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  Foreword

Readers, 
Welcome to The Doctor’s Wolf, a story that I wasn’t always sure would make it to publication.
You see, The Doctor’s Wolf is based on an older story of mine, one that I thoroughly revised and expanded to make it what it is now. It was also my very first serial which I released on my Ream and elsewhere. It was supposed to be an experiment. If no one liked this story, I was going to scrap it and spend my time on other things, and for the first four months or so, it really looked like that was the best thing to do. Adler and Gordon don’t have anyone who cares about them, I thought.
How wrong I was. Eventually, I saw more readers come to the story and telling me what they loved about it in their comments (yes, I too love Maxim, and yes, Maxim is getting his own story).
I was really glad but also surprised when people asked about if and when they could get the story as a book without having to wait a week for the next chapter. Gordon and Adler, those two problem children, no longer needed me to worry about them. They have found their readers, maybe even a small space in their readers’ hearts. As an author, that’s the best thing that can happen to your book children.
If you’ve been with The Doctor’s Wolf from the start, thank you. If you took the time to comment as I posted the story, know that each and every one of those comments kept me going. If you asked about when you could get this book finally, thank you for giving me that extra push!
And Piperettes, you are the best. ♥
Alexa Piper
October 2024
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Prelude


Gordon walked along Ruthaven, the too bright sunlight hurting his eyes and his sense of order, not only because he was a vampire but also because he was a forensic pathologist and spent most of his days indoors in his cozy office or the well-organized lab. Daytime walks when it was this sunny out were best avoided in Gordon’s book. 
Yet when the region’s most powerful vampire hunter kept bugging you to come out to my house, Gordon, please, I have a bar and friendly humans who will offer you a vein, one did not say no. Not least because Maxim, the vampire hunter in question, exceeded not just Gordon in age and influence, but also most of the vampires Gordon was acquainted with.
“Still too much sunlight,” Gordon said, then pulled out his phone to double-check the address. “Can’t be,” he said, cranking his head back to look up at the building. “Can’t.” He closed the app and checked again. “Well.”
Trepidation and sun migraine bored into Gordon’s skull. He pulled the glass door to 43 Ruthaven open and entered a foyer that was still way too bright thanks to all the glass. However, it was blessedly cool in here, similar to the freezers Gordon kept his corpses in, and that alone made him relax.
Behind a sleek oval desk, a man with black hair and a green blazer watched Gordon’s approach with a smile. As Gordon came closer, he could smell the man, not human, but not fae or wolf either.
Huh, interesting. I’m curious. Maybe this was already worth coming out.
“Dr. Gordon Morris, welcome,” the man in green said. “My name is Bryan. Maxim said you would be stopping by, but he’s excusing himself. He had to step out for work.”
Gordon might have balked at someone recognizing him like this. He was not at all what they called a social butterfly nor a semi-social caterpillar hoping to become one. But the ever-changing yet unfailingly bright hair dyes Gordon favored—cherry red at the moment—usually meant people had an easy time placing him from just that vampire with the colorful dye job. He was no longer surprised when he was recognized, at least here in New Amsterdam.
Doing his best not to sigh and regret coming all this way in the sun, Gordon nodded. “Another vampire who misbehaves? I understand, of course.”
The man’s smile didn’t falter. “I can’t speak to that. Maxim just said that it was urgent.”
Gordon looked back over his shoulder. “In that case, I should go. Maybe reschedule. I’ll call and reschedule. Or email him. You can let him know I’ll send an email.”
“Maxim said that wasn’t necessary. In fact, he insists that you enjoy yourself.” The man pointed. “The elevator will take you up to the bar. Our fae chef always experiments with new and exciting blood dishes, but we also have donors if you’d prefer. And regular liquor as well.”
“Oh,” Gordon said and thought, Oh, shit. I’d much rather head back to the morgue and play foosball with the interns. “Well, I suppose since I’m here.”
The man smiled amicably. Gordon trudged through to the elevators, his sneakers squeaking on the marble floor. The elevator doors opened as if of their own accord, and when it occurred to Gordon that he had no idea where he was going, the elevator car was already moving up, the indicator light steadily going toward the tens.
Back down in the lobby, Bryan pulled his phone out and made a call.
“Yesss?” said Maxim from the other end.
“He wanted to leave, but I sent him up.”
“Good. Adler is already at the bar and having a beer, of all things.”
Bryan fumbled with a button on his blazer. “Are you watching him? With the cameras?”
Maxim let out a long-suffering sigh, a momentous thing in the realm of sighs. It would have carried well to the last row in any theater. “Are you still bothered that we had cameras installed? Please, Bryan. It’s not to criticize. It’s to satisfy my curiosity in moments like these.”
Bryan left the button alone and instead fished out a nice pen from his penholder cup, that silver one Heath had brought back from the accounting conference and gifted Bryan. It was such a very good pen. He twirled it between his fingers.
“Why are you trying to set these two up with each other again, Maxim?”
There was a dismissive noise from the other end, then, “Because it’s more fun than killing those of my kind who misbehave? Leave me to my fun, Bryan. And don’t mind those cameras, dear. Everyone knows they cannot compare to you and have no real practical use, not in this house.”
Bryan considered whether that should mollify him. He glanced at an old planner he kept on his desk. Between its pages, a cornflower had been pressed. He couldn’t see it, but he liked knowing it was there. Maxim never forgot to give Bryan flowers, not for any romantic purposes, of course, but to appreciate him. Maybe the cameras weren’t so bad after all, and Maxim was a good person. He certainly deserved nice things, and unlike cameras, Bryan might help Maxim find those things.
Bryan put the pen back in its place. “I was just thinking, what if you invited someone to have a drink with? Someone who wanted to have a drink with you?”
Five seconds of quiet followed before Maxim asked, “Did Heath put you up to this? Because only the other day, you and I were in agreement that my baby boy was the one with issues when it came to dating. We agreed he was very cute and very datable for a dhampir.”
“Maxim, that was ten years ago. And he still has the same problem, but I was thinking that maybe if you lead by example—”
“I work a lot. And I’m both disgustingly old and disgustingly rich. Now, can you please focus on Adler and Gordon? I’m watching, but it falls to you to make sure that things go as smoothly as we can make them here.”
And Bryan was. Except his focus was no good. True love couldn’t—and wouldn’t—be forced by a vampire hunter moonlighting as a matchmaker.
Still, Bryan tried, making sure the bar wasn’t too warm, too loud, too drafty. He made sure the servers were attentive without pestering the two upstairs. He made sure their environment was as perfect as it could be for a date neither of them knew they were on.
Yet, not two hours later, Bryan texted Maxim. They left, and not together. This prompted the hunter to text back a poop emoji, which Bryan frowned at before raiding the toffee stash he kept in the very back of the bottom left drawer of his desk. Toffee wasn’t love, but it was still good.






  
  [image: image-placeholder]
Chapter 1

Six weeks later


Gordon looked at the decapitated vampire on the slab in his neatly organized morgue. The head was slightly oozing thick vampiric blood onto the polished steel surface, and the cut that had separated head from torso ran in jagged peaks and valleys. 
“Well, I’ll be damned,” Gordon said, tapping his gloved fingers against the edge of the slab.
Across from him, his favorite intern, Corinne, looked up from where she was laying out his instruments. “Excuse me?”
Unlike Gordon, Corinne was human. Before she’d started on the instruments, she’d laid out the two-piece corpse for Gordon. She was good at that, not that laying out a corpse for examination was advanced brain surgery, but she’d paid attention to positioning the oozy head. She’d done it as respectfully as these things should be done. She’d also adjusted the lights correctly, even though she probably hadn’t told the corpse it was to make them look their best like Gordon usually did when he was by himself. Ah, well, there is always room to improve.
Gordon pointed out the cut that had taken the vampire’s head off to Corinne. “He did do a goddamn zigzag pattern, that pompous hunter. I thought he was too old for that kind of silliness, but clearly I was wrong.”
“Am I supposed to take part in this conversation or are you mostly talking to the corpse again?” Corinne asked. On a scale of zero to ten with zero being not judgmental and ten being excessively opinionated, she was about a two. Gordon liked her for that as well.
“The corpse. Thanks, Corinne. Go have a cookie. I can finish up here, it’s pretty cut and dried. No pun.”
Corinne sighed. “I have samples to take care of, so could you please stop pushing your weed cookies, Dr. Morrison?”
Gordon put a hand on the bodyless head’s forehead. “She is failing to appreciate your zigzag decapitation, friend.” The corpse took that information in stride.
Corinne walked off, her dreadlocks shaking as she muttered something about how Gordon was a crazy corpse lover who needed to get out more, or laid, if Gordon heard correctly, which he did, vampire hearing and all.
“She doesn’t understand, precious, does she?” Gordon said to the corpse, brushing first the matted hair with his gloved hand, then turning the head this way and that, which made it ooze more. “You are one ugly bloodsucker. And bless your heart, you pissed him off real good in your last minutes if Maxim took the time to zigzag your head off.”
Gordon got to work, but the exam was cursory. The body wasn’t starved, and nothing out of the ordinary showed up after he opened it up. It would have been a good teaching case, but Corinne was too old in intern years for it, and they hadn’t yet given Gordon new ones.
Once he was done and the chest cavity closed again, Gordon sighed, pulled his gloves off. Then he reached for the paperwork Corinne had prepared, ticking all the relevant boxes that marked this as an ordinary execution by hunter, no further inquiry needed.
He initialed and signed everything before he moved the remains onto a gurney and rolled that gurney out of the morgue and to the end of the white hallway outside that he’d recently redecorated with old movie posters, framed beautifully: The Curse of Frankenstein, The Devil’s Necromancer, The Mummy, Dracula.
Some of the fae pencil pushers had told him in no uncertain terms that his choice of décor was in bad taste, but Gordon really didn’t care. And since most of the cases he got were beyond caring about their immediate surroundings, it wasn’t like all that many people would notice Gordon’s excellent taste in silver screen classics, which was really too bad.
At the end of the hallway, Gordon took the elevator down to the basement where the cremation facilities were located. The fluorescent lights were flickering irritatingly. No fae is complaining about how having a big-ass oven intended for burning people is in bad taste. I have to tell maintenance to change the lights to LEDs already. Lightbulbs went out of fashion, what, thirty years ago?
Downstairs, Gordon wheeled the corpse down the leftmost hallway, a job he could have had one of his interns do, but he wasn’t going to be that kind of boss. Some of them liked to complain about how scary the subbasement was with the hallways’ low ceilings and eerily greenish linoleum floor. Gordon’s request to spruce up the place had been denied, and he could understand that, given the only reason to come down here was storage and burning corpses.
The oven, or more properly the cremation furnace, had its own room with extra insulation, and Gordon pushed the gurney in there. It was a bit of a struggle to get the corpse inside but nothing a vampire couldn’t handle.
“And the worst of your struggles are over. Or I suppose the struggle you made people go through. Whatever it was you did to people.”
Slightly panting, Gordon turned on the oven. The program would run its course, and the decapitated vampire’s ashes could then be handed off to a relative or whoever decided they wanted to claim them, and if none did, off to storage a few doors down the hall they would go.
Once the flames filled the basement crematorium with noise, Gordon cracked his knuckles, wondering whether he should call it a day or not. 
Would be an easier decision if I had someone to come home to.
Gordon, like he had done about every day over the past month or so, ever since an involuntary visit to Maxim’s ridiculous high-rise and the vampire-friendly bar therein, thought back to the tall, dark, and delicious werewolf detective whom he only knew as Adler.
Perhaps that is his first name. Perhaps I should have asked him that instead of telling him it was too early to be having a beer. Perhaps I shouldn’t have pulled away when he tried to kiss me. Perhaps I am a crazy idiot who’s only good with corpses and who has forgotten how to appreciate broad shoulders and a muscular build when he sees it.
Remembering Adler was like remembering chocolate. Sweet and full of decadent flavors, but not something for a vampire like Gordon, not anymore. To Gordon, his days as a vampire had been more like a diet in the dating department. And before that. Yeah, I started that diet well before then.
Gordon watched as the display on the oven proclaimed the cremation cycle had been initiated, the oven was up to temperature, and everything was running as it should. Bright flames and their warmth filled the basement, and Gordon remembered Adler, close and warm, his darker skin making Gordon’s own look paler than it was, just like the flames did, but in an entirely different way.
Gordon would have loved to kick something, but that would help nothing, and—vampire or not—he wasn’t the violent type. So he took the elevator back up and headed for the Forum Cafeteria to see if a blood donor was around, one who wouldn’t want to talk while Gordon drank.

      [image: image-placeholder]When Gordon strolled back down to his little underground realm in the bowels of the Forum, his mood was marginally improved. The kindly blood donor had interrupted her dinner so Gordon could eat, and she had shown no interest in distracting him with conversation.
Gordon found himself still amused by Maxim’s zigzag decapitation, something Gordon hadn’t expected the hunter would actually do even though he had joked about it a few times before.
As Gordon rounded the corner to his department’s hallway, he noticed immediately that someone had left the door to his office open, and no one did that, because while he tempted the interns with weed cookies, they were aware of boundaries and good at maintaining them.
“Hello?” Gordon said before he reached his office door, thinking that perhaps an overeager janitor was in there.
Gordon opened the door all the way. Maxim, the golden-haired vampire, still wearing his very sexy hunter’s outfit, was in there, eyeing his mint-in-box collection as if he were a philanthropist at a gallery opening. Gordon felt almost sad that this was just a small slice of the entirety of his collection. The items on display were only a few select pieces to impress his interns. The office, while large, was too small to house all of Gordon’s treasures.
“Hello.” The hunter spun on his heel, looking in equal measures lithe, graceful, and deadly.
“Maxim? What are you doing here?” Gordon closed his door. Maxim had a tendency to provide Gordon’s interns with unnecessary gossip, and Gordon preferred to keep the hunter and them separate, wherever possible.
Maxim put his hands on his hips. “I was waiting for you. You have my corpse.”
“That’s almost done. It’s in the oven right this minute. Since when do you care enough about a simple case to drop by here in person?”
Maxim crossed his arms. “I like to follow up on things. Dotting Ts, crossing Is. Special attention to detail, Heath calls it, though between you and I, I think it’s a fad.”
“You…okay?” Gordon said. The one thing Maxim was notorious for was his disdain for the Forum’s bureaucracy. Following up on the day he sent a corpse was not something he did. Ever. And Gordon had been master of this morgue for decades.
Maxim smiled like a cat who knew they deserved to be admired for existing. “How have you been, Gordon?”
“Me?”
The hunter wrinkled his nose. “Yes, Gordon. How have you been since we last saw one another?”
Panic flooded Gordon, and he wasn’t exactly sure why. No, wait. This is like when Corinne asks me whether I did something fun over the weekend. Fuck. I never have anything to tell her, and then when I do and I say I spent four hours looking for that right piece for my cosplay outfit, she gives me this exact look. Fuck.
“I, uh. Fine. Fun weekend.”
“Is that so?” Maxim said, eyeing Gordon’s most recent acquisition, the Kawaii Demon Hunter figurine, holiday edition. Kawaii Hunter had a red and white Santa hat on and wore a knit scarf while slurping something gingerbread spiced.
“Yes?” Gordon asked.
Maxim’s hand brushed a little dagger at his belt, though the thing wasn’t actually that little, and the way his hand had brushed across it didn’t seem all that incidental.
“I will be taking up gaming,” Maxim said, waving his hand at Gordon’s gaming couch with all the air of a royal demanding the horses be saddled or the chariot readied. “You shall teach me. You can tell me all about your weekend while we’re at it.”
“Ah,” Gordon said, wondering whether he could pretend the cremation furnace needed to be watched by a professional.
Maxim looked first at Gordon, then pointed at the Christmas Kawaii Demon Hunter in box. “If you can beat me thrice, I will buy you one of those.”
“Really?” Gordon said, the collector part of his brain instantly overriding all others.
“Really.”
“Fine. I like a challenge.”
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Chapter 2


Adler was tired, and he wanted coffee. Or a stiff drink. Both, if he had his way. Walking through a crime scene to pick out those things that didn’t belong without letting his emotions cloud his judgment did that to him sometimes, especially with crimes as brutal as this one. 
Forgotten trash littered the alley outside the brownstone to which they had been called after the first responders had surveyed the scene upstairs, and stains of dubious provenance marked the building walls. Weeds had cracked the concrete and unfolded their leaves in search for light. The smell of vinegar and lemons hung heavy in the air, overpowering the subtler scents Adler might have otherwise picked out easily.
The narrow alley between two buildings was guarded on either side by police. It looked as if the suspect had left through the building’s heavy side door, spray-painted their graffito, then left.
Next to Adler, Bachmann, his junior partner, scribbled in her notebook. “‘The Fae, the Vamps, the Wolves are the monsters that will not be blamed for nothing.’ What do you think that’s supposed to mean?”
Adler hummed. “It’s a piece of Jack the Ripper veneration. Except Jack blamed only the fae.”
He watched Bachmann take notes, and he had to suppress the urge to look over her shoulder while she did it. She was a good officer and up for promotion in a little over a year, though Adler had tried to make that happen sooner. Her real knack was talking to survivors, and in Adler’s mind, any police force needed more people like Bachmann.
“Do you want me to go door to door with the others now, sir?” she asked.
Adler shook his head. “No, I think they got that covered. Why don’t you head inside, look the crime scene over again, and then later you can let me know what you think. What you would do if this were your case to oversee. Just don’t get in the way of the forensics people, please. I swear they have been more grumpy than normal recently.”
Bachmann gave him an eager smile. “Thank you, Detective Adler. I really appreciate it.” She bobbed her head and went back into the house, then stopped and turned. “Do you get a scent of anyone, by the way?”
Adler grinned at her. “Good question. But no. I’m getting very strong citrus and vinegar notes. What does that tell you?”
“That our suspect did their best to avoid werewolf noses. Which suggests they have been doing some research on werewolves, which in turn would indicate this is a hate crime.”
Adler shrugged. “Too early to say that quite yet. Don’t forget, a police force as large as New Amsterdam’s will have at least one werewolf. That’s just statistics. It makes the use of vinegar more of a forensic counter measure than an invisible signature sent to all werewolves in the vicinity. Just because our suspect planned for a wolf on the force does not make it a hate crime. Don’t make assumptions you cannot back up with facts.”
They both glanced at the graffito.
“Or they might be trying to cover the real motive with the veneer of a hate crime,” Bachmann said. She tapped her notepad with the back of her pen. “Then again, the neighbor I talked to mentioned how unfair it was that our victim had to take care of her grandfather because he married a fae who died young. The way she said it sounded a bit prejudiced to me, but it would make our victim part fae.”
Adler shrugged. “Mind open, always.” At the same time, the vinegar and that piece of information combined to something not unlike dread in his gut.
Bachmann nodded, then went to the room on the first floor that looked all too familiar from old black and white textbook photographs for Adler’s taste. Exactly no one needs a copycat crime of Jack the Ripper.
Adler pulled off his right nitrile glove and fished for his phone, went through his contacts until he found what he wanted, hesitated, then called.
Maxim picked up after a single ring. “Adler! You are serendipity incarnate. I have acquired a broadsword.”
“Uhm. Say what now?”
“I’m getting into video gaming, and part of this, as I am being taught, is that you must level up so that you can wield the broadsword. It is quite enjoyable, but the up-leveling and the broadswording! I have managed two perfect fights so far, although I have to inform you that some of those moves are impossible given the laws of physics are such as they are, even for a vampire like myself.” The vampire hunter sounded damn chipper about whatever he was doing.
Adler began pacing. “Right. Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt your afternoon, but—”
“Oh, I’m just waiting on a corpse.”
Adler spun in that alley that smelled of pickles and not much more. “What’s that?”
“It’s still not done, although it’s been in the oven for hours by now. Say, Adler, dear, how was your weekend?”
“My weekend?” Adler rubbed a palm across his chin, noticed the stubble through his glove, bared his teeth at the glove he had forgotten to take off, then put his hand back down to hang limply at his side. “My weekend was fine. I had a shift, but it wasn’t busy.”
Maxim heaved a sigh, and it sounded like he was breathing directly into the microphone too. “This level is proving to be extremely difficult, Adler.”
Adler frowned, but he’d long since gotten used to treating Maxim like a capricious alpha. And while Adler would never say this to his or any alpha’s face, their main purpose in life seemed to be needing assistance and support from their pack members.
“Okay. Anything I can do to help?”
Maxim snorted. “Oh, now you want to be of help. Did it ever occur to you that Heath and I had a bet going? Why did you call?”
Adler cleared his throat and ignored the thing about the bet, which sounded like one of those non-sequiturs annoyed alphas would use to bait one into lengthy conversations. “Right. Murder.”
“You say the most unattractive things, Adler. I already had one this day and need no other. Isn’t there another you could bother?”
Adler forced the exasperation from his voice. “It’s a possible hate crime, so I have to involve you, and I like sooner rather than later.”
Silence, then, “Well, that just dragged the day into the gutter. How would you feel about dropping by the Forum so we can discuss it?”
Adler felt his brows creep up his forehead. “What are you doing at the Forum? You once called it ‘a harpies’ lair of bureaucracy.’ You said the forms ought to be killed with fire.”
“And I stand by that statement,” Maxim said, the grin in his voice unmistakable. “But I happen to be here. Find me at Dr. Morris’s office.”
That made Adler’s heart skip a beat and his throat go dry as yesterday’s bread.
He remembered the vampire, Dr. Morris, oh so kissable and soft-looking, especially since most vampires seemed to be made of edges sharpened by their age. But somehow, Adler had moved too fast on the doctor, hadn’t even really asked if Dr. Gordon Morris wanted to be kissed, and then, despite their knees touching and all the smiling they had done together, despite all the little touches, the vampire had pulled back, had left, and that had been that. Adler’s head sagged, and he sucked vinegared air into his lungs.
“Uhm, sure. I can be there in twenty minutes.”
“Wonderful. Bye now.” Maxim hung up, and Adler stared at the graffito and wondered at the strangeness of the day.
Facing a crime scene is one thing, but I’ve never had to face a hot doctor who ran away from me because I moved too fast.
Adler, his head held low, trudged toward his car. He was his alpha’s second and no coward. He would face the doctor. And if he could steal a minute of the pretty vampire’s time, he’d apologize.
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Chapter 3


“You got a broadsword,” Gordon said when he came back from taking the ashes out of the oven. 
The dead vamp offender had burned up nicely and now fit in a plastic bag which fit inside a cardboard box Gordon had labeled with Sharpie. Yes, professionally speaking, Gordon should have printed a label, but for the life of him he couldn’t make the damn printer work, and Corinne was already gone.
I could have let Corinne do the label tomorrow if Maxim hadn’t stopped by. The ashes of a vampire offender really aren’t that important, but then these ashes don’t really deserve Corinne’s time or printer expertise. She can have a weed cookie instead.
“You smell of ash,” Maxim said, barely looking up from his button smashing.
They had been playing Dragon Labyrinth for just a little under two hours, and Maxim was already frightfully good at it. Getting another Kawaii Demon Hunter out of this pastime clearly wasn’t going to happen for Gordon. Worse, Maxim’s quick mastery made Gordon, who had been playing this particular game for several hundred hours, slightly jealous.
If only speed and acute reactions came with vampirism automatically. The only special talent I ever got out of becoming a vampire is this super resilient hair I can dye whenever I please and how often I feel like it. Gordon tucked a newly eggplant purple strand back behind his ear and smiled at the black-blue highlights. Okay, this hair thing is pretty great.
Gordon put the box with the ashes on his desk and sat next to Maxim where he stretched his wrists, preparing for another round against the hunter.
“You know, this broadsword is really pretty advanced, so—”
Someone knocked on Gordon’s still open office door and cleared his throat. Gordon turned, and when he saw Adler standing there, all thoughts that had been ordered and lined up to be turned into speech became a mishmash of confusion. Confusion, embarrassment, and fear, which all distilled themselves down to: he smells like dark chocolate.
Maxim whistled low. “I hope you don’t mind, Gordon. I asked Detective Adler to drop by here with some information he considered important. You two have met, haven’t you?”
Gordon managed a nod.
“We have,” Adler said. His voice sounded even, not angry, and Gordon wasn’t sure whether he would have preferred anger.
This is embarrassing. Too many alive people in the morgue. I don’t have as much practice in talking to alive people.
Maxim managed to clear a level by the sound coming over the speakers, and he was barely paying any attention to the game anymore. “What was that thing about a hate crime that you were going on about, Adler?”
Adler walked into the room and closed the door behind him. He was a tall man, and with those shoulders he seemed to fill the space even though Gordon’s office was big. The scent of cocoa and, well, man wolf intensified, and it seemed to Gordon as if Adler’s velvety brown eyes came to rest longer on him than they did on Maxim.
Adler cleared his throat. “Yes. For one thing, the way we found the crime scene, for another, our victim was part fae from what we know. Jack the Ripper, that ring a bell?”
Maxim paused the game and turned. “Oh, it certainly does. The unsolved fae murders. I wasn’t in London at the time, but I followed the case, of course. People were scared and angry, and the Forum at the time had trouble managing. It could have ended badly, but then he stopped killing. I take it you have someone emulating that vile creature, whoever he may have been?”
Adler pulled something up on his phone, handed the device to Maxim. “Crime scene photos. You tell me.”
Maxim scanned through the photos slowly as if he were committing all the details to memory. Then he handed the device to Gordon. “Your opinion, doctor?”
“Uhm,” Gordon said. “I’m not really familiar with Jack the Ripper, other than where pop culture picked him up and turned him into a crime podcast regular.”
Maxim shrugged. “There’s a corpse. You know about corpses. Don’t be shy and have a look.”
Adler crossed his arms and lowered his head. “I would appreciate your consult, Dr. Morris.”
“Oh, silly Adler,” Maxim said, waving his controller. “It’s a possible hate crime against supernaturals, which means I get first pick as to whether or not to get involved in the case. And I think I’d best get involved. Because getting involved can be a good thing.” Maxim waited expectantly like a teacher having asked a question, then waved the controller at Gordon. “I get to make the Forum’s nerdy medical experts help out with the investigation, if I deem that a good decision. And Gordon here happens to be an excellent decision, wouldn’t you agree, Adler?”
Gordon tensed. Nerdy. Yes, I guess I am that. He hadn’t even thought about it, but his office was, well, every collector’s wet dream, and it was really just a small slice of his entire collection, and of course Adler could probably smell the weed cookies in the Lord Helmet cookie jar. What was he going to think about Gordon now? That he was from a time well before vaping had become cool?
Adler nodded. “Of course. Whatever you think is best, Maxim.”
Gordon tried to focus on the pictures, which had all the many shades of red and darkness, blended and combined to fill a canvas of a disturbed mind’s imagination. Gordon wasn’t used to seeing the crime like this, where it had been committed. Oh, he had the training and had done the field work years ago, the photographing and the evidence collection. He was good at it, but he preferred to do his part in an investigation down here, in his morgue, where the dead were safe in a way.
When they come here, the worst is over. I respect them and take care of them. This is just so cruel.
Gordon pushed it all away and forced his mind to work with the facts behind the human tragedy. “Strong attacker, right-handed. I could give you a height range if I were there to take measurements, but not from photographs alone. The bruising does look a bit fainter than I would expect, so that lines up with her being part fae.”
Maxim beamed. “See? Gordon and his corpses.”
Adler grunted and nodded at Gordon. “You can oversee the autopsy, but I can’t have the victim brought here. I don’t want the press to get wind of this, not yet at any rate.” Adler blushed. “I mean, that is if you want to, Dr. Morris. You have other things to do, but I would appreciate another set of eyes on the crime scene. For the investigation’s sake.” After a pause he added, “You too, Maxim. Should have a look. At the scene.”
Maxim made a moue. “Well, if it’s for the investigation’s sake, how could I refuse? Ah, here I was, just getting fond of the old broadsword and hoping that dragon knight would bite his thumb so I could offer him challenge. Nothing for it now. The game is done, the battle neither lost nor won.”
Gordon sighed. “I don’t think you really get video games, Maxim. I was playing the dragon knight. We’re playing together. As a team.”
Maxim’s green eyes twinkled. “Don’t you like a challenge, Gordon? Or advancements to the configurations of your…team?”
Gordon handed the phone back to Adler. “Well, I didn’t know you’d be that good at gaming. It’s no wonder they have an extra vampire segment during the big competitions, but I don’t think even if we signed up with a team that has you in it we’d be able to place. They are all freakishly good, and the Dragon Labyrinth competitions are always international.”
The blond vampire snorted. “You talking about not getting things is a right hilarity, doctor. Now let’s go have a look at a corpse, shall we?”

      [image: image-placeholder]Riding to a crime scene in the back of a police car after a gaming session with Maxim was not how Gordon had imagined he would be spending the evening, but it was better than sitting in the passenger seat next to Adler and his delicious werewolf musk and that jaw which was so absolutely perfect for nibbling.
No, there isn’t going to be any nibbling. That’s where madness lies. Or sexual frustration. Both. Fuck, what am I even thinking? I can’t be starting something with a werewolf who happens to be a detective and doesn’t look like I’m his type.
“How’s Willa, Adler? Any pack gossip you want to share?” Maxim turned. “Adler’s Willa’s second-in-command, I’m not sure I mentioned that. He is bound to always have the best gossip.”
Adler sighed, and unless Gordon was mistaken, his grip on the wheel tightened. “I do not gossip about my alpha.”
Maxim clicked his tongue. “Are you sure? That seems very un-wolfy of you. But if you won’t tell me and Gordon about Willa, tell us what you’ve been up to. Apart from nostalgic murder scenes. Any long walks on the beach, any time-consuming hobbies?”
Adler growled, and it made the hairs on Gordon’s neck prick up. Hell, that’s sexy. 
Gordon cleared his throat before Adler could speak. “What else can you tell us about the murder? And the victim? Not that psychology is my forte.”
Maxim began to giggle, and Adler’s eyes briefly found Gordon’s in the rearview mirror, those light brown wolf eyes that had looked at Gordon with such hunger not too long ago. Quicker than Gordon liked, Adler looked away again. I’m just the nerd in the back seat who ran away from him back before he even knew I was a nerd.
“Just that no one heard anything or saw anything. And there is a graffito.”
“Oh, like the one in London?” Maxim asked.
“Yes, except this one is ‘The Fae, the Vamps, the Wolves are the monsters that will not be blamed for nothing.’ The original only targeted Fae.”
Gordon had heard about the original graffito, had seen some of the crime scene photographs as well, preserved horrors in black and white. He shuddered. “How was your victim found?”
Adler gave him another brief look in the mirror. “Door was left open and a neighbor walked in to check on her. They found her on her bed in her apartment, just like you saw in the photos, and given that, they called us in immediately. I texted the techs to leave her so you can have a look. Scene’s really not pretty.”
“Murder very rarely is,” Maxim said, and Gordon, who had worked in morgues on and off since even before he became a vampire, had to agree.
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Chapter 4


Adler wanted to turn, shed skin, embrace fur. Seeing Gordon again made his heart race, made him want to be a wolf and run through the night until morning came and he could run no more. 
Just be professional. Don’t fantasize about a vampire who clearly changed his mind about starting something with a wolf. Not that you even know he ever wanted that. You had, what, a little more than an hour of conversation with him before you tried to kiss the man, just randomly with not so much as a warning, let alone consent? Adler let out a heavy breath as they walked toward the scene from his car. I’m the worst.
The alley, guarded by police but more ominous now that darkness was falling, still smelled of citrus and vinegar.
“Acid,” Gordon said.
He had changed his hair color once more, had gone a kind of purple with blue and black poking out. Adler wanted to run a hand through the vampire’s hair, wanted to sniff him, wanted to touch the amethyst studs that dotted the vampire’s earlobes. He was so pretty, beautiful, and he moved and acted as if he had no idea.
No. It’s too close to the full moon, clearly, and maybe I should get that drink once this day finally ends. And take a long shower so I can jerk off. Alone.
“It’s become a commonly used werewolf deterrent over the past few decades. Or rather a deterrent to their acute sense of smell,” Maxim said. “Finding it here means nothing in and of itself, but it’s certainly noteworthy.”
Adler swallowed. “Right. It’s a human thing. To use vinegar I mean.”
Gordon and Maxim stopped at the graffito, Maxim bending close before he pulled out his phone and took several pictures.
“Your suspect knew there would be a werewolf on the scene?” Gordon asked.
Adler was distracted by the doctor’s hands. Strong fingers, perfect nails, hmm. And he smells so good. That powdery smell of roses. That smell had popped up in Adler’s dreams on and off ever since that day at Maxim’s bar, and he had dismissed that. But now that the doctor was in front of him, it was plain and perfect and oh so delicious.
“Well, an easy conclusion to jump to, but one not necessarily true,” Maxim said. “Werewolves are found in law enforcement quite a lot because they adapt to the structures of it so easily, so there is always a chance there might be one on the scene or an officer who might be called in to see if they can pick up a scent. All it means is this was premeditated, and the fact they brought spray paint seems to confirm that assumption. Adler, I don’t suppose you were lucky enough to happen upon the can?” The hunter put his phone away. He had taken more photographs than the forensics team.
“No such luck.”
Maxim nodded, pointed to the side entrance guarded by one of the younger officers, maybe one year out of the academy. “I’m assuming we are following the scent of blood?”
“Yeah,” Adler said and let Maxim take the lead, Gordon behind him.
Such a nice back. Hell, and he can pull off skinny jeans.
Bachmann was outside the apartment, waiting for them. She gave a curt nod to Adler while she chatted with the coroner who looked more than ready to bag the body.
The apartment, Adler thought, was a place carefully turned into a home. The shelf in the hallway was just shy of being cluttered: there were cookbooks and knick-knacks ranging from seashells to castanets, paperbacks with bent spines and dog-eared corners. Framed pictures showed Kelsey, the victim, backpacking and enjoying dinner with friends. Maxim’s head swiveled left and right, taking everything in before he went into the bedroom.
Gordon followed, and this time around, it was the doctor who took pictures. Adler watched the two vampires from the door.
“Do you have a timeline?” Gordon asked, pulling a tape measure from his pocket.
Adler shook his head. “In the process of putting one together. The neighbors say she was quiet. She left work at around five last night. She then went to visit her grandfather, who is in a nursing home. She spent about an hour there, which I confirmed with the staff, though not her grandfather. He has Alzheimer’s. There’s a receipt for groceries in the kitchen that’s timestamped 6:43, so we know she got in at around seven.”
Gordon nodded. “From lividity, I’d have guesstimated between midnight and morning, but take the coroner’s word, not mine.”
“And she was found by whom exactly?” Maxim asked.
“Next door neighbor, a Miss…” He looked at Bachmann who had followed them at a distance.
“Elaine Carr,” she provided.
Adler gave her a nod of thanks and went on. “Kelsey did some shopping for her sometimes, and as I said, she came in because the door was ajar, and before you ask, not a suspect. The woman is in her seventies.”
“Too bad,” Maxim said. “Not about the older lady. Age always makes a person’s character shine brighter. About the lack of an easy suspect, I mean.”
Gordon meanwhile had pulled a pair of gloves from his pocket and was giving the body a closer examination. “The abdominal incision was done with something sharp. My best guess is no medical training, but plenty of research. It’s close, but not quite right, you know. The rest of it reminds me more of a slaughterhouse than anything else. I mean, they went for the uterus and related tissues, but there are cut marks here that make me think someone was just…”
“Grabbing what they wanted and cutting through the rest?” Maxim asked. “I certainly agree there is an element to this that was staged. And there are not as many stab wounds as in the cases in London.”
Gordon nodded, his eyes scrutinizing the body. “Right. For what it’s worth, I don’t know the London case well, but I think you’ll find your victim died of strangulation. This”—He got up, pulled his gloves off, and pointed at the mess of red—“is carnage, theatrical carnage. She was likely dead, at least unconscious, when this was done to her. From the bruising on her neck, I’m guessing your murderer wasn’t taller than six-one, no smaller than five-six.”
Adler nodded. “I saw the marks on her neck.” He added the height range to the case file on his tablet. “The height is very helpful. Anything else you can tell me about the person that did it?”
“Well, they’re strong enough to strangle someone. And they are capable of doing this. I mean, it takes strength and determination to cut and gut someone, and time.”
Maxim nodded. “I agree with Gordon. And I think it cannot hurt for us to work together. This has most certainly been planned with care, which is unlike the crimes in London. And obviously, there was more than one murder in the London case, which this perpetrator clearly knows, and that is worrisome.”
“It’s never a good sign when you’re worried, Maxim,” Adler said and mentally resigned himself to more long hours in the days ahead. That he might be spending some of them with Dr. Gordon Morris made his inner wolf take note, stir. The werewolf part of him was always the more hopeful, used to longing for the next full moon as it was.
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Chapter 5


