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Theo

The ringing of my cellphone sends a shiver of dread down my spine as every muscle clenches until they scream in exhaustion. Dread. It brings dread. Lifting my foot off the pedal of my pottery wheel, I hastily wipe my hands to get off as much of the terracotta colored clay as I can. At least enough to answer the damn phone.

“What is it, De Medici?” I ask, my mask is already in place, cool, calm, and lethal. Not a trace of an emotion leaks through the persona I’ve built up over the decades. Shit, over the last century.

“That human girl, we’ve found her,” her voice comes through icy. I wish hers were a mask too, but it’s not. If evil had a face, it would be hers.

“And?”

“Don’t be dense. I’ll text you the address, go there immediately, and get her in a cell.”

The line goes dead. It’s amazing how one phone call can shift your entire mood. It was a good evening before that point, and now I just want to kill that bitch. Again. The news that vampires are real should have made my job obsolete. I was wrong. As if she would ever stop her tyranny.

I glance at the address before thoroughly cleaning my hands from the now-dry clay. Brittany Johnson, the woman I have been sent to hunt down for the past 3 months, is at the Etross Events Center, right here in Noxdale.

Once my hands are clean, I quickly dress in an all-black suit. I don’t want to risk standing out. Etross is upscale, the place where the who’s who of Noxdale hold their events. A quick search tells me it has been booked out by her aunt, Josephine, for her wedding.

On my way out the door, I grab steel handcuffs and a simple, black mask. Humans can never put up too much of a fight.

In the minutes it takes for me to run at full vampire speed, I come up with my plan. Wait until the crowd clears out. Grab her when she is alone. Take her back to the Council Building. Await further instructions and hope that they don’t tarnish my soul much more than it is.

As if I haven’t already blackened it.

When I make it to Etross, the party is already dying down. Josephine takes her human bride, Gabby, out to a rented car to drive away.

* * *
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Half an hour later, and I can finally make my move.

My target is easy enough to spot. Curves for days that are highlighted in a soft, pink dress. One that appears haunting in the flickering fluorescent lights of the back hallway, she walks down. She scans around her cautiously. If only she had vampire sight, then she would stand a shot at seeing me. I wish she would. I wish she would run and never look back.

Neither of us will be that lucky.

When she steps out from the bathroom, I run to her, pinning her against the wall. She sucks in a deep breath of air. I can hear her heart hammering in her chest. It is desperate to break free.

“I’ve been trying to get you for months, Brittany. The Council has been awaiting your stay,” I tell her, black mask scarcely pressed against her pale face. Crystal blue eyes stare back at me in fright, and something more. Something I can’t quite place my finger on.

I flip her around, placing the cuffs on her wrists. I definitely don’t notice the swell of her ass against me.

No. That would be...unwise.

“Let’s take you to your new home, shall we?”
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Britt

The cell is cold. At least it isn’t damp. When Auntie had told me the Council was searching for me, I began having nightmares of what it would be like. Cold, damp, the smell of must in the air, and the sounds of screaming from other prisoners and their departed souls.

What I didn’t anticipate was the man who took me. I expected some evil creature from my nightmares, with twisted features and pure malice on his face. Perhaps some brass knuckles or a wicked knife strapped to his side. I couldn’t be more wrong. He was a man with his face covered in black plastic and a well-tailored suit that did not help my masked man fantasies. Or maybe it did, just not in the way it should have. I try to ignore the ache between my thighs as I watch him work.

He cleans each and every instrument he has lining his wall. Knives, swords, saws, hammers, and contraptions I can’t even think of a use for. That feels closer to my nightmares. As does the man screaming in the cell next to me.

“Shut your mouth, or I’ll take your tongue,” the masked man hisses.

“Fuck you!” the other prisoner yells. “You’re killing me tomorrow anyway.”

“So you’d rather choke on your blood early?” he asks, pausing the meticulous cleaning of a set of pliers. “That can be arranged.” He places the pliers on the table and grabs a sparkling silver knife with a leather handle, long stained with blood, and an equally clean wrench. “Shall I?”

The other prisoner remains silent. His bluff had been called out.

“That’s what I thought.” The masked man places his tools back on the wall and starts his cleaning yet again.

