to show up at my house and pull a gun on me?” he hisses.

      That’s exactly what I thought, and I don’t wait for him to give me some kind of villainous monologue. I pull the trigger and I miss but I shatter a huge mirror hanging on the wall behind him.

      He’s startled but before he can return fire, a much taller man dressed like a cat burglar complete with black turtleneck and balaclava slips into the front door behind Wes, gets him in a chokehold, and disarms him.

      “What the fuck is this?” I’m talking without thinking. “Where is my fucking sister? Where the fuck is my fucking sister?”

      The cat burglar is holding Wes’s throat so tight that he can’t speak. My mind is racing and my instinct is telling me that I’ve made a mistake and plenty of people probably want to hurt Wes. I’m in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      “You heard her,” the masked figure growls in an unexpectedly soft voice and my stomach drops. I know that voice and that tall, lanky frame. “Where’s the sister?”

      Wes sputters for a second and his bulging eyes dart around the room before he speaks.

      “I didn’t hurt her. I loved your sister!”

      “What do you mean loved?” I shriek. “Where is she?”

      “Billie heard some things that she should’t have heard. There was nothing I could do.”

      “Did you kill her? Did you fucking kill her?”

      “No! I told you! I didn’t hurt her.”

      “God damn it Wes, then who did? Is my sister dead?”

      “No. At least, I don’t think so.”

      “Where is she?”

      “They took her.”

      “Who took her, asshole? I’m going to get her back. Tell me who took her.”

      I’ve never been so frustrated in my life.

      “The narcos, Vivi, I’m sorry but your sister is gone. You’ll never see her again.”

      “What? Why would a fucking drug cartel take Billie?”

      “I need a name,” the cat burglar interrupts.

      “I can’t,” Wes whines.

      “Fine,” the cat burglar squeezes tighter and Wes’s eyes nearly pop from his head. “You sure? Last chance.”

      “Manny,” Wes spits out. “Manny Aguila. But he’s working for someone else. I don’t know where he took her. He’s just my connection, they don’t tell me anything. He brings the shit up from Mexico and I distribute it to rich kids at parties here.”

      “Where can we find this Manny? Is he local?”

      “No. Whenever he’s here he says he’s on a business trip. He lives somewhere else, in Mexico I think.”

      “Where in Mexico?”

      “I don’t know. He mentioned that he owns a nightclub down there once.”

      “What else do you know about this guy?”

      “Not much. He likes to party. He asked me where the hot girls hang out around here. I sent him to Voyeur. Man, you can’t tell him that I gave you his name. He’ll kill me.”

      “Don’t worry,” cat burglar replies. “He’s not going to hurt you.”

      I’m not quite sure what I’m seeing at first. Cat burglar twists Wes’s head and I hear a pop and then Wes slumps to the ground.

      “Oh no,” I can hear my own voice like it’s someone else talking. “Oh no, oh no, oh no.”

      “Don’t feel bad for him,” cat burglar tells me. “He had plenty of reasons for which he deserved to die.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me,” I’m yelling now. “This is all on camera, and you’re just trying to leave? You’re wearing a mask, Jayden, but I’m going to go to prison. You better help me clean this up, or else I’m going to tell the police that I was visiting my brother in law and you broke in, tried to rob him, and killed him. Oh no. You’re not leaving me here to clean this up. Sorry. We’re both in this now.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          JAYDEN IRONS

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Are you trying to blackmail me?” I laugh and pull off my mask. “I wasn’t just going to leave you here to clean this up. And how did you know it was me?”

      “Um, do you remember that I was just in your little pink bed with you just last night? Did you think that I wouldn’t recognize your body and your hands and your voice? Did you forget that we got pretty intimate and I know those hands very well? Very, very well? Also what the hell are you doing here? Did you follow me? Oh my God, are you a cop? Or no, that can’t be right. Are you a drug dealer? Did you just use me to get to my brother in law? Oh my God⁠—“

      “Stop. Calm down. I’m not a drug dealer. Vivi? I heard him call you Vivi. Is that your name?”

      “Why should I tell you?” Vivi turns her nose up at me. “After what you just did to Wes. How do I know that you won’t do the same to me?”

      “Maybe I will,” I pull Vivi close to me. She doesn’t resist. She doesn’t even look frightened. This girl is either very brave or very crazy. I lean in close enough to kiss her and her scent fills my nostrils again. I’m brought back to the night before and I have to remind myself to stay focused.

      “Do it,” she dares me. “Go ahead kill me. You won’t.”

      I grin. “That’s not a very good way to stay alive, Vivi. You have no idea what I’m capable of.”

      At this point even I have no idea what I’m capable of, but tonight is not the night I’m going to find out. “Anyway,” I continue, “we need to get this cleaned up. Shut the front door. I need to write over the security footage. Do you know this house? Where can I find the computer where these cameras feed? They look pretty old.”

      “Oh. Yeah. The Stroms have an entire security room but they don’t staff it unless Wesley’s parents are in town. And yes.”

      “Yes what?”

      “Yes my name is Vivi. Vivienne Veritas.”

      She offers her hand to me and I shake it like we’ve just made a deal.

      “Jayden Irons. Nice to meet you. Is that your real name? Vivienne Veritas? That sounds made up.”

      “And Jayden Irons doesn’t?”

      “Touché.”

      “Vivienne Veritas is my chosen name. Well, Vivienne is the name I was given, but I chose Veritas.”

      “It’s a nice name.”

      “Thanks.”

      I wonder what her reasons were for choosing a name but I don’t press the issue. We have work to do. Vivi shows me a security room that’s right off the foyer of this ridiculously huge house.

      “Jesus,” I look around. “This stuff is nearly as old as I am. Usually these luxury homes have updated systems.”
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