When Adler was ready to drive Maxim and Gordon back to the Forum, the hunter stated he was going to look around the neighborhood and would find his own way home. He walked off, tall boots near soundless as he went. 
That left Adler standing next to Gordon in awkward silence outside the building, not too far off from the police officer still guarding the scene. If any of the officers had been a werewolf or a vampire, they could have overheard them with ease.
“So,” Adler began, casting a brief look at Gordon, “I’ll take you back home. Or to your office. Whichever.”
Gordon barely looked at Adler. “Yeah, sure.”
The vampire seemed tense as he followed Adler to the car, and it wasn’t the kind of tension Adler would have liked. He must be uncomfortable. Maybe he doesn’t want to be alone in the car with me? Ah, fuck me.
Adler watched Gordon as he got in, those mechanical movements, the vampire’s lips pressed tight as he fastened his seat belt. He waited until he heard the click, then started the engine and pulled away from the curb.
Having Gordon next to him got Adler’s wolf very excited, the desire to reach over and touch him bouncing around in Adler’s head while awkward silence stretched between them. He wouldn’t do that, of course, but there was no denying Gordon attracted the part of Adler that relied more on instinct than conscious thought.
This feels just like the tightness of the human skin right before you turn and get to run free, Adler thought. On the heels of that thought, he replayed that day at the bar, sitting next to Gordon, who’d been looking into Adler’s eyes and saying something while he was smiling, somewhat shy maybe, but the expression suited him.
Adler didn’t remember the words. All he remembered were Gordon’s lips, the ruby ear studs that had gone so well with the color of his hair at the time. Adler had simply wanted back then. Pretty much want those lips now. I turned into one of those fucking idiot wolves who can’t get enough and act as if they’ve never heard of the concept of boundaries. He’s right to be wary of me.
“Where do I drop you?” Adler asked, keeping his eyes on the road.
Gordon ran a hand through his hair. “Back to the Forum, please. I’ll start a file on this before I call it a night. And read up on Jack the Ripper.”
Adler wondered whether he could offer to stay, fill Gordon in on the Ripper. But no. That’s the wolf talking. Don’t intrude, don’t be pushy.
After a deep breath, Adler said, “There really is no other place that does paperwork quite like the Forum, is there? Is digital even a thing over there?”
To Adler’s relief, he caught the doctor’s lips curve upward in a smile.
“If there is, I’ve yet to see it. It’s nice though, everyone knows what they’re supposed to do. And every vampire who works there has at least heard of the Internet. We’re all a progressive bunch, deep down.”
“Spoken like a true bureaucrat. I like your cookie jar by the way. Who are the cookies for?” Idiot. Why would you ask him that? You sound like you think he’s a dealer or something.
“No minors, I swear. Some of my interns are human. Cooperation with New Amsterdam University.”
“Mmm.”
“What? You almost growled right there, detective.”
And there it was. An easy, playful way that had made it simple to start up a conversation with Gordon. Adler relaxed slightly.
“You hang out with coeds all day and feed them weed cookies?”
Gordon shrugged. “What can I say? I grew up in the sixties, and I like to spread some looove.”
I’d like to spread you out on my bed and do a laundry list of lovely things to you.
Adler stopped the car at a red light and looked over. “Was it really all like that in the sixties?”
“Hmm. No. It depends on the people, then and now. My interns are a fun bunch, so they get fun rewards for good work, you know.”
The wolf wanted to howl, more importantly, instinct told Adler to claim Gordon as soon as possible, wash him in Adler’s scent, mark his skin. The thought of other people surrounding him and being given treats made it feel all the more urgent.
“Nice for them to have such a relaxed boss,” Adler said while he white-knuckled his steering wheel and did his utmost to keep his voice light.
Gordon hummed and sucked on his bottom lip, something that nearly made Adler’s heart skip a beat. “That’s something about the morgue. You have to be diligent. No one’s life is in the balance, and you don’t have to rush, but you cannot miss anything. It takes a special kind of person to take that upon themselves. Wouldn’t do for me to give those newbies anything but the best encouragement.”
“Interesting take.” He didn’t know what else to fill the silence with, his mind racing with the itching desire to mark and claim.
About ten minutes later, Adler pulled up in front of the research and forensics wing. Once the car came to a halt, Gordon unbuckled his seat belt. “Oh, by the way. I didn’t get around to asking before, but is Adler your first name? I never heard anyone call you anything else, other than ‘detective.’”
Adler cleared his throat, puppy pleased by the interest Gordon was taking in him. “It’s Walter. No one calls me Walter, so please don’t either. I cannot tell you what my mother was thinking.”
“There is nothing wrong with Walter, Walter,” Gordon said, grinning like a purple-haired pixie. “Nothing at all.”
Adler growled playfully. “Go feed those coeds. And forget the last two minutes of this conversation.”
“Will you cuff me if I don’t?” the vampire asked before he got out of the car.
Instead of answering, Adler went quiet, inhaling that rose scent of Gordon’s that hung in the air like a lure. It was reflex. The sniffing was also hard to miss for the vampire.
Gordon watched him, his face turning the faint pink that was a deep flush for a vampire.
Gordon pushed a strand of his hair back behind his ear. “Forget I said that. Sorry. I should go.”
And he did. Adler watched him take the stairs into the building two at a time. Really, those jeans look perfect on him. The only improvement would be taking them off. That thought made Adler salivate, even more than the idea of cuffing Gordon had, and hearing the cuffs snap shut around those elegant wrists…Adler shuddered.
He allowed himself a few more seconds, then pulled out of the lot, his mind racing faster than his heart, wanting to pump blood south so badly it hurt.
Adler, the rush of his wolf’s need near overwhelming, pulled the car over. “What am I doing?” he asked, tapping his forehead against the wheel. “What in the fuck am I doing? Wolves and vampires don’t mix well, everyone fucking knows that. And I made him run, I—I made him run.” He looked at himself in the rearview mirror. “Detective Walter Adler, who cannot even apologize for being an ass. Fuckfuckfuck.”
Don’t be a helpless pup. Show you’re a wolf worth his teeth.
Adler didn’t think it through when he made an illegal U-turn, and he didn’t think it through when he arrived outside the exact same building entrance he’d dropped Gordon at minutes before. He also didn’t stop to think when he got out of his car and went into the building, strode down the hallway, and worst, when he got to the basement with the framed classic movie posters. His brain hadn’t resumed operation, and he just barged into Gordon’s office without knocking.
“I’m so fucking sorry about what I did,” he said, breathing heavily.
Gordon looked up wide-eyed. He’d been slumped in the chair behind his desk, stroking the lid head of the cookie jar. He jumped a little, and Adler flinched.
“What now?”
Adler gesticulated, stopped in case that was frightening. “I kissed you without asking if you wanted that. I’m such an ass. I’m sorry.”
“Oh. Oh, that.”
“Yeah.”
“You’re apologizing,” Gordon said.
“Yeah? Or don’t you want me to? I don’t—I mean I won’t—”
“I didn’t mean to run. I mean, it was sort of like an accident. I’m not used to, uh…I spend a lot of time here. At the morgue. Where there are not that many alive people, and maybe I’m a bit rusty with all the social stuff. And it’s okay. I accept your apology, just, I shouldn’t have run. I had fun before.”
He went quiet then, but Adler could tell he wasn’t done talking. Adler’s skin was prickling. I really need to go for a run. He wanted to pry the words from Gordon’s lips, wanted to shake the pretty vampire, but he wasn’t Willa’s second-in-command for nothing. If he’d learned one thing from his alpha, it was that the key to good leadership was taking a step back and listening.
So Adler shut himself up, stood with his shoulders lowered, and waited for the vampire to figure out what he wanted to say.
It took a while before Gordon continued. 
“I’ve been thinking. Well, not like obsessing or anything like that. Just general thoughts. I know, it’s an issue. I don’t really age, you age really slowly. And I know not everyone makes it to Maxim’s age, though wouldn’t that be nice, huh. The old vampires basically live off interest and do whatever they want to, travel the world, buy silly, useless things. Unless they’re Maxim and live to decapitate and annoy people.”
Adler took a measured breath. “Is…that bad? Fuck, not anything Maxim related, dude’s just weird. Is the age thing weird? I’m asking because it’s possible I had some thoughts as well, about dating and how it would work if a vampire were to date a werewolf.” Adler bit his lip. “That sounds presumptuous. What I mean to say is, I hope you will live to a great old age. If you’d let me share just a tiny fraction with you, that would be nice.”
“Oh,” Gordon said, sounding as if the thought had never occurred to him.
Adler rubbed his face. “Sorry. I was…presuming, I know. Making a thing out of a kiss. Not even a kiss. It’s just that I think you’re really nice, and I like you.”
“No, that’s fine, actually. And I wanted to apologize too, about that comment about your beer. Because you had beer at the bar, and I made a stupid comment. People like what they like. Also, I was thinking how some wolves really hate other wolves who date vampires? I mean, not that we are or were. I just—”
“You are presuming,” Adler said.
They fell quiet, held each other’s gaze.
Gordon smiled. “Yes, I guess I was. Did you say you like me?”
“Yeah. Did I ever mention that I really like your hair? Then and now. It changes a lot. And I like that too.”
The corners of Gordon’s lips pulled up briefly before he looked away, his eyes going to a toy on his desk. “Thanks.”
“What I’m hearing—and let me know if I’m presuming—is that potentially going on a date is something you might be open to?” Adler said, and the thought made him almost feel like a puppy eager for kisses.
Gordon gave Adler a shy smile that contrasted with his purple hair, which wasn’t shy by any means. The office lights reflected in his earrings made Gordon shimmer like treasure. “I thought the best I could hope for was for you to not growl at me in annoyance. I wasn’t hoping for a date at all after the way I just ran off.” He snorted. “I ran off, and here you are, running after me.”
“Cinderella.”
Pink again, not in Gordon’s cheeks this time, but just a little underneath his nose. “Did you bring my slipper?”
“Sorry.” And this time, Adler allowed his voice to drop into a growl. It pleased his wolf, calmed that other self almost as much as watching Gordon did, as much as smelling him did. “You know, I hear my ancestors made a sport of scaring milkmaids during the full moon and jeered at them when they ran off and spilled their milk. I’m happy to assume responsibility for that.”
The vampire snorted. “I think you just called me a milkmaid, detective.”
“You must’ve misheard.”
Gordon leaned back in his chair, curled a strand of his hair around one long index finger, glanced at Adler. “I should probably tell you I don’t really care whether I go out with men or women. I mean, apart from the wolf and vampire thing, it’s maybe something you’d like to know. And I never dated a wolf before.”
“You really have been thinking about this, haven’t you? All I can tell you is I meant it when I tried to kiss you.” Adler shrugged before crossing his arms. “I guess I’m easy like that.”
Gordon nodded. “Cool.”
“Cool.” Adler tried to make his voice sound dark and husky. He hoped Gordon liked that kind of thing in a man.
“You are asking me out on a date then?” Gordon looked at Adler, and Adler told himself there was hopefulness in those beautiful blue eyes. The vampire reached for a pen and a purple notebook with a black cartoon cat on it as if he were ready to actually set a date.
“I am, and I’m guessing you are saying yes?” Adler said and inhaled a lungful of that wonderful powdered rose scent that was Gordon.
Gordon opened the notebook and played at leafing through it, which gave Adler ample opportunity to admire those fingers. “Yes, I think I can make myself available.”
I’d like to do more than just go on a date, but there is nothing wrong with a slow approach. “I’ll text you. How about din—well, no, that’s silly. But you drink, right? Never met a vampire who didn’t drink like a fish.”
“That’s a cliché.”
“You don’t drink?”
“I do. Like a cliché.”
Mmm, you have dimples in your cheeks when you smile, doctor. “Then we’ll do that.”
“Good.”
“And don’t run.”
Gordon hid his smile behind the cat notebook. “Only if I lose my slipper.”
Without meaning to, Adler took a step forward, had to force himself to stop.
“But doctor, that isn’t how the story goes.”
“In that case, you’ll have to tell me. On our date.”
Adler’s wolf side was immensely pleased by that. If he’d been in fur, he’d be howling right now, loud enough that all the wolves in the city would hear of this win, this victory.
“I’ll be sure to. Well, I should let you get to it.”
Gordon nodded. “To the corpses.”
“Well, if you have more of those.”
Gordon put down his notebook and began twirling his pen. “There are always more corpses. Good listeners, the lot of them.”
“If you like the stiff and silent type, I’ll try to emulate that.”
Gordon’s eyebrows shot up, and he pressed his lips together to hide a smile.
Adler, satisfied, turned to leave but stopped. He glanced at that cookie jar Gordon kept here for interns, all of them younger than Adler.
“I should probably tell you I don’t share. Just FYI.”
“Ah, no. That’s not what the cookies are for. Good grief, science is straightforward. That’s what I like about it. Bringing an affair into the lab would be… less fun than the corpses.”
Adler snorted. “Your definition of fun makes me think the contents of that cookie jar are not enough to lift the mood in the morgue.”
“It’s cheerier than you think. And I doubt you can come up with a corpse joke I haven’t heard. Though you are certainly welcome to try, detective.”
“Fun and chatty over stiff and silent, doctor?”
The pen dropped from Gordon’s fingers.
Adler smiled. “Thought so. I’ll be in touch about our date.”
“Yeah…”
Adler made sure to inhale that rose scent before he left, practically prancing down the long halls of the Forum and back to his car.
Days at the crime scene rarely ended this well.
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Chapter 6


Gordon’s phone was ringing, and it was too early for it to be doing that. 
“Fuck,” he mumbled, trying to untangle himself from his sheets with only moderate success. The blinds were drawn in his bedroom, but he saw daylight spill down the hallway outside, not enough to warrant being awake, but daylight all the same.
His phone kept ringing. Making it stop was paramount. Last he remembered, the damn thing had been in his jeans pocket.
“Fuck,” Gordon repeated, this time with feeling, but the phone ignored him and continued producing the offending ruckus. He tried to grab his jeans, which were on the floor next to his bed and just out of reach. Gordon stretched further without leaving the comfort of his sheets and pillows. Just a little. He could almost reach them.
In an ungraceful half-tumble, he fell out of bed and sat up on the floor, pulled his jeans to him and fumbled his phone out of his pocket.
“Yeah?” he asked, blinking sleep away with little success.
“And top of the morning to you,” said Maxim with disturbing cheer. “We’ve been invited to watch an autopsy. I’ll come pick you up in, oh, ten minutes.”
Gordon rubbed the sleep from his eyes with the ball of his hand. “What?” There should be a punitive fee for cheery morning people, especially for cheery morning vampires.
“I can make it fifteen minutes. You sound like you need fifteen.” Maxim was still achingly cheerful. If anything, he was more so.
“Can you start again from the top? What’s going on?” It was getting easier to see, but rarely if ever was morning worth such close observation.
Maxim gave a put-upon sigh. Does he practice these in front of the mirror? Did he take voice coaching from an older vampire to learn how to sigh properly?
“It is saddening that I can tell just from your mood that you went to bed alone last night, Gordon. Detective Adler invited us to observe that nasty case of his, and you get to closely observe the autopsy, which I will observe only casually, but I thought we should carpool. Thirteen minutes.”
Adler. Right. Thinking of the Detective lifted Gordon’s mood. “Be here in half an hour or so, and I might be decent, how does that sound?”
“Like you are testing my patience, but very well. I shall go and entertain Heath for a while.” Maxim hung up, and Gordon got to his feet in pursuit of a shower and clothes.

      [image: image-placeholder]“So why are you coming along to the autopsy in the first place? You never come visit me for the autopsies,” Gordon said from the passenger side of Maxim’s car.
Maxim, his long hair woven tightly into a golden braid, looked over to him. “But I do. Even if I do not generally enjoy your place of employment. Paperwork, you understand. Do you not recall our pleasant chat over the case of the werewolf in the satyr costume a few weeks back? I avoided goat jokes.”
“Yes, you did. Fine. Most of the time you don’t stay around for autopsies. What’s so special about this one?”
Maxim winked at him. “And here I thought you were too sleep-addled to notice. Have you perchance been doing a bit of reading up on the old Ripper case?”
Gordon nodded. “Someone murdered women, brutally, then blamed the fae for it, and because two of the victims were actually fae, most people assumed it was some deranged human who had it out for the fair folk.”
Maxim glanced at Gordon again. “Did you read nothing of the panic that ensued among supernaturals? They didn’t reach the conclusion it had to have been a human right away. That came later, and even then, given that the case was never fully solved, speculation is going strong to this very day. At first though, after the very first murder, one of the wolf packs of London, one of the more prominent ones, was blamed for it. Then after the second one, people got even more incensed and readily blamed those wolves. Several of the pack members were beaten viciously.
“It turned very nearly to the pitchforks and torches stage. At the same time, though much less publicized, wolves blamed vampires and vice versa, and the fae were angry at everyone, saying no one was doing anything to protect them. I was never gladder to have opted to vacation in Italy at the time.”
Gordon was fully awake now. He could imagine what Maxim was describing, but also not. There were laws now protecting supernaturals from the more open, discriminatory hate directed at them. Gordon had never really experienced anything like that himself, then again he was an affluent vampire for all intents and purposes, living in a nice part of town and with a secure job at the Forum.
With a pang, his thoughts went to Adler. Had that strong man ever suffered prejudice directed at him? Had he ever encountered colleagues talking behind his back or not willing to work with him? It hadn’t seemed that way from how the police officers had reacted at the scene the day before, but appearances could be deceptive.
Gordon glanced at Maxim. “I didn’t go into that much historical detail. I focused on what the Ripper did to the victims.”
“Fair enough. Know also that the London police tried very hard to avoid talking about those riots, even worked to suppress the mention of it in the papers. And yes, I do call what happened then riots. I would rather not have anything like that repeat here in New Amsterdam. That kind of mob justice is detestable and gives me a headache, you see. So be nice to your human counterpart, yes, Gordon? No telling them how to hold the scalpel. Find things to bond over, rather.”
Gordon groaned. “I don’t tell colleagues how to hold a scalpel, Maxim. I think you are confusing me with yourself.”
Maxim made a moue as he pulled into a parking spot outside of the medical examiner’s office. “You know, Gordon, it is baffling to me that Detective Adler’s presence turns you shy and bashful like a kitchen maid who is secretly a princess and waiting to be asked to dance. Oh, have you ever attempted putting a pea under your mattress to determine if you are secretly a princess? Or prince, if you prefer.”
Gordon felt himself blush. “Don’t be silly. And with the detective, it’s really not what you think.”
The vampire chuckled as he put his car in park. “What I think is you’d both be best served if you spent more time together, preferably with your clothes off. And you should have started when I bullied you into coming to my bar to set you up with Adler.”
Gordon’s mouth fell open. “You—you?!” He remembered that Maxim was a much older vampire with all the age-related clout and cleared his throat. “The fuck? Since when are you so frank all of a sudden?”
Maxim rolled his eyes. “Since you wouldn’t take my subtlety. Now, come along, Detective Adler is waiting for us inside.” He unbuckled his seat belt and got out of the car, a spring in his step.
Gordon, in an attempt to collect himself, ran a hand through his hair and down the front of his shirt while Maxim was already rounding the hood of the car. All of a sudden, Gordon wondered if he looked okay. He hadn’t even had coffee after all.
He pulled down the sun visor and checked himself in the little mirror. There were rings under his eyes, and he hadn’t even moisturized. His hair wasn’t perfect but sort of okay, and he worked the strands through his fingers.
Maxim knocked on his window. “Hurry, Doctor. The dead are restless.”
So Gordon got out, feeling light and just slightly anxious, and the prospect of observing an autopsy had nothing to do with it.
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Chapter 7


Adler was waiting for Maxim and Gordon outside the door to the morgue, and the smell, which normally upset his sensitive werewolf nose, wasn’t as annoying today. His brain wasn’t really focused on it, rather it kept trying to pick up even the subtlest hint of rose. Even the lack of chairs in the hallway, while it only encouraged Adler’s pacing, was not a huge bother. 
I can’t wait to see Gordon smile again, Adler thought. He’d gone for that run last night, which had been good, but the better part had been the shower after, long and hot, and with his imagination making him envision a few scenarios of what he might do to Gordon if the vampire was willing.
The first thing Adler had imagined was how he would start: he would kiss Gordon’s lips raw, claim the vampire’s mouth until there was no mistaking what he wanted to do with Gordon.
In Adler’s shower fantasies, Gordon had allowed all of it, had moaned and trembled, had gone all soft in Adler’s arms. He’d demanded more, then begged for it. The vampire had been aroused in the best way, all needy and wanting Adler. Because it had been a shower fantasy, Adler had imagined taking Gordon standing up against a wall, purple hair tickling his nose. Adler wanted to gently close his teeth around Gordon’s earring and pull, lick, all while he was inside the vampire, rocked in and out of him.
I wonder what he sounds like in ecstasy, Adler thought and licked his lips, his shoes making tiny squeaky noises as he walked up and down the hallway.
Under the shower, Adler had just been getting himself off. It had been a desperate, quick thing, and fuck, it hadn’t been enough.
It’s just the full moon. That’s the problem. I wouldn’t be this horny any other time of the month. And I wouldn’t normally be thinking about this while waiting for an autopsy to start.
Adler once more recalled Gordon’s scent, more potent even than the weed cookies in the vampire’s office. In his memory, the scent grew stronger until Adler realized this wasn’t a memory after all.
He stopped his pacing, turned, a humming wolf noise echoing deep in his chest, not a growl, but almost.
Gordon and Maxim turned the corner, daylight making Gordon’s pixie-purple hair shimmer. Maxim was his usual suave self, but Adler couldn’t have cared less. Gordon gave a shy little smile when he saw Adler. I want to melt like butter when he smiles like that, I want to run my hands all over him, and I want to undress him and lick every inch of his skin and mark his neck with my teeth.
“Good morning, Detective Adler,” Maxim said.
“Hi,” Adler said, cleared his throat, and made himself look away from Gordon and meet Maxim’s eyes to uphold a modicum of manners. “Good morning, Maxim.”
The hunter grinned. “Well, well, well. You certainly look very well rested, detective. Doesn’t he, Gordon?”
Gordon blushed, and Adler thought again how he wanted to dissolve, seeing Gordon like that. If he were in his wolf form, he’d want to show his belly to Gordon, less submission and more...intimacy. That deliciously flushed color, so faint on the vampire’s cheeks, made Adler want to fantasize again, made him plot all the ways to get Gordon to blush and blush and keep on blushing. Adler was beginning to realize roses and purple hair was an aphrodisiac, so long as it came in a Gordon-shaped package. I want to make his skin sweaty and his eyes go wide and wild. I want my scent on him, in him, I want his scent all over me.
“Uhm,” Gordon said. “Yes, I mean, I hope you had a good night.”
Adler nodded. “You too. Paperwork, right? And research, wasn’t it? How was the research? Good?”
Maxim groaned. “Oh, for the sake of all the saintly saints and sullen sinners, I cannot watch this. I will introduce my charming self and my selfless charm to this human expert of death.” Maxim strode off into the morgue, his golden braid running down his back. Before he pushed through the door to the morgue proper, he turned and added, “Do something about this tension. If you need to hide in the gentlemen’s restroom for a few minutes, I shall make excuses.” And in he went.
Adler grumbled. “More than a few fucking minutes.”
Gordon chuckled. “Noted.”
“Oh. Sorry. Wait, I’m not sorry. Just meant that for him, not you. Well, also you. In the event that you ask for it. For more than a few minutes, not the fucking bathroom, because, sweetheart, I will not be fucking you in some bathroom.”
Gordon’s eyebrows rose, and his jaw dropped, which was bad, given that it made Adler want to claim Gordon’s mouth. The wolf was all for that.
“I’m sorry about him,” Gordon said. “And again—noted. So very, very noted.”
Adler could have cried. Howled. He wanted to be anywhere but here, and he wanted to have this man all to himself, no homicide investigation, no crazed killer. Just the two of them with the lights dimmed and nothing to distract them.
To give himself some physical if not mental distance, Adler took a small step back. “No point in being apologetic about Maxim. It wouldn’t do much good.”
Gordon looked at his feet, projecting more of that extremely sexy shyness and something that came close to a sign of submission in werewolves, something that never failed to have an effect on Adler. “I suppose. I just wouldn’t want you to think all of us vampires are like that. Did you know he was apparently trying to set us up, uh. Before. At the bar.”
Adler felt his brows creep up his forehead. “You’re joking.”
Gordon shook his head. “Nope. He just told me in the car. To which he dragged me before noon, I might add. I don’t do mornings, you know. I’m traditionally nocturnal.”
“Good to know.” Adler’s eyes went to the autopsy room. “Maxim and his fucking scheming though.”
That small step Adler had taken vanished to nothing when Gordon came closer. “He schemed, but...I’m not really mad. I’ll only get mad if you botch our first date.”
And fuck, Gordon had the kind of smile that could make a horny werewolf hard, especially so close to the full moon. Adler tried pacing himself, tried controlling his own body. It didn’t do him much good, especially since it involved breathing, and breathing, in his current circumstance, involved breathing in the delicious scent that was Gordon.
“I’ll be good to you, sweetheart, really good. Uhm, so I have a confession to make. I never got your number. That’s why I called Maxim first thing today when I heard the ME was going to do the autopsy,” Adler said. “Maxim said he’d be happy to drag you out of bed. I’m sorry.”
Gordon showed a touch of fang. “Oh. You know, my corpses never did that, wake me before noon. But I will let it slide on account of the fact we are here to see another corpse. And I told Maxim I’m a professional.” Gordon pulled out his phone. “I’ll text you. What’s yours?”
Adler recited his number while pulling out his own device and staring at the screen until he saw the text from Gordon, like a digital peck on the cheek.
Next time you force me to be awake this early, I expect coffee, the vampire had texted.
“I’ve got you,” Adler said.
“And I you.”
“We should go see about saving that medical examiner from Maxim and his selfless charm,” Adler said.
He inhaled Gordon’s scent before turning and holding the door for the vampire, who stepped into the morgue as if it were a spa, a place made to decompress and relax. Adler knew how quiet even seasoned detectives got around the dissection table, but Gordon showed no sign of that. Stupid of me to be surprised. He is a doctor and not some rookie cop. He’s good at this, probably been doing it for decades. It’s still sexy. Then again, he could be brushing his teeth and I’d think it’d be sexy at this time of the month.
“Oh, there’s more guests,” said the ME, Neela Jackson. “Did you tell people I was putting on a show, Adler?”
“They’re just consulting, doc. This is Gordon, erm, Dr. Morris, your counterpart at the Forum.” Gordon nodded to Dr. Jackson, who was already in gloves, gown, and face shield. “Maxim introduced himself I’m sure.”
“Please, Adler,” said the hunter, “I have a reputation, especially among the discerning medical crowd, don’t I, Dr. Jackson?”
Maxim chuckled. Dr. Jackson chuckled right back. Adler got exceedingly worried and wondered what the two of them had talked about while he’d been getting Gordon’s phone number.
“Don’t look shocked. We were just discussing anatomy while we waited for you to...finish.”
Dr. Jackson rolled her eyes while Gordon had stepped up closer to the slab on which the victim lay, completely unfazed by the exchange.
“I hope you don’t mind me being here,” the vampire said, eyes on the corpse.
“Of course not. Observe or assist?”
“Observe,” Gordon said. Then looked at Maxim. “Right?”
The hunter nodded. “Yes, that would be preferable. I’m not signing any forms just because you enjoy digging through the wiggly bits.”
Dr. Jackson nodded. “All righty. Let’s get to it.”
Maxim beamed at her. “That’s appreciated, Dr. Jackson. So would you concur the victim is quite dead?”
“He gets silly like that,” Gordon said to the ME. “Ignore him. Do you have COD?”
Dr. Jackson cocked her head. “Strangulation would be my best guess with the wounds being peri- and postmortem. At least from what I can tell at this stage. There is no doubt about the manner being homicide.” Jackson looked at Gordon. “You agree with COD? I’m aware your senses are more acute.”
Gordon nodded. “I do, but I mostly say that because from the blood pattern at the scene, I don’t think she was alive when she was mutilated. And for the wounds, no surgical training, but book learning. That’s my guess.”
The ME nodded. “But I would bet you, some kind of experience. The cuts are decisive enough for that. See?” She pointed out a cut, and Gordon nodded.
“Or they have done something like cutting up people before,” Maxim said, the joviality gone. “And if not people, small animals. Or they butchered animals. There are so many ways to practice cruelty.”
Gordon nodded. “Possible, but as I told you before, and I’m sure Dr. Jackson agrees, the whys and whos are yours to answer. Our profession deals in observable facts, not conjecture.”
“I like that,” Dr. Jackson said. “I should remind Adler of it more. All right, I think we should get started. Does anyone get squeamish and need to leave now?”
“No,” they all said, though oddly, the doctor’s words made Adler’s wolf take note, made the wilder part inside him want to protect Gordon from sights both cruel and unusual.
He doesn’t need that. And he’s a doctor himself who doesn’t need a wolf to protect him from some blood and...ah, whatever that is.
Regardless, Adler took two steps closer toward Gordon, just to be safe.
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Chapter 8


By the time they were done with the autopsy, Gordon was fully awake and elated. Dr. Jackson’s forensic training was excellent, she had a tidy and structured way of processing the corpse, and Gordon felt tempted to recruit her, though the Forum liked to frown on hiring humans. 
“My first case was this guy who got smashed by a roof beam. Incidentally, that was my first eggshell fracture too,” she said when they were cleaning up, rinsing down the slab and scrubbing it clean.
Maxim and Adler had made themselves scarce a while ago, because according to them, weighing wobbly bits was boring. More to the point, Gordon thought Maxim had wanted to talk about the case with Adler. Adler, though, had been reluctant, had lingered and made sure to tell Gordon he wouldn’t go far.
“You got lucky,” Gordon said, spraying bleach. “My first case was an old lady who died in her rocking chair.”
“Oh, I’m sorry.”
He shook his head. “Turns out, she was murdered, so it wasn’t as boring as it looked on the surface. I wonder what our murderer did with the uterus.”
Dr. Jackson’s face darkened. “I could make up theories, but they would be heavily influenced by pop culture.”
“Yes,” Gordon said. “My interns accuse me of that all the time.”
“I really have to visit your morgue. It sounds like a fun place. I cannot for the life of me imagine having a fae colleague. They can change their appearance at will, right?”
“They can but don’t always bother. You may have worked with one without knowing because a lot of them use glamour to just pass for human, to hide the shape of their ears or their odd eye color. But in my case, I get a lot of students from NAU, and many of them happen to be human, which is a bit of a rarity at the Forum.”
Adler pushed the door open, and there was just something about the way he was striding that made Gordon want to bat his eyes at the man. It’s the way his hips move or…the shoulders? It could be the shoulders as well. And the narrow waist. I wonder if he can hold me up while—stop. Work. You’re at work. Think professional thoughts.
“Are you mostly done, Gordon?” Adler asked, and there was something heady in his voice, something rough and uneven in the detective who normally seemed so calm and measured. Gordon’s thoughts went right back to imagining things no one should be imagining in a morgue.
“We are,” Gordon said. He stripped off the gloves he’d put on to help Dr. Jackson clean.
“I’ll send you the report,” the doctor added.
“And, Dr. Jackson, you are welcome to drop by my morgue anytime. But I cannot promise you an eggshell fracture.”
She laughed. “That is fair. I will take you up on that.”
Adler had drifted closer to Gordon, and there was something about the wolf’s nearness that made the hairs on Gordon’s arms stand up. Gordon said his goodbyes to Dr. Jackson and exited the morgue with Adler on his heels, the werewolf’s footfalls quiet.
“Where’s Maxim?” Gordon asked when they were outside. He turned when Adler didn’t answer and forgot everything about being turned on when he saw Adler’s face. “What? You look like someone just died?”
Adler’s lips were tightly pressed together and his eyebrows drawn. His nostrils flared, pupils going wide. “He left, something about how you and I were better suited to carpool. Sorry, I think I might be jealous. It’s a full moon thing. Sorry. I…sorry.”
Gordon crossed his arms, confused. “You’re jealous I had a good time working with a colleague? On a corpse?”
Adler sucked in a deep breath. “Not rationally, of course not. I haven’t felt like that since I was a teenager, and no teenager should be around someone they want to date so close to the full moon. Sorry to dump that on you. I just thought I’d explain because it’s a wolf thing, and it can come off as being an asshole if you don’t understand. I’ll take you home or to the Forum?”
Gordon looked at Adler, the larger man so close, his fists tight and rigid at his sides as if he were keeping himself from taking a hold of Gordon. As if he wanted to explode. This is…a werewolf thing? It’s scary. Wish I’d seen that before we were talking about going on a date again.
Gordon shook his head. “No offense, but I think I’ll take the subway.” He tried to keep his voice calm, but he could hear it shake, and from the look on the detective’s face, so could Adler. Gordon took a step back.
“There’s no need for that. I’ll take you.” Adler’s voice was nearly a growl, his eyes those of a predator.
Gordon took another step back. It starts with irrational jealousy and apologies. And then there is more jealousy, more apologies, the kind that blame you for making him jealous. In the end, they won’t let you see your family anymore. They won’t let you see anyone, and once that happens, they can bruise you all they want.
A wave of memories and old emotions crashed over Gordon, making him take yet another step away from Adler, whose face was tense.
“I don’t think that’s a good idea, detective. I’ll take the subway.” Gordon turned and headed toward the exit, his footsteps hurried.
Behind him, he heard canine sounds from Adler’s mouth. Whimpers or whines, but all of them underlined with sharp, aggressive growling.
A part of Gordon understood that werewolves were not humans, acted differently around the full moon, differently toward whom they held dear. Yet that reasoning part of his brain was overwhelmed by the past hurt Gordon had thought he had gotten over, by years of research into abusive relationships and markers of emotional abuse and gaslighting.
He couldn’t reconcile the two, not in that moment, and so he left. Once he was out the door of the building, he ran.
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Chapter 9