Guilt creeps through me as I settle into my own thoughts. Guilt that I’m relieved to be in here. Not because I want to be, but because the anxiety of if and when is over. For over three months, I have had the weight of potentially ending up here over my head. It has been oppressive. I’ve hardly been able to eat. Or sleep. Or think. I just dove into as much work as I could from my aunt’s apartment, where she kept me protected.

Now, I just have to figure out what to do to get out of this place. I can’t escape, that puts me right back at square one: anxiety city. Maybe I can win the vampire over. If I did, he would, potentially, even turn me. Game on.

“Hey, Mr. Mask,” I call out to him, forcing an upbeat tone. Just like I do all the time, god forbid anyone see that I might be struggling. No, I want them to see happy Britt. It is safer, less vulnerable.

“Mr. Mask?” He asks. I can hear the judgment in his voice.

“Well, what else am I supposed to call you?”

“Fucking bastard!” The other man shouts.

The masked man turns to glare into the other cell before drifting his gaze back to me. “I wouldn’t recommend that. You’ll be spending enough time with me,” he grins, the shadows from the mask cast over the expression making it appear sinister. My spine quivers. “Call me Theo.”

“Theo,” I repeat. It sounds like a perfectly nice name. One that unfortunately sends up alarm bells. My aunt has mentioned him before. Cruel. Calculating. Sadistic. And the man who helped De Medici forcefully turn her back in 1950. Shit.

“What do you need? A moment to beg for your release? I’d say I hate to break this to you, but that would be a lie: you’re not getting out until the boss signs the order,” his voice comes out steely. I can’t imagine talking with such cold precision. He sounds only half-human. I suppose he is.

“I was just wondering what your plan with me is. I told Auntie that I should have turned myself in. She said no,” my words come out rapidly, throwing out more information than I ever planned on. Again. As if that wasn’t what got me into this situation in the first place, the podcast I’ll always regret. I blabbed too much, and now the world knows vampires are real. Because why not cause a global panic and crisis?

Theo pauses his cleaning and drops the materials on the steel table with a loud clang. His heavy footsteps echo across the room as he rushes over to me. His voice drops to barely above a whisper, “Never say that again.”

“Why?” My voice shakes.

“Do you want her to be in here, too? Never, and I mean never, say too much in here.”

A warning. Apparently, Mr. Sadistic has a few soft spots. That could work to my advantage.

“I’m prone to yapping.”

“So I’ve learned. The whole world has learned that you, Brittany M Johnson, up-and-coming art agent in Noxdale, have a problem with yapping,” his eyes narrow into a glare. Theo turns on his heel and takes more echoing steps to the table to clean his items once again.
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Theo

After I finish cleaning my tools, my ritual to scare every new prisoner brought in, I make it up to my apartment in the Council Building and am just about to collapse on the sofa. I didn’t expect my target to be so pretty. She looks like her aunt, but fuller, not to mention those beautiful blue eyes.

I rip off the plastic mask, and my trimmed beard is wet with the sweat it has built up. Somehow, that was the least aggravating part of the night. No, that was her almost making me take in another victim. That’s the absolute last thing I want, quite frankly, I want to quit. If only it were the kind of job I could quit from.

1923

I was in the Council building as a newly turned vampire. Healing from a heartbreak, and trying to adjust to a life I didn’t ask for. One I never wanted. De Medici sauntered into the community room, the shapeless dress of the time was decorated with piece upon piece of bone jewelry. Her look for intimidation.

“Theodore, come to my office,” she said, as she turned away the bones clanked against each other. Fear coursed through my veins; the adrenaline was one hell of a drug.

I followed her into the room designed for intimidation. Her plush, regal chair was across from a simple, hard metal one. Discomfort was always the intention. A familiar stands in the corner. A man too familiar to my long-lost love, Charlie. I shook my head to clear out his fresh memory.

“Please, have a drink,” De Medici offered as she sat in her chair. The familiar extended his wrist to me as soon as my ass hit the cold metal, and I bit into his warm flesh, taking a long draw of his blood. “I see immense promise in you.”

“For?” I knew not to question her. Everyone did, they still do. Cruelty was her favorite pastime, and she never took a day off.

“You will be the new interrogator. Our current one is being transferred. Your training starts tomorrow.”

Dread filled my body. Interrogator. They should have named the role more aptly: torturer.

I hated the job from day one. With each kill or wound I’ve inflicted, I’ve only wanted to leave more. For the first several decades, she held Charlie over my head, the man I left to keep safe. The one who stole my heart. Once he died, it was my own safety she wielded. One day, I’ll take her down. I need to. Not just for myself, but for every fucking victim in this hellhole.

I strip out of my clothes and pull a pomegranate brownie from my fridge and nuke it for a few seconds. My favorite treat, I baked a batch only a few days ago. I pour a fresh drizzle of the molasses and blood over it and bite into the fudgy treat. Fuck that’s delicious. It’s needed.

Baking always calmed my nerves. I used to watch my mother bake when I was young. After the war, I took her recipe cards and learned myself. There is something methodical and calming about watching a dessert come together.

Most vampires don’t eat; it’s uncomfortable. I’ll take the odd sensation any day if it means I can enjoy the spoils of my second favorite hobby. I collapse into my bed moments later, the sun just peaking above the skyline of the city. Vampire-friendly windows letting me see the rays I can no longer feel, thank fuck they figured that out. Going decades without seeing the sun at all is depressing. Sometimes you need a bit of light to keep going.

I let the golden rays lull me to sleep, wishing I could stay like this forever.

That would be the dream.
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Theo

“Rise and shine,” I call into the torture room to the two prisoners inside. “Here’s some food,” I say to the woman in pink, tossing her a simple sandwich made of homemade bread. Better than I should be giving. Better than I am allowed to give, if De Medici saw, I’d be hit across the face.

“Where’s my blood?” The bastard in the other cell demands. The boyfriend of the late Beverly fucking Grimwald. A vampire I dispatched months ago for blood lust. De Medici had me turn him so he wouldn’t expose us. He still demanded to be let go so he could. And now that the world knows? His head is on the chopping block.

“Dead vampires don’t need sustenance,” I flatten my stare at him.

When I glance back at Britt, I can’t help but notice her intense gaze. Her flushed cheeks. Her pounding heart. She is staring.

“I’d say you could take a picture so it lasts longer, but well,” I motion to myself, and she giggles. I don’t think someone has giggled around me in decades. I let myself feel a fleeting moment of happiness about it before pushing the feeling down into the box inside of me. No, I tell myself. No, feelings for others. Don’t risk your safety.

“Noted,” she says with a smirk. “What is the plan for the day?” She asks as she sits down carefully on her bench, straightening out her dress.

“Your plan is to sit here and be quiet until I return.”

“What’s your plan?” Why does she want to know? I cannot possibly be that interesting to her. What’s her angle?

“To kill this nuisance and ask you some questions.” I turn on my heel to turn towards the man. “Hands through the bars,” I command.

“Or what?” He spits, literally spits, in my face.

“Or I’ll make it hurt,” I threaten him. His hands slide through the bar. I shove my own into some thick, leather gloves and slide the silver cuffs on his hands. He screams in agony as they burn his skin. I swing his cell open and take him upstairs to the auditorium for my least favorite part of the job: murder.

* * *
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When I make it back to the torture room, I hurry my steps to the sink, washing my hands clean of the red rivulets flowing down them until the water runs clear. I can’t stand to be covered in their pain. If I didn’t have to have this conversation, I’d be stripping the soaked pieces of fabric from my skin. I’m desperate to wash away the evidence of my crimes.

That’s not my luck.

“Can I trust you not to run?” I ask the brunette woman in the cell.

“Yes,” she says with an eye roll.

“Why’s that?” I question her.

“Because I am sick of the anxiety of potentially being caught. Running out of here into a building I don’t know, filled with supernatural beings, would be stupid. I’m not an idiot.”

Fair enough. I unlock the door to the cell, the metal creaks open, and she steps out. Her skin is covered in goosebumps. I should get her something warm. Shut up, Theo. Caring is weakness; it’s best that I remember that.

“Sit down,” I nod my chin to the metal table. A hard chair sits at one end, and my own plush, leather seat sits opposite.

She sits down, trying to adjust to some level of comfort.

“What do you need to talk to me about? Is it how to get blood out of clothes? Because I can smell the blood on you.”