Adler was angry. Mostly at himself, but he was happy to blame the world in general, not that the world really deserved it. 
The one time I really like a guy, he’s a vampire, and I start acting like a possessive asshole before I even get a chance to take him out on a proper date. Why does the full moon have to be this close when I least need it?
Adler pulled into his parking spot at the station, slammed the car door when he got out, cursed under his breath, and strode into the building. He tried to wipe the frown off his face, because the same way Gordon didn’t deserve his overbearing jealousy, his co-workers didn’t deserve his misdirected anger.
Perhaps I should just take a few days off. Hell, I would, if not for this case. And also, he had promised Bachmann he’d give her a chance to go over her notes with him. And I need to figure out how to apologize to Gordon. And explain. Definitely explain how werewolves do on occasion get desperate to bond and act like hormonal idiots. Fuck. I hope he’ll give me the chance.
The station was busy, which was normal. Today, Adler noticed it more than usual, his senses heightened. Every cough, every officer typing away on their keyboard or talking on the phone, all of it was like an itch, and there was nothing to scratch it with. Adler’s desk was set up in a corner for a reason, the department’s way of accommodating their werewolf. Normally that was good, but today Adler doubted whether it would be enough to let him concentrate.
On the desk, a pile of mail waited for Adler. He pulled out his chair, scanned the envelopes. One stuck out to him immediately. The smell of it made a cold shiver run down Adler’s spine—blood, lemon and vinegar.
“Fucking hell.” He reached for his phone. A lab assistant picked up and mumbled an unenthusiastic greeting. “Hi, this is Detective Adler from major crimes. Can you tell a forensic tech to come by my desk, double-quick?” The assistant perked up considerably after hearing the tone of his voice. After she confirmed, Adler dialed Maxim.
“Detective Adler, missing me already?” the hunter said. “You need but ask, and I will gift you a photograph of me, framed and golden, smiling pleasantly.”
Adler didn’t even think to roll his eyes at the rhyming. “He sent a letter. The—” Ripper, he wanted to say but caught himself just in time. “I got a letter, and I think it’s from our murderer.”
“That is an entirely unfortunate reason for you to call. Better than more murder, however. Let Gordon examine it. He’s good at that kind of thing.”
Adler cringed. “Gordon isn’t here.”
The vampire sighed, too loud for Adler’s already stressed ears. “Well, ptooey. I am on my way.”
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Chapter 10


Gordon didn’t think about the past a lot, or at least not about his human life. The subway rattled around him, hiding the tremors of his own, shaking hands where they rested on his knees.  Jealousy, cutting you off from the world... Gordon had seen the dark turns of jealousy before, and he feared it like no other emotion, like no other ill-intended thought. And second is possessiveness, the idea that you are entitled to own someone and use them like you want, for your own pleasure while they bleed, as your punching bag.
Back in his human life... Gordon closed his eyes, blocking out the bustling subway. The memories were just there, in the darkness of his own mind where they had lived for all these years.
Paula was almost nine years older than Gordon, and growing up, Gordon had looked up to his big sister. She was funny without being mean, and she made the best peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. Her hair was the exact same color as Gordon’s, a dark brown, radiant in the sun. Hers was long and lush, and in high school, Gordon had grown out his own because he wanted to be like his big sister. Her big smiles had made it seem like there was nothing in the world that could get her down, and even as a kid, Gordon had admired that.
Paula had loved the sun. Whenever summer came, she would bake in their parents’ yard or on the beach with her friends, and she would try to pull Gordon away from his books at least once a week.
“All that reading can’t be good for you,” she’d say, ruffling his hair, at that time still short enough to be ruffled. “They’ll make you skip another grade.”
“I don’t think all that sunbathing is good for you,” Gordon would say, but only about half the time. For the rest of it he’d roll his eyes, grab his book, and let Paula drag him with her. As a younger brother, he should have been a third wheel, a burden for the older sibling, but not for Paula. She had loved him. Gordon knew this.
Their last summer before Paula went to college had been like any other, warmth from sunrise to sundown, the sweet scent of sunscreen and clean sweat, iced tea, and tan marks from sunglasses.
“I’ll miss you,” Gordon told Paula at the end of summer, a painful sunburn making his skin tender to the point where he couldn’t find a comfy position to sleep. He’d looked like a lobster with hair, glasses, and a Beatles T-shirt. 
“I’ll visit.” Paula had made a pinky promise of it. “If only to make sure you get some exposure to sunlight, you old bookworm.”
“Clearly, this is overexposure.” Gordon had picked at his peeling skin only for Paula to slap his hand and pinch his cheek. It had been the last time she had smiled a real smile at him, that very day in the sun. Gordon wished he’d hugged her longer, had hugged her closer, had never let her go.
Back in the subway, Gordon opened his eyes, letting the world in once more. Not two years after that day, Paula was dead, and it still hurt. Gordon had insisted on missing school and attending the trial, and he had never forgotten the medical examiner’s testimony, had never forgotten the detective who had tried to get Paula to leave when he had interviewed her in the hospital four months before her murder, her throat bruised by the man who’d told her he loved her, over and over, with every apology he’d made.
Gordon’s phone pulled him out of the memory for good. He answered without checking the caller ID. “Yes?”
“You sound unhappy, Gordon,” Maxim said. “Why is that?”
Gordon was both annoyed and irritated. “Because none of your business.”
Maxim used his perfect debutante sigh like a cudgel. “But I do care about my favorite corpse whisperer, so it is precisely my business. I’m headed home right now. I had cause to pay a visit to the NAPD because Adler got a love letter from our murderer. Where are you?”
Fuck. I really don’t want to see Adler right now. “Subway.”
Another sigh. “Why would one opt for the subway when they could have a handsome werewolf drive them places? Listen, head to my house, and I’ll catch you up. And then you can catch me up, hmm?”
“Since when are you so invested in my private life, Maxim? I’m really fine with a Christmas card and nothing more, you know.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. I told you, you are my favorite corpse whisperer, and I like to see you happy. It drastically improves your hair color.”
“Har har.”
“Aw, you laugh at my jokes! I should come by your morgue more, challenge you to video game duels.”
Gordon rolled his eyes. “I’m hanging up on you now, Maxim.”
“Don’t forget to come by. About the case and the message and the mayhem we might face. And maybe you could help me select a gaming setup. Heath refuses, and people have been laughing a lot when I mentioned it.”
“Are you telling me you want my company because I’m available when no one else is?”
Maxim’s voice lifted, and a smile crept over his lips. “I am the embodiment of shallow, completely without substance. Vapid, even. You may fill me right up with your esprit, Gordon.”
“Fill you up? Are you for real?” A woman reading a paperback across from Gordon looked up pointedly before turning back to reading.
“Not in any sexual meaning of the word. Come by, we’ll discuss my trip to the NAPD over wine.”
Gordon lowered his voice. “Fine” Better than heading to the station and facing Adler.
“Delightful,” Maxim said before Gordon managed to hang up on him.

      [image: image-placeholder]Gordon walked from the subway to 43 Ruthaven and cursed the sun. Not that he was one of the frightfully young and weak vampires that were popping up all over and likely to get second-degree burns after fifteen minutes, but too much sun still made him feel dizzy and like he should be lying down in a nice cool crypt somewhere. What would you say about that, Paula? What would you have told me if you’d still been there when I decided? Would you have tried stopping me from becoming what I am?
The foyer of 43 Ruthaven was still bright thanks to the glass walls and high ceiling, but it was also cool, and Gordon liked the plants in their tasteful pots that were friendly splashes of color against the pale marble.
The front desk was currently womanned by one of the perkiest individuals Gordon had seen in a long while. She beamed at him from feet away, the human equivalent of a lighthouse.
“Dr. Morris!” She had a chignon so neat it looked painful and wore a green blazer. “How good to have you back. You are here to see Mr. Vallois?”
She’s human, so no reason for her to know me. She must’ve seen me that first time I was here. When I met Adler at the bar. Then he spotted her name tag. “Carol. Hi. Yeah, Maxim told me to come by and meet him.”
“Wonderful, I’ll let him know you are here!” She seemed excited about the prospect. “Would you like to wait upstairs at the bar, Dr. Morris? Some of the donors should be available as well, in case you want to have a little blood.”
“Sure, why not.” Gordon wasn’t even really that hungry, and he had no plans to eat anyone, but the white lie seemed the best way to pacify Carol’s high-wattage smile.
And Carol, indeed, seemed very enthusiastic about this going by her excited nodding. “Please do and make yourself at home.”
I wonder what’s up with her? Donor-curious maybe?
Gordon took the elevator up to Morgan’s Restaurant and Wine Bar, which was what it said on the elevator’s panel. Say what you want about Maxim, but at least he doesn’t buy yachts and golf courses that don’t benefit anyone else. Morgan’s is at the very least a great place to spend time.
The bar was fairly empty. Gordon spotted one of the blood donors, marked as such by bruises on her throat, which tended not to fade as quickly, even if the bite marks could be healed by a drop of vampire blood. The donor was engrossed in a book while her lunch was getting cold. Rather than claiming one of the beautifully set tables, Gordon made a beeline for the bar and slumped down on a stool.
“Welcome,” said the bartender, who wasn’t the one who had been here that time Gordon had met Adler. Or maybe he was. I was distracted then by the werewolf hunk with jealousy issues.
The bartender was attractive with short strawberry blond hair and brown eyes. “What would you like?” he asked Gordon in a rather more sullen way than was normal for most bartenders Gordon had met. He’s certainly a stark contrast to Perky Carol.
“What’s your specialty?”
The bartender considered this. “I just make whatever you tell me to. I don’t have a specialty. I follow the recipes.”
“Oh, good grief, Clement, try to at least fake some interest in mixing drinks,” said Maxim, who had walked up to take the stool next to Gordon on quiet hunter feet. He’d said the bartender’s name in the French way, but with Maxim, it didn’t sound like an affectation. “People expect it from the person that serves them liquor. And try the occasional smile, Liebchen, I beg of you. Gordon.” Maxim nodded to Gordon in greeting. “Ask him for something with rum. I find rum always improves a person’s outlook on all of existence and their place within it.”
“Fine. Daiquiri me, Clement.”
“I second that.” Maxim motioned gracefully, and Clement trod off glumly. The hunter turned to Gordon. “He’s a Lar, just like Bryan, who you met at the desk in the lobby on your first visit. However, this one is just so...depressing, frankly. He would benefit from a permanent place to call his home. It would be one nuisance in the daily management of this place off my back, and believe me, daily anythings give me headaches like you wouldn’t believe. You could say I’ll give this one to you cheap for the price of asking.”
“Excuse me? Also, a Lar?”
Maxim nodded. “Yes, yes. Lares. Household deities, the Romans liked to call them. A lesser-known kind of our kind, if you hold with the custom of calling all those not human our kind. Lares are not creatures most humans tend to be aware of. Very rare too, which is why younglings like you aren’t aware either. Excellent at keeping everything at your home just so, unless they are pissed, of course. Also territorial, which is why Bryan is pissed and I get headaches. Bryan is our Lar, you see. Will you take him if you can’t take the detective? Clement, not Bryan. We’re very much keeping Bryan.”
Gordon snorted. “Sounds a lot like slavery, so no.” He bottled up every question he wanted to ask about another type of supernatural he knew nothing about, though he couldn’t keep himself from glancing to where the sullen, depressing and possibly depressed Lar was mixing their drinks.
The hunter propped his head on his hand. “So what did Detective Adler do? If you find poor Clement to be about as cheery as a dozen doornails, then, well, you should have seen Adler. His frown lines had frown lines, and those had baby frown lines. Clement’s excuse at least is having been burned in the literal sense only to barely make it through centuries of neglect.”
Just then, Clement set their drinks down in front of them.
“Burned?” Gordon asked.
“A long time ago. Enjoy,” the Lar said. Before he made himself scarce again, he stared at Maxim. “You are trying to get rid of me.” He glanced at Gordon. “You’re trying to throw me to the next best person.”
Maxim stirred his daiquiri with the metal straw, which produced a rattling sound of glass and ice. “Oh, Liebchen, I am just trying to get you to a nice place. Gordon has an apartment, books, collectibles, and hardly any food. And I do believe he may still qualify as single.”
Clement’s face darkened, and Gordon stared daggers at Maxim.
The Lar’s jaw barely moved when he spoke. “He doesn’t want me, I can tell that much. Why would anyone want me?”
Maxim cleared his throat. “You are quite glum, and wrong, my dear. I’m sure there’s someone out there, lovely and true, who will make rhymes of your name and give you love notes wrapped in flowers.” He glanced at Gordon. “Perhaps not this vampire.”
Clement narrowed his eyes at the hunter. “Just leave me be.”
“As you say. If you like it behind the bar, make yourself at home.”
The Lar stared for a few seconds longer. “I like it here.”
He didn’t sound like he was sure of that but as if he wanted to defy whatever fate had befallen him. Without another word, he walked off.
Maxim leaned closer to Gordon and whispered, just loud enough for another vampire to hear. “Glum and stubborn, but not at all a lost cause. Few are. Sometimes all it takes is the tiniest gleam of faith to cast the glumness out.”
Gordon sighed, purposefully not taking Maxim’s hint. “A Lar? Whatever that is can survive getting burned.”
Maxim nodded. “Yes, though not without scars, and do not change the subject on me. You were happy with that corpse and the detective eating you up with his eyes when I left, and now look at you; you look as if your fairy godmother forbade you to bruise your feet with dancing.”
Gordon picked up his daiquiri and drank. It was a good daiquiri, so he drank some more. Then he said, “Adler was jealous. We just talked about going on a date, and he was jealous I had a good time with Dr. Jackson. Working on a murder victim.”
Maxim looked at Gordon, his green eyes staring intently. Then he reached for his own drink and finished half of it in one go. He put it back down with barely a sound.
“Is it possible, Gordon, that you may be misunderstanding misguided wolfish intent? Mind you, I am but asking a question, not trying to put blame.”
Gordon looked from Maxim to his glass. “I just don’t like jealousy, is all.” And what it leads to.
Maxim shrugged. “Not all jealousy is necessarily a harm or knowingly an offense,” the hunter said. “And not all jealousy demands or automatically leads to action.”
Gordon snorted. “Says you.”
Really, I didn’t know he can stare at a person like a teacher who knows you’re lying about that missing homework. “Says I. What have you seen of jealousy that would move you to disagree?”
And he rhymes. “My sister is dead,” Gordon said, not really knowing why he said it. He hadn’t told anyone about Paula in ages. It was in his file of course, but he hadn’t felt the need to share it with another person in a very, very long time. “She was murdered by her jealous, controlling boyfriend.”
Maxim looked at him in silence before he spoke. “I am here, should you ever wish to share your pain,” the hunter said. “Domestic abuse?”
Gordon nodded.
“I see.” Maxim reached for Gordon’s hand. “Adler isn’t that kind of person, not even a little bit. I think he genuinely likes you. I also think the full moon starting tonight may have led him to genuinely misbehave. And I think you deserve happiness and to have someone in your life who doesn’t mind about the collecting. My life experience leads me to add that your sister would agree with me if she were here.”
“Says you,” said Gordon quietly, then wiped at his eyes.
“Says I.”
The ice in their drinks dissolved while neither of them spoke.
“It’s not like I’m afraid of Adler,” Gordon finally said. “I don’t know, but he just…well. He said he was jealous, and that just... It dragged up so much stuff.”
Maxim nodded. “He probably was jealous. And he likely told you as a way of being open, not knowing what the words would do.”
“I don’t want to have to deal with something like that, you know. Someone going through my phone and following me. Someone yelling at me for going out with friends only to then apologize later on and blame it on the full moon.”
“You shouldn’t have to deal with that, Gordon. No one should.”
“You see where I’m coming from then,” Gordon said, twisting the stem of his glass between his fingers.
“Did I ever give you the impression that I doubted you or your feelings? I don’t.”
“You keep trying to set me up with Adler though,” Gordon said.
Maxim nodded. “I know Adler and think you may be misjudging him, that is all. I also know that werewolves tend to express feelings a little differently at times, and that can lead to misunderstandings. You could safely give Adler another chance, but I certainly won’t make you if you don’t want to, Gordon. Believe it or not, I can be wonderfully supportive.” He bent in close so he could whisper in Gordon’s ear. “And you might like Clement after all. Definitely less hairy.”
Which made Gordon chuckle. “Sure. Less hairy.” Gordon took a deep breath, cleared his throat. “You mentioned a letter.”
Maxim let go of Gordon’s hand, sat up straighter. “Yes. Delivered by messenger. Officers are now trying to see if that yields a lead. The letter itself is being processed as we speak, but I have a picture.” Maxim pulled out his phone, held the device out to Gordon.
“‘Dear Boss,’” Gordon read. “‘Have you found the broad’s uterus yet?’ I saw that, with that same disgusting wording. It’s like one of the letters from the old Ripper case. And that?” He pointed at a string of numbers and symbols at the bottom of the page.
Maxim nodded. “It looks like a cipher. I’ll send it to Heath, but I don’t think there is necessarily anything to decipher there. Have you ever heard of the Zodiac killer?”
Gordon nodded. “Yes. Shot couples point blank and was never caught, right? No reason to assume that was a supernatural, although people suspected it.”
Maxim nodded. “Correct. At some point, authorities received a string of characters, just like these. They might even be identical, though I have yet to compare them. The cipher the Zodiac sent was never cracked. It was probably just a deranged mind trying to get everyone’s attention with a few scribbles on paper.”
“You think this is a distraction?”
Maxim shrugged. “It may well be. I’m beginning to think whatever this is might have little or nothing to do with supernaturals after all, but it’s too early to say. That being said, there is no reason not to help out the NAPD. Because what I do believe is that this individual is unlikely to just stop here.”
Gordon nodded and finished his drink. “I think you’re right about that.”
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Chapter 11


By the time Maxim had looked at the letter and left, Adler was truly sick of the day. Still, he made himself sit down with Bachmann in one of the conference rooms. She had picked up most of the relevant details and told Adler that she’d want to have a chat with the man that featured in Kelsey’s photos a lot. From the way they posed together, Bachmann had assumed it was her boyfriend or lover or ex. 
“That’s what I thought as well,” Adler had told her. “Kelsey’s neighbors said she was quiet and lived alone, so maybe it’s a long-distance thing. You can have a go at finding out more about him if you want to, starting with his name.”
Bachmann beamed. “I can do that, sir. Should I bring him in when I find him?”
Adler shook his head. “Figure out who he is and where he lives first. Keep me in the loop about your progress. We don’t want to jump to conclusions, and if they were together, he deserves a proper notification of her death.”
Bachmann had nodded, and Adler was left with no doubt at all that she would have a name for him within a day. He was also aware that Bachmann doing this by herself gave him time to think about how to approach Gordon. Just remembering the hurt look on Gordon’s face made Adler’s skin itch.
“Fuck,” he mumbled, back at his desk. At some point, he had gotten himself a cup of coffee, but it had gone cold and sat there, stale and half finished, right next to the mail he still had to go through.
He sighed and did that before he took his mug to the sink in the office breakroom, dumped the contents down the drain, and refilled the mug with more coffee just as stale, just as burned. The room with its light green walls that normally offered a nice and quiet space to retreat wasn’t that at all today, and Adler went back to his desk instead.
There, he stared at his computer screen without really seeing. I should text. I don’t want to text. But what if I call and he doesn’t pick up? What if I show up at his office? I can’t just show up at his office. He could have me removed. And it would be intrusive. But I want to see him, hold him, I…
“Fuck,” Adler said again, eyes on his keyboard. It was entirely possible that he was growling at the space bar.
One of the junior officers walking past Adler’s desk heard him but had the grace to not say anything and leave Adler alone, on edge and barely able to hide it.
At that point, Adler decided that everyone would be better served if he went home. He took his laptop, his tablet, and his terrible mood and headed out.
Instead of going straight to his apartment, he found himself heading for Willa’s new house. It’s the full moon, and we would’ve turned together anyways. More to the point, Willa was the alpha, and Adler longed for the comforting presence and strength of an alpha.
He parked his car out on the curb, examining the property the alpha had moved into not all that long ago. It looked run-down, chipped paint, a cracked window, the yard covered in weeds and a massive hydrangea. Willa liked renovating, taking a fixer-upper and applying all her skills to it, then selling it, more often than not to supernaturals.
As Adler walked toward the front door, he had to mind uneven bricks laid out to make a garden path, and in that wildness that looked to not have been tended in years, he smelled living things, rats and insects, weeds and rotting flowers that had been overtaken by nettles. Not unfrequently, Willa used her alpha power to get the younger members of the pack to weed gardens and turn them into something pretty. She called it teaching them life skills, the kids preferred indentured servitude. 
Adler rang the doorbell and listened for approaching footsteps, stood up straighter when he heard those, though not much. The door stuck when Willa opened it, and she had to kick it to get it fully open.
“Look at you, Adler. Are you here to trail your rancid mood all over the new carpet?” Willa crossed her arms, eyes narrowed at her second-in-command.
“Sorry,” Adler said and cast his eyes to the doormat.
The alpha tossed her curls. “You look guilty. Come inside and tell me what you did.” She stepped aside to let him pass, and Adler walked in, taking in the strange smells, new carpet, glue, cleaning products and heavy tools.
“I did something stupid, Willa.”
Willa led the way down the hallway, and Adler followed, taking in the paint swatches and the walls she was tearing down or rebuilding.
“Yes, obviously. But what kind of stupid are we talking?”
Adler’s throat was dry, but this was his alpha. If anyone could help, it was her. “Do you know Gordon Morris?”
Willa took a left into a living room stuffed full of old furniture that had probably come with the house. She pointed him at a chair, and Adler sat. Willa dragged over a wooden crate so she was opposite him, sitting below his eyes level. It barely made a difference, but it told Adler his alpha cared and wanted him comfortable. If he’d been in his wolf form, he’d have whimpered with gratitude.
Willa tapped her chin. “He’s a vampire. I think Maxim introduced him to me at some event a while back. Green hair, right?”
“It’s purple now. It’s so pretty in purple.”
He watched her make the connection then. Likely as not, she could smell Adler’s desire. “Oooh!”
“Don’t act so surprised.”
“A lovers’ tryst! I am intrigued.” The alpha leaned forward on her crate, hands on her knees.
“There never was a tryst. Or a date. There was a single kiss.” But what a kiss it had been. Adler’s head buzzed with the memory, taste and texture, lust and desire.
The alpha made a grumbling noise. “I can see the stupid coming through already but go on and tell me.”
“I was just feeling so jealous all of a sudden.” Adler’s mood darkened anew as he remembered. “And he was working with Dr. Jackson—that’s a human pathologist—and for some reason that upset me, and I know it shouldn’t have, but it did, and I told him I was sorry, but of course he was already pretty freaked out by that point. I may have growled and…I think I scared him, Willa.”
Willa nodded. “A vampire wouldn’t like that degree of possessiveness, and for sure not so soon. It’s why your parents always told you that wolves dating wolves is easiest. At least other wolves understand that kind of overblown emotion after as little as a peck on the cheek.”
“It wasn’t just a peck on the cheek. And Gordon is a vampire. I can’t change what he is as much as I can’t change what I am, can I?”
Willa giggled. “How observant you are. You had best make it a very good apology then. And remember to always use your words. Explaining your emotions near the full moon is good. Those who don’t experience it like we do can’t know unless we tell them.”
“I was planning on it, but I don’t quite know how to make him understand. And now I’m scared I made a mess of this and it’s beyond fixing.”
Willa hummed. “People do text, Adler. I’m sure sexy young vampires can handle a text. And if you upset him, he will ghost you. Or block you. In addition, this close to turning, things might feel more dramatic than they really are.”
Adler whimpered. “Right. Nothing to be scared of there, because being ghosted never hurt anyone.”
The alpha shrugged. “Meeting someone new is always scary. Falling for someone who isn’t exactly like you is doubly scary. I mean, you could always call it quits now.”
Adler sighed. “I don’t want to do that. Why is really liking someone so much harder than anything casual?”
“Because, Adler, we are wolves, and very much in touch with our needs and desires, whether we want to be or not.”
“Awesome,” Adler said.
“I think it is. Now text the sexy formerly green-haired vampire, and if you make it longer than three lines, I will bite you. In the ass. Do you understand me?”
Adler lowered his head, an unconscious reaction to his alpha’s command. “I understand,” he said, and wondered how he could say everything he needed to say in under three lines. I really do hate this day.
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Chapter 12


By the time Gordon left 43 Ruthaven—on foot, even though Carol had tried with a beacon of a smile to get his permission to call him a taxi—the sun had vanished behind a canopy of clouds that threatened rain. Gordon was happy with that. He liked rain better than sunshine these days. 
He also spotted the first wolves out and about, having shifted already and running alone or in small groups, weaving between New Amsterdamers who didn’t budge or care and the odd tourist who flinched at the massive canines.
Back on the West Coast, the wolves would often gather on beaches and howl out toward the waves and the glistening ocean on full moon nights. Some packs did cookouts, more for human friends and family really, but from what Gordon knew, these events were big parties once a month.
But in a lot of cities, the wolves restricted themselves to weaving between pedestrians, running wild on the sidewalks or wherever else they safely could. With most places having lifted restrictions against howling during the full moon, they could greet the moon in their way this one night a month.
It’s strange how you never really see a thing until you see a thing, Gordon thought when a large gray wolf walked down the sidewalk across from him, ears straight, then twitching when they reacted to one of the many sounds of the city. The wolf looked at him briefly but didn’t pay him much more attention than that, trotting on to wherever they were going.
I wonder what Adler looks like in his wolf form. Gordon decided to walk back to his apartment, which was closer than the Forum, and do some reading, maybe pull a few files on the Ripper from the database.
He couldn’t help but replay the way Adler had acted earlier, and he also couldn’t help wondering whether maybe he, Gordon, had overreacted. To be fair everyone knows wolves can get a bit strange around the full moon. And he had never dated one before—not that he was doing so now, he reminded himself—but perhaps he would maybe go on one single date with Adler before he made up his mind, just one. If he still wants to. I ran twice already. At which point Gordon recalled a visiting professor—an old vampire—who had talked to Gordon and his classmates of the Forum’s Supernatural Science class about inter-species relationships.
The professor had classed them thusly: probable, improbable, and impossible.
Probable were vampire and fae unions because, according to the professor, both approached life with a similar outlook, and fae lived long enough to spend a considerable amount of time with their vampire, assuming—and the professor, being a vampire himself, did so assume—the vampire was suited to a long life.
Unions between fae and human the professor classed as probable only if both parties were in agreement it was a short-term arrangement. The union could work if the fae in question was polyamorous, mostly one looking to expand their experiences and not overly bothered by the human’s eventual decline. If those conditions were not met, it was an improbable union.
Human and wolf could be probable as well. Such a union was likely to work with long-lived humans, and if the wolf found a human early on. The professor mentioned these unions were particularly unobjectionable since in about fifty percent of the cases, the offspring of such a couple could be expected to be wolves. It was, he said, one of those mixings humans accepted readily enough.
Vampire and human unions were probable only if the vampire entered it with the goal of turning the human sooner rather than later, thus making it a “standard” union. If the human party was unsuitable to it, it became an improbable union, one he cautioned against in order to avoid the pain of losing the attachment and watching the human decline and die.
Impossible unions were fae and wolf and vampire and wolf. The fae and wolf unions hardly ever worked because no fae would accept a social structure the way a wolf could and had to, and no wolf would abandon their social group to follow their fae. Wolf and vampire unions often made for easy aggression, the professor had cautioned, and vampires again would not easily follow pack demands of wolves.
Even at the time, Gordon had wondered about this professor’s convictions, but he had been young then and had since encountered more of the same, not everywhere, but enough to make it a pattern. He didn’t like the prejudice of it, found it almost physically uncomfortable to hear people talk like that.
Maxim was a refreshing example of a different world view. In fact, Gordon would pay money to see that same professor give that same talk with Maxim Vallois in attendance. He had a sense the Q&A would go differently.
And yet, the world was as it was. Gordon sighed. He was growling. Really growling. Yet, wolves growl. Maybe it is possible I saw something there that wasn’t there, something I have been afraid of seeing for a long time.
Gordon’s phone buzzed. He pulled it out of his pocket as he stopped at a crossing and waited for the light to turn. Today, the early howling in the distance stood out to him like the bright moon itself.
The text was from Adler. Hey, just about to turn. I’m thinking of you. I behaved badly, and you deserve better. I’m sorry. I hope you’ll let me apologize in person.
The light turned, but Gordon didn’t move, much to the annoyance of his fellow pedestrians, who weren’t shy about letting Gordon know. He didn’t care.
I do wonder what he looks like as a wolf.
Gordon stared at his screen, feeling that he was at a crossroads. He could tell Adler to leave him be, could finish the case, could move on. Or he could give the werewolf another chance.
After taking a deep breath, Gordon began typing. Headed to Seneca Park now. Come find me if you want to. He hit send and turned around, walked away from the curb and to the subway, which would take him to the park.
The blend of emotions in his chest wasn’t one he could easily name, but not all of it was dark.

      [image: image-placeholder]Color was draining from the sky as if the day had been painted in watercolors. Inky blues and blacks—faint purple—was all that remained. Gordon liked Seneca Park at night, even though he had never been here on a full moon. I can’t believe I never went, he thought idly. I should have. Tourists come to see it, wolf tourists come to run here.
A few younger wolves were frolicking on the grass while most of them just seemed to enjoy going for a run. The young ones had the looks of oversized puppies, hair fluffy and soft, eyes large and bright. Werewolves’ colors were more varied than those of real wolves, and as Gordon knew from his textbooks, under the full moon, if seen at the right angle, their irises would appear to be glowing.
Many humans were out as well, several evening joggers who didn’t stand a chance against the wolves. For some of the humans, it seemed to be a contest all the same, going by the set of their jaws and their panting as they tried keeping pace.
Others appeared to be running in groups with wolves, though the wolves here seemed to be yipping and barking at the humans as if they were coaching them. There is something funny and at the same time endearing about humans being taught how to run faster by wolves, Gordon thought, and found a bench from where he could overlook the lake. But come to think of it, wasn’t there this movie about the human who overcame an illness and got over it by working up the strength to run a marathon with the help of her werewolf best friend?
Just when Gordon was about to search for the movie’s title, a large wolf broke away from a bigger group a short distance away and slowly walked over to him. The wolf’s coat was dark and glossy. In the lamplight and to Gordon’s vampire eyes, he looked black, deep chocolate brown perhaps. His eyes were much lighter. At first, Gordon thought they were silver, but when the wolf came closer, Gordon could tell they were a faintly shimmering blue, closer to aquamarine. A white and gray-furred wolf playfully nipped the black’s neck before running along at the head of that particular group. Pack, Gordon corrected himself. Wolves live and run in packs.
The black wolf came closer, then sat like a dog would, showing off perfect manners.
“Adler?” Gordon asked.
The wolf nodded, and Gordon realized how idiotic this all had been. We cannot even talk when he’s like this. I should’ve waited till tomorrow.
“Uhm. Hi,” Gordon said because it was all he could think of saying.
The wolf—Adler—made a sound, something more like a yowl than a growl, but he didn’t move.
“Was that your pack just now? And your alpha?”
The Adler-wolf nodded again.
“I see. Cool. I don’t have one. A pack. Because I’m a vampire. You knew that. Well, I guess you can tell this is my first time talking to a werewolf on the full moon.”
The wolf cough-chuckled; it was hard to tell which, but wolf-Adler lay down in what Gordon thought of as a very neat manner, head up and ears facing forward, paws laid one next to the other. He looked almost like a canine sphinx, except he had velvety dark fur and beautiful eyes and cute ears that pointed up to the night sky. Why do I want to tug on his ears? That’s wrong. He’s not a puppy.
“So I guess I’m keeping you from the pack, huh,” Gordon said.
The Adler-wolf shook his head before he lowered it on his arms—or was it legs now?—and looked up at Gordon.
Wonderful. More awkwardness. This could go on forever. What was I thinking? And perhaps because Gordon was feeling a bit nostalgic, he thought about his maker, a considerate but also hands-off vampire. One piece of advice his maker had been sure to give Gordon before leaving when Gordon was still a young vampire had been this: Whenever possible, cut through the bullshit. Whenever not, be kind.
Well, on the plus side, Gordon thought, he can’t talk back.
Gordon cleared his throat, preparing to speak. Telling Maxim should have made it easier for the words to come out, but it wasn’t. It would be much easier to keep silent, but Gordon knew that he would have to tell Adler at some point. Whether it was Maxim’s fault or the shadow of Gordon’s loneliness, he had decided to give Adler another chance somewhere between the bar and the bench he was currently sitting on. And Adler would have to know about Paula. If whatever they might have was supposed to have any chance at all of succeeding, Gordon would have to tell him.
Gordon took a final, deep breath. “My sister was killed by a jerk who called himself her boyfriend. He was a jealous, controlling ass who made Paula think she deserved his beatings because of some little thing she did, because she talked to me over the phone or considered coming back home for Thanksgiving. Seeing strangulation in a victim of domestic abuse is the number one precursor to seeing them getting murdered, but you probably knew that.” Gordon shrugged.
That got wolf-Adler agitated. He stood, growled, then jumped onto the bench. All of a sudden, he was close, and Gordon could smell Adler, an earthy scent, a wolf scent, and then the large wolf whined before rubbing his head against Gordon’s shoulder.
Well, what in the fuck. I can’t pet him, or can I? He’s bigger than me, and he isn’t a dog, not that anyone could forget with the sheer size of him.
Adler’s warmth felt strange, and Gordon remembered wolves’ body temperatures were elevated during the full moon, about 2 Kelvin or 4 Fahrenheit as compared to humans, about double that when compared to his own, cooler, vampiric self. I don’t exactly hate this, though, Gordon thought and lifted his hand to brush along wolf-Adler’s side. The fur was incredibly soft, but the body underneath that softness was broad and strong. No wonder. His paws must be bigger than my hands.
Adler pulled his head back up and moved closer to Gordon. Wolf-Adler’s eyes were bright as they searched Gordon’s face.
“I don’t talk about it,” Gordon said. “I don’t like talking about it or thinking about it.” He shrugged. “Earlier in the morgue, the autopsy, and then you getting jealous, that just made me remember.”
The Adler-wolf whined, louder this time, and lowered his head until his forehead came to rest on Gordon’s thigh.
“So that’s that,” Gordon said, resisting the urge to scratch Adler behind his ears. “Uhm, I guess I’ll head home now.” The wolf looked up at him, those pale jade eyes arresting. Gordon didn’t look away. “I suppose you have running to do. And howling. All the wolf clichés.”
Gordon got up off the bench, and wolf-Adler did as well. “I’ll see you around, Adler. You can call me. I’ll pick up.”
Gordon walked in the general direction of the closest subway station, but rather than running off into the now night-darkened park that was alive with wolves playing in the shadows, wolf-Adler fell in step on Gordon’s right. Some of the human and wolf joggers passed them by, the humans’ reflective clothes catching the park’s lights.
Across the grass, Gordon could make out picnickers, one of them fae, all of them surrounded by wolves, and smiling, sharing food and stories. “It’s really an event, huh,” Gordon said. “The full moon I mean.”
He looked at wolf-Adler who gave a small bark and nodded. He was close enough for Gordon to still feel the heat of his body.
“Makes me think vampires should party more.”
That got him another wolf-chuckle and nod.
Ahead, three younger wolves, more pups than adolescent, had surrounded a swan, who was hissing and threatening them with wide-open wings. The pups took turns dashing at the swan, trying to nip at his feet. Adler ran toward them and growled at the unruly young wolves, who yowled and lowered their heads before they ran off. The roused swan tried to bite Adler, which just went to show that swans were more mean than intelligent. With a look from Adler, the swan made for the water.
Moments later, Adler was back at Gordon’s side. “I can see there are things to do here, waterfowl to save. You don’t need to walk me to the subway, Adler.” Gordon meant that even if it was nice having such a big wolf next to him. However, the wolf just snorted and kept pace with Gordon.
He walked to the station with Gordon, down the steps and past a violin player, who nodded at Gordon when he dropped a bill in her case. Her eyes lingered on the large black wolf.
Adler stood next to Gordon when they had reached the platform, and he walked straight onto the car with Gordon when the train stopped and opened its doors.
The subway was empty, but a wolf wouldn’t have drawn a lot of stares even if it had been full. It just wasn’t such an unusual sight, though Adler certainly was a looker. Probably more because he’s big and beautiful with the shiny fur and the shimmery eyes.
A preschooler sitting next to their father even waved at Adler and the wolf waved back at them with his huge right paw. It got the kid to smile wide, as did their father.
“Now you’re just showing off,” Gordon said quietly.
The Adler-wolf somehow managed to shrug at that.
When Gordon got off the train, Adler followed along. What is this? Is he walking me home? Everything about this is just plain weird.
It was still plain weird when they got to Gordon’s door.
“This is me,” Gordon said. “And you look suspiciously like you have no interest in leaving.”
Adler whine-growled and looked up at Gordon with beseeching eyes.
“Well, fine. I suppose I could offer you a bowl of water.”
Adler growl-chuckled.
Gordon opened the door, held it for Adler. Gordon’s apartment was among the larger in the Art Nouveau building he’d called home for the last thirty years or so. While Gordon loved a clean lab, he hated cleaning his home. So he had invested in a cleaning lady who came by once a week, and because she was good, she even got to clean the room in which Gordon housed his collection. She kept the place spotless. Rarely have I been happier about hiring her, Gordon thought when he turned his key in the lock.
Gordon turned on a few lights along the hallway and in the large living room whose walls were solidly filled bookshelves. “Make yourself at home. I’ll get that bowl,” Gordon said.
All while I figure out how this day ended with me inviting a werewolf into my home.
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Chapter 13


Adler woke slowly at the crack of dawn, not yet opening his eyes but enjoying the comfort and warmth of sleep for a few more minutes. He was generally an early riser, but especially so after the full moon when he felt relaxed and refreshed from running in his wolf form. 
Stretching, Adler sniffed the air. Hmm. Roses. He wasn’t in bed alone—and not his own bed either, but Gordon’s—and Gordon was still soundly asleep. In fact, the vampire was so soundly asleep that Adler had to suppress the rush of panic at the lack of regular breathing. But that was a vampire thing, especially when they slept.
Adler, however, was breathing quite a lot, and there were reasons for that. Chief among them was that he was naked. He hadn’t found his way under the covers either, so everything was out on display, and Adler wasn’t sure whether this was better or worse than the inappropriate alternative of him snuggling a sleeping Gordon in that state.
Secondly, Adler was fully erect, and the arm he had draped around the gorgeous vampire next to him probably had something to do with that. Or rather the vampire had. Another issue was Adler’s post-shift hunger and thirst, both for food and water and for release. Shit. What was I even thinking, spending the night here? This isn’t right. Gordon never agreed to having a naked guy in his bed, certainly not one with morning wood.
But Adler knew what he had been thinking. Being in his wolf form didn’t turn him into a slave to his baser instincts like the stories humans told would have it. No, Adler had felt a deep-seated need to comfort Gordon, and when he was a fluffy wolf, that was so easy.
There would need to be words, they would have to talk about what Gordon had revealed, but last night, touch and nearness had been enough, and being a big dog made inviting that always so much simpler. It was so easy apparently that he did let me into his bed…
Gordon hadn’t done a lot of talking last night, not after dropping the initial bombshell. He’d told Adler he needed to do some reading of old case reports to get all caught up on the Ripper case, and Adler had been okay with that.
He had lain down on Gordon’s feet, a very dog-like move to be sure. And he had kept calm like a good dog would, at least on the outside. On the inside, different desires had built in Adler. He’d imagined playing with Gordon in a companionable manner like he would with another wolf, tackling the vampire and pressing against him, tasting him with his tongue and learning all his scents, exploring the places where they were fainter and those where they were strongest.
That had been Adler’s fantasy, and then Gordon had gone to bed. At first Adler had stayed behind in the living room, but then Gordon had made a tiny sound, just a sigh really. Adler, worried, had followed the noise, had jumped onto the bed, and Gordon had said, Fine, you can stay, and that had been that. All those fantasies about tackling and licking had turned into erection-inducing dreams past that point.
And now I’m rock hard and about ready to poke a hole in his back. Adler moved in an attempt to not do that.
“Mmmhmph,” Gordon moaned, then turned on his back. His eyes blinked open a crack, their pretty blue irises catching the first light, and if anything, Adler got harder.
“Good morning,” Adler said, aware of how husky his voice was. He just needed a glass of water, some food, and…well, he couldn’t have what else he needed, not without Gordon consenting fully.
Gordon focused on him, on his face, bless the sleepy vampire. “Hi. What’s the time?”
“Early. Go back to sleep, sweetheart.” What did I just say?
Gordon’s eyes opened further. “You’re in my bed. Why’d you call me that? You called me that before.”
“Yeah, sorry. And I don’t know. Also, sorry for waking you.”
Gordon turned, and Adler was too slow. His erection brushed against Gordon’s thigh.
“You’re also naked. And aroused,” the vampire said.
Adler cleared his throat. “Yes, well. Yes. You’ll have to loan me some clothes.”
Gordon stretched under the sheets, and heavens, that did things to Adler. He wanted to devour him, that sinuous vampire with the elegant hands and nimble fingers.
“I don’t think I want to get out of bed yet,” Gordon said. “What big eyes you have.” The vampire reached for Adler’s head and pulled him down to him, pulled him into a kiss.
Colors exploded in front of Adler’s eyes, and all his awareness narrowed to Gordon’s body, Gordon’s breath, Gordon’s tongue dashing into his own mouth, Gordon’s hand on the back of his head. He couldn’t have expressed in words what he wanted to do to the vampire, but he knew he wanted to be as close to Gordon as the laws of physics allowed, wanted to grind himself against and into Gordon, wanted to feel and taste and touch.
But the wolf was always wide awake during a full moon and not yet fully back asleep yet. Adler was aware, and so he found himself pulling back, noticing with delight that the vampire’s lips were slightly puffy from their kissing.
“What are we doing?” Adler asked. I need to be sure. I need this to be real.
“Seizing the moment,” Gordon said and tried to pull Adler back to him for a kiss.
Adler stopped him with a hand on the vampire’s forearm. “Wait, Gordon. Fuck, you don’t know how much I want to. But I want you to want it. Not because you’re randomly turned on but because you chose to wake up next to me. Not because you tolerated a big-ass wolf sneaking into your bed. I guess… I don’t just want to have sex with you. I want more.”
Gordon rubbed his face with his hands. “Oh, fucking hell. Are you kidding me? You want commitment instead of fun, now?”
“I think so, yes.” Adler’s heart hammered in his chest, but the words felt right. The thought felt right. He wanted more. He wanted everything. He wanted Gordon.
Gordon groaned. “Can’t even get laid when I have a naked man in my bed. Just perfect.”
“It’s not that. What you told me last night, I don’t want to take advantage of you when you’re in a vulnerable emotional state.”
Gordon snorted and looked up at Adler. “Oh, thanks for informing me about my own damn emotional state, detective.”
Adler smiled down at Gordon. “I deserve that,” he said, and ran the knuckle of his first finger gently along Gordon’s jaw.
“Pfft. Fine. Have it your way.” Gordon looked off to the side. “I have sweatpants and an old NAU sweater that’ll fit you. Walk-in closet, on one of the shelves on the right.”
At least he’s not throwing me out, which he’d have every right to. Adler lingered a moment longer, because, heavens, Gordon smelled like Gordon, and he was so close, and the way his lips had tasted—
No. With a sigh, Adler made himself get up. There was fairly little he could do about being naked and hard, but he also found he didn’t mind very much if Gordon saw or not. I hope you see, and I hope you like.
“The bathroom’s down the hall, in case you want a shower,” Gordon said. He’d propped himself on an elbow, clearly watching.
“Shower sounds good, thank you. Should I make you coffee?”
Gordon snorted and dropped back into his pillows. “You all should stop waking people up at these unreasonable hours, is what you should do. But yes, since I’m awake, coffee would be nice. Mmm. There’s even some food in the kitchen, crackers and whatnot in the event of non-vampiric guests.”
That is excellent news. “Great. Black? Cream? Sugar?”
“Strong and sweet,” Gordon mumbled, clearly back to dozing.
“I can do that.” Adler found the clothes, which did indeed fit him. To his utter delight, they smelled of Gordon.
Adler padded down the hall and to the kitchen on bare feet. On the way, he peeked into a large room that looked like a sanctuary for the nerdy. It held comic books and toys still in their packaging, framed and signed drawings, and shelves filled with more stuff. Well, he has a hobby. I could get into comic books. Perhaps he’ll let me read some of his, if I ask very nicely.
The coffeemaker was one of the fully automated ones, and Adler found a mug each for Gordon and himself, dropped two sugar cubes from the jar on the counter in one, then let the sweetness dissolve in the hot brew.
He was just about to make himself a mug when he heard a quiet knock on the door.
“Gordon, you expecting anyone?” Adler said, walking out to the hallway. The walls were full of movie posters and more comic art, framed, some of it signed as well. Adler had noticed that last night, but daylight made the colors stand out brighter, and from his human-shaped vantage point, he could actually make out titles and learn Gordon’s tastes.
“Too early,” Gordon moaned from the bedroom.
So Adler walked to the door and opened it a crack.
“Kim? What are you doing here?” he said to the teenage werewolf on the other side who looked bored and annoyed in a way perfected by teenagers of every species.
“Willa sent me. Called her vampire buddy to ask for the address and mentioned why she was asking. Anyways, clothes and all the rest of your stuff.” Kim held out a bag to Adler. “And I stopped and got you bagels and doughnuts.” She handed him a second paper bag that smelled of sugar and carbs. “Took some cash from your wallet to pay for it, but I figured you wouldn’t mind.”
“Oh, of course I don’t. Thanks, kid.” Adler was gladder than he cared to admit for the food. If I sleep over after the moon again, I’ll have to plan this out better. I’ll have to do some shopping in advance and store it here if he lets me.
Kim’s annoyed growl made Adler focus on her. “Don’t call me kid. Anyways, Willa said I was supposed to ask, suggestively, whether you had a good night, so I’m doing that, wink-wink.” Kim kept her expression remarkably blank.
Adler nodded. “I’ll let Willa know.”
The young wolf held out a hand, propped the other on her hip. “Cab fare?”
Adler rolled his eyes but dug for his wallet and handed Kim a bill. “You are so selfless, Kim. Thanks again.”
She shrugged. “I plan on traveling abroad after I graduate, so I cannot afford selfless. I have to do savvy.” She walked off down the hall, never once smiling, because smiling seemed to have fallen out of fashion with the young.
Adler closed the door and turned.
“Who was that?” Gordon asked, upright now and leaning against the bedroom door.
“Kid from the pack. Willa sent her to drop off my stuff, and she also got me some breakfast for entirely selfish reasons. Fair warning, I think Willa may have called Maxim to ask about your address.”
While he said it, Adler admired the sleepy vampire. Even in a tee that looked old enough to fall to pieces and very stretchy shorts, Adler would have rather put the vampire in his mouth than the sugared baked goods. The bedhead Gordon had going made him even more desirable to Adler. I want him to look this tired and spent after I’m done with him,
Gordon rolled his eyes before rubbing them. “Early mornings are never any good, I swear. You wear that better than I do.”
“Your sweater?”
“Yeah.”
Adler nodded, self-conscious. “I have your coffee,” he said instead and walked to the kitchen.
Gordon followed him and took the steaming mug from Adler. There was a cute breakfast nook with a small square table and two chairs, and Gordon took one. After a moment, Adler took the other.
“Believe it or not, I was never in Seneca Park for a full moon before last night,” Gordon said.
“Really?”
“Yeah. Also never had a wolf follow me all the way home and then refuse to have sex with me.”
A part of me is already regretting that. “I just think I should really take you out on a date first. And then about that thing at the morgue… Well, fuck. I am sorry about that, real sorry. That was messed up, and I would be lying if I told you that it will never happen again because werewolves sometimes do get a bit irrational around the full moon. More so if we care about a person. Most of the time, when there’s a physical component, that component is helpful for working through moon-enhanced emotions.” Adler lowered his gaze, hoping that Gordon would understand and accept the apology.
Gordon almost spilled his coffee with laughter. “Oh, so you’re saying you wouldn’t have refused sex yesterday? Because fucking cures the jealous?”
Adler shrugged. “I’m saying there is no wolf that isn’t horny so close to a full moon. And yes. Uhm, there is a…well, when someone allows you to put your scent all over them, that soothes all feelings of jealousy, yes.” Adler got up and rounded the table until he could get on his knees next to Gordon. It was a wolf’s instinct, the baring of the belly, the pleading. “Please tell me you don’t hate me for it. I would swear to you that I would never hurt you, but that means little. If you’ll let me, I will show you who I am.”
Gordon’s eyes widened in surprise, both at the gesture and the words, Adler thought. And he was thinking about it, didn’t just say yes or no. When he put a hand on Adler’s shoulder, Adler tensed before he relaxed.
“I don’t hate you. And you may show me who you are, detective.”
Adler’s heart nearly shattered his ribcage with its beating. He lifted his head, knowing full well his grin was probably so wide it was bordering on ridiculous.
“Thank you. Thank you so much.” He stood and put one of the pastries Kim had gotten for him on a plate. He devoured the thing in about three bites. Food always tasted better after a full moon, and after what Gordon had said, it tasted divine.
“You can eat,” Gordon said, not looking at all like he wanted to ridicule it.
Gordon stood and walked over to the living room, so Adler followed, though he took the time to grab another pastry. The vampire slumped down in an armchair, and so did Adler. I just love that everything here smells of you, Adler thought, unable to take his eyes off the sleepy vampire.
After a while, after they had both enjoyed half of their coffee in companionable silence, Adler said, “I’m sorry about your sister.”
Gordon looked at him. “I told you I don’t talk about it.”
Adler nodded. “That’s fine. I just wanted you to hear it. And if you ever want to talk, or just want someone to listen, Willa tells me I’m a much better listener now than I was five years ago.”
“Well, that sounds like high praise.”
“It’s also true. So can I take you out tonight?”
“Hmm?”
“On a real date. One that doesn’t involve a vampire setting us up or murder or other wolves.”
Gordon leaned back in his armchair. “Seven sound good?”
Adler grinned. “Perfect.”

      [image: image-placeholder]When he left Gordon’s apartment, Adler’s mood had been hugely improved despite the minor sexual frustration. He’d kissed Gordon goodbye, and Gordon had let him, and it had been a good kiss, the kind where leaving became very hard, where one just wanted to sink into the other person and forget time and obligations.
But Adler hadn’t wanted to ruin it, had pulled back. He’d gone straight to the station. Bachmann had left a file on Adler’s desk, the boyfriend’s contact information and a few other people of interest she’d come across.
The boyfriend was from out of town, just like Adler had suspected. Bachmann had even been able to alibi him—he was away on a week-long conference at the other end of the country, and Bachmann had called the conference hotel and confirmed he’d checked in and not left. That is good work, Adler thought. She deserves to get that promotion early.
Adler checked his email, or at least tried to. Concentrating was hard because he couldn’t get Gordon’s scent, the memory of Gordon sleeping next to him, out of his head, and he found himself imagining things he would do with Gordon, things that would keep them up all night.
It wasn’t even ten when Adler decided he needed a break, just a short one, to clear his head from the haze that settled over it every time he closed his eyes and thought of Gordon without fail.
Adler wasn’t the kind of detective to take long breaks or even leave the building, but he did today. The problem was his wolf side, restless like a caged animal because the wolf didn’t want to be at work, the wolf wanted to be where Gordon was.
Adler walked a few blocks, his long strides getting him to a small park with a few benches and a lot of cawing crows in minutes. He forced himself to sit on one of the benches where he bent forward and rubbed his eyes as if that would help to make the image of Gordon vanish.
I want my scent all over him, and I want to touch him and hold him. The wolf wanted to lick Gordon, Adler could tell. He let me sleep in his bed. He took me home.
Wind rustled the leaves of the trees all around him, and Adler’s nose twitched, taking in the scents of everything around him, grass and concrete, humans and pets, even the crows in the branches around him, inching closer as they realized what he was.
Crows and ravens had always had an affinity for werewolves, though why no one knew. City crows befriending werewolves and leaving them shiny gifts on their doorstep or windowsill was a more or less common occurrence.
One of them, braver than the other, fluttered down and landed on the back of the bench Adler had picked for his moping. It cawed at him.
“Don’t follow me around. That’s not what I came here for,” he told the bird who fixed him in its beady gaze. It cawed again.
Adler sighed. His imagination was haunting him. He wondered what it would be like to make love to Gordon, to be allowed all the things he wanted—no, to be asked to do all the things that brought Gordon pleasure. Adler’s fantasies revolved around Gordon’s tight body, the powdery rose scent more intense with arousal before Gordon began moaning to Adler’s every touch. Would the vampire whimper? Would he beg? Adler had no idea, but he longed to find out.
The crow cawed again.
“Fine, I’m leaving,” Adler said and stood.
The crow hopped after him across the gravel path before flying off again. Don’t they say crows can see the dead? It probably wants me to solve this case and not my love life.
It was still difficult to not think about Gordon, but the short walk had helped to take the edge off at least. When Adler got back to his desk, he realized he’d been so out of it, so preoccupied that he’d forgotten his phone.
There was a missed call on his phone. Maxim. Adler called him back.
“So I hear you made up with sweet Gordon,” Maxim said as soon as he picked up.
Adler almost growled, but Maxim was too much alpha to be shown that disrespect. “You know, sometimes even I am surprised how fast news travels.”
Maxim clicked his tongue. “Well, you definitely should know better. I have a missing fae coed.”
Oh, fuck. “How can I help?”
“There’s nothing you can do right now. I did in fact enlist Willa for tracking. I’m calling you because the fae, Gloria, Glory to her friends, was small, blond, much like the two fae girls that were murdered by the Ripper in London. Her roommate says she was a good student, not one to hang out late anywhere else but the library. The timing of this—”
Adler nodded. “Fuck.”
“Yes, reasonably accurate in this instance.”
“You could be wrong though. Maybe…maybe this is something else.”
Maxim was quiet for two beats then said, “I want to believe that too, Adler. I really do.”
The but hung right there, unspoken.
Adler rubbed his eyes with his free hand. “I’ll call the forensics unit about the letter, see if there is anything new and tell them to rush if there isn’t.”
“Yes, that would be excellent. I will let you know if we find her.”
They hung up, and Adler found his post-moon mood seriously dampened.
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Chapter 14


Gordon, after waking up much too early and being denied the naked and very, very handsome man waking him, had felt a little confused. The confusion had set in probably after Adler had left for work, but at that point it had still been early, and because Gordon suffered from chronically slow morning brain, he’d only realized once he’d gotten to the morgue, walked into his office, and sat down at his desk to deal with paperwork and the odd email. 
The moment the relationship confusion had hit, Gordon had stopped typing, had looked up, and said, “Fuck.”
It is possible I overreacted about Adler. It’s also possible he’s interested in more than just sex, and I might be interested in more than just sex. The issue with more than just sex was that it bore the potential for a great amount of messiness, and Gordon was beginning to realize that he had, over the past several years, steered clear of all kinds of messiness.
The case that had come in at around the same time Gordon had did exactly nothing to improve his mood, to the contrary.
In the morgue proper, with the bright lights above the table baring everything, Gordon’s mind and memories had no place to escape.
Paula was, what, four years older?
Gordon knew this corpse didn’t need him distracted or confusing this case with another, and he also knew that he had to think of her as “the corpse,” because if he didn’t, he would think of her as a person, and look at her as a person, and he would run the danger of missing what he was trained to see.
So he took a step back, turned away from the memories, and looked at the corpse like someone who wanted to see facts and connections, not someone who wanted to see a person, mourn them, feel sorry for them.
I have seen that before, Gordon thought when he took a closer look at the corpse’s neck and the strangulation marks.
“Corinne! Get me that file Dr. Jackson sent over, the Ripper copycat murder.”
Corinne looked up from a small desk where she was typing up one report or another. “Sheesh, you don’t have to yell.”
While Corinne got the file for Gordon, he took some measurements, double-checked.
“Here you go,” Corinne said. “I printed the whole thing.”
Gordon pulled off his gloves and opened the file while Corinne looked over his shoulder. “I’ll be damned,” he said when he compared his measurements to Dr. Jackson’s notes.
“These are connected? They look nothing alike,” Corinne said, reached around him to flip the page to a photograph.
“I’m not done with this one yet, but I would bet dollars to doughnuts the COD is the same in both cases. They were strangled, and by the same person. Look, the hand size matches. In fact, double-check my work.”
He watched as Corinne pulled on some rubber gloves and measured the imprints the murderer had left on the fae’s neck. She was thorough about it, and Gordon nodded in approval.
“You’re right, Dr. Morris. It matches Dr. Jackson’s notes.”
Gordon let out a breath. “Okay.”
Corinne cocked her head. “Is that good?”
Gordon shrugged. “That depends. I’ll have to call Maxim and let him know. She was found…?”
Corinne pulled off her gloves and grabbed the intake printout from the worktable. “Behind a bar, passed out. They called an ambulance, but they couldn’t do anything for her, pronounced her dead at the hospital and sent her to us because she’s fae.”
Gordon snorted. “And noticed nothing? Fucking hell.”
Corinne looked up from the file. “But isn’t it really difficult to get a pulse on a fae? And determining time of death too, right? Because livor mortis doesn’t present like it does in humans.”
“Yes,” Gordon said and pointed at the fae’s neck. “But she was fucking choked. I can’t believe this.” He tossed his gloves in the medical trash. “I’ll go call Maxim and tell him about this. Keep her company.”
Corinne looked at the fae. “I know how you are with the corpses, Dr. Morris, but—”
“Just stay with her,” Gordon said.
He stormed out of the morgue. He didn’t usually talk down to his interns like that, especially not Corinne. I shouldn’t be thinking of Paula this much. I shouldn’t be angry while I’m at work.
The familiarity of his office was immediately soothing, but even as he rounded the desk and sat, grabbing his phone from the charging station, he found himself wanting to call Adler first. Adler, who had slept next to him, all warm and safe, and—
Gordon nearly toppled the Kawaii Demon Hunter charging station before he could focus and call Maxim.
“Oh, hello, Gordon. What can I do for you? How was your night?” the hunter asked lightly.
Gordon closed his eyes and eased his breathing. “I’m calling because of today’s first corpse.”
“I know for a fact that’s not Adler, and I’m already feeling sorry that you’re calling me about the dead, Gordon.”
“Maxim, this is a fae girl, and she was murdered. Strangulation. Going by the handprint on her neck, by this Ripper copycat.”
Maxim fell silent. It was uncharacteristic. It was creepy. Then, “You don’t say. What’s her name?”
“Linda Finch.” Gordon recited the name from memory. He didn’t always address his guests by their name when they were on his table, but he always knew. It was just common courtesy in his line of work, or so he thought.
“Ill-begotten fortunes,” Maxim said.
“What now?”
“We are looking for a fae. Her name is Gloria.”
“What do you mean, you are looking…wait, you are looking for another fae?”
“Yes. A coed from NAU.”
“Oh, no,” Gordon said.
“Indeed. Gordon, please finish your work on Linda. I will join you when I can. I need to find Gloria first.”
Gordon rubbed the back of his neck. “Good luck, Maxim. I’ll do what I can here.”
He hung up. Yeah, I’ll do what I can, but it isn’t all that much, is it?
More than before, Gordon felt tempted to call Adler. He wasn’t sure he should, wasn’t sure he shouldn’t. In the end, he decided to call Adler after the autopsy, hoping he’d have more to tell him then.
He put the phone back on its charging station. Then he steeled himself and went to work.
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Chapter 15


Adler had put Bachmann in charge of having the local authorities inform their victim’s boyfriend while he had headed to forensics, hoping that Maxim—Willa rather, given she was the best tracker he knew—would find the missing fae. 
Forensics smelled of chemicals, and Adler didn’t really know any of the technicians too well. One of them who sat at the desk just outside the actual lab area was on the phone with another department, and Adler paced in front of a cork board while he waited.
Two minutes later, all the technician could tell him was that they had found nothing unusual about the paper or the ink, but the handwriting looked like their graffito.
Back at his desk, Adler managed to confirm that the courier had been paid in cash. The delivery service had a rough timeframe, which would allow Adler to pull CCTV from the surrounding area. He put in the request.
Once that was done, there was nothing immediate he could do for the case. He looked around at the other desks and the people busy with their own workloads. No one was minding him. No one would so much as raise a brow at him calling Gordon. Plus, we are working together. It’s not like this is just private.
Before he could reconsider, Adler pulled out his phone and called Gordon.
It rang for a while, long enough that Adler was about to hang up again. The second before he did, Gordon picked up.
“You have some timing. Or did Maxim call you?”
Adler bristled. “Maxim? Yeah. About the missing fae.”
“Right. He told you about my corpse?”
Adler straightened. “You mean the fae he’s looking for is dead? And you already took custody of the body? I didn’t know you worked that fast. Where’s the scene?”
There was a pause. Adler cocked his head.
“He didn’t call you then. I have a corpse here—a fae, young girl. They found her passed out, called an ambulance, pronounced her dead at the hospital, and sent her our way. I seem to be the first person who noticed choke marks around her neck, and they match what we have from the first victim.”
“Wait. Are you saying we have two possible fae murders to add to the first?”
Gordon sighed. “Looks like it. I didn’t know whether I should call you or not. I wanted to, but it’s Maxim’s thing, you know, he’s the hunter. But…I’m happy to hear your voice.”
The angry detective part of Adler’s brain was cut off while his wolf part took over. He misses me. I should go to him, comfort him. He needs me. The urge was a primal one, Adler knew that, but the urgency of it was still difficult to ignore. It made his pulse quicken, and likely as not, he was salivating at the thought of Gordon.
He tapped his fingers against his desk as he tried to calm his wolf side down.
“Listen, if you want me to come to the Forum, I’ll leave now.”
Gordon huffed. “I’m a grown man, detective. I’m not scared of the Ripper.”
“I don’t mean that. I mean… If you say the word, I’ll come to you.”
“Okay,” Gordon said, then, “Is that a wolf thing?”
“Yeah. Is that bad?”
Adler heard the smile in Gordon’s voice. “Nah. It’s something though. But I can handle this. It’s my job. I take care of them, and I do it very well. Call Maxim, see if there is anything you can do there, maybe secure the scene of this crime.”
Adler nodded. “I’ll do that. Call if anything new comes up, okay? You can always call me.”
“Right,” Gordon said. “Well, I need to go now.”
“Okay. Talk soon.”
After they’d hung up, Adler dialed Maxim.
“Timing, Adler, is a wonderful skill, though it is fickle,” the hunter said.
“I can’t tell if you’re telling me I’m annoying you or what. I just got off the phone with Gordon.”
“Ah.” Maxim sounded sad. Adler was getting a bad feeling from the vampire’s tone of voice.
“Maxim, did you find the missing fae?”
“Willa did. I was about to call you. Glory was left in a dumpster. She liked rainbow nail polish, had a collection of her favorite colors on her desk. There were photos as well, those old-fashioned ones that the camera will print for you, and then you have to shake them. She used cute cat pins and put them up over her bed.”
Nothing of what the hunter said came in rhyme, and yet it hit hard.
Adler sighed and got up, heading to the elevators. “Where am I going?”
“I’ll text you the exact location, or Heath will. Head toward the NAU campus. Has Gordon started on the messy part with his corpse yet?”
The elevator arrived, and Adler joined a uniformed officer, greeting her with a nod. “I don’t think so. Don’t think he would have answered the phone if he had.”
“Call again. Bring him. I’d like him to examine Glory before we move her.”
Adler sighed, drawing a look from the officer. “Understood.”
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Chapter 16


Gordon had almost made it back to the girl—the corpse waiting on his slab when he heard his phone ringing again. 
“Cursed vampire hearing,” he muttered.
One hand on the door, he considered just ignoring the call. He didn’t though, jogged back to catch it.
The caller ID made him frown. Adler again?
“Hi?”
“Hi. Have you started yet? On your fae?”
“I keep trying, but people interrupt me.”
“Good. I mean, sorry. I’m on my way to you. Maxim wants you there too. He and Willa found the other missing girl. She’s dead.”
It wasn’t a surprise, not really, but Gordon had still hoped, had still imagined a misunderstanding, a broken phone, a dozen scenarios that would have ended with this second fae coming home alive.
“I’ll get my things,” he said. “Anything I should be prepared for?”
There was a rustling on the other end, car noises. “She was in a dumpster.”
Gordon couldn’t help it. He thought of Paula, photos their parents had of them both, in albums Gordon kept like treasures. She was a baby, and Dad cradled her in his arms. This girl was someone’s baby, had arms that held her. She is loved. She’s not trash.
Gordon took a few calming breaths. “All right. Hurry. Let’s get her out of there.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The wolf was restless. Adler’s skin itched with the unease of his other side as Gordon walked next to him, eyes cast to the ground, the lines of his face spelling sadness and darker thoughts lurking behind them.
They were in a residential area that had once been fancy, but chipped plaster and weeds creeping up through fractured concrete said it wasn’t anymore.
“It’s just around here,” Adler said, pointing at a corner up ahead.
“Right. Abandoned.”
“And somewhat difficult to get to,” echoed from around the corner, followed shortly by Maxim wearing his hunter blacks, blond hair tightly braided. He pointed at the narrow alley they were walking along and at the one it was crossing. “Most cars wouldn’t be able to fit.”
Adler nodded. “Can we see first?”
He placed his palm on Gordon’s back, an automatic reaction, and when Willa came into view as well, he stepped closer to the vampire, just as automatic. He could see Willa assess the reaction, typical for an alpha, and Adler also knew she’d be able to deduce that insecurity still lingered there between them. At least on Adler’s side, and he hated it.
Willa cleared her throat. “There is one thing. A positive. I got a scent.”
Gordon perked up. “You can follow them?”
She sighed, shook her head.
“That would have been too perfect,” Maxim said. His lips tilted in a humorless smile. “I’d like her to inspect the letter, see if she can match one scent to the other so we can be sure indeed we are dealing with the same person.”
Adler nodded. “I’ll arrange that.”
“Wonderful,” Maxim said. “Let me introduce you to Glory first. While you take Willa to sniff the letter, I’ll oversee Gordon work.”
“Did you call a forensic team?” Gordon asked.
Maxim turned and indicated he wanted them to follow, which they did. “Yes, of course. But you go first. I’d like to know the timeline and everything else you can tell me.”
Adler’s fingers curled against Gordon’s back. “You think he’s escalating?”
The hunter shrugged. “Maybe. Or maybe our doer was disturbed and uncertain they ended our earlier fae victim’s life, the one you said made it to the hospital, Gordon.”
Gordon’s nostrils flared. “Like a quota?”
“Only the killer can tell us that, and I for one would like to speak with them as soon as possible.”
So did Adler. As it was, he was left to watching as Gordon put on his forensic suit. Willa’s glare had him taking a few steps away from Gordon to give him space, making him long for the next time they could be close again.
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Chapter 17


Gordon was in the dumpster with Glory. The corpse. It wasn’t as easy as it normally was, cutting the moment away from any emotional reaction one should have at seeing a young girl in a dumpster. But Gordon did his best to focus on the evidence, on the scene, on everything his vampire senses told him. 
Gordon allowed himself to listen to Adler’s voice, warm and grounding.
“If we’re lucky, we might have him on CCTV footage. The sender of the Ripper letter that is.”
Maxim hummed.
“If the letter writer did this. Ready to go and let me sniff it?” Willa asked.
Glory was loved. It was the last thought Gordon allowed himself, and with it, he forced everything else away, everything that might be painful. He knew how to pull on the professional guise, had done it a thousand times.
“I’ll take you to my morgue soon. It’s so much nicer there.”
He spoke in a low voice, low even for a vampire. If he was lucky, the other three might not hear, might miss the brittle quality of his voice.
“Hey.”
Gordon turned. Adler was looking at him from outside the dumpster, the werewolf having approached on silent feet.
“We were just getting to know each other.” Gordon looked at her nails. They looked like tiny shards of a pastel rainbow or the scales of a smiling mermaid.
“Right. I’m taking Willa to the station. That okay?”
One part of Gordon wanted to snap at Adler for even suggesting it might not be, for suggesting he needed handholding while doing his job. Another part of him was just…grateful.
“Of course.” Gordon forced himself to look at Glory’s—the corpse’s—neck, which was bruised with the force of choking hands though the marks were very faint on her fae skin. If she’d been human, her neck would have been black and blue. “I do work better without distractions. You’re distracting, detective.”
Adler made a noise somewhere between grumbling and agreeing.
“Look who’s talking, but all right. And don’t forget, you can call me. Anytime.”
Back in the alley, Willa cleared her throat, and Adler let his gaze drop in response.
“I won’t. Talk soon, Adler.”
“Yes.”
It seemed as though Adler wanted to say more, but before he could, he stepped away, leaving Gordon to do his job.