I shake my head, dropping it into my hands. “No, it isn’t getting blood out of clothes. De Medici wants me to get the facts. Keep in mind the conversation we had yesterday.” I just hope she gets what I mean. I need her to keep herself as the focus, not implicate others in this shit.

“Got it,” she says with a dramatic wink. “Once it is done, are there other clothes I could wear. Possibly something pink and less,” she gestures to the voluminous fabric, “flouncy?”

“I’ll see what I can do. So, when did you learn the secret?” I pull out my ballpoint pen.

“Oh, I always knew. My family has always known Auntie was a vampire; she never had to tell me.”

I need my vampire speed just to keep up with her; her words flow out rapidly. “Why did you keep it so long only to tell?” I keep my voice even, cold.

“Well, you see, I didn’t mean to tell it. My Auntie is a fantastic photographer, as you know, and I’m her agent. So I was simply trying to get her more exposure, even though she told me not to, she liked having this secret art persona thing. I was in the podcast interview, and it was going great. I answered so many questions before the question. And then he asked how long she had lived in Noxdale, and the real answer just kind of slipped out. Auntie told me he was joking, and I could have played it off like I was too, but I was so anxious and felt so guilty about telling, I just dug my grave,” she rambles. She sucks in a large breath of air after her answer, one that was more information than I really needed.

“Will you do anything else to harm vampire kind?”

“No, I would never. Well, I suppose I didn’t intend to do it this time either. I’ll honestly never try to. I’ve always loved vampires, Auntie is my fav—”

I cut her off by making a slicing motion across my neck.

She nods in understanding. “I never, ever, ever want to hurt vampires.”

“Good. Back to your cell. I will see if I can find something for you.”

She walks back to the cell as she picks at the skin around her nails. They are bleeding.

“Do you need anything for that?” I ask, looking directly at the wounds.

“No,” she shakes her head rapidly, hiding her hands in her skirts.

I nod once and lock her door again before disappearing to my apartment for a much-needed shower. On the way, I place an order for a pink sweatshirt and pants, and fuzzy pink slippers, to be picked up in just a few hours.

What the hell is wrong with me?
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Britt

My fingers ache. I can’t stop picking away at the skin around my nails. As if doing so could stop bad things from happening. It isn’t a want, it’s a need. One I would rather stop having.

The cold air has my hair standing on end. This dress was perfect for the wedding, because they didn’t get married in a freezer. I hope Theo comes back with clothes soon. He may have that grumpy look on his face, but he can’t hide his eyes. He looked sad when I said I was cold; those eyes softened too much. Not that he would ever want to give that away. He’s a puzzle, and I like a puzzle.

The door creaks open, and heels click across the floor. Thinking it may be my aunt with her signature stilettos, I perk up. Only, it isn’t her. It is a woman wearing bones with nails sharpened to dagger points.

“Well, if it isn’t Brittany Johnson, here at last,” she says coldly.

“I assume you’re De Medici,” I try to throw on my best fake smile and reach my hand towards her. Scoffing, she raises her lip in disgust.

“Did your aunt tell you about me?”

It’s a trick question. Theo said to never bring someone into this. He looked terrified when I did.

“No, the man they killed this morning did,” I say.

Her smile is wicked. “Yes, I did have quite an impression on him.

“May I ask how long I’ll be here?”

“Until I say so,” her smile disappears, pure rage left behind as her brow furrows. “Once I am sure you’re not a threat, I may consider letting you out. Or you may have the same fate as that vermin.”

“I’ll do my absolute best to prove that to you.”

“See that you do. I’ll send a familiar in with some food,” she says with disgust, “I can’t have you dying before we have had our fun.”

Her heels click away, and I’m left in the too quiet room by myself once again.

* * *
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“Here,” Theo says, thrusting a set of hot pink clothes through the bars.

“Thank you! They are perfect,” I squeal.

He stares at me expectantly. “Well, aren’t you going to change?”

“Can you?” I motion for him to turn around. He sighs and complies. I hurriedly take off the beautiful dress, my heels were long gone, and put on the comfy clothes he brought for me: ones that still have the price tag on them. Smiling to myself, I rip the tags free. I wish I could look in a mirror, just to see if I look okay. Insecurity creeps its way through me. “I’m decent.”