      [image: image-placeholder]Willa was fiddling with the AC control in Adler’s car. “He seems nice,” she said.
Adler swallowed thickly. “He’s very nice.”
“I watched you following him out of Seneca Park in lap dog mode.”
“There is no such thing.”
“Adler. Do you want to argue with me?”
Tension eased out of Adler’s shoulders. “No, Alpha.”
“Good. He’s nice enough to make you go into lap dog mode. I’ve never done so myself, but then I’ve yet to meet anyone who makes me want to. It appears you did manage some talking. Communication is a wonderful thing.”
Adler tapped the steering wheel with his index finger. “There’s—I shouldn’t tell you any details, but he has a past. The possessiveness made him uncomfortable because of that.”
Willa leaned back in the passenger seat. “Ugh. Why must the people we love always come with a past? How annoying. How rude.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“I know. I didn’t mean it sarcastically either.”
If Willa had been anyone but his alpha, Adler might have made a joke about how she was better at restoring houses than at building a family union of her own like so many other alphas obsessed over, but he was very aware that would lead to some significant ass kicking, and he liked his ass, had hopes that Gordon would come to like it too, among all the other attributes Adler was willing to offer.
“So, the scent.”
Willa gave him a hard look. “Changing the topic on me already? For dating, just be sure you don’t do anything that would reflect poorly on the pack and, by extension, me.”
“Yes, Alpha.”
She waved her hand. “I got a good noseful of the scent. If it’s the same person, and if they touched that letter, I’ll be able to tell you.”
Adler nodded, accelerating just a tiny bit.

      [image: image-placeholder]Gordon liked it better when he was working in the morgue, when the dead came to him. Once he had given Maxim a rough estimate—Glory had still been alive when Linda Finch was already dead, in his professional opinion—the hunter drove him to the morgue, following the Forum’s unmarked ambulance that was transporting Glory while the forensic team were still working back at the drop site.
Maxim, reading the room, was uncharacteristically silent, at least until they reached the Forum parking lot. Glory would enter through the elevator that went down from the parking garage where she’d be shielded from any onlookers.
“I must come inside with you,” Maxim said, looking all dramatic as he leaned on his wheel like an aged human.
“You really don’t have to. I know where I’m going.”
Maxim rolled his eyes. “I will need the file on the other victim, Linda, so I can conduct some well-overdue interviews in her interest.”
In other words, Maxim was going to make a few medical professionals regret having missed signs of a murder. In this case, Gordon wasn’t at all opposed.
“Come along then.” He got out of the car, and so did Maxim.
“If I must. You know, if the Forum loved paper less and could manage to do stuff the digital way, what wonders we could achieve. We would all arrive in the twenty-first century finally.” The hunter fell into step next to Gordon, his every move effortlessly graceful, his footfalls silent.
“I don’t make policy, Maxim.”
Maxim sighed. “If I made policy—ah, they should be glad they never got me to make policy, don’t you agree?”
Gordon looked at Maxim, who smiled quite innocently as they entered through the building’s front entrance.
“I’m sure you’d be fabulous, acting in a position of such import.”
“Aww! Look at you, being all open to compromise and accepting my desires even if they might not fit yours—or anyone’s in this case. Isn’t he a catch?” Maxim asked the werewolf doorperson, pointing at Gordon.
“Uhm, yes?” she said, eyes having gone wide.
“On the one hand, it’s really sweet that you’re shoving me at the werewolf—”
Maxim gestured at the doorwolf. “Not you, dear. He’s being shoved at another werewolf.”
She nodded. “Okay.”
“—on the other, murder.”
Maxim nodded. “Indeed. And I will be asking why such a vile deed was missed in Linda’s case. With more than some verbal shoving if need be.” He looked at Gordon. “You should dye your hair, Gordon. Something vibrant and alive. Teal, perhaps.”
Gordon opened his mouth to protest, then considered. It would feel right to change it. But work is first. Our two new guests come first.

      [image: image-placeholder]After the autopsies, Gordon had badly wanted to see his hairstylist. Instead of allowing himself that comfort, he had ordered a Kawaii Demon Hunter trading card set, which had soothed him and helped him to get out of the work mode. He’d emailed his findings to Maxim right away, who had replied with a haiku and a meeting time at the NAPD:
The digital file
is easy to use, yet far
from Forum’s reach
☺
Gordon read the haiku twice, considered he wasn’t done for the day and would be going to the police station where Adler was, and called his stylist after all to see if she could fit him into her schedule on short notice.
“What’re we doing?” she asked as Gordon pulled on his jacket.
“I was thinking…you know what? Teal, with highlights of lavender.”
“Oooh!”
“Is that a yes?”
“I’ll do it for free if I can post a transformation video of it.”
Gordon was about to say no, but his stylist was fae, and he just couldn’t.
“Sure, fine. Why not?”
“Then hurry over, forensic fang. My afternoon just freed up.”
She hung up before Gordon could complain about the moniker she threw at him every once in a blue moon, always in such a way that he couldn’t do anything about it.
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Chapter 18


Willa had barely needed five seconds to give them a positive match on their letter writer, tying him to the fae murders or at least one of the fae murders. Maxim had decided to interview and hunt down leads while it had fallen to Adler to get them the footage they needed. He’d gotten started on some of it, but there was still lots more to go through, and Maxim had set a five pm meeting. 
When Adler smelled roses sometime in the afternoon, he glanced at the clock on his computer screen. 4:51. The scent got stronger, and Adler forced himself not to look, not to stare with a predator’s intensity, although his wolf side certainly wanted that. He managed to count to six before he turned his head at last.
Gordon was stunning. He dyed his hair, Adler thought, admiring the way the bluish purple shimmered, even in the station’s less than ideal lighting. The vampire smiled as he approached Adler’s desk.
“Hi, detective.”
“Well, you are a sight for sore eyes,” Adler said. “Your hair changed color.”
Gordon shrugged. “It does that.”
“It’s very pretty, Gordon.”
“Thanks.” Gordon’s dimples were showing.
“It really suits you,” Adler said, voice low.
He stood, stepping as close to Gordon as he dared, which was close enough for the vampire’s scent to cloud out much rational thought from Adler’s brain. Roses. Shampoo and chemicals, but also roses. I want the chemical scent gone, want him to smell like me instead.
Gordon cleared his throat. “Detective, I believe you are sniffing me.”
“So?”
The vampire shrugged. “I wasn’t sure you were aware.”
“Oh, by the heavenly sinners and all of hell’s secret circles, the two of you should find a room posthaste, because Willa was clearly exaggerating when she mentioned you spent the night,” Maxim said.
The hunter had walked up to Adler’s desk silently, and that nice and tight outfit he wore made Adler think about how Gordon would look in the same. It was a pleasant image, pleasant and stimulating.
Adler tried to push all of that out of his mind, because this was not the time. But I will make the time, very soon. If Gordon lets me.
“I brought the file in hardcopy,” Gordon said, and handed it to Adler. “To summarize, those were two healthy young fae, and they were choked to death, the handprint I found matching the one found on the very first victim.”
Adler nodded. “A series.”
“Yes. May I see? Just to be sure I didn’t miss anything the first time.” Maxim held out his hand for the file, skimmed through the entire thing with that disconcerting vampire speed that he so rarely used where humans were around to see it. That he did now gave Adler pause. “I have a suspicion, and I would like to confirm it. Let’s watch some footage.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Three hours later, they were still busy with the footage in one of the station’s media rooms, using NAPD computers. (“Ancient. And slow,” Maxim had complained.) Maxim was the only one who had found a possible suspect. As it turned out, vampire speed helped with surveillance footage, even if the PC was laggy.
“You two are really not much help at all,” the hunter said to Gordon and Adler at around eight.
“Gee, thanks,” said Gordon.
Maxim clicked his tongue. “Don’t be mad, now, Gordon. I know you lack enthusiasm when a case lacks corpses. I would appreciate it if you two left, because frankly, the way Adler keeps trying to hide the way he is staring at you, Gordon, is distracting.”
“We still have hours’ worth of footage to go through, Maxim,” Adler said.
Maxim nodded. “Yes, yes. And I happen to have an assistant-slash-son who just informed me he has located a stable internet connection, so I’m having Heath relieve you.” He winked at them. “And do please provide everyone juicier gossip the next time you choose to have a sleepover. That would be most wonderful.”
“Gossip. Just perfect.” Gordon rubbed his eyes. “I’m not really sure that Christmas card is cutting it anymore, Maxim.”
Maxim pulled out his debutante sigh once more. “Darling, I got you a werewolf. Now hush and get thee bedded ere our murderer is caught.”
“Oddly specific,” Gordon mumbled, but Adler was ready to not care, so he took Gordon’s hand and led the vampire out of the media room.
Outside the door, he turned to Gordon.
“You look tired, and I know that’s my fault for waking you early today. But how would you feel about going on that date now? I know a place.”
And Gordon, newly blue and purple-haired, smiled like starbursts. “Lead the way, detective.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“Tell me you like it here,” Adler said, leaning forward on the colorful table that stood between them.
“I do,” Gordon said, his voice bubbling with happiness. “How did you find this place? I had no idea it existed.”
The bar was comic book themed, Golden Age and Silver Age and current with local artists alongside international ones. The walls were lined with manga and manhwa and reprints of the classics because the originals were kept behind glass. They served a selection of a few beers and three cocktails, but people came here to read and not to drink, and if reading got too boring, there were tabletop games.
“Well, sweetheart, I’m a cop.” Adler blushed at the repeated use of the endearment, and at the way it drew Gordon’s eyes to him.
Gordon twisted his newly dyed hair around his right index finger. “You called me that this morning.”
Adler was bouncing his heel under the table, forced himself to sit still. “I can stop if you don’t like it.”
“I didn’t say I don’t like it.” Gordon looked at the table, a hand-painted creation showing someone caped and cowled with no obvious gender markers Adler could see. Adler liked it, not just because the character’s green hair harmonized well with Gordon’s new color.
“Cool,” Adler said. “So are you going to read something or what?”
Gordon glanced at the comics, and Adler had to fight the smug grin that wanted out. “I’m sure we didn’t come here so you can watch me read the latest demon hunter manhwa.”
Adler growled, a low, wolfish baritone. “I think watching you read is my new favorite hobby, sweetheart.”
“Now you’re just trying to impress me.”
“Well, is it working?”
“Ask me once I’m finished with this.” Gordon got up and reached for a volume he’d been eyeing ever since they sat down at their table.
He opened it, and Adler leaned back in his seat to observe.
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Chapter 19


Gordon had tried concentrating on the manhwa, but Adler was reasonably good at staring, and Maxim had been right. Adler had been making eyes at Gordon ever since Gordon had arrived at the station.  And if he thought he was being subtle about it, he was wrong.
But Gordon made a point of at least skimming through the story, even if he had a hard time focusing. He kept looking up from the page, and every time he did, Adler’s eyes seemed to have grown hungrier.
Yet the werewolf didn’t say a word, didn’t even so much as move a muscle except to sip his virgin cocktail. He really is just watching. Or it’s a game of stares, and I’m losing. Or we are both winning.
Gordon got to the last page, closed the book, put it on the table in front of him and folded his hands over it. “I think,” he said, “that I would like to go home now.”
Adler’s smile widened. “Then I’ll take you home, sweetheart.”

      [image: image-placeholder]As soon as the door to Gordon’s apartment fell shut behind them, Gordon felt Adler’s hands on him, wrapping around him, drawing him closer until the wolf was close enough to kiss Gordon’s neck.
Gordon moaned and rubbed against Adler.
“You like that, sweetheart?” Adler asked.
“Yes.”
“You want it?” Adler’s breath ghosted over Gordon’s neck.
“I do. You?”
Deep laughter rumbled through Adler’s chest. “I want all of it. All of you. Or all that you’re willing to share with me.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Gordon had felt Adler’s desire as they’d made their way back to his place, and once he’d opened the front door of his apartment building, Adler had made a point of being close enough for Gordon to feel the wolf’s hot breath on his skin.
When Gordon closed the apartment door behind them, it was like a starting signal to the other. Adler gently nipped the skin of Gordon’s neck rather than just kissing it, the werewolf’s hand a gentle vise that held Gordon, one hand covering his abdomen in a gesture that was somewhere between protective and possessive. Adler was solid and hot, and Gordon leaned back, wanting to fall into that heat.
“How about that, sweetheart?” Adler asked, his voice a dark rumble.
“Yes.” Gordon reached behind himself to run a hand up Adler’s thigh until he found his crotch. “How about you? Do you like this?”
Adler growled. It was a heady noise, with him being so close, with him holding Gordon like that. The vibration of it was something Gordon felt in every cell. And it’s sexy to no end.
“I liked the way you looked in bed this morning,” Adler said. “I think that’s where I should put you.” He ran his hands up Gordon’s chest, then back down again to his pants, began stroking his cock through the fabric.
“Then do,” Gordon said.
There was no hesitation whatsoever. Adler spun Gordon so they were facing each other, so that kissing was easier, which they did while Adler walked Gordon backwards down his hallway and into his bedroom. They never stopped to turn on the lights, both vampire and werewolf vision capable of dealing with the darkness.
“You know,” Adler said when Gordon could feel the bed against his calves, “I’ve been thinking about doing this with you all day, but the reality of it is so much better. And I should apologize in advance, because I don’t think I can let you sleep in. I don’t think I can let you sleep.”
Gordon groaned. “You realize that’s a huge turn-off, right? I need my dead people sleep, my coffin time. Keeps me young and handsome.”
Adler kissed Gordon before beginning to undress him. “You realize you’re not like your corpses but a vampire, sweetheart? You shouldn’t be needing all that much sleep. You certainly don’t need it to be more beautiful than you are, with that new hair. Fuck, I love your hair, sweetheart.”
Gordon pulled Adler’s shirt free from the werewolf’s pants, and because he’d decided to be opportunistic, he undid the wolf’s pants. “Cliché. We don’t all get by on three hours or less like Maxim does.”
“Rough,” Adler said before he worked the buttons of Gordon’s shirt with surprising dexterity. “Because I don’t plan on letting you get all that much rest for the foreseeable future, Gordon. Heavens, you are magnificent.” Adler pushed the shirt off Gordon’s shoulders before running his fingers along the newly exposed skin, then down his chest, stopping at the nipples to give them additional attention, his thumbs rubbing them to hardness.
“Wait. Wait,” Gordon said.
Adler stopped abruptly, eyes locked on Gordon’s. “Yes? What do you need?”
“This isn’t working. Take your clothes off first. Too much fumbling.”
A slow smile crept over Adler’s face. “As you wish.” He stood, took a few steps away from the bed. “Watch me.”
Adler was deliciously watchable as Gordon discovered when he slid to the edge of the bed, enthralled. He tossed his shirt as he watched Adler kick off his shoes and pull his belt out of its loops with a satisfying whoosh before he dropped it.
Gordon stood to casually get out of his own jeans, but Adler made a show of it, letting his pants collect at his ankles before touching the erection in his boxers, stroking rhythmically.
“I’ll put this inside you.”
Adler’s voice was a hungry thing. He meant business. Gordon didn’t doubt that for a moment. His hole twitched even before he slid out of his own briefs, not an elegant or calculated movement but one that Adler watched as if it were a juicy bunny he wanted to snack on.
Gordon let out a nervous chuckle. “You’re going to eat me, detective?”
The hand with which he stroked himself stopped briefly. “You want me to eat you out before?”
“Wh—no. I mean, not that I’m opposed. It’s been some time since—fuck. I’m present in the moment and nowhere else. You just looked at me as if I were something you wanted to hunt and catch. Like a squirrel or something.”
Adler cocked his head, but he was back to working himself with his hand. Gordon sat back down on the bed slowly. He still couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched by a predator.
“Doctor, do you think that is what we do in Seneca Park? Hunt squirrels? You think I hunt squirrels?”
Gordon cleared his throat. “Can you honestly tell me you never have? Hunted a squirrel that is?”
“Milkmaids, Gordon. We hunt milkmaids who make pretty eyes at us or leave their glass slipper because they expect us to fetch it for them.”
Heat collected in Gordon’s chest and traveled south, and he was powerless to stop it, not that he would have wanted to. He sat on his sheets, unmoving, mesmerized by Adler, who circled himself with a hand. With the other he began working the buttons of his own shirt, just about as dexterous as he’d been with Gordon’s, but when Adler let the material glide off his strong shoulders, the sight was very different from what Gordon expected he would look like.
Under his clothes, Adler was a powerful man. Werewolves often had an easier time building muscle, Gordon knew that, but physiology didn’t automatically make every werewolf look like that.
I am so lucky. How did I get so lucky? He is hot. Blistering.
“Watch me,” Adler said and finally, finally, rid himself of that last little bit of clothing. “Remember what I said?”
Gordon swallowed against a sudden tightness in his throat. “That you’ll put this inside me.”
“That’s right. There’s nothing I want more right now. But if you tell me it’s not going to happen, then that’s it, do you understand? I like talking as if that’s not the case sometimes, but it’s just talk. You say stop or red, and that’s it. That good for you?”
Need and desire both made a heady cocktail of Gordon’s blood. He had expected Adler to be fun, but he hadn’t expected him to be this fun.
“I like that. Would you ever, you know.” Gordon swallowed. He’d never asked this of anyone and wasn’t sure why he was on the cusp of doing so now with Adler. He closed his eyes. “Can you pretend you won’t stop, no matter what?”
Adler stilled. Then he walked back to the bed, sat, close but not too close. He didn’t touch Gordon.
“Yeah, I can do that for you. But not to start off. Not without talking before and knowing you better. Is that something you did with”—emotions rushed over Adler’s face before he controlled himself—“with other people?”
Gordon shook his head. “No. I don’t even know what came over me. We don’t have to at all.”
Adler reached to cover Gordon’s hand with his. “I will. If it’s a fantasy of yours, I’ll do it perfectly. Spice it up, even. Just not tonight.”
Gordon relaxed. He hadn’t even realized he’d tensed up. “That sounds like something to look forward to.”
He tugged on Adler’s shoulder, and that was all it took. Adler was on him in a flash, and Gordon was covered in warm werewolf all of a sudden. Adler nuzzled Gordon’s neck before placing a gentle bite there, and Gordon, not wanting to be an idle pillow queen, reached for Adler’s cock and started stroking. He’s so wet already, and so big.
“I can’t remember the last time anyone called me beautiful by the way,” Gordon said, tilting his head up to open himself to another attack of Adler’s mouth, which came, lips grazing lips, teeth nipping and pulling, and tongue thrusting.
Adler’s hand came up to Gordon’s neck to hold him there, then Adler worked Gordon’s mouth even harder, right up to the point where Gordon was beginning to think he might pass out from lack of oxygen.
Adler stopped then. “You are. Beautiful. So much so that I want to look at you all the time.”
“Oh.”
Gordon reached between himself and Adler, took both of them in one hand, their eager wetness mingling, and their bodies grinding. Adler had resumed what passed for kissing, though kissing seemed much too tame for his ministrations.
Where does anyone even learn to do that with just their tongue and mouth? Gordon wondered, but not for long, because the feeling of Adler’s body on top of him was like the heaviness of a nearing thunderstorm, smothering sound and thought like the noise of thunderclap, and Gordon felt his body fall into the pattern of need and want, felt the hand with which he was jacking them slicken with sweat and precum, felt himself approach release.
Adler pushed down on him, dove his tongue deeper, and that was just as much as Gordon could handle. He came, heat flooding him before his muscles bucked, and Adler pulled back enough to let him scream, which Gordon did. He’d never screamed like that before, not from a simple orgasm.
“Huh,” Adler said. “That was not what I had planned. Sweetheart, I think you have been neglected for too long.”
“Hmm?”
“I’ll fix it.”
Adler’s weight drifted down on him, restricting his breathing slightly. Gordon’s cum made their skin sticky, but Adler didn’t seem to care, and Gordon was beyond caring, had to concentrate on feeling Adler’s gentle kisses running down Gordon’s jaw and throat.
“So beautiful,” Adler said, kissing his way down Gordon’s body, licking up cum as he went.
“Mmm-hmm,” Gordon managed.
“Lube?”
“Right now?”
Adler looked up, a mischievous twinkle in his eyes. “Right fucking now.”
“Drawer.” Gordon managed to lift an arm and point to his nightstand.
“Don’t you move, sweetheart.”
“Couldn’t if I wanted to.”
Adler chuckled, a dark, sonorous noise. “That gives me all kinds of ideas.”
“Hmm, don’t tell me you like to cuff people in bed as well, detective.”
Adler pulled open the drawer in Gordon’s nightstand and fished around for the lube, which was strawberry flavored.
“Depends on the person. But you, I wouldn’t cuff. Look at that porcelain skin of yours; it’s perfect for holding rope marks. Sweetheart, I’d drape you in knots and loops. If you want that. Now tell me, Gordon,” Adler said, holding out the lube, “why does a vampire care about flavored lube?”
Did he say…rope marks? “Nostalgia? Plus, it’s strawberry. It’s lawfully good.”
“Hmm. Typical geek speak, but that’s fair. Now, turn on your belly so I can fuck you until you faint from cumming.”
He needs a license for that bedroom mouth of his, Gordon thought, then wondered about Adler’s mouth and what the wolf could do with it, other than comment on Gordon’s choice of lube.
Only one way to find out, Gordon thought and turned on his belly.
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Chapter 20


Adler was good on his own. He was also good at serial monogamy, short stints here and there where his work allowed. He had not ever thought that he would find a person he’d want to spend more time with, a real mate. 
Truthfully, he couldn’t even say that he’d thought of Gordon in that way so far. All he’d thought about when it came to Gordon was that the vampire looked delicious, that he smelled so good Adler wanted to rub against him constantly, that kissing him, oh, kissing him was better than some of the sex Adler had had with other people.
It was thinking about other people while he was in Gordon’s bed with Gordon spread out in the most delicious of ways that pushed Adler to the realization that he possibly had come to the point where he considered Gordon his mate.
That certainly explains the ridiculous bouts of jealousy, Adler thought. Older werewolf traditions liked to emphasize the claiming of a mate, the blood drawing, some of it even public. Adler had no taste for that at all. And I’d never subject him to that kind of backwards shit. He deserves better, and I’ll make sure he gets better. The best.
All Adler wanted—all his wolf wanted—was Gordon, and watching the pretty vampire turn around under him, his skin still slick, that was the kind of thing Adler was afraid he would daydream about for weeks and weeks to come.
Gordon was slimmer than Adler, had the kind of lean runner’s physique vampires sometimes developed. Adler opened the bottle of strawberry lube and slicked his hands, then slid down to sit on Gordon’s thighs.
I was right, he looks much better with his pants off, Adler thought as he began to stroke Gordon’s hole.
The vampire shuddered, moaned, looked back at Adler over his shoulder. A strand of newly teal-colored hair brushed against his cheek. Adler started growling, he just couldn’t help it.
“Well, detective, what are you—mmhhnn.”
Adler was satisfied to find his fingers inside Gordon were enough to shut the vampire up, make him bury his face in the pillows and clench the sheets in his fists.
Heavens, tying him up would be lovely. He dipped another finger into Gordon, stretched that sweet tightness, and bent forward so he could feel the vampire arch up his spine.
“Watching you read earlier at that bar, it was nice,” Adler whispered in Gordon’s ear. “But watching you enjoy yourself like this, stretching yourself on my fingers, that’s better. I think I will make a habit out of it, sweetheart.”
Gordon grinned. “Make a habit of keeping me from a good night’s sleep?”
“You’ll sleep like the dead when I’m done with you.”
“The dead don’t sleep,” Gordon mumbled.
Adler curled his middle finger. “Maybe, but you’ll be tired out all right, sweetheart. Do you want me to put on a condom, or is messy okay?”
Gordon didn’t answer, mostly because Adler had hit just the right spot there, and reasoning skills went offline. He was tempted to repeat that torture that had Gordon clench his ass, but he needed an answer before Gordon got too lost in lust.
“I don’t even have—neither of us can pass on STIs to the other. It’s fine. I want you inside.”
With his free hand, Adler stroked Gordon’s spine. “Messy it is.”
Adler pulled his fingers free and reached for the lube once more, slicked himself. He paused a moment, taking in the sight of Gordon beneath him.
The vampire wanted him, and that was… It meant the world, in this moment, in this bubble that was theirs for as long as the night lasted. Gordon was everything, and Adler was filled with the need to make the vampire feel that in every fiber of his body.
With anticipation heavy in the air, Adler lined up and slowly pushed into Gordon. The tightness was perfect, Gordon surrendering himself at the exact speed Adler pushed into him while tension remained high for both. Adler felt himself being pulled to the edge as the distance between them closed.
As if it were the most decadent dessert, Adler savored Gordon’s every moan and whimper, savored those looks Gordon cast over his shoulder, the blue of his eyes hidden by blown pupils. He’s mine, all mine, Adler thought. The words echoed to the part of him that was wolf and pack, protector of everything Adler loved and held dear. Mine.
Adler was sweating when he was finally fully inside Gordon, and Gordon’s back, too, shimmered with dampness. Gordon had grabbed the sheets tightly in his hands at some point.
Adler reached out, untangled the vampire’s left hand, and wove his own fingers between Gordon’s long and elegant ones. There was something very right about how Gordon’s light skin made Adler’s darker hue stand out and vice versa. Gordon tightened his grip when Adler slowly pulled his hips back, moaned the moment he thrust them forward, thrust deep.
“You like that, sweetheart?”
Gordon looked back at him. “Yeah.”
Adler did it again, first pulling out excruciatingly slowly, then ramming deeply into Gordon. And again.
“I like it too. You feel really good. And you’re really good, taking me like you are.”
Gordon just whimpered, incoherent, leg muscles shuddering.
“Maybe I’ll fuck you slowly right now? Let’s see how you take that, hmm?”
Adler went to a steadier pace, honestly more out of self-interest. He wasn’t going to last as long as he wanted, he could tell. He didn’t mind, but cumming meant giving up this intimacy, and he wanted it to last for as long as possible.
“Gods, your ass is divine, Gordon. Anyone ever told you how pretty you are, taking cock and moaning into the sheets?”
“Your mouth…”
Adler chuckled. “Maybe your mouth. Next time.”
Adler began nipping Gordon’s neck. The wolfish desire to bite down hard was there, but Adler wouldn’t before Gordon told him it was okay. The vampire’s eyes slowly glazed over, pupils eclipsing the sapphire irises, and the way his skin flushed filled Adler with pride, because he had put that color there, not an easy feat with a vampire.
Adler sped up, greedy for every thrust he could manage, for every second he and Gordon connected like that. When he came, inevitable like death or gravity, it was a deep thing, something that started in his bones and worked up and outward through muscle and sinew, made his skin shudder and his toes and fingers curl.
Adler screamed. The only way he couldn’t have would have been by marking Gordon with his bite. He screamed, and then he shuddered, pulsed all his need into Gordon, lowered himself without pulling out of the vampire to suck up the sweet scent of their combined lovemaking. Adler licked the back of Gordon’s neck in long strokes, kissed the vampire when he turned his head toward Adler.
When he pulled out of Gordon and rolled off of him to lie next to him, Adler almost hated the distance between their bodies, yet at the same time, he could pull Gordon close, wrap him in his arms. This was especially easy because as it turned out, Gordon had come again and was as a result warm and spent and perfectly pliable.
Adler discovered that he enjoyed cradling his lover to his chest, brushing his hair with his fingers, breathing soft kisses onto his cheeks and hands.
“You didn’t make me faint,” Gordon said after many long minutes, his head a pleasant weight on Adler’s chest. “But I don’t think I want to leave this bed anytime soon.”
“Good news,” Adler said, a finger trailing down Gordon’s arm. “Means I don’t have to cuff you to it.”
Gordon chuckled. A little while later, his breathing slowed to the uncanny shallowness of vampire sleep. The smile of a successful predator stretched Adler’s lips.
His low breathing will take some time getting used to though, he thought before he drifted off himself.
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Chapter 21


Gordon was rudely awoken. Adler’s arm was draped over him, and Gordon felt himself being pulled toward the werewolf as if Gordon were a fish caught in an Adler-shaped net. 
“Good morning, sweetheart,” Adler said, his voice dark and heady with the remnants of sleep.
Judging by the light, the first part of that statement was wrong; morning was never “good.”
“It’s too early,” Gordon mumbled. “Go back to sleep.”
The wolf chuckled. “You are distracting.” Adler pressed his erection against Gordon.
Oh. “Mmm. Only if you promise to let me sleep in tomorrow. This is getting ridiculous. Second time in a row. I do not do mornings.”
“I like doing you in the morning.”
Gordon chuckled, stretched, and Adler used that opportunity to draw him even closer, to nibble his shoulder.
“You seem to like biting me. I heard wolves get all toothy in the bedroom. Wasn’t sure it was true.”
Adler pulled away, his eyes searching Gordon’s face. “You want me to stop?”
“I didn’t say that. Just taking note of your habits. I know the average werewolf’s physiology and metabolism, and I know Jared from accounting loves fried tofu, but that is about the limit of my understanding of wolves in a social context.”
Adler settled against Gordon, his firm body warm and welcoming. “Well, we like to bite. And I’m pretty sure you heard about claiming bites and claiming rituals. Hell, that TV show a while back made it into a huge romantic gesture.”
Gordon turned, his eyes opening wide. “Don’t tell me you watched Grey Lake Pack.”
Adler looked all smug. “I admit to nothing. But if I had, I’d note that most wolves don’t take their shirts off as soon as they enter a room.”
Gordon grinned, showing his teeth. “I thought that was odd. Jared from accounting never does that.”
“You are one hundred percent trying to make me do your accounting.”
“Firstly, I deny that. Secondly, you were trained for interrogation, and I’m still half asleep, so this is basically coercion.” Gordon snuggled closer to Adler, enjoying that werewolf heat.
Adler gave a low growl before he kissed Gordon’s neck. “If anyone is coercing anyone, it’s you. And I can’t resist you.” Then he ran his right hand down the outside of Gordon’s thigh, back up the inside. “How am I supposed to resist this? How do you expect me to wake next to you and resist this, sweetheart?”
“I don’t know yet, detective.”
Adler took a deep breath, kissed Gordon’s neck, licked the same spot.
He pulled back, one warm palm resting on Gordon’s thigh. “Mmm. Well. About the biting—I never felt the need to do it with others, or not as much. I do want to with you.”
“You mean you want to bite so hard people will see it on me? That’s what those claiming bites are, right?”
Adler hissed. “In the fucking stories. With werewolves who haven’t arrived in the present day. They use claiming bites because real mating bites, the ones that really bond two people together, are so rare. A claiming bite is basically putting your name on someone’s skin by using your teeth. Fuck, I’d have to really hurt you for that, and I’d never want to do that. No, I just mean for pleasure. I want to bite you for the pleasure it gives you. And the pleasure that it gives me.”
Gordon ran a finger along Adler’s temple and hummed. “I see. I think I’ll like it, so go for it.”
Adler clearly wasn’t going to wait to be told twice. Gordon found himself flipped on his back and straddled.
Gordon blinked up at the werewolf. “Well, if I’m being woken this early and not given coffee, I definitely deserve being treated like a pillow queen.”
Adler’s eyes lit up, literally, the part that was werewolf catching the light and reflecting it oddly. It wasn’t magic, but it made the moment special.
“A queen, you say. Highness, your wish is my command.”
Gordon ran his hands up Adler’s legs, up to the wolf’s chest. He admired the smooth dark skin, the muscles he’d felt in the wolf’s form but could now see clearly. Adler stared down at him, and there was more in the wolf’s eyes than just hunger. Adoration, Gordon thought, but without the sweetness and innocence. Desire, Gordon thought, but not as shallow and fleeting.
Adler bent forward. He cupped Gordon’s face in his hands, brushed tender kisses over Gordon’s lips and slowly deepened them when Gordon let his mouth fall open, inviting more.
Gordon had the suspicion that—if it hadn’t been for his vampire healing—his lips would’ve still been raw from last night. Adler did his best to make them raw all over again, and the slight stubble on the werewolf’s chin had Gordon feeling tender very soon.
Adler came up for breath and to look down on Gordon with that incomprehensible expression once more.
“Can I be inside you again?”
Yes, Gordon thought, his entire body tensing with anticipation.
But he waited to respond, waited just a handful of seconds before he said, “I would like that.”
Adler flicked Gordon’s nipple so fast Gordon didn’t even have the time to moan. “Good.”
He reached for the lube on the nightstand, squeezed some into his hands. Gordon watched as the wolf slowly spread it in his palms, then slicked his erect cock. Wow, he’s large. He did feel large last night but seeing him like this really offers room for appreciating the goods.
Adler moved, nudging Gordon to spread his legs so he could position himself between them. The werewolf lifted one of Gordon’s legs over his shoulder before stroking Gordon’s hole and slipping a lube-slick finger inside.
“You’re still loose. Good. Less waiting.”
“No waiting?” Gordon knew he wasn’t what anyone would call coquettish, but he tried.
“Say please.”
“Please, Adler. I don’t want to wait.”
“As you wish, your highness.”
Adler lined up, and Gordon relaxed for him the moment he felt Adler’s cockhead nudging him. Then Adler pushed inside, and Gordon trembled with lust, letting out a low sound, something more than a whimper.
Adler sighed with pleasure. “I like that I can make you whimper like this. And I like that this makes you moan.”
There is nothing else I could do with your cock inside me. Gordon felt tighter than last night, tilted his hips so he could feel Adler’s cock all the better for it. Fuck, this feels so good. Has sex ever felt this good before? Can’t remember. Shouldn’t think about sex with other people.
Adler picked up speed, his thrusts rough, the sensation when he pulled back only to slam back into Gordon a delight. The werewolf stroked Gordon’s leg, licked his own lips as if he wanted to savor Gordon, and with his free hand, he squeezed Gordon’s cock, not painful, just enough to slow Gordon’s arousal down slightly.
“You do make a nice pillow queen.” Adler thrust deep and leaned forward to bite Gordon’s thigh, just below the knee.
Gordon’s balls drew tight, and he wanted to cum, wanted nothing more. When Adler kept nibbling at Gordon, all while thrusting and thrusting and still keeping Gordon’s own orgasm bottled up, it was nearly too much.
Adler slowed, giving Gordon some reprieve, but that was just so he could change positions, could lower Gordon’s leg and spread the vampire for maximum access before leaning forward to crush their mouths together.
Gordon felt his breath rush out of him when Adler thrust, this angle somehow hitting everything in just the right way.
Adler let go of Gordon’s cock, his mouth wandering to Gordon’s throat. Gordon came, fast and deep, blissing out. He felt a sharpness he hadn’t felt before. Adler drove his teeth into the skin of the crook of Gordon’s neck, hard, drawing blood.
It wasn’t a vampire bite, far from it, but it was surprising, the way the pain came in the very height of orgasm and brought Gordon to screaming all the louder for it, not because it hurt, but because it made cumming better, made the sensation stand out clearer. That was weird.
Adler didn’t relax his jaws, and Gordon could feel the wolf thrust harder, faster, until he culminated and filled him in one last stroke, pulsing his own release into Gordon.
It dazzled, almost blinded Gordon, the way every sensation was raw and intense and therefore indescribably, inescapably good.
Delirious moments later, Adler pulled out of Gordon, but rather than lie down next to him, the wolf walked out of the room and quickly reappeared, towel in hand. He cleaned Gordon up, lingered on his neck, the towel working away around the bite with exceeding gentleness and care.
“Was that, erm. Okay I guess? I didn’t actually mean to bite that deep.”
That made Gordon jerk, because a deep vampire bite—the kind he was most familiar with, professionally speaking—was more often than not halfway to a mauling. It was a thing the unexperienced did, and in very bad cases, donors required treatment. In Gordon’s case, a bite like that would show for hours.
Gordon brought his hand up to check the mark. He could smell the blood, but the wounds themselves were shallow and barely stung. As far as he could tell, they were in the process of healing, just as they should.
“That’s a scratch. And getting it felt weirdly enjoyable. Maybe Grey Lake Pack had it right after all.”
Adler snorted, wiped at Gordon’s neck until he was satisfied, then tossed the towel on the floor.
“I’ll remind you of that when some vampire groupie asks you to pose for them in lace, because all the shady vampire characters in Grey Lake Pack wore only lace.”
“Yeah, vampire groupies love hearing about how I am a vampire working in a morgue. And it isn’t even all I do, but not that they care.” He sighed dramatically. “Humans.”
Before Adler could respond, his phone rang. He cursed under his breath but picked up. Gordon watched. Adler moving was hot, in a very domestic way. The knowledge that someone as attractive as that with nice shoulders like those had picked Gordon of all vampires was exhilarating.
Adler answered the phone, locked eyes with Gordon. “Maxim.” That specifically ruined any chance Gordon had hoped for of going back to sleep, potentially with Adler as a pillow. “Say what? I’m on my way. Fuck,” Adler said, hung up. “Fuck.”
“What?”
Adler fished his clothes off the floor, hurried to get dressed. “Maxim and Heath identified a possible suspect, and they got an ID. No address, but they were able to track some magazine subscription to Dr. Jackson’s address. Her girlfriend is the suspect, and Jackson isn’t there, or where she should be, and Maxim says it looks like an abduction to him.”
“Her girlfriend? The girlfriend is the suspect?”
Adler shook his head. “That’s what Maxim said. I don’t know. He’ll fill me in when I get there.”
“I’m coming with you.”
“You don’t have to do that. I don’t know what I’m walking into here.”
Gordon tried to locate underwear and pants and a shirt as fast as possible. “I know that, but I want to. I may usually work on people past the point where a medic is helpful, but I do remember the basics of how to stop a person from bleeding out. Having me around might come in handy if this really is an abduction.”
Adler nodded. “Fine. Point taken. Fuck, where are my shoes?”
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Chapter 22


Dr. Jackson lived in a nice residential area. Clean sidewalks, apartment buildings one next to the other, no parking spots in sight. Not that it mattered. A Forum forensic van had double parked in front of the building, and Forum personnel had closed down the street, an official-looking fae waving through regular traffic while they indicated for Adler to double park as well. 
“Do you know which apartment?” Gordon asked from the passenger seat.
“2B. You know people on this team?”
Gordon shrugged as Adler put his car in park. “Probably. I mean, I’ve been working in the morgue for a while, and we get regular training seminars for all medical staff.”
Adler undid his seat belt just when Gordon did. “Ah. I forget you’re getting all these regular trainings. Must be nice.”
“You could attend too.” Gordon looked at Adler. “Do you think she’s okay?”
Adler shook his head. “I don’t make those kinds of assumptions. Let’s go inside. Or if you’d rather—”
“I’m coming with you.”
“Okay.”
They got out of the car, and Adler noticed the traffic-minding fae pointing to the building entrance to make sure he and Gordon didn’t get lost on the way.
It was cooler once they stepped inside, thanks to tall ceilings and thick walls. Adler liked the tiled floor and noticed how clean everything smelled, though with the forensic team here, he got fae, werewolf, and vampire scents.
After the front door there was an extra door before you got into the hallway proper, both of which looked like you’d have to unlock them. Right now, the forensics had propped them both open with weights that, somewhat anally, stated they were “property of the Forum.” With satisfaction, Adler noticed that both doors had been dusted for prints already. Anal and bureaucratic they may be, but they know what they’re doing. Got to give them that.
They passed a team that was dusting the elevator for prints. Gordon gave them a friendly nod before they moved on to the stairs. Adler took his time, looking around, and Gordon paced himself instead of overtaking Adler. To Adler’s werewolf side, that was a massive turn-on, never mind that Gordon probably wasn’t doing it because of that.
On the next floor, Adler spotted Maxim in the hallway just outside 2B, phone pressed to his ear. He glanced at them.
“I think so, Heath, darling. Adler just arrived, and he brought Gordon. No, I think it is too late for that, the detective is already aware of the opioid cookies. No, I don’t think he plans on putting the doctor in handcuffs for that.”
When Adler came closer, he could just about hear Heath yell from the other side, Stop pretending I’m saying that, old bat! They are your side project, not mine! Why do you always have to do this to me? You’re old. People are supposed to become calmer and more biddable when they get old.
Given that eavesdropping was impolite and that Adler was thinking he could probably use the weed cookies if Gordon was open to playing out a bit of a fantasy, just a tiny scene for the two of them, he ignored the implication. And anyway, calling the hunter a liar in front of a full forensic team was like baring your teeth to an alpha, and Adler didn’t do anything like that, ever.
He spotted one of the forensic techs examining a broken water glass on the floor inside the apartment and grinning to herself. The conversation Maxim was having clearly helped to lighten the glumness Adler generally saw in the Forum’s forensic people.
“Yes, darling, wish it were so too, but no. I will tell them that.” Heath could be heard groaning on the other end. Maxim hung up and turned to them. “Heath says he is happy for the two of you.”
“I bet,” Adler said. “You ever offer Heath any of your cookies, Gordon?”
Gordon shook his head. “As far as I know, he subsides on coffee.”
Maxim chuckled. “That he does. Now”—he slid the phone into his pocket—“What we found out last night is disturbing.”
“Disturbing how?” Adler asked.
Maxim shrugged. “Let me explain. Is the dining room finished?” he asked one of the forensics. They nodded, and they all sat around the oval table that had a vase in its center with roses that were starting to brown. A mug stood there as well, teabag still inside.
“What happened to Dr. Jackson?” Gordon asked.
Maxim’s jaw clenched. “We are working on that. The fae murders, especially the second one, that was unplanned, an escalation. Our murderer either realized that it would bring the Forum to her doorstep in full force, or she simply panicked. I am hoping for the first scenario, because it makes Dr. Jackson a hostage intended for bargaining rather than someone our perpetrator randomly took along, someone she doesn’t know what to do with. Philippa Pearson, by the way. That’s her name.”
Gordon shook his head. “Who is that? And why—how? You said they were girlfriends?”
Maxim nodded. “Heath has been tracking their relationship on social media. Going on three years now. It looks good from the outside, he says. Selfies from vacations they took together, holidays, barbecues with friends, the normal things dating life gifts you. But Philippa Pearson comes with a sealed juvenile record that I expect Dr. Jackson knew nothing about.”
Adler grumbled. “We’re sure a woman did this? I mean—I know my alpha and what she could do if she wanted to, but assuming this Pearson is human?”
Maxim inclined his head. “She is. The juvenile record was for smaller stuff. Shoplifting, beating up a fellow student on one occasion. It led Heath to the court documents and the psychiatric evaluations that were done on her. Those are where things get very interesting.
“Philippa’s parents were murdered when she was young, her sister younger. Apparently, it looked a lot like werewolves and was never solved.”
Adler gasped. “Oh, shit.”
Gordon reached out, touching Adler’s hand before Maxim continued.
“Quite. It’s still not the interesting part. The psychiatrists agree that Philippa showed distinct signs of anti-social personality disorder, and it would seem her parents were aware and had her see a therapist for a while before their unfortunate deaths.
“Now, apart from those minor offenses, Philippa wasn’t in the system. There were things around her that Heath and I aren’t sure about. Fires in the foster home that killed two elderly foster parents, a foster sibling that fell from a window. Heath just found reports of that, nothing more. The fire was supposedly an accident.
“Then Philippa showed up here, in New Amsterdam. Heath found her sister, a new vampire.”
“Oh.” Gordon’s eyes drifted from the wilting flowers to the mug. “That made her mad?”
“Possibly.”
“What now? Do we have any leads?” Adler asked.
Maxim shook his head, his hunter’s braid sliding off his shoulder. “We do not know right this second where she is, so I thought catching up would be nice, though I expect you two had a far more entertaining night than the rest of us. Care to share, hmm?”
Adler snorted. “You’re nosy.”
“I concur,” Gordon said.
“Oh, do you, Doctor?” Maxim said with a feline twinkle in his eye. “Are you already taking sides with your lover? Progress, finally.”
Adler cleared his throat. “Maybe while we wait to see if the scene gives us anything, how about we continue investigating the dead fae?”
“Corinne said something about my first fae victim being found behind a bar. Do we know if she was in there?”
“We assumed she was,” Maxim said. “Going there and asking around was on my dance card for today.” He looked the two of them over. “You should come. Unless we get any further in Dr. Jackson’s case.”
Gordon’s eyes widened. “We’re going undercover?”
Maxim chuckled. “Oh, you two could go in undercover. I never go in anywhere undercover. I like to let people see my swords. It’s how I get the best answers.”
“Hunters,” Adler said, shaking his head in exasperation.
Maxim snorted. “You know no others, and I am the best.”
Gordon stood. “We’ll do it. If it helps. Right, Adler?”
And of course, Adler found himself agreeing before he could consider how wise it was to take his cute forensic pathologist out of the morgue and drag him to a bar for a case.
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Chapter 23


Gordon hadn’t been sure about what to do after they’d visited Dr. Jackson’s home. He’d just seen her, had grown to like her professionalism and skill, and now she was… He didn’t dare think it.  She’s fine. She will be fine. We’ll find her.
It had still been early in the day after their crime scene walk, early for Gordon at least, and Maxim had sent them to 43 Ruthaven on some vague Heath will take care of you business.
Adler parked in the no parking zone in front of the building like the badass detective Gordon was beginning to think he was.
“Power of the badge, huh?” Gordon asked as they got out of the car.
Adler shrugged. “I know the guy who owns the place. Don’t imagine me parking here will bother him much.”
“Right.” Gordon looked up at the tall skyscraper. “We met here.”
“You ran away from me here,” Adler countered, following Gordon toward the doors and through them.
Just like the last time Gordon had been here, the foyer was cool despite the sunlight coming in through the glass façade. He admired the plants with their lush, dark green leaves all over again, though a part of him had to wonder if he, too, would own a whole-ass building if and when he grew to Maxim’s age.
“I won’t run today. But you need to teach me about going undercover.”
Adler chuckled as he followed Gordon toward the front desk, the werewolf’s hand warm on Gordon’s back. “We’re not really going undercover. We’ll just go to that club and observe, maybe see if Maxim’s presence shakes anything loose.”
“Oh. Okay. Well, that works. I can shake stuff loose.”
Adler gave him a slow once-over. “Hmm. You sure can.”
As they approached, Gordon recognized the man behind the lobby desk. He was in the same green blazer—the same uniform—he’d worn back that day, and he smiled the same pleasant smile.
The elevator further back in the lobby opened, and a tall man stepped out, walking toward them with purpose. Heath had light brown hair he kept perfectly coiffed, short though mussy. His eyes were blue rather than green, but he shared his father’s determination, the set of the shoulders maybe. Unlike Maxim, he wore a fancy business suit that fit him like a second skin.
“Detective, doctor,” Heath said. “Welcome back. Maxim said he was, and I quote, ‘going to indulge your shenanigans at that club’ before showing everyone his nice sword, which he means literally, thank fuck.”
“Right,” Adler grumbled.
“We just want to help,” Gordon said.
Heath shrugged. “You probably will. The old bat is many things, but—not sure whether you could tell or not, subtle isn’t one of them.”
“Maxim can be subtle,” Green Blazer said. Gordon had clear forgotten his name.
Heath blew a raspberry.
Gordon noticed Adler frowning at Heath, and the werewolf’s hand tensed at Gordon’s back. Why does it feel so normal to have him touch me like that?
“You only ever dress up if you want to cosplay, right?” Heath asked Gordon.
If Gordon were human, he might have blushed. “I don’t really cosplay. I just go to thrift stores and see if there’s anything that fits, and I got a really nice wig online for my Mini Huntress outfit, so—”
“Mmm-hmm.” Heath narrowed his eyes, looking and sounding more judgmental than any fan judges Gordon had ever encountered at a con. “That’s the problem. You cosplay. Bryan?”
“The twenty-first floor is where we store clothes for when they are needed. There are a few things there I think might suit. Will the detective need a shirt?”
Heath tapped a long finger against his chin as he looked Adler up and down. “Maybe he’s less distracting with one on. If we want him less distracting that is. Not sure we do.”
“Uh,” Gordon said.
Adler cleared his throat. “Excuse me, but what kind of club are we going to?”
Gordon elbowed him. “You do look good without a shirt. Or with one. Whichever. You look good.”
Adler’s eyes flicked to Gordon, a near feral expression on his face.
Heath tapped his foot before grinning at the two of them. “Fuck me, but the old bat got it right this time around. Can you believe that, Bryan?”
“Personally, I think if you’re selflessly aiming to set someone up with someone else, good things will come of it. It’s like clearing the sidewalk in front of a neighbor’s house from snow during winter. Kindness that births kindness.”
“Yeah, I struggle to believe it myself.” Heath snapped his fingers. “You two, follow me. We’re getting you ready to explore the Red Clover.”
“I still want to know what kind of club that is,” Gordon asked.
“Doesn’t matter, sweetheart. I’ll take care of you wherever we end up.”
Adler’s arm went around Gordon’s waist on the way to the elevator, and once they got in there with Heath, the werewolf had Gordon pressed close against his side.
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“You know, I don’t really tell people I cosplay, and I don’t really consider myself a cosplayer,” Gordon said, fidgeting with a button on the lacy black shirt.
Adler growled at him, and Gordon flinched. He almost stumbled forward into the standing mirror that dominated the small and overstuffed room in what looked like a normal apartment in terms of layout. The place was just storage though.
Adler’s hand came around Gordon’s forearm to steady him. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I love that you cosplay. You have to show me. You can wear that wig for me sometime.” Adler winked at Gordon. “But you can’t go to a club wearing this.”
“Huh?”
Heath came back into the room with two more clothes bags over his arm and one in his hand.
“He’s afraid of how good you look. You’re tapping into your twink energy, and Mr. Mighty Werewolf can’t handle the stranglehold that look has on his balls.”
Adler growled again, this time at Heath.
“My twink…his balls?”
Heath nodded. “Common issue with werewolves. They’re powerless to twinks.”
“I am not,” Adler grumbled, crossing his arms and looking contrary.
Heath gestured, tossing the clothing bags over the room divider and unzipping one. “Take your pants off, detective.”
“I really don’t think I qualify as a twink. I own more than one bone saw.”
Heath chuckled, pulling something that looked suspiciously like a corset from the depths of that bag. “Did you hear that, detective? He has teeth.”
“He’s smart. And beautiful,” Adler said, looked at Gordon, and licked his lips. “Sweetheart, please understand. I would never order you to wear anything or not to wear anything. But, uh. This is very, very sexy on you, and—well, it’s only just past the full moon, and my alpha would want me to explain to you that this still makes me a touch possessive, that I don’t mean to use possessiveness as a weapon, but given the time of the moon, it’s an instinctual reaction to not want other people to see you like this. Looking all sexy and soft and…uh.” His nostrils flared. “My balls are fine. And all yours.”
“Why in the fucking hells do you have to say that while I’m still standing here?” Heath asked. “So cheesy. Makes me want to pour acid down my ear canals.”
Gordon smiled. “I don’t think it’s cheesy at all. Heath, do you have a sweater or something I can wear over this?”
Heath looked at him aghast while Adler visibly relaxed. “A sweater? You’re not going undercover at a fucking golf club, Gordon.” He held out the corset thing to Adler, who didn’t move an inch to take it. Heath sighed. “Fine. I’ll go find you something. And the next time Maxim orders a makeover, he can damn well do it himself, see how he likes dealing with tense werewolf balls. I’m not your fairy godmother, godsdamnit.”
Adler took the offered change of clothes, and Heath headed back to the other room.
Adler drew Gordon into a hug. “Thank you. And I mean it. It’s a moon thing. But you are really, really beautiful. And if you want to, I can help you cosplay. Not just in the bedroom.”
“I have vampire hearing, you two kinky assholes!” Heath hollered from the next room.
“You know, you do have the right build for Kawaii Demon Hunter.” Gordon pressed his forehead against Adler’s. “And cosplaying is serious. We can’t do that in bed.”
“Lalalala!” Heath blared.
Adler grinned down at Gordon. “Fine with me. I can think of so many other things to do with you. Just, let’s get this day over with first, okay?”
“Let’s find Dr. Jackson,” Gordon agreed, letting go of Adler so he could change as well.
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Chapter 24


Generally speaking, not all werewolves were muscular hunks. This was scientific fact. Yet putting on muscle was easier for werewolves than for humans or fae, and vampires just didn’t change all that much unless circumstances forced their bodies to adapt. 
All of this, Gordon knew, and he had done autopsies on werewolves. What he’d never done was have a werewolf detective wearing tight pants, a black corset with gold detail and not much else, stick to his side like some hot and very firm parasite.
If anything, he’s a handsome symbiont though, Gordon thought.
They were in the back of a car, not Adler’s, and Adler had complained about that when Heath had told him to get in. Then again, that was after Heath got that donor for me, and Adler didn’t look too happy with that.
Heath’s argument for switching cars had been reasonable. If, by chance, Philippa Pearson was at the club or close to it, she might recognize a cop’s car. Gordon didn’t think the chances of that likely, but Adler’s car, while unmarked, still had blue lights mounted above the dash, and if you knew what to look for, you’d see them.
Which was why Heath had won the argument and had sent them off in this very nice town car with the uniformed driver.
Adler leaned over to Gordon. “Did you drink enough? Enough blood, I mean. I’m not sure, uh. I know how much you need is different for every vampire.”
Gordon petted Adler’s knee. “I’m fine, I promise. I won’t keel over in the middle of the case.”
Adler grumbled. “Not that. I don’t care. I mean I care about you, sweetheart. And, uh, I get pretty hungry for carbs after the full moon. So I get it.”
Gordon nodded, tugging on the hair Heath had gathered into a loose ponytail. “You’ll easily need twice of what you normally eat on the day after the full moon. That’s actually really interesting, from the scientific side of it. Did you know that how much they move when shifted will impact a werewolf’s metabolism more than anything they do for the rest of the month? You could be sedentary for twenty-seven days out of a moon month, and then for that one night, if you run a lot, your lab results will easily surpass those of most human athletes.”
Adler nodded. “That’s something. I never got lab tested. What I mean is, I’m always hungry after the shift, and I don’t ever want you to be hungry, sweetheart. You have to tell me if you are. Okay?”
Gordon blinked up at Adler. “You are…you are actually like Kawaii Demon Hunter in the Sunrise Z arc.”
Adler narrowed his eyes at Gordon. “Is that good?”
Gordon swallowed tightly. He felt his Adam’s apple bob. Before he answered, he glanced at the driver, but the woman and her tight bun seemed oblivious to anything not road related.
“I may have a stack of art.”
“Oh. You collect art? Maybe you can show me sometime. Like the themed place I took you to for our date?”
“Nope. No. It’s all not-safe-for-work art. There was actually an NSFW art book the creators did, and I got the signed and numbered version. You can’t look at that. But I got the regular version too, and you can absolutely touch that. Except maybe not touch it too much because fingerprints will still show up on the glossy pages.”
Adler blinked a few times but was otherwise still. “You got the same book. Twice?”
“The same—detective. One is signed and numbered. The other is the regular version that you can buy off the Internet. It’s like—you know when you get an ebook, but then you also get the paperback for your shelf and maybe the hardback if it’s really pretty? It’s like that.” I’m glad he’s not being weird about the NSFW art.
Adler nodded. “Huh. Okay. Signed and numbered can only be looked at with your eyes. Paperbacks you can touch and look at, but not too much. Digital versions for reading. Okay. Those rules make sense.” He looked at Gordon with concentration. “But following that logic and combining with what you said earlier, you can’t cosplay in the bedroom, but if I find you some non-cosplay costume—”
“Most cosplayers make their own costumes.”
Adler nodded. “Right. So if I find you something to wear that’s off the rack, would you wear that? Like what you are wearing under that blazer, but less?”
Adler eyes were bright and hopeful. There wasn’t a peep from the driver, not a one. Either she gets a lot of weird fares to and from 43 Ruthaven, or she’s been through rigorous training. Probably a combination of the two.
What the driver couldn’t prevent was taking turns, however, and when she went left, Gordon was pressed right against Adler’s side, who made a pleased wolf noise deep in his chest.
Gordon cleared his throat. “That sounds about right, detective. But I’m not sure…”
“Only if and when you are comfortable. We can discuss everything beforehand. Nothing too wild. Because, sweetheart, you don’t need to wear anything to get me wild.”
Nope, her hands are dead steady on the wheel, Gordon thought, glancing to the front.
“Yeah, we can talk about it.”
Adler nodded. Only then did he seem to snap out of whatever enthralling spell he’d fallen under—nothing Gordon had done. Adler looked around, one hand coming to rest on Gordon’s side.
“We’re almost there. You don’t have to do anything. Remember, we’re just going there to watch, and then maybe, if and when the situation presents itself, we’ll ask a few questions.”
“Is it a specialty club?”
“That’s the old-fashioned word for it. They call them groupie nightclubs these days. And I don’t think so.”
Gordon leaned back. “It has been years since I was at any type of nightclub.”
Adler’s mouth fell open.
Gordon shrugged. “I work a lot. And my assistants and corpses make good company.”
“Right,” Adler said. “Well, to tell you the truth, I’m not much into clubbing either. But we do have the occasional pack gathering. If you wanted to come to one of those, I would definitely be happy to let you know when the next one is. And I’d pick you up of course. Take you back too. Or you could stay over. Whichever you want.”
“Sure, why not? Your alpha seems really interesting. I wouldn’t mind getting to know her and the pack better.” Staying over is a lot though. Or is it? This should feel too fast. This is too fast, isn’t it? People spend nights at each other’s places all the time though, and I’d like to see his home.
Adler smiled from ear to ear, his chest swelling. The latter, Gordon only noticed because that corset was very snug indeed. Yeah. I think I could definitely spend the night.
“We’re here,” the driver said. “I’ve been instructed to wait close by.” She turned around and handed Adler a business card. “Call me if you need me. I’ll be no more than two minutes away. Mr. Vallois said he’d give you an hour and to text him if you need more.”
“Understood.” Adler pocketed the card.
“Thanks,” Gordon said.
Adler was already out of the car and holding the door for Gordon. Behind the werewolf, in red and scarlet, “Red Clover” shimmered above a building, a three-leaf clover neon-bright next to the club’s name.
There was a line that Gordon could see as well, and even on cursory inspection he could tell that it wasn’t just humans waiting to get inside.
He pressed his lips tight and took a deep breath. “Here goes nothing.”
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Chapter 25


Adler was hyperaware of everything, but especially of his mate right next to him. Of Gordon right next to him.  I can’t start thinking of him as mate all the time without bringing it up first. Ah, fuck. Maybe this wasn’t a good idea.
Gordon leaned into him. “I could attempt to compel the bouncer, but fair warning. I’m not really great at that.”
The bouncer, a tall fae going by the scent of him, had already seen them and was looking them over. After ignoring the ID some human waved in front of his face, he waved the two of them over.
“No need, sweetheart.”
“What? Why?”
Adler simply steered Gordon toward the bouncer. Gordon had been looking at the line of partiers rather than the door. He can be such a distracted little vampire. I’ll guard him. He can be distracted all he wants. With a pang, Adler remembered when his wolf had been out, when he’d taken Gordon home on four legs. I will always do that. If he lets me.
The wolf inside Adler roused, the idea that Gordon might not already riling the beast, making it desperate to secure permission, to have the knowledge that his mate trusted him. Adler’s hold on Gordon tightened.
“You’re cute,” the bouncer said without preamble when the two of them came to a halt in front of him. He had a glamour in place, probably looked like a very attractive human to the other humans.
“Thanks, but we’re not looking for a third.” Gordon said it casually, surprising Adler whose chest filled with pride. My mate!
The bouncer just shrugged. “You can go in. Feel free to make out. Bet you look sexy making out in some dark alcove.”
He unhooked the red silk rope that went so well with the neon sign above them and stepped aside.
Gordon opened his mouth, but before he could say another word, Adler moved his hand and gently squeezed Gordon’s ass.
“Thanks, but I can’t have others see him like I get to see him.”
“Still sexy. Enjoy.” The bouncer turned his back on them and finally returned his attention to checking the human IDs. He told one complaining human she wouldn’t have to wait either if she were as sexy as the teal-haired dude.
“Was that man rude?” Gordon asked. “I can’t really tell.”
“He was fae. Old one, if you couldn’t make out the glamour.”
“Oh, shit.” Gordon looked back over his shoulder. “I totally missed that. This is embarrassing.”
“Nah.”
Adler was very conscious of their surroundings, of Gordon, as they went through a short, dark entrance area and past a booth where Adler handed over a few bills to pay for both their cover charge.
“Thank you. This is starting to feel like a date. A very weird date.”
Adler huffed. “We can do something fancy for our next date. You can dress all prettily. And once I take you home, I’ll undress you and make you scream.”
“Shh,” Gordon said, smiling, but their voices were already at least partially drowned out by the music of the club proper, dimly lit and full of people dancing, lounging, drinking.
The very first thing Adler noticed was that being here didn’t hurt his ears, and the lights, while bright and flickering, weren’t the kind of harsh strobes that both vampires and werewolves hated. The music had a strong bass and what he could only describe as a hypnotic quality.
“This is fae music,” Gordon said. “And unless I’m mistaken, they’re using UV limiters with their lights.”
Adler nodded, steering them toward the bar. “It’s not exclusively a groupie place, but they make coming here easy. Inviting.”
On his right, he spotted a group of young fae, unglamoured, wiggling their fingers above their shot glasses until purple flames danced over the liquor before they downed them.
“Linda Finch went here to enjoy herself. And it got her murdered.”
Gordon barely spoke above a whisper, but Adler heard. He wanted nothing more than to comfort Gordon, but at the same time, Gordon didn’t seek the comfort, not right then and there. He shook his teal hair out and strode toward the bar, climbing onto a stool in such a way that allowed Adler to admire that perfect ass.
He didn’t let himself get lost in the sight, not when they were there to get work done, and so he moved to sit next to Gordon. The bar was mostly clean, angular, and off-black. The liquor Adler could see lined up behind it wasn’t terrible, but nothing top shelf either.
A middle-aged bartender walked up to them, wearing a tank top and makeup that still popped even in the dim light, her arms decorated with elaborate tattoos.
“What’ll it be for you two?”
“Gin and Tonic for me,” Adler said and looked at Gordon.
The vampire was uncertain, licking his lips. Then he said, “I’d like to try something that fae like. Suggestions?”
The bartender looked amused. “Mead with a shot?”
“Sure, why not.”
“Coming right up.”
She walked away, leaving them with enough privacy to talk in whispers.
“I didn’t realize you could have alcohol while on the job.”
Adler shrugged. “Shouldn’t, but strictly speaking, I’m assisting Maxim. It’s also generally recognized that a single drink won’t hit a werewolf fast enough to diminish his capabilities.”
“Well, I know that. Anyway. Did she seem like she saw Linda? Would she react like that if she knew a fae died just around the corner after partying here?”
“You are reading too much into this,” Adler said but watched the bartender chatting left and right and making their drinks while stopping to hand over a handful of beers to a customer.
“In my defense, I was never trained for anything like this. What are we supposed to be doing?”
Adler let out a breath. “We just sit here and watch. Maybe move around a little later on.”
Adler liked that Gordon accepted this and didn’t argue. He was a good partner, good to have close, better to have all to himself. And he spread his lovely scent of roses all around them.
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Chapter 26


Gordon had no idea what they should be looking for. Adler seemed content enough and given that he was in fact mostly observing people and not engaging Gordon in much conversation, he was certainly focused. At one point, he made them take a small table in a corner of the room and just sat there, his eyes watching, watching, one warm hand securely resting on Gordon’s thigh. 
And if Gordon was honest, that felt good. Oddly, the very possessive-minded werewolf sitting next to him was the most normal and natural thing Gordon had done in a while. And all of it was easy.
It might not be down the line. But for right now, it is. For right now, I can have this, and maybe let it last. If I can stop myself from being afraid.
His thoughts went out the window when Adler stood all of a sudden, taking Gordon’s hand and leading him toward the restrooms and the emergency back exit.
“What—”
“Follow me.” Adler’s voice was commanding, focused.
He moved quietly. Gordon recognized the predatory part, a part he had himself, given that he was a vampire, however far removed from the blood-drinking monsters of legends.
Adler went into one of two bathrooms, and once there, Gordon understood why. They had literally barged in on the middle of a drug deal. A small baggy of pills was lying on the counter, and the apparent dealer, a guy with an ugly denim jacket, seemed to be taking his payment in digital form from a woman in high heels whose skinny guy friend was resting his chin on her shoulder while hugging her from behind.
The dealer brightened. He had an innocent, clean-shaven face. Freckles. Since when do dealers have freckles?
“Hey, big guy, nothing to see here,” he told Adler.
Adler wrinkled his nose while Gordon took a step forward. He wanted the drugs, didn’t want them going into anyone’s system.
“A lot to see here though. Hypothetical situation: I’m a cop and you’re a drug dealer, avoiding taxation and legal distribution networks and selling what shouldn’t be sold. But the twist is, I might not be here for the drugs but to get some info. You dealing in that too?”
Gordon had to work to get past Adler, who seemed to be gently blocking him, but he was insistent, and if he didn’t have every vampire strength in the book, he had at least some speed and could be wiggly if he chose to be.
“Whoa, dude,” the guy friend said, but then Gordon was already making eye contact with the woman.
“You’re not going to be taking illegal drugs tonight, or any night, not ever again. These can hurt you.” He didn’t know if the compulsion hit her or if it took, but he had to try. He turned to her friend. “The same goes for you. You don’t want illegal drugs anymore because they are too dangerous.”
He snatched the small baggy off the counter before indicating the door to the two humans. They left, giving the lot of them nothing more than odd glances.
The dealer spit on the floor. “You just ruined a lifetime customer there. Two of them.”
Gordon would have liked to slap the human. “They mean nothing if your drugs kill them.”
“Don’t sell those kinds of drugs.”
“That’s what all the dealers think, but you sell death, whether you want to know that or not.” Gordon remembered his residency and the overdoses he’d dealt with. He’d managed to save some, but not all. It had been before broader legalization, but still. Some things were difficult to control.
“Let’s talk some more about what we’re actually here for,” Adler insisted.
The dealer shrugged, adjusting the fanny pack he wore like a crossbody bag. “Fine. I’m not looking for trouble, man. What would your hypothetical cop ass want from me?”
“We’re looking for a woman who is flirty, especially with fae. Female fae.”
The dealer snorted. “Every other person out there. C’mon, you ever fucked a fae? They don’t get tired.” He gestured. “Not to imply you aren’t cute, vamp. I like the hair.”
Gordon saw Adler’s hands clench into fists, and he heard the deep, sonorous growl, though there was a chance the human wouldn’t pick up on it.
Gordon cleared his throat. “Thank you, but if you want to flirt with me or my hair, stop selling drugs to people.” He glanced at Adler. “Not like you’d have a chance, but at least then I wouldn’t want to grab you by the neck and shake some sense into you. The woman we’re looking for would have been strong. This height. Might have come here regularly.”
The dealer’s eyes narrowed in that way that suggested he was thinking of something. Adler saw it too, judging by how the tension eased from his fists.
“What can you tell us about her?” the detective asked.
The dealer shook his head. “Man, I don’t want to get people in trouble with you, but there was this creepy chick. I don’t know. One of my customers said she was creepy. She was butch, like you said, but many people are. Not a reason to judge, you know.”
“What else?” Adler pressed.
“Nothing.” He hesitated. “Just. I mean, I saw her driving one of these minivan-type deals. Seemed suburban. And out of place, that’s why I noticed, but she wasn’t a cop. The car was just odd.”
“Make and model?”
The man snorted. “Dude. I ride my bike around town. I don’t know cars. It was blue though, I remember that much. Light shade of blue. I thought it was fucking ugly, like flaccid whale dick or something.”
Gordon’s eyebrows shot up. “You have experience with whale genitals, flaccid or otherwise?”
The dealer rolled his eyes.
Before anyone could say another word, the voices from the front of the club grew in volume, something that suggested both excitement and panicky undertones to the mood.
Gordon went to Adler’s side.
“Guess our time is up,” the werewolf said and unceremoniously took the dealer by the shoulder. “You have to meet this friend of ours.”
“Huh?” the man said. His voice came out too high, scared.
Gordon almost felt sorry for this human who was about to meet Maxim and his hunter sword.
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Chapter 27