“Why the pink?” he questions casually.

“It’s my favorite color. Isn’t yours black?” Theo is in yet another completely black outfit, an impeccably tailored buttoned shirt, and well-fitted pants. He’s beautiful.

“No. It’s blue.”

“Then why do you wear so much black?”

“Black doesn’t stain as easily. My job is messy,” he gestures to his tools.

“Practicality does ruin some of the fun. When I’m doing an art show, I have to wear more muted colors. But I could never go without at least a little bit of pink; it wouldn’t be me. You need a touch of blue. What about a pocket square?” I ask. He raises his brow, looking completely unimpressed. “A watch?”

He shakes his head no.

“Well then, when do you get to enjoy your favorite color?”

“Whenever I happen to see it. I’ll be back tomorrow night. A familiar will bring your dinner.”

He turns on his heel and walks out the door.

“Delightful talking to you too!” I call out before it closes behind him.

With a sigh, I collapse onto the thin cot and wait in silence.
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Theo

“Well, then, when do you get to enjoy your favorite color?” she asked. Genuinely curious, maybe even sad that I didn’t wear it.

I wanted to say, “When I look in your eyes.”

I decide to throw something on the wheel. Hopefully, it will help me recenter, take away the edge of attraction I shouldn’t have, and that I don’t want. Not while I’m trying to figure out a way to get rid of De Medici. No distractions. No risks. No vulnerabilities. That’s how you survive here. That’s how more people survive. And Britt? She is all three.

I grab a chunk of the red clay from my bin and throw it down on the center of the wheel, making sure it sticks. I wet my hands in the water bucket next to it and wrap them around the clay. Pressing my hands gently, I center the material, letting it become stable in my hands. Then comes my favorite part: transforming it from a lump of dirt into something beautiful.

I always loved art; that’s what I expected to do with my life. Grow up, learn to make hats like my father, marry a pious young woman, have children, get old, and die, hopefully with less madness than my father. Life did not go to plan.

I push my thumbs into the center of the clay, slowly widening it until it makes a shallow bowl shape. Perhaps I’ll make it crystal blue. The thought of her eyes makes me warp the clay, ripping a hole through it. With a sigh, I reball the material and start again.

Focus. I take a deep breath and let every thought slip away. De Medici, Britt, my job, the Council, my past, all of it slips from my mind as I form the bowl again. Once it has the shape I want, I smooth it out with a dampened sponge, and I trim the bottom so it dips in a bit more. It’s perfect.

I place it on a rack to dry so I can glaze the piece. Probably the same shade of blue as her eyes, despite my best interests.

I clean up the splattered clay and change once more. I grab another pomegranate brownie, the iron scent of the blood I baked into it making me ravenous. I haven’t drank all day. I warm up a glass of blood to go alongside my snack and feed.

Should I feed more? Absolutely. Will I? Not unless I need to. I can’t help but feel disgusting when I do it, so I try to hide it in as many things as possible. Make it more human.

Then the blasted phone rings again. Can I not know a moment of peace? A familiar is calling me. Odd.

“Yes?”

“The human is asking for you,” they say, nerves shining through their shaky voice. Perfect, if they are scared of me, they won’t fuck up around me.

I hang up the phone and check my clothes over. One piece of lint remains on the black sweatpants; I pluck it off. Part of me hopes she will like the fitted athletic tee and the sweats. Part of me hopes it terrifies her enough to stay away. I just wish I could crush the first part of me. Make it easier.

I run down to her cell and lean against the bars. Her eyes dart to my arms, am I flexing or something? A glance at my arms tells me that I am, in fact, flexing. Fantastic, now my body is reacting without my fucking permission. This is going to be hell.

“You asked for me?”

“I’m bored,” she sighs. Her inky black hair is pulled back in a pale pink scrunchie that matches her discarded dress.

“You’re in a cell. It isn’t meant to be fun.”

“Isn’t there anything I can do?” Her lower lip juts out in a pout, begging me to nip at it.

“What, pray tell, would you do?”

“Read a book? Maybe a romance? Ooh, or if you got me my laptop, I could do some work? Or even a radio?”

My heart pulls at my chest. I could do all of that. Fuck, I want to. But it would draw too much attention to her. Neither of us needs De Medici poking her nose around.

“Are you trying to get her attention?” I ask.

“No. She came to visit earlier, before you came back,” she says, resting her chin in her cupped hands. My blood runs cold.

“What do you mean?” Did she hurt her? I shouldn’t have any attachment to this human, but something about her makes me curious. Her light shines through the darkness in my life. I can’t have her hurt; she’s too good for the world we have both found ourselves in.

“She came in, I think it was just to taunt me. Make it harder to handle. Also, why did no one tell me she wears bones?”

“She only does that when she wants to make someone squirm.”

“Well, it’s gross.”

“No, what’s gross is how she got them,” I say, my face shriveling with disgust at her tales of torture.

“Do I even want to know?” Her face scrunches up when she speaks. It’s fucking adorable. And I’m losing my mind.

“She liked to toy with her human servants, long before she was a Council leader. Once she took it a step too far, she kept a little memento.” I manage to hide the shiver that threatens to work its way through my spine. That was the easy version. The nice version.

In actuality, she made their lives hell. Servants had to be outsourced from villages far and wide; no one wanted to send their children to her. Elizabeth Bathory could have learned a thing or two; it was a guaranteed death sentence. Worst of all, she wears it as a badge of pride. She has always enjoyed showing her power, and she always craved more. As a human, she did that through her husband; as a vampire, she has taken every ounce of it she can for herself. Once the Council made her a leader, she had everything she craved: total power over a population who needs her. And because life is a bitch, she has kept it.

Not for long, if I have anything to say about it.

“I hate her already.”

I let out a bitter laugh. “You wouldn’t be the first, and you won’t be the last. Did she hurt you?” I ask the question that has been on my mind since I learned that vile, festering pustule of a vampire came in here.

“No. Just a threat,” she shrugs as if it is no big deal. It is, in fact, a big fucking deal.

“Tell me exactly what she said.”

“That if I seem like a threat, I’ll be here indefinitely, or be killed like that guy this morning.”

There is not a chance in hell I’ll do to her what I did to that bastard. It would break me, the final straw when I have already accumulated tons of them. I will stake De Medici myself before I lay a finger on this woman in front of me. Risk or not, I’m not fucking doing it.
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Beneath the Mask
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Britt

He puts on a quality act. Honestly, I’m surprised my aunt hasn’t been able to see through it. Maybe it’s personal for her; he did help force her change. But he cares. I’ve seen it in the brand new clothes, the way his jaw clenched when I said De Medici threatened me, the fact that he came just because I asked.

So how the hell did he end up doing this?

His heart could be the way out. I could convince him to help me get free, or at least tell De Medici I’m safe. Fuck, he could even make it less miserable for me. I think he would try; he likes me more than he wants to admit.

I like him more than I want to admit. His piercing chocolate eyes and toned body are phenomenal. I just want to run my hands through his neatly styled hair. Mess it up. Peel away the mask he hides behind. Maybe put his literal mask back on. My pussy reacts to the thought of that alone. He is too attractive for my own good. Too kind as well.

I’m not about to call it Stockholm syndrome; I’m not in love. But I can’t help the way my body reacts to his. It is like I need to touch him. What I need as much, if not more, is to crack him open like a walnut and see what is truly inside him. Because I don’t think it is Mr. Torturing Hard Ass. There is something more to him.

I’m determined to find out what.
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Pastry and Predilections
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Theo

Fuck De Medici. That bitch better not lay a hand on her.

I need to calm down; I can’t let the unbridled rage that is coursing through my veins out. It would be cataclysmic. There would be more casualties than I can stomach.

So, I make croissants. The yeast blooms, and I can finally get my hands into this dough. I mix in the dry ingredients and knead until it is smooth, letting my muscles work out my anger on the dough.

Alas, now I have five minutes to feel while it rests. Five minutes to plan. I can’t ask around the Council if anyone would be willing to stand up against her. Everyone hates her, but they are afraid too. It’s downright Machiavellian; she rules through fear, and somehow it has inspired loyalty. Certainly not love.