Adler was wolf enough to admit that walking back into the main room of the club and seeing Maxim lounging on a bar stool comforted his beta nature. Maxim was  commanding in the extreme, blond braid flawless, the hunter version of resting bitch face severe in its superiority, and the whimpering vampire at Maxim’s feet just serving to elevate Maxim’s rank even further.
Strength is sexy. Adler looked back to make sure Gordon was behind him and shielded by his body. But my mate is hotter than a hunter.
Adler walked on, ignoring the fact that Gordon probably wasn’t all that breakable. Maxim glanced their way, spotted the dealer Adler was shoving ahead of himself.
“Oh, lovebugs! Did you really investigate? So sad.” Maxim made a moue.
The fae bouncer walked into the club even as some of the other patrons left. Most of those were humans, clearly shocked at whatever had happened. Yet others were watching the show that was unfolding in front of them.
“What’s going on here?” the bouncer asked. He didn’t sound pissed off or like action on his part was needed. He merely sounded curious.
Maxim gestured. “I asked this man a question in a perfectly civil way. His choice response was less than civil, and I took offense.”
The bouncer crossed his arms in front of him. “I see.”
Maxim smiled like a shampoo model. “You don’t mind, do you?”
“Nah.”
“Lovely. Now, Adler. You have something for me?”
“Yup. This one might have seen our suspect.”
The dealer was one hundred percent not impressed by the vampiric display of strength in front of him, and when Maxim shifted on his stool to reveal the sheath of what was essentially his work knife, glinting handle so very close to his hand, Adler didn’t have to be a werewolf to smell the fear in the air.
“Dude, I told you everything I know. Come on, you don’t need to do this. I don’t know a single fucking thing!” His eyes darted around wildly. “That one! You ask her. About that creepy lesbian chick that was hitting on you? Tell them!”
Everyone followed the line of the dealer’s pointing finger toward the group of fae that had lit their shots on fire.
One blonde froze with another lit shot halfway to her mouth. “Hey, I don’t know this fucker. I don’t need drugs to have a good time.”
She looked to her companions and gave them a twitchy smile. Adler was pretty sure she was lying about the drugs.
“Miss, no one said you were buying what he stinks of,” Maxim said, sliding off his stool and moving in that graceful silent way big cats have just before they pounce. “But clearly this man is a regular, and if you are as well, you must have talked at some point. Maybe while washing your hands in the bathroom? Hygiene is important.”
Fae were not stupid. Cunning and careless at times, yes, using their illusionary skills to play tricks, also yes. Human teenage dumb, not so much.
Which was why the girl jumped at the way to save face Maxim offered her.
“I might have mentioned to the human that a woman tried to get me to go home with her.” She turned to her companions. “A human woman. Not my type.”
“When?” Maxim’s voice was soft but not without an edge to it. The rest of the club reacted to him, the music the loudest thing in the entire room now.
“Just a few days ago. And I saw her before then. Just walking around, drinking water, and looking at me. She was checking out some other people too. She was creepy. That’s what I told him.”
Maxim walked up to the table. The fae had gotten bottle service. He poured himself a shot. “Would you light it for me?”
The fae hesitated, looked at her buddies, then shrugged and wiggled her fingers near the glass. Flames sprang to life and danced over the drink.
“So pretty. You are good at that.”
She snorted.
“Man, erm, Mr. Vallois. We’re fire fae,” one of her buddies said.
“I gathered, little faelings.” Maxim downed his drink, flame and all. “Cheers. And thank you for your cooperation. The Forum has a form for that. Fill it out and they will give you a single chocolate as a thank you, I believe.” He turned. “Now, you two handsome-looking hunks, you.”
Adler cleared his throat. “This one said something about a minivan.”
He shoved the dealer toward Maxim.
“I don’t know shit!” the human yelled, sweating as he tried to escape Adler’s hold.
Maxim blinked his green eyes and got into the dealer’s personal space fast. Adler had seen him drop compulsion before, but it was always a sight, always made Adler wish he could do the same with any and all of his suspects.
“Tell me everything you know about that creepy woman.” Maxim spoke softly. He didn’t need to command. From what Adler knew, the notorious hunter was ridiculously good at compulsion, able to get you with a sideways glance and even if you met his eyes in a mirror.
The dealer spilled faster than a stuck pig, barely adding anything in terms of details he hadn’t already given to Adler and Gordon.
When he was done, Maxim stepped away from him but took him by the shoulder and pushed him into a seat next to the fire fae.
“Please. This vendor of illegalish goods has had a very trying day. Be nice and let him drink with you, yes? Ask the Forum to give you a bonus chocolate for humanitarian behavior. Tell them I told you to give you one.”
The fae, going by their slack jaws and the furrows showing on their foreheads, didn’t know what to make of that. They froze. So did the dealer. After a hot minute, one of the fae poured him a drink, and he took it with a nod of thanks.
“We can go now,” Maxim said, leading the way.
Adler, having followed his own alpha on similar occasions often enough, made sure to take Gordon by the hand and stay close at Maxim’s heel. Adler didn’t step over the vampire who was still on the floor, rolled into the fetal position and holding his dick, given that Adler hadn’t been the one to take the vampire down. But Maxim did. Such a power move, that.
“Heard you cut off people’s heads, hunter,” the fae bouncer said.
Maxim beamed at him. “Well, not for fun, sweetling.”
“Shame.”
“Goodness, but you are bloodthirsty. I thought I was. On account of the blood drinking. It’s a vampire thing.”
“I like a spectacle.”
Gordon tried walking around Adler, but Adler blocked the not very bulky vampire easily enough.
“Decapitation isn’t a spectacle, you know,” Gordon managed to say over Adler’s shoulder.
Maxim offered the bouncer an apologetic shrug. “That one is young. He will learn.”
The fae grunted and nodded. “Figured. Odd pairing, but the horniness of youth.”
“Oh, shoo, don’t spoil it for them. Adler, Gordon, best cover your ears as we exit. Close your eyes and think of each other’s privates, as it were.”
“’S fine. I need to clean the floor. Bye, kids.” The bouncer turned his attention to the crumpled vampire on said floor.
Adler kept his body between the bouncer’s and Gordon, just in case.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Those fae are probably really going to the Forum for some chocolate after you told them, and they’re going to bring the dealer along as well for the same reason.” Adler hoped his admiration came through.
Maxim shrugged as they left the club, walking past the pissed-looking humans still standing in line, more anxious to get in now that it appeared something interesting was happening inside.
“There is nothing I can do about that. The best part is, I do believe the Forum still gives out chocolates, but it takes them a few days to process the request on account of the fact they are using paper forms and their own delivery personnel to get them from one office to the other. A harpies’ lair, you must beware.”
Adler liked that explanation even with the rhyming, but Gordon wasn’t as satisfied.
“What was that exactly?” he asked the moment they were outside the club.
“You two did very well. It would have taken me at least another five to ten to find that dealer.” Maxim had parked right in front of the club and now held the door to the back of his car for them.
Adler quickly maneuvered Gordon into the back seat and followed after him. With his vampiric speed, it was barely another second before Maxim was in the driver’s seat. He then dialed, but let the phone connect to the car’s system as he pulled away from the curb.
“What about your driver?” Gordon asked.
“Yeah?” came Heath’s voice over the system. “Did you find those two making out in the bathroom?”
Maxim let out a long aah. “They found me a drug-dealing witness in the bathroom, can you believe that? Gordon askes that you tell the driver to head back.”
“Done. What did you find?”
“Pale blue minivan. License plate unknown.”
“Okay. That might help. I have to cross-reference that. Call you when I have something.” Heath hung up.
Maxim drove well within the speed limit and looked at them through the rearview.
“Back in London, one of the victims was a fire fae. She’d been cast out by her family, but she could call to the fire, and it would come. It’s not a detail that is talked about much, but fae especially remember it. Her grave marker bears a small flame on the back of it though not on the front because she was an outcast.”
“That’s why she hit on that fae.” Gordon looked at Adler.
Adler reached over the vampire to fasten his seat belt. It drew a tiny, surprised gasp from Gordon.
“Thanks.”
“Always, sweetheart.”
Maxim was watching them again, but the mirror cut off his mouth, so all Adler could see were the hunter’s twinkling eyes.
“Fae can have bad reactions to drugs,” Maxim said when Adler reluctantly fastened his own seat belt. “If the fire fae back there had taken anything from that drug-dealing human and the murderer had found her like that, it would have made her easier to handle. A fire fae sober is a challenge to overpower, especially for a human.”
“Easy pickings,” Adler said.
“No.” Gordon clasped his hands in front of him and looked down at them. “She got lucky. And she doesn’t even know how lucky.”
Adler didn’t say anything, but a low growl built in his throat, and he moved as close to Gordon as he could. He didn’t want to touch too much in case it wasn’t wanted, but he ached for it. He needs to come to me this time.
“Yes. Both.” Maxim’s voice didn’t betray much.
The ringing of an incoming call came over the car’s system, and Maxim picked up right away.
“Heath, what do you have for us?”
“An address.”
Adler felt both excitement and focus set in, and then Gordon reached for his hand.
“Thank fuck,” he said.
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Chapter 28


Gordon leaned against Adler, surprised at the easy comfort of it. “Where are we going?” 
Maxim’s eyes found his, their green illuminated by lights reflected from the car behind them. “So excited for field work after that first taste, Gordon? And may I say, you look a delight. So much better than the scrubs.”
Adler took a deep breath, but there wasn’t any more growling from him.
Maxim chuckled.
Over the car’s system, Heath said, “Winter Valley, a middle-class motel. With that description, this was actually easy.”
Maxim cooed. “Oh, darling, you did so well. I shall bring you a lollipop as a treat when I return.”
Gordon wasn’t sure exactly what the noise on the other end of the call was, and he was distracted by how fast Maxim was going. Adler, apparently noticing, moved closer.
“You annoying—you know what, no. I’m not biting, Maxim.”
“But you could, darling. We have donors for that.”
Heath heaved a sigh. “Dr. Jackson was alive last time she was caught on camera. She looked shaken but unhurt.”
Adler nodded. “Let’s keep it that way.”
“Such is the goal of this hunt,” Maxim said.
Gordon nodded. “Yeah. I don’t want this killer to deliver me another…let’s keep it that way.” He leaned against Adler and reached for the werewolf’s hand.

      [image: image-placeholder]Heath disconnected the call from his end, saying he was going to make sure they weren’t stopped by overeager cops.
Winter Valley was in the New Amsterdam area, but it wasn’t a short drive. Gordon personally would have been fine to spend it in the quiet back seat with Adler next to him, but the vampire hunter in the front seat had different ideas.
“Gordon, did you know,” Maxim began, “that werewolves are considered hypoallergenic? Almost no shedding.
“I’m not allergic. And that’s a little rude.”
“People who think they’re allergic really only make it up,” Adler mumbled.
Maxim groaned. “People peopling are the most annoying. By the way, Adler, doesn’t the alpha’s second-in-command’s spouse usually get to mind the pack’s pups during the full moon? Gordon guarding pups while you gaze to the moon and howl with Willa is something I would pay top gossip to see, so will you consider inviting me?”
“Seriously, Maxim. Sweetheart, there is no such rule, so you don’t have to worry. Not that the pups are unruly. I mean some, but generally…” Adler shrugged.
Spouse? Did he say spouse? I’m ignoring that if he’s ignoring it. “I saw them try to fight swans.”
“Always a stupid idea,” Adler said.
“Evil creatures, swans. It’s why the Romans ate them.” Maxim tapped the steering wheel. “Adler, dear, do you suppose I should be referring to Gordon as ‘Omega Gordon’ going forward? Is that still the appropriate title?”
Adler’s nostrils flared. “That stuff isn’t even scientific. It’s fiction. Gordon, sweetheart, no one is going to call you anything weird, I promise. The pack will be really glad to meet you. They’ll like you.”
Gordon sighed. “Are we there yet?”
“Almost, sweetheart,” Adler said.
“Have I mentioned how delightful it is to see you’re already at endearments? It is quite delightful, quite delightful indeed.”
“Shut up, Maxim,” Adler and Gordon said in chorus.

      [image: image-placeholder]Adler would have preferred to approach the human holed up in the motel with more police officers at his side. Which is a wolf thing, Adler considered as Maxim parked his car a good distance away from their target, the Roadflower Motel. Unlike so many movie clichés, the neon sign in front of the motel—featuring a shiny flower in red and orange—was in good working order, nothing ominous about it.
Still, no backup. Then again, Maxim was plenty useful, even if that was less obvious the more the vampire talked and rhymed as he talked. I have no idea how Heath manages with him.
“Let’s get this done.” All humor was washed clear of Maxim’s voice, and he opened his door, Adler following suit and taking Gordon’s hand so the vampire got out on his side.
“Your plan?” Adler asked as they crossed the street to the side of the motel, walking behind conveniently overgrown hedges and crabapple trees that hid their approach while streetlamps cast their shadows like mixed omens.
“In through the front and move fast. Take her alive unless we can’t.”
Adler snorted. “Hunters.”
“I am that. Though you certainly look happy to be apprehending a criminal.”
“That’s my job,” Adler said, then eyed Gordon. “Gordon, if you want, it’s okay for you to stay behind and wait for us.”
Gordon cocked his head. “No, I should come along in case Dr. Jackson needs medical attention. And in the movies, if you stay behind, you get killed for sure.”
Maxim chuckled. “This is the way to keep your wolf lover riled, Gordon. There are few creatures more protective of their own than a werewolf.”
“Like I need protecting. That’s what you’re for, isn’t it?” Gordon indicated Maxim’s swords.
Adler’s grin deepened.
Maxim shrugged. “Of course. And about that, I think the first thing to do is figure out our human’s room.”
“Right,” Adler said, his eyes picking out the signage as they rounded the hedge. “Reception is there. Let’s go.”

      [image: image-placeholder]When they walked into the motel’s reception area, Gordon realized he had never actually stayed in one. Hotels, sure, and plenty of them over the years. But motels by the roadside, not so much. As a result, this was all new and underwhelming.
Brochures faded from daylight exposure sat on the counter alongside a hula doll. The furniture looked cheap, and the reception counter’s plywood was cracked in one corner. I’m sure I didn’t miss much staying in decent hotels.
An older human was behind the counter. That hair is atrocious. When he was young and human himself, Gordon had started out with bottle dyes as well, had even ventured to blond once, just like this human. Yet the woman’s hairspray hair looked like the whipped cream top of a vanilla milkshake, and Gordon had never quite wanted that look for himself. Vanilla milkshakes really weren’t a vampire thing, after all.
“Hello,” Maxim purred, drawing the woman’s eyes up from a romance novel she was reading. Seriously, Moonlight Cherries? Why’s the guy on the cover wearing a red bow tie? Bow ties fell out of fashion even before I was born. And is that guy levitating a feather? I prefer the most recent Kawaii Demon Hunter to this any day.
The woman’s annoyed attitude changed when she saw Maxim in his sleek black outfit. She smiled at the hunter, giving him all her attention.
Maxim wasted no time and pulled the human into compulsion swiftly. Gordon knew the telltale signs, the smoothing of features, the faraway look. The Forum had classes that gave examples of the effects of compulsion, and since Gordon focused on forensics and research, he had always paid close attention, even though compulsion with the kind of instantaneous submission Maxim could render was not as widespread as some vampire conspiracy theorists liked to post on dark web forums. And standard Forum protocol is to veer away from the topic of compulsion altogether, especially when in human company. I wonder what Adler thinks about compulsion.
After all, werewolves were the only other supernatural creatures that could be pulled into compulsion in some cases. As Gordon watched the human close her novel, he wondered whether that was part of the reason vampire and werewolf unions were considered likely to fail: the threat of manipulation.
Adler, as if he’d sensed Gordon’s unease, reached for his hand and squeezed. It was as if the wolf wanted to say, Don’t worry, I am here, and I’m not going anywhere. 
My wolf, Gordon thought, and squeezed Adler’s fingers back. They broke apart, because this was work, and no one needed Maxim’s iambic commentary about handholding while trying to extricate a hostage from a violent murderer.
“You love to read paranormal novels I see,” said Maxim to the human, and Gordon noted that he recognized the book as such. Maybe that’s where he gets some of his lines. It would make sense. Gordon started imagining Maxim sitting at a desk with only a reading lamp on, totally engrossed in a smutty, fangy novel and taking notes.
“Yes,” the human said.
“Very distracting, I am sure. But please tell me about your guests. A woman in particular.” He pulled out his phone, showed her a photo.
“Yes. She is here.”
“Where?”
“Room 17,” the human said. “She seemed angry.”
“How very helpful of you,” Maxim said. “But that is all we will be needing. Now, I think you should go back to that novel, and not let anything distract you, at least for the next twenty minutes. Nothing you hear, nothing you see. Just lose yourself in your story.”
The woman nodded, which sent her milkshake hair bobbing.
Maxim turned while she picked the book back up and resumed reading. “Gentlemen. Normally I would suggest one of us knocks on the door, but none of us are the kind of inconspicuous that would be helpful in this situation given that two of us look like the vampires we are, and you, Adler, do look like all the clichés of the cop wolf.”
Adler looked at himself. “Thanks?”
“Anytime. Given that,” Maxim said, shrugging. “How would you feel about breaking down the door, Adler, so I can rush in?”
Adler sighed. “I know you can break down doors yourself easy enough, but thanks for including me in your masterplan.”
Maxim clicked his tongue. “And here I was, trying to make you look good in front of Gordon. Careful, detective. Save your huffing for room 17.”
Gordon tried to hide his chuckle, but he wasn’t sure he succeeded. Watching Maxim irritate Adler, and Adler getting irritated, flustered, well. It was sweet, adorable even, not a word commonly associated with werewolves.
“We should get this over with,” Gordon said.
“Right, you look too horny for comfort, doctor.” Maxim sauntered outside.
Adler followed but stopped to brush a kiss across Gordon’s lips. “The worst thing is, he’s right. About you looking too horny. I like you looking like that, sweetheart, but I want to be able to do something about it.”
To which Gordon knew not what to say. If Adler had meant to make Gordon’s knees tremble, there wasn’t a more elegant way to do it, nor a simpler one.
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Chapter 29


He’s my mate, I have to protect him.  Adler couldn’t keep himself from thinking the thought, no matter how inappropriate or brash. And it was difficult to think much else while the three of them were making their way toward room 17, going in single file. Even while they were all sneaking, Adler made himself as big as he could, the instinct to shield Gordon not something he would have changed, even if he could have.
The only good thing about this is, with a hunter like Maxim doing most of the heavy lifting, I don’t have all that much to do and can focus on keeping Gordon safe. Even so, Adler felt the adrenaline build like an itch under his skin with every step they came closer to the room. They walked past room 14, the room lit brightly from within and casting patterns on the concrete, past the room after it, the TV in there too loud. The last room before the one they wanted was dark and quiet.
Once they were at 17, Gordon stayed back and out of the way. Adler liked that. It showed trust, showed Gordon was confident that Adler could handle things. At least that’s how another werewolf would treat this, but he’s just here as a medic, basically. Head in the game, Adler, don’t make a fool of yourself when all you have to do is break down a motel door.
Maxim took up position, one hand hovering over the hilt of a sword. Any and all congeniality had left him, and he stood there, golden-haired, face beautiful as ever, but expression sharp and cold, like ice that still sparkled in the light only so it could lure you into a freezing death.
Adler took a few steps until he was facing the door, braced. It took a certain kind of door to stop a werewolf, and by the looks of it, this wasn’t it.
Maxim, though, didn’t give any sign that he wanted the door taken down just yet, so Adler waited. When he saw Gordon cock his head and take a step closer as if he were listening, Adler could guess why that was.
Our murderer’s talking. Awesome. Wish I had vampire hearing.
Adler heard Pearson only when she spoke up, agitated. “The fucking creatures, you know. Not that I care they offed my parents. Fuck, they deserved it. They wanted to put me away, did you know that? Because they were fucking afraid I wasn’t going to be nice to my sister, that snotty brat. And can you imagine, after all of that Leila goes and gets herself bit by some disgusting vampire?”
Something crashed inside the room. Maxim gave a curt nod, and Adler dashed forward, turning the door into plywood and splinters.
Everything after happened within moments because one single, angry human had nothing that would have slowed down Maxim. When his blurring vampire speed coalesced, Adler could just about take in the room, their killer.
Maxim yanked the woman’s hair, forcing her to turn even as she opened her mouth to scream and raised her arm to jab something at him, a syringe.
“Stop.” Maxim’s voice was bolstered by the force of his compulsion unleashed on Pearson. She froze, and he whisked the syringe from her fingers, tossed it onto a cheap-looking nightstand. “You’re not going to be doing anything else with that.”
With the most evident danger taken care of, Adler looked around. Takeout on the small table, a brochure. A knife too, and a crowbar. On the bed, half hidden behind Maxim’s frame and the now still Pearson, Adler could see Dr. Jackson. Glass shards were scattered around her on the flimsy comforter, a shattered water glass broken in rage perhaps.
Adler nearly froze when he smelled roses, much too close for his comfort.
“Can I come in there?” Gordon asked.
Adler wanted to tell him no and block him, maybe not his finest moment, but Gordon was his mate, whether they had yet discussed this or not, and Adler would die before he allowed Gordon anywhere near danger.
Maxim looked over his shoulder. “Yes, it’s clear, Gordon. Come check on Dr. Jackson, please.”
Maxim had a hold of Pearson and moved her out of the way. She struggled though, and that was rare. She should barely know she’s being compelled, especially by someone as powerful as Maxim.
Gordon shouldered his way past Adler, something Adler only allowed because Maxim, the functional alpha in this situation, had invited it.
Gordon looked around only briefly, kneeling on the small motel bed to feel for a pulse.
Adler jerked. “Sweetheart, there’s glass on the bed.”
“I saw, it’s fine. Dr. Jackson? Dr. Jackson, come on, open your eyes. Yes, just like that.” Gordon turned to Adler. “Call an ambulance. Tell them”—he looked around, zeroed in on a vial that sat on the other nightstand, and grabbed that. “Tell them she was injected with Buprenorphine but appears otherwise stable. Breathing’s fine. Tell them to hurry anyway.”
Adler did exactly that, stepping outside—not moving so far away that he couldn’t see that head of teal-colored hair. The call went through blessedly quickly. “Dispatch, this is Detective Adler, homicide, on scene. Send an ambulance for one human, drugged with Burr—”
“Buprenorphine,” Gordon said, enunciating for someone who didn’t speak medical jargon.
Adler repeated it to the officer on the other end. “We have a doctor here watching her breathing, but he says to hurry all the same.”
“Confirming that. Ambulance is on its way. Will you be needing backup, detective?”
“Yes, your colleagues can take her,” Maxim said from inside the room, voice frosty. It was followed by the sharp noise of zip ties being fastened.
“Yes, send a car. We have a perpetrator here, detained by a Forum hunter. She’s human.”
“Roger. They’re a few minutes out.”
“Thanks.” He hung up, went back into the room. It said a lot about the speed and lack of commotion that none of the residents had left their room to check out what was happening. Adler was glad. He didn’t want to do crowd control out here where Gordon wasn’t.
Maxim pushed Pearson into a chair. Sweat was beading on her forehead and her jaw and neck muscles were bulging with tension.
Without a single conscious thought, Adler reached out to settle his hand on Gordon’s shoulder. Support and strength, if you want that, sweetheart.
“How can she do that?” Adler asked Maxim.
The hunter tsked. “It happens with those leaning anti-social. Though perhaps there is training involved here.” The hunter was taking photos of everything, then shuffled through a small planner on the table and that brochure Adler had seen, went through a plastic bag that sat on another chair.
“Everything is going to be fine, Dr. Jackson. Adler just called an ambulance for you, and you are safe now. It’ll be fine. I’ll come visit you in the hospital. They’ll probably want to keep you overnight. Your heart rate and breathing are still good. Keep that up. I can hear the sirens now.”
In the distance, Adler could too, just a few seconds later. Only then did he allow himself to look at Pearson, angry at the world, angry at the people she didn’t think deserved to live.
Pearson had brown hair, brown eyes, and she was tall. So unremarkable. I bet that’s what her victims thought.
Maxim followed his line of sight. “This isn’t like the Ripper’s murders. She will be made accountable.”
Gordon grumbled. “Fuck her. Can we focus on Dr. Jackson, please?”
Adler couldn’t agree more. He squeezed Gordon’s shoulder. “Ambulance’s here. I’ll let them know where we are.”
He went outside to direct the EMTs to the room, ignoring Maxim, who was beaming and giving him a double-thumbs-up. Why do vampires get so fucking weird with age?
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Chapter 30


Handling the first responders put Adler at ease, right up until Gordon hopped into the back of the ambulance that had parked not too far away from the hotel room. 
“You’re going with them?” Adler heard the almost-whine in his voice, and Maxim, who’d been on the phone and had walked a few paces away so the EMTs could do their jobs, looked over at him.
Gordon took his eyes off his patient. He gave Adler a nod.
“I promised her. Besides, I don’t have any skills that can be used by staying here.”
Adler nodded because that was correct. It didn’t help with the way his insides wanted to twist and turn so he could better protect Gordon in his wolf form. I hate that instinct can never work with the higher brain functions where my mate is concerned.
Adler, rather than abandoning everything, forced himself to smile right back at his beautiful vampire twink who—come to think of it—should be prohibited from wearing such tight pants outside the house, only if he would tolerate such a prohibition, of course, but in the name of decency, perhaps Adler would have to attempt to insist on it. A tiny little bit.
“Call me. I’ll pick you up, okay?”
Gordon gave him a two-finger salute, because he was just that goofy. “Sure thing.”
The EMTs closed the back of the ambulance then, and Adler watched it speed off.
The officers that had come to pick up Pearson had just gotten out of their car by then, and Maxim came over to greet them with a silly rhyme or other. Adler found it difficult to focus.
It didn’t take long to tell them to take the murderer into custody to await the finalized hunter verdict, which would come through the Forum. Maxim would be the one handing it out. The treaties the Forum had with most countries didn’t allow capital punishment for humans. In such cases, it was lifelong imprisonment.
In Adler’s opinion, this was as good an outcome as they could have hoped for, a bad person behind bars for the rest of her life, no time or breath wasted to argue her innocence. No matter what Maxim or anyone thought about the Forum’s bureaucracy, when it came to punishment—or protecting and avenging those affected by the crime, rather—the Forum wasn’t doing too bad.
He stood there, watched with satisfaction as Pearson was put into the back of the police car, glaring at him and Maxim, who was back to fiddling with his phone. Adler indulged in the staring contest until he couldn’t see Pearson anymore.
“You and Gordon make such a lovely couple,” Maxim said, grinning.
“Huh? This isn’t the time for that.” Adler gestured at the motel room. “We should—”
Maxim clicked his tongue. “I called the minions. The Forum minions. A formality, really.”
“Ah. Right. Unlimited funding. I guess we’re heading there first?”
Maxim groaned and let his eyes roll back in his head as if he were about to faint like a lady. “Yes, the nest of hazard form harpies. There’s nothing for it, Adler, we must. I’m very much afraid, though, once the forms are done, we shall never be free of their bureaucratic coil, of the toil they toss at us with their embossed letterheads and copious copies of sentencing forms.”
Adler eyed him. “You know, none of this is good, but according to Gordon, Dr. Jackson will be okay. And we get to close this case today. I for one am satisfied.”
“Yes,” Maxim said. “I will make the rounds to notify the relatives.”
Adler took in Maxim, that very sexy hunter outfit and the tendency to make light of everything. Behind all of that, Maxim could be kind. Still.
“I can come with you if you want?”
Maxim shook his head. “This is my burden, mine alone. It comes with what I do and chose to do. It’s as important as these beautiful swords, you know.” He tapped the hilt of one.
Across from them, an unmarked Forum van drove onto the lot and the old motel receptionist with the disadvantageous hair came out of her office, looking ready to pick a fight.
She narrowed her eyes at them and hollered. “Hey, what’s happening out here? I was just busy reading when I heard that racket you folks been making.”
“Adler, we should run,” Maxim said. “Do wave your badge at her while we do. I doubt she can catch us, looking at those slippers she is wearing. Not made for running, those.”
Adler snickered, pulled out his badge as the two of them started walking. “Ever such a people pleaser, Maxim. Ma’am, excuse me, we had some official police business here. Please stay inside while our colleagues clear the scene.”
She looked about ready to argue, then Adler noticed her gaze slip away from him and over to Maxim, who was possibly strutting a bit.
She wrinkled the corners of her mouth. “Fine, but you better don’t damage anything or you’ll pay for it.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Adler said, doing his best to keep pace with Maxim. Hopefully, she’d not notice the door he’d broken down before they were done.

      [image: image-placeholder]Gordon was satisfied he would not have to welcome Dr. Jackson in his lab as a corpse, but riding in the back of a bumpy ambulance with her unmoving was very much not his idea of a job well done. I know I’m trained to handle the living as well, but I’m not the best for this.
Regardless, he stayed with her, holding her hand while he could. When they arrived at the hospital, he gave the attending—a tall blond with shoulders nowhere near as nice as Adler’s—the rundown of her condition and what had happened. Once she was stable, he took a seat next to her bed in the ER.
Dr. Jackson opened her eyes with a groan, twisting and turning, clearly glad to be able to move again now that the drugs had mostly worn off.
“What happened?” she asked before Gordon could ask her who to call for her.
Gordon shifted in his seat, suddenly uncomfortable. “Welcome back, Dr. Jackson. I’m not sure I can answer in any detail. Maxim is handling this case now. You met him during the autopsy the other day, the hunter. I can let him know to drop by and explain to you what he can.”
She nodded, her eyes heavy-lidded. “I think…that would help. He was nice. Patient, you know.” Her voice was rough and brittle from the choking. There was bruising, but nothing that required more than an overnight stay to monitor her. “There is a joke here, right? About how I really took getting to your morgue seriously.” Her gaze drifted into the distance.
“We would be nothing without our black humor,” Gordon agreed. “Who do I call for you?”
“My brother.”
She recited the number for him, and Gordon made the call from his phone. It was short, different from any notification he’d ever had to make in his line of work.
“Do you want me to wait with you until he gets here?” he asked afterward.
Dr. Jackson looked up at the ceiling before shaking her head. “I think I would like to be alone for a bit. But thank you. You’re quite good with the not-yet-corpse community.”
Gordon chuckled. “High praise.” He bent in conspiratorially. “I don’t talk about it a lot, but I am actually fonder of that community than most people think.”
She nodded, and a smile flickered across her face. Gordon pulled the curtain around her bed open so he could leave.
“I mean it, thank you for coming to save me,” she said.
“Anytime, but hopefully not in the near future.” Gordon winked at her and pulled the curtain closed behind himself. He took a deep breath, rattled by the smell of disinfectant, the odor of human ailments, and an undercurrent through it all: blood. He walked away from Dr. Jackson, trying to clear his head.
The ER was similar to the one he’d interned at as a medical student, even if back then, Gordon had been human, unable to discern the smells like he did now. The ER was also not like the place he remembered because that had been decades ago, and things had changed, diagnostics had improved, meds too. People still get hurt, same as then. But this is better. This is not like Paula. Dr. Jackson will be okay. She’ll feel stupid and used, maybe even guilty, but she’ll be alive to get over it all and move on.
Half lost in thoughts and memories, Gordon walked down the hall to the nurses’ desk to ask them nicely if they would let him know if Dr. Jackson’s condition changed. He stopped in his tracks when he saw Adler was already at the desk and talking with a nurse. The nurse pointed at Gordon, and Adler turned to him.
Gordon felt himself go weak in the knees, even before Adler’s eyes found his, even before Gordon remembered the taste of chocolate, the consistency of the dark sweetness melting on his tongue. Adler’s taste, the best in this world. They walked toward one another in one of those moments Gordon had always found silly in the movies.
“I was about to call a cab,” Gordon said.
Adler frowned. “I told you to call me. I’m your ride, sweetheart.”
Not caring where they were, the wolf reached out and wrapped his hand around Gordon’s neck, that big, warm hand pulled Gordon close and kissed him hungrily.
“Sorry for not calling you first,” Gordon whispered when they broke apart for air and consideration of the people around them.
“Whatever should we do about that, sweetheart? You’ll have to make it up to me, won’t you?”
Gordon licked his lips. “Yes, please.”
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Chapter 31


Adler felt guilty for the public display of affection. He knew he should. His wolf side loved it, the public claim where anyone and everyone could see, the way Gordon had let him…  It’s like those old-fashioned claiming ceremonies. Not cool. He deserves better. Next time we’re in public, I need to ask before I kiss him.
The walk to the car was a daze, and when Gordon got in and fastened his seat belt, his scent was everywhere all of a sudden. Adler growled with pleasure.
“Huh? What now?”
“Nothing, sweetheart. I’m happy.”
“You have a happy growl?”
“I guess.”
Gordon chuckled. It was the cutest sound, and if he hadn’t just started the engine, if they weren’t in a public place, Adler might have risked jumping Gordon’s bones. The seats tilted all the way back, after all. Stop! Stop. Seriously, it’s like I’m fifteen again. He deserves better.
They were quiet for a few minutes, right up until Adler came to an intersection. He decelerated and took a steadying breath.
“My apartment isn’t too far. Would you like to see it?” And what a stupid question that was. Did he want to see it, as if Gordon were a realtor.
But the vampire nodded, and Adler saw the dreamy smile on Gordon’s face out of the corner of his eye.
“I would like that very much, Adler.”
Just as he said it, rain started falling, thick droplets hitting the windshield and making it feel like they were cocooned from the world, dry and warm inside Adler’s car.
“Damn, that’s some weather,” Gordon said.
Adler kept his eyes on the road, because it was, and because he had his mate next to him, the mate he was driven to protect.
“Uh-huh.”
“My…my sister liked the sun, but I always thought rain was nice. I got sunburn when I was a kid. Turning vampire barely changed anything in that regard.”
“Oh. Okay. I see. Uhm.”
Gordon put a hand on Adler’s forearm, the softest touch.
Gordon relaxed. “I don’t want to talk about her. But I think it’s okay to trust you, and maybe sometimes, I just…can talk about her. Just a little bit. So I don’t forget what it was like to have a sister.”
Adler gripped the wheel so hard his knuckles stood out white. His jaw was clenched tight, and he didn’t know what to do. His wolf side was wild with the pain of it, the knowledge that his mate hurt and he couldn’t solve it, couldn’t help.
But his alpha had told him exactly what to do: use his words.
“Gordon, sweetheart, it hurts that you’re hurting. I’d do anything to make that stop.” He spoke loud enough to be heard over the rain, realizing too late that Gordon would have been able to hear anyway, that he might seem as if he were shouting.
But Gordon seemed unbothered. His hand still rested on Adler’s arm. “But what if the hurt stops and I forget? This is fine. I like that you’re here with me. And I like that we saved someone today. They were a couple, Pearson and Dr. Jackson. Dr. Jackson’s going to be okay, and Pearson won’t get out ever again. This is good.”
This is fine. I like that you’re here with me. Adler hung on to the words, and most importantly, he trusted his mate to know his own heart. Willa would be so proud.
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“You know, if I had Maxim’s speed, we would be fifty percent dry,” Gordon mused.
Adler snorted. “You mean I’d be wet, and you’d be dry.”
“That’s what I said.”
“Don’t let Maxim rub off on you, sweetheart. You might start sounding like some weirdo vampire without even noticing it.”
Gordon blinked at Adler. “Wanna run through the rain with me, detective?”
There was no saying no to his vampire. Adler braced himself. It was really pouring. He got out, and Gordon followed suit, squeaking with childlike glee. Adler rounded the car and took Gordon’s hand.
“See that path that cuts across the lawn? Come on.”
Hand in hand, they were soon running across the courtyard that connected the four buildings that made up the complex Adler lived in. It was a nice place, home to several wolf families with the odd Fae and human thrown in. Vampires didn’t live there at all, but Adler had never thought about that much, not until today.
They ran hand in hand across those paths where anyone could see them.
“I’m soaked,” Adler said. He was looking forward to being inside and getting dry.
“Better than sunshine,” Gordon said, his hand vampirically cold in Adler’s. “This is a whole lot of running, detective. I realize I suggested it, but I dislike running.”
“You’re saying that now. Don’t you worry, sweetheart, I’ll make sure you can relax soon.”
Finally, they reached the entrance door to the building and dashed inside once Adler had punched in the door code. When he looked back over his shoulder, he saw Gordon, hair dark rivers of teal that looked oh so beautiful against that pale skin. I want him. I want him so freaking much.
“Finally inside.” Gordon came to a halt after they’d taken a few steps into the stairwell, looked past Adler, and said, “Oh.”
Mil, the young werewolf child who lived with her grandma, sat on the wooden bench in the hallway, engrossed in a book. I don’t think Jane Eyre is age appropriate for a seven-year-old, Adler thought as she looked up at them from the book.
Mil wasn’t shy once she warmed up to a person, but she didn’t know Gordon, so her lips remained tight. “Hi,” she said, pulling her book closer to her chest.
“Milea, why do you keep reading in the hallway? I know for a fact your granny’s armchair is comfier than that bench. This is Gordon, by the way. He’s my…” Fuck. Adler had just managed to catch himself before blurting out mate. “Friend. Gordon’s a good friend.”
Adler wasn’t sure if that was better, and he couldn’t tell from Gordon’s reaction because Gordon just brushed his wet hair back and threw a lopsided smile at Mil.
“I think I read Jane Eyre when I was about your age. You like it?”
That made Mil’s lips curve up slightly. “I do. Are you a vampire?”
Gordon nodded. “Yes, I am. Are you a bookworm?”
Which got him a proper smile. “Yes, I am.”
Adler was amazed. For as long as he’d known her, Mil had never smiled at a stranger that fast, let alone exchanged that many words with one, not since she had come to live here after her parents’ deaths. He felt pride bubbling in his chest. Even if it was one of the younger members of the pack, this was acceptance, and it made Adler proud of Gordon.
Adler pulled Gordon a little closer, inhaled his scent of roses. It came out heavier with the rain on the vampire’s skin, and Adler liked that.
He looked at the young bookworm wolf. “Mil, head back to your granny’s, okay?”
Mil heaved a sigh but did as Adler had said. On her way across the hall, she turned her head to smile at Gordon once more. And then she even waved. He waved right back.
When she was gone, Adler pulled Gordon into a kiss. “Well, sweetheart, I thought you were only good with corpses. Mil doesn’t usually open up like that.”
Gordon chuckled. “We aren’t strangers. We’re both readers, acquaintances who have walked the same fictional roads. And superhighways, if she likes science fiction.”
Adler leaned in, teased Gordon’s lower lip with his teeth. “You are beginning to sound a bit like Maxim.”
“You tried that back in that car, and I’m not. Where’s your place?”
“Right here. C’mon.” Adler pulled out his keys, led Gordon to the first door on the right, and let them in. “Make yourself at home,” he said once he closed the door behind them. “Anything to drink?” He watched as Gordon walked deeper into his apartment and looked around.
Adler hadn’t decorated much. That made it inevitable for Gordon to notice the wolf carving Willa had gifted him years back. It sat on a cabinet against the wall in his living room.
It was a big piece, and Adler liked how when he looked up from his desk, the wolf would always catch his attention. The creature birthed from oak was the size of a small cat and caught perfectly in a fluid turn. It looked less like wood and carpentry, that figurine, more like magic.
“That’s pretty,” Gordon commented. He also examined Adler’s bookshelf, which was nothing like the walls and walls of books Gordon owned. “I had no idea you were that interested in forensics.” Gordon’s eyes came to rest on the books Adler had collected on the topic.
Adler shrugged. “It’s my job. Or part of my job.”
Which got Gordon to abandon the bookshelf and walk to Adler. He draped his arms around Adler’s neck. “You look very sexy. When you do your job, I mean.”
Adler ran his hands along Gordon’s sides until they came to rest on Gordon’s hips, and fuck, his cock stirred just at that. “Really?”
“Yeah.”
The kiss started slow and remained so for approximately three seconds. Gordon’s smell, rain and roses, and the wet hair tangled in Adler’s fingers, that was just too much. Adler could feel a low growl start in his chest, even as he claimed Gordon’s mouth, elated that he was allowed to, elated that Gordon dipped his head back and let Adler have him.
But then, after a short eternity, Gordon pulled away. “Show me your bedroom,” the vampire said, a strand of teal-colored hair dangling in front of his right eye.
Adler brushed the strand away, then lifted Gordon by his ass, and just as if this were a perfect romance movie scene, Gordon put both legs around Adler and let himself be carried off.
Adler’s bed was unmade still. He usually didn’t leave it that way, but he had been excited to see Gordon the last time he’d woken up in it. Having the vampire here, now, was not something he had hoped for then, but it sure was wonderful. Soon my sheets will have his scent. His and mine.
Adler gently put Gordon down, admiring the spill of teal hair on his white sheets, the pale skin, the veins on Gordon’s wrist that stood out bluish. Adler wanted to commit all of it to memory. He wanted to make sure Gordon knew what it meant that he was here, in Adler’s bed. No wolf would take a random lover home like this, show him off, allow in a strange scent. Yet in that moment, the words to explain properly failed Adler. He needed to touch and taste and kiss.
I will be yours for as long as you’ll have me, Adler thought, drinking in another kiss and grinding down on Gordon, who looked too sexy in what he was wearing.
After a minute or so, Adler came up for air. “May I undress you?”
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Chapter 32