I place small cubes of cold butter into the dough and knead it in. More anger seeps from my hands into the dough. It’s perfect. I let it rise in a clean bowl and make the butter block. My favorite part. I place cold butter in a parchment paper sleeve. Once I grab my rolling pin, I smash the butter over and over with it until it is in a flattened square.

There is something therapeutic about hitting a block of butter. I throw the block in the fridge, and after a quick clean up, I have nothing to occupy me for hours.

Except for revenge.

* * *
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The dough is in the fridge, folded for the last time for the night. I’m about to climb into bed, and that fucking phone rings again.

“What?”

“You’re needed in my office,” De Medici says, and the phone goes dead. All I wanted was to sleep the day away.

With a groan, I get up, throw on a buttoned shirt and pants, and race out the door.

“What do you need me for?” I ask.

“Rex had a fantastic idea,” De Medici says with a sinister smile on her face. With a glance to the side, I notice the creep standing there, grinning. I want to punch his teeth out.

“Rex doesn’t have those,” I talk as if he isn’t there. I wish he weren’t.

“This time he does,” her voice harshens. “Tell him your idea.”

Great, now he gets to speak. I roll my eyes and face the vile man.

“I could pose as a prisoner too, as a cellmate. See if this human is certifiably trustworthy.”

I want to wretch at the idea. “Absolutely the fuck not. You will go nowhere near that room, unless it is because I lock you in your own cell,” I hiss at him. The bastard is known for his unfortunate predilections with humans, his predatory interests. Britt is a little old for him; normally, he aims for the 18-year-old familiars. Not a 30-year-old. Then again, predators aren’t always picky.

“Why not?” De Medici sounds pissed. As if I fucking care.

“She is there for observation, not fucking rape. And you know damn well that is what would happen if you stick him in there with her. Quite frankly, he should have been dispatched centuries ago,” my words come out like venom. I can’t stand individuals like him.

My mother raised me better than that. She was a pacifist. The kindest woman you’d ever meet. I always wanted to be like her. Then I was drafted into the Great War. Then the whole vampirism thing, and the torture of being forced into this line of work.

I wanted to be an artist.

“Then you’ll need to spend more time down there,” she says. Clearly trying to get me to agree to this asinine plan. It’s no secret I hate being down there, not from her anyway.

“Fine by me.”

“Fine. You are dismissed. Head down once the sun sets.”

I give her a tight nod and slam the heavy door on my way out.
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Croissants
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Britt

“Rise and shine,” Theo says, pulling me out of my sleep.

I rub the exhaustion from my eyes as he comes in carrying a plate of steaming croissants. His eyes look darkened with lack of sleep.

“You look like shit,” I say.

“Gee, thanks,” his eyes roll as he tosses me a croissant.

“Sorry, it’s just that, well, you look like you haven’t slept.”

“That’s because I didn’t.” He rips a bite out of a croissant he left on a separate plate. A bit of red seeps out the side and down his chin. Blood croissants. I’ll have to tell Auntie about that whenever I get out of here; she would love it.

“You have a little something on your face,” I tell him, taking a bite of the buttery, flaky croissant. Holy shit, it is fantastic.

He wipes away the blood, licking it off his fingers. “Most humans can’t handle seeing blood consumption.”

“I’m not most humans. I was raised around three vampires, you know. I’ve seen Auntie, Christopher, and Michael drinking blood my whole life. Not everyone has had a strictly human upbringing.”

Barking a laugh, he says, “How could I forget?”

“How long are you down here tonight?”

“All night, I’m under strict orders to watch you from the moment the sun sets until it rises again.”

“Lucky for you, I’m a lot of fun. Let’s play a game.”

“A game?” his perfect brow arches. Why does he have to be so damn pretty?

“Two truths and a lie?”

“I’ll bite,” he says casually, before sitting straight up and leaning forward. His eyes are wide. “Not literally, I’m not planning to bite you.”

I wouldn’t mind if he did. If anything, I’d like it.

“Noted. I’ll go first. My mom died when I was 16. All my friends are artists, but I can hardly draw a stick figure. And I have never left the county,” I say. I doubt he will get it right. A smile pulls at my lips. A genuine, I have got this in the bag smile.

“The fact that you can’t draw,” he says matter-of-factly.

“Wrong.”

“It has to be. Your file says you haven’t traveled and that your mom is dead.”

“My file?”

“The one the Council has amassed. You’ve been wanted for over three months. We have data.”

“Well, you might want to check your data. My mom died when I was 15, not 16.” Check and mate.

“Very sneaky,” he lets a smirk slip out before schooling his face to his calm, cold shroud.

“And what are your three?”

“My favorite weather is a snowy winter’s day. My father was a hatter, mad as one too. I was an actor as a human.”

“The first one has to be a lie. Who actually likes snow? I was meant for the warmth; those days when we get a few feet of snow are horrible. They make me want to curl up with my blanket and watch a movie. Ooo, and have a cup of Auntie’s hot chocolate. Have you had it yet? It’s delicious.”

He lets out a small smile. “No, I haven’t tried it. You’re also wrong.”

“What? You like the snow?”

“I do.”

“Why?” I can’t keep the pure bewilderment out of my voice.

“Do you know the park in town with the pond? Where the vampire attack was? Well, it has been around for well over a century now. My mother would take my siblings and I down to the pond whenever it was the day after a cold, snowy day. We would make snowmen and throw snowballs around in a frenzy. I always won,” he smirks. “Later, we would put on our skates and skate across the frozen pond.”

“That sounds beautiful.”

“It was. You can’t do that anymore; now you have to pay and go to a skating rink,” he rolls his deep brown eyes.

“So, what was the lie?”

“I was never an actor. I thought about being one for a while. I was still young when movie theaters became a thing. Being on screen looked fun,” his gaze turns wistful. I can picture him on the screen; he would have looked stunning.

“You could always be in a play,” I suggest.

“No, not with this career.”

“Maybe one day. If you do, I have to come see your show.”

“You’d want to?”

“Of course. Why wouldn’t I?” I cock my head to the side.

Theo gestures at the cell door, “I kidnapped you and took you prisoner.”

“No one’s perfect,” I beam at him. “Can I have another croissant?”
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Inviting Chaos
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Theo

I don’t understand this woman. She is too kind. She should hate me. Instead, she has been trying to get to know me. Her brilliant smile shines every time she learns something new. Somehow, she has even knocked down a wall or two, and she’s made me smile back. It’s unfortunate.

I could really use a shot of something strong. Only, I’m afraid that might make me open up more. I need to rebuild those walls out of fucking steel this time.

Letting her get close isn’t a possibility. It can’t be.

“Your phone is ringing,” her cheery, beautiful voice interrupts me.

“Shit,” I say as I grab the phone out. “Yes?”

“Get out here now and handle the situation in the community room,” De Medici says. Predictably, she’s pissed.

“I’ll be right back,” I tell her as I rush out the door and virtually fly through the halls.

Once the door is open, I see it. The situation really was the best term to describe it. There, in the middle of the room, Josephine Beauchamp, Britt’s aunt, is screaming at the vampire who came to town right after the news leaked. A blond man who looks like he walks around with a stick permanently lodged up his ass. Simon, an ancient vampire, one I suspect is a First. Then Josephine spots me. Her chocolate brown eyes are full of pure rage. Fuck my life.

“How dare you ask me about my niece when that bastard,” she points her manicured nail right at me, “took her! On my wedding night, no less.”

“Then yell at him, not me,” Simon says.

“How about we take a moment and cool off,” Josephine’s newly turned wife, Gabby, says. She hands her a glass of blood and prompts her to drink it, a quick fix to severe anger.

“All of you, my office, now,” I command. The others in the room are staring in shock at the scene that has just unfolded.

“Office,” Josephine scoffs as she stomps her way toward me in heels that should break under that much force. “What a charming way to say the torture room you’ve kept my niece in. Boys,” she snaps her head to look at her friends who are shifting uncomfortably behind her, “you’re coming too.” Then she storms past me to wait outside the locked door.

I would do anything to be able to skip the hell that is this entire situation.

Instead, I unlock the door and invite chaos into it. Before I open it, I tell the five fucking people about to enter, “You will all sit your asses down right away. I don’t care if there isn’t a chair available, sit on the floor.”

Josephine decides she doesn’t need to listen to me and races over to her niece. “Britt, I’m so sorry. Are you okay? Has he hurt you? I’ll stake him if he
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