“May I undress you?” 
The werewolf looked hopeful and intent both at the same time as he loomed above Gordon. Does he loom? No, maybe more like admire?
Gordon decided not to answer, instead reached up, framed Adler’s face with his hands. “I think you are a good person, Adler. I like you. We should date.”
Adler’s light brown eyes seemed to light up. “We should. I want that very much. I’ll take you out and surprise you. All the things. But for right now, may I undress you?”
Gordon smiled. His life hadn’t been all hardship, far from it, but this happiness, he hadn’t allowed that in before.
“You may.”
Adler growled as if he were pleased. He started with the buttons on Gordon’s shirt, then spent some time with the pants, but Gordon got the sense it was more about touching than removing clothing in an efficient manner. He even went so far as to wiggle out of his shoes by himself.
The next thing he knew, Adler had gotten his shirt open and was nuzzling and kissing Gordon’s belly, exploring his abdomen with ardor.
“You should be glad I’m not ticklish.”
“Hmm. I could tie you down. I have a feather toy. Maybe you are ticklish after all.”
Gordon was about to laugh that off. He looked at Adler, and Adler was watching him closely, even as his tongue drew patterns beneath Gordon’s navel.
“Fuck. You mean that.”
“Yeah. I have other things as well. But for now—”
He nipped Gordon’s skin, making Gordon gasp and drop his head back.
That finally made Adler move. This time around, Adler had no issue getting Gordon undressed fast. Gordon helped, but the werewolf was the eager one, the one who stopped to cup Gordon’s neck and invade his mouth with a deep kiss while they sought friction, rubbed against one another until they tumbled back into the sheets, gasping.
Soon enough, Adler unbuckled his belt, pulled it out of the loops and tossed it, then got rid of the pants and everything underneath. It was the last piece of clothing between them.
Adler was already firm, his tip wet, much like Gordon. This is going to be fun, Gordon thought and rolled back on the bed.
Adler saw that for the invitation it was and came right back to loom, like a moon that had been temporarily hidden by clouds.
Adler’s nostrils flared. “We’re dating.” A slow smile crept over his face. “I’m dating the hottest vampire forensic pathologist in town.”
“This hot forensic pathologist is naked underneath you right now, detective. As an investigator, what do you think that means?”
Just a single beat of a werewolf’s heart later, Gordon had his answer. Adler had descended on him, was claiming his mouth and grinding into him, both their cocks hot and throbbing between them.
And yet, there was no hurrying this, no need to push or pull. Gordon found himself falling into the moment and enjoying it, Adler’s pure attention, the way he kissed before nipping Gordon’s skin.
“Like my neck?” Gordon asked when Adler was licking over a spot he’d just bitten.
“Love it. About the biting—”
“It’s still okay.”
Once more, Adler growled. It sounded pleased, almost as if he were preening. “I need to be inside you. My teeth, my cock—I need both inside you.”
Gordon shivered. “That’s hot.”
“Glad you think so.”
Adler pulled away, taking with him that glorious friction between them, but it was only for a moment. He kneeled above Gordon, and with his clearly superior werewolf bulk and strength, flipped Gordon over.
“Your legs. Spread them for me.”
Gordon complied while Adler fumbled for a bottle of lube that was already out on his nightstand.
“Adler.”
“Almost, sweetheart. Let’s get you ready now. Lift that ass for me. Yes, that’s right. Such a nice view. Fuck, Gordon, why are you this hot?”
Gordon looked back over his shoulder. “Maybe that’s just werewolf tunnel vision?”
Adler, brows drawn, looked at him. “No.”
In the next moment, he was exploring Gordon’s hole with slick fingers. The stretching could have gone faster. Gordon still felt loose enough. Adler took his time though. “Keep breathing,” he would say. “Your hole looks so pretty. Looks like you’re craving another finger,” he told Gordon. “You’re going to take me so well, sweetheart. I’ll cum so hard once I’m inside you.”
Gordon was about to tell Adler to get on with it when all of a sudden, Adler pulled his fingers out.
“Ah!”
“I’ll fuck you now, sweetheart. Lift that ass for me.”
Gordon felt dizzy, so hungry for this. Adler’s warm hand was on his thigh, and then there was a massive cock pressing into him, sliding inside easily. Gordon gasped with the sensation. It nearly overwhelmed him. I think I’ve been doing sex wrong all this time, but this is it. This is the way.
When Adler snapped his hips and their bodies connected, Gordon screamed out and nearly came right then and there.
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Chapter 33


“Shh. Relax.” Adler wasn’t entirely sure he was talking to Gordon and not himself. 
He’s on his knees in front of me, taking my cock, and looks like a fucking treat doing it. And then the awe shifted to something else, something more. He’s on his knees for me. No one else can have him now. I’ll make him mine, my mate.
“Were you this big before?” Gordon asked. He’d almost dropped his head, was on his elbows now, tremors racking through his body.
“Maybe you’re tense.” Adler snaked a hand around Gordon’s chest and pulled him up until he had Gordon’s back pressed to his front. “Relax.” He snapped his hips, and it had Gordon shiver and gasp. I did that.
“Imma…won’t last long,” the vampire managed, his head rolling back against Adler’s shoulder.
“Hmm.” Adler moved slowly, lazily almost, nuzzled the crook of Gordon’s neck until the most primal part of his brain knew he’d found the perfect spot to mark his vampire. “Then I won’t be touching you.” Adler moved, in and out, and Gordon shivered, both hands holding on to Adler’s arm as if it were a life vest. Adler licked over Gordon’s pulse and tightened his hold.
In response, Gordon whimpered, and that was fuel to Adler’s fire. His focus narrowed in on Gordon, the rose scent of him, the relative warmth of his vampire’s skin now that he was aroused, and the way it felt to be inside Gordon, the welcoming tightness and heat.
If you allow me to play with you, I’ll make you pass out with ecstasy, Adler thought. Soon.
“Adler,” Gordon said, his voice delightfully faint, so close to tipping over.
Adler couldn’t help himself. Deep down, the wolf side of him would always want to please his mate, would always want to give and provide. It was the same now, and without consciously deciding to, Adler picked up the pace. He licked over the spot he’d mark, waiting, surrounded by the breathy moans of his lover whose eyes had drifted shut, who was only upright now because Adler held him in position.
Mine. Mine, mine, mine.
Gordon came with a cute little scream, and as Adler felt the vampire’s muscles contract all around him, he bit down, letting his teeth sink into Gordon’s skin.
The marks would fade, but it didn’t matter. What mattered was Gordon, his taste and scent, intensified with that rough orgasm that had him shake and shiver in Adler’s arms.
It was both beautiful and soothing to have Gordon and hold him through it, with his teeth and his arms. The bliss that came from that was one that only made sense to a werewolf. Adler knew that and hoped Gordon would be okay with it, would accept it.
Through that haze of lust, Adler wanted to reciprocate. It wasn’t ever that way with a mating bite. Those, in the very traditional sense, had nothing to do with making both mates equal, which was part of why Adler hated it, hated the very thought.
But he’s a vampire. He can reciprocate.
Still riding on instinct, Adler held up his free hand, wrist up, to Gordon. Gordon was only just coming down, his breathing still noisy, his pulse racing. His vampire instinct seemed to respond though, and after only a moment, Adler learned what it was like to take a vampire bite.
It hurt, just like he’d been told it would. Humans—donors—were fine with it, because to them, a vampire bite was soothing and some ended up seeking it out like a high. However, that wasn’t the case for werewolves, who didn’t get the pain suppressing whatever-it-was that humans got when bitten.
Still, I’d rather hurt than have him go to another human for blood. He’s my mate. I should provide.
And so, Adler relaxed into it, and the moment he did, an orgasm the likes of which he’d never experienced slammed into him. He blacked out for a second or two. When he came to, he and Gordon had fallen forward and were lying on Adler’s bed in a mess of limbs. His teeth had released Gordon’s neck, but he could smell the coppery scent and started licking the spot right away.
Gordon was boneless, his hair tickling Adler’s chin. The vampire had stopped feeding at some point, but he was licking Adler’s wrist much like Adler was Gordon’s shoulder. To Adler’s delight, his cock was still inside Gordon, though he was getting soft now, all spent.
“You meant for me to bite?” Gordon asked.
“Huh. Too coherent. Come here.”
The adjustment made their bodies pull apart at last, but it was worth it to get to hold Gordon close, make sure he was mostly lying on top of Adler. That’ll keep him warm. I know he doesn’t need it, but still.
“Sex has never felt like this,” Gordon said, still sounding entirely coherent.
“You’re mine.”
Gordon giggled. “Detective.”
“Mine.” Adler adjusted Gordon’s position, made sure he was centered on his chest.
“You taste different. Than a human does, I mean.”
Adler’s eyes opened, alarmed. “Oh. Is it…good or bad?”
“Hmm.” The vampire ran a long finger along Adler’s collarbone. “I like it. Werewolf is my new favorite flavor.”
Adler frowned. “No. Don’t say that.”
Gordon’s eyebrows shot up. “But you are.”
“Not werewolf, sweetheart. Me. Please. I’m your new favorite flavor. Please, Gordon.”
Gordon stared at him. Then he tried, unsuccessfully, to hide his giggling face against Adler’s chest. Adler bore it with as much dignity as any man who’d just cum from a vampire bite could.
“Okay. You are my new favorite flavor. I’m Detective Adler all the way, pure and unadulterated, no artificial flavors added.” He put his chin on Adler’s chest, and they locked eyes for a few moments. “I think I really like the idea of being exclusive with you.”
Adler liked that Gordon was on board with that part. A non-werewolf mate embracing what came so natural to werewolves was one of the more significant relationship markers, at least Adler thought so.
Adler cleared his throat. “Uh, yeah. It’s only you for me. I told you that before. But I meant…I know it’s different for every vampire, but would you be fine using me as a donor?”
“Huh?”
“I just want to do that for you. Okay?”
Adler saw it, the tendrils of fear reaching out from Gordon’s memory. It was plain on the vampire’s face, in his eyes. Adler ran his fingers over Gordon to soothe, making sure he wasn’t holding on or constricting.
“Is it a werewolf thing?” Gordon asked, not meeting Adler’s eyes.
“I think so. This is my first time doing this with a vampire. But if you were human or a werewolf, I’d want to do the same. I mean, I’d want to cook for you, I’d want to make sure you’re comfortable and feel happy and satisfied. I guess that’s how it translates. If you need more than I can give, then of course use as many donors as you need. But when you’re here maybe?” Drink my blood as much as you like, Adler wanted to say, but even in his orgasm-addled state, he knew that was a bit much to dump on his mate.
Gordon took his time to think it through. Adler loved that his vampire wasn’t running, felt safe enough to do his thinking right here on top of Adler.
In the end, he looked up and said the single most beautiful thing. “Okay.”

      [image: image-placeholder]They dozed for a bit, just long enough for the world to darken and the rain to lull them into the illusion of isolation from the outside world. They were inside, together, and nothing else mattered. Adler woke with Gordon still on top of him, his skin now vampire cool, his heartbeat slow.
Adler ran his hands over his mate, trying to rub warmth back into those long limbs before he woke up enough to remember this was normal for Gordon.
By that time, Gordon had sort of woken as well, and he drowsily responded to the touch, leaned into it, sought the contact.
“I’m still kind of loose,” the vampire mumbled before burying his nose in Adler’s neck.
It took no more than that for Adler to get hard again, and after using his fingers to make Gordon squirm on top of him, he used his cock, and it was perfect, just like before.
The time after that, Gordon was on his belly, and that head of teal hair on his pillows made Adler wild, made him thrust hard and deep while he was chasing Gordon’s moans.
In doing so, he licked over the bite mark that still stood out against the vampire’s skin, and at the contact, Gordon came undone underneath him.
My mate, he’s mine. Following Gordon’s release, Adler found his own, and moments later, they were nothing but a weave of arms and legs again. Adler had never been as relaxed in his life. The air was thick with Gordon’s scent, but knowing Adler’s own was braided with the powdery roses made it only better.
Minutes flew by, maybe hours.
“Do you think we need to get up?” Gordon asked when it was truly dark out. The rain had subsided, was barely a drizzle.
“To do what exactly? Hmm. Do you want me to take you standing up, sweetheart? I can do that, from behind, or you can put your legs around my waist while I hold you.”
Gordon chuckled and adjusted his position in Adler’s arms. “Maybe in a bit. But don’t you have to eat? Since I already had you and we’ve been exercising.”
Fuck. He looks shy. So cute. Who gave him the right to look this cute?
“Uh.”
Gordon moved. “Adler, are you getting a hard-on again?”
“Well, blame yourself. Shameless vampire.”
Gordon wiggled in Adler’s arms. “This is not my fault. I did nothing.”
“You open your mouth to talk to me, the fault is yours. Everything about you is sexy. You have to take responsibility, doctor.”
“Well…”
Gordon didn’t say another word. Instead he turned around, offering himself.
Adler’s heart did acrobatics in his chest, and his capacity for higher thought suffered before going offline for good. All he could think about was being inside his mate and feeling him and making him feel good.
Gordon’s body was receptive, almost like every part of the vampire knew that he was with his mate, the one person who loved him above all others, who would protect Gordon and provide for him, no matter what.
The rush of sex, of cumming together, was no less intense, no less special, and after, Gordon’s cool body wrapped in Adler’s warm embrace, they fell asleep again, nightfall carrying them away.
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Chapter 34


What on earth…  Gordon was wide awake. It was morning, the dark curtains in front of the window of Adler’s bedroom not enough to hide it. Being this awake in the morning is wrong, especially after what we did last night. After how often we did it last night. What was it, four times? More? I lost count. He glanced at Adler. Fucking werewolf stamina.
Adler seemed to be still out of it. They’d slept facing each other, Adler holding Gordon close, and Gordon with his nose buried against a broad, scrumptious werewolf chest. All of it was novel. Novel, and sort of…nice.
“Hey,” Gordon said and moved.
A low rumbling noise echoed through the werewolf chest in front of him.
“Adler?” Gordon tried once more.
Adler moved. “Sweetheart. Anything you need?”
Gordon looked around the minimalist bedroom with the large wardrobe and chest of drawers, at the milky morning light bubbling in from behind those curtains, at Adler’s considerable bed head.
“Just a shower. And work? Well, it’s too early for work, but they’ll want a statement for their records from me.”
“The bureaucratic harpies of the Forum?” Adler asked, nuzzling Gordon’s hair.
“Yeah, I guess.”
“Have paperwork too. Could help you shower though?”
Gordon chuckled. Yes, the two of them were acting as if the second coming of puberty had possessed them wholly, but Gordon couldn’t bring himself to be embarrassed about it, he just couldn’t.
Somewhere between the touching—they hadn’t even gotten out of bed yet, let alone made their way to the shower—Gordon looked at the werewolf above him, getting ready to descend, and wondered if he’d be there from now on. If he’d be someone Gordon would be coming home to. His chest swelled. I fucking hope that’s how this goes.
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It had taken them an hour to get into the bathroom, and they’d steamed it up with a shower at least as long. Gordon, wrapped in what Adler proclaimed was the biggest and softest towel I own, had wiped the condensation off the mirror and was staring at his shoulder in mild disbelief.
Adler smiled behind him. “I bit you.”
“Yeah, last night.” Gordon ran his fingers over the bite mark that had gone pale, almost silvery. It wasn’t too noticeable against his already pale skin, but by now it should have healed. “This looks wrong. Are you…this isn’t right. Do you have some sort of infection maybe?”
Adler had come closer. He had a much smaller towel, and it was wrapped just around his waist, leaving his shoulders and chest bare and right there to be admired.
“Did I taste sick to you? And I wouldn’t have let you take my blood if I were, sweetheart.” He ran his fingers over the marks, smiling just like Kawaii Demon Hunter did whenever he saw something too cute to kill. “This looks right.”
Gordon spun. “This doesn’t look right! Look at this! Look.” He pointed. “I should have healed by now.”
Adler beamed. “Gordon, sweetheart. Have you ever seen a real mate bite? They turn silverish, just like this. It’s not very noticeable on you but—”
Mate bite?? MATE BITE!?
“Excuse me?” Gordon’s mind was reeling trying to remember the textbook cases he’d seen, not that there were all that many. Mating bites were an older tradition, and even then, not all were the type of “true” mate bite Adler was talking about.
This can’t be right. That only happens between werewolves.
“I…I need to call someone,” Gordon said.
“Sweetheart—”
“I need to…” Get out of here. But no. I made a different decision. Close your eyes, breathe.
Adler was right there, one hand lightly resting on Gordon’s shoulder, not saying a word, not forcing anything. Just there. Waiting. Calm and composed and making that look easy.
“This cannot be right,” Gordon said after several minutes of silence, the tension having drained out of him to some degree.
Adler shrugged. “I never heard of it either. But it looks right. You don’t have to be scared, Gordon. I’ll take care of you. That’s all this means, you know.”
“It’s not that. Maybe. Or it is?”
A shuddering breath ran out of Gordon, and when he looked up, he saw Adler’s face crumble.
“Gordon, please don’t run. Please.”
But I want to. I want to run.
Gordon swallowed. “Okay. I won’t. Can we…I want to talk to Maxim.” He pointed at the bite mark on his shoulder. “I want to ask about this. I mean, you don’t have to come. I just—”
“I’m coming with you. Gordon?”
“Hmm?”
“Thank you.”
“What for?”
Adler, slowly and ever so carefully, closed his arms around Gordon, and something deep inside Gordon’s chest settled with the contact.
“Thanks for not running.”
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Chapter 35


Adler found himself caught between elation and the terror his mate was ostensibly feeling. It was a strange place to be. 
“Uh, clothes,” Gordon said, eyes still on the mirror.
“I’ll loan you some.”
“They won’t fit. You’re so damn fucking big.” Gordon rubbed at the mate bite with his soft towel as if it were paint or ink that might fade that way. Adler was glad he’d kept that towel even if he barely used it himself. He wondered whether he should get another, maybe a smaller one for Gordon’s hair.
“Thanks, sweetheart. I’m just saying if you’d rather not wear yesterday’s wardrobe, you can raid mine.”
Gordon turned away from the mirror. His expression was still a bit haunted, a fluffy rabbit not sure if flight was the right choice.
“Right. I didn’t think about that. You probably have several pairs of sweatpants, don’t you?”
Adler chuckled. “Sure, but they’re nice ones. When I plant my butt on the couch for a weekend, I do so in style. Come on, I’ll show you.”
“Plant your butt on the couch, pfft,” Gordon mumbled.
He didn’t quite smile, but almost. That made Adler ridiculously proud because of course he would be proud about making his mate smile. I don’t understand how he wears the mark of my teeth, but he does. He’s mine. Adler let Gordon leave the bathroom first, and when the vampire’s back was turned, Adler looked at his own wrist, at where Gordon had bitten him. And I am his.
The vampire bite had faded to a slightly shimmery scar as well. The rational part of Adler’s brain knew this was something entirely uncharted, something he’d not known could happen. He could acknowledge that Gordon’s mild panic was warranted. He just couldn’t find it in himself to panic as well. The wolf side of him—the deepest, most instinctual part of his being—knew things were as they should be. There was nothing to worry about, nothing to fear. He and Gordon were one, and the wolf was overjoyed.
“Oh,” Gordon said. With Adler half lost in thought, the vampire had started opening a drawer, the one Adler kept his ropes in.
“It would take me some time to get you dressed in those, sweetheart, but you’ll look beautiful, if you choose to let me put them on you.”
“Rope play you mean?”
“Yup.” Adler stepped up to Gordon, looked over his shoulder, and ran his index finger along Gordon’s right hand. It was outstretched, curious, almost touching a coil of white silk rope. “Here. And maybe I’d bind your ankles. I can make it so you are totally confined in the bind and have to surrender to me. You might want to struggle at first, you might not be able to help it, but it won’t get you anywhere. You’ll have to take my fingers, my cock, my mouth.”
Gordon shivered, and Adler could scent the arousal on him.
“We just went at it in the shower, I have a scar on my shoulder that shouldn’t be there, and I was promised pants.” He exhaled slowly. “Detective.”
“Sure. Come here.”
Adler took Gordon’s hand and led him to the wall-length wardrobe opposite the bed. He showed him a nice pair of sweatpants and a black tee that had always been a little too tight on Adler.
Gordon put on both, going commando without comment. Adler didn’t comment either, unless one were to count the sudden bulge under his towel. He managed to get that covered with a pair of black jeans before Gordon could see and put on a simple white shirt. It was ridiculous. Adler disliked dressing up unless he was on the clock, but he wanted to look good next to his mate.
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“Hi. Me and my—me and Dr. Morris are here to see Maxim. Is he around?”
The black-haired man nodded. “Upstairs in the restaurant. He and Heath are having breakfast.”
He indicated the elevators. About three minutes later, Gordon and Adler walked into that very restaurant and bar they had first been set up in. The very place from where Adler had watched Gordon run.
Adler spotted Maxim right away, the hunter’s golden mane even more unmissable when it wasn’t tightly braided.
“Gordon, did you know Maxim has other clothes apart from those tight hunter pants?”
Gordon looked at where Adler had spotted the vampire, who slowly—creepily—turned in his chair and faced them with a toothy smile.
“Did you think they were fused with his skin? I’ve seen that in corpses, but only after burns.”
Gordon was whispering, barely loud enough for Adler to hear.
“My turtle doves!” Maxim said and waved. “Come hither! Watch Heath waking with me.”
Heath groaned audibly, and when Gordon and Adler reached the table, set prettily with a small flower arrangement, toast, and a large pot of coffee, the dhampir looked at them out of red-rimmed eyes.
“What’re they doing here? ’S done. Stupid murder shit is done.”
“Darling, mind your hungover manners.” Maxim gestured. “We had celebratory drinks last night, but Heath takes after…no one in my immediate circle of friends or acquaintances when it comes to holding his liquor.” He leaned on his elbow while Adler and Gordon each took a seat. Gordon eyed the coffee pot as if it were a virgin neck. “Oh dear. Peas in a pot.” He signaled to a server. “Chickens, did you just come here for coffee? Or to talk about the case?”
Heath groaned. “Not the case. No more.”
“What’s with the case? Is Dr. Jackson okay?” Gordon asked.
Maxim nodded. “Ever medically mindful, are you. She is fine. You remember the fae bouncer from the Red Clover?”
“Yeah. He didn’t seem scared of you,” Adler said.
Maxim looked as if he approved of the observation. “He is quite experienced and thought to curry favor with me. He sought an audience last night and offered extensive surveillance footage of the club, which he does in fact own.”
“I hate surveillance footage. Loathe it. Cut out my eyes. Put knitting needles in my eyes.”
“Shh, darling, drink your coffee.”
The server came over with extra toast and plates as well as cups for the two of them.
“Thanks, Clement,” Gordon said, and Adler’s eyes snapped to the server.
I can take him. If he tries anything with my mate, I can take him.
“Oh?” The single syllable sounded amused the way Maxim said it.
Gordon looked at Adler before Adler could relax again. The server was leaving. He hadn’t so much as smiled at either of them.
“Adler, you okay?” Gordon asked.
“Light in a werewolf’s eye, fire in his heart. Such is the mark of love and lusting trust in fur and tooth.”
Heath banged his head against the table. “Will you fucking stop, old bat? I cannot do your stupid poetry when I’m hungover.”
Maxim slowly turned his head and regarded his son for about five seconds.
“There once was a lamb who was little
And proclaimed: I can drink like a fiddle
But the lamb was quite wrong
And the liquor too strong
If he hurts, he should have a dill pickle.”
Heath lifted his head. “I hate you right now. I need you to understand that I hate you right now. Who would let someone drink a whole bottle of Wild Turkey?” He dropped his head back to the table. “Ouch.”
“There, there. Now, you two are so cozy. And Adler, you are even more protective of Gordon than you were yesterday. Oh, my.”
Adler was about to say something, but then Gordon sat up straight and pulled the collar of his shirt so that his mate bite showed.
“Do you have any idea what the fuck this is?”
Maxim grinned. “Something better than wedding bells I daresay. Oh, and I believe you owe me money, Heath, darling.”
Heath looked up. “Fucking hell. You two fucked and got toothy? No one ever tell you to use protection?”
Out of the corner of his eye, Adler saw Gordon’s jaw drop. Adler though, couldn’t help himself. A wide smile poked at his cheeks.
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Chapter 36


“Fucking hell. You two fucked and got toothy? No one ever tell you to use protection?” 
Gordon didn’t quite trust what he was hearing right out of Heath’s mouth. “Pro-protection?” he asked. “Like a condom?”
Maxim cooed.
“Like a muzzle,” Heath said.
Gordon’s eyes met Heath’s. Heath was in need of hydration, and a few aspirins would have probably done a lot for him, but he was apparently serious.
“I…I don’t understand.” Gordon clenched his fists, but then Adler put his hand over Gordon’s, the werewolf’s touch warm and soothing. He massaged the back of Gordon’s hand as if trying to relax him.
Heath groaned and rolled his eyes, and Maxim petted his son’s head.
“Rest, darling. Well, Gordon, Heath is right. Perhaps not about the muzzle, although to each their own. However, a true mate bite looks like that. It’s quite unusual—and takes far better if the vampire half of the couple chomps down on the werewolf. You know how rare mate bites like that are among wolves, and what you two share is quite a bit rarer still.”
Adler straightened in his chair. “He’ll be able to hear my thoughts when I shift during the full moon, won’t he?”
Gordon shivered. Telepathy. I remember that. Doesn’t it run both ways with a mate bite? Fuck me, I’m so fucked.
Maxim shrugged. “It’s not like I’m an expert. But there are some traditions that see werewolves and vampires attempting true mate-ship the kind of which you have achieved without so much as even the subtlest of pushes.”
Heath snorted. “You call setting them up subtle, old bat?”
“Oh, hush, darling, lest I enable your budding drinking habit.”
“I don’t have a—ah, fuck it, but I’m not paying you that twenty though.”
“It was five times that, dear. Have some more coffee.”
Adler cleared his throat. “About Gordon biting me. Sweetheart, I didn’t want to show you because I didn’t want to scare you, but where you bit me yesterday…” He held out his arm and pulled the sleeve back.
Heath snorted and poured himself more coffee. “A muzzle for each of them.”
“Aw, it’s too late for that now, Heath.” Maxim leaned forward in his chair to peer at Adler’s wrist.
Gordon was barely listening to them. He stared too, taking in the pale bite mark on Adler’s writs where his own teeth had torn into the flesh to drink because Adler had offered, and eagerly so, and because Gordon had wanted it. I did this. Why the fuck did I do this? I should have just kept sex and food separate like a normal person.
“Oh. Adler, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” Gordon reached for Adler’s wrist with both his hands and cradled it, not daring to touch the bite mark.
The werewolf chuckled. “Don’t be. Look, I really like you. And I care about you. Ah, what I mean is, this? It feels right. Feels like I was always meant to protect you, which is what I’ll do.” He leaned forward. “And I meant what I said. I want you to keep feeding from me. Unless I’m not enough.”
“Hmm, probably beneficial,” Maxim said. The hunter looked thoughtful, which made Gordon uncomfortable.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
Maxim shrugged. “Well, my understanding always was that such a bond as you have forged strengthens the werewolf. Adler, you might be able to turn at will or for longer past the full moon. To answer your earlier question, I’m not sure about the telepathy. The romanticized boon in your bond is an extended lifespan for you, Adler, but by those accounts I am familiar with, it will take some time for the mate bond to settle and for its effects to become clear.” He grinned at Gordon. “You, Gordon, should find Adler’s blood more fortifying than anyone else’s. Some of the things I’ve read make it sound like you might need werewolf blood more than human blood now, but that was from a Mongolian source that had been thrice translated, so I cannot be sure.”
Heath looked at Maxim, his coffee cup steaming in his hand. “Can’t believe I’m saying this, but thanks for warning me about letting werewolves bite me, Dad.”
“Hmm, what did you just call me, Heath, dear? I didn’t hear. Say it again for me, please.”
Heath rolled his eyes. “Old bat.”
“I still don’t…I didn’t plan for this,” Gordon said. He wasn’t sure whether to feel guilty or whether to be scared. Things were so easy in the morgue. Field work sucks, and socializing…socializing led to this. He looked into Adler’s eyes, light brown and full of love. I want, Gordon thought, though what exactly he desired from the werewolf, what precisely, he wasn’t sure, not yet.
A rumbling in Adler’s chest, barely above the hearing threshold, reined in Gordon’s pounding heart, at least a little.
Maxim poured Gordon some coffee. “No one ever plans for love, Gordon. Love is like a starved mosquito. After keeping you awake through half of the night, it will simply latch on once you finally find sleep, and the itch will remain deep in your skin for long days after.”
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They had left Heath and Maxim to their bickering or bonding. Gordon felt numb more than anything.
“I shouldn’t have done that,” he said when Adler held the door for him.
“Huh?”
“Bite you. What if—” He looked at Adler’s eyes that were still full of affection, looked away. “My maker taught me all the important things. He stayed around and made sure I could feed myself, made sure I knew where to go if I needed a donor or if I got into trouble. I’d already interned at the Forum, so that part of it was easy. But he also left me with a way to contact him. If living gets to be a chore, reach out, he told me.” Gordon walked outside, then stopped in the middle of the sidewalk, hating how the muggy air made his loaned shirt cling to his skin. “Adler, what if you live very long and start hating it? It’ll be my fault. I mean, I chose this. I made an informed decision, and I don’t regret it, but I just fucking bit you during sex, and now you are…”
Gordon felt his knees give, his legs trembling, the tremors going from there to all the rest of his body. Hah! I shouldn’t have been afraid of him! I’m the scary one. I’m the one who uses and takes and doesn’t think. What I did might have hurt him in ways neither of us can even understand yet.
“Sweetheart?” Adler held him up, strong arms around Gordon, keeping him from falling. “I know you don’t need it but breathe.”
Gordon swallowed bile. “It’s the sun.”
“Oh, right.” Adler hightailed it all the way to where his car was parked and helped Gordon inside, then rounded the hood and got behind the wheel. Rather than start the engine, he leaned over the middle console and put a hand on Gordon’s cheek. “Better?”
Gordon leaned into the touch. “It’s not really that sunny out.”
“I noticed.”
“I did something to you I can’t undo. Vampires don’t do this. We don’t make another without consent or thought.”
Adler smiled. “I consented. And I bit you first, so stop worrying about it. Plus, I’m not a vampire. It sounds more like I might be some kind of super wolf.”
Gordon shook his head, unable to succumb to humor. “But that’s not the same, it’s—”
“What if I can read your mind during the full moon, hmm? Did you consent to that?”
Gordon groaned. “I really don’t want to think about that.”
“I love you.”
Gordon huffed. “Oh, shut up, Adler.”
“But I do. I want eternity with you. And I want to protect you. I want you to be happy. What I said about providing for you, that is still true.” He exhaled, slowly. “Since it’s not really that sunny, are you fine being outside?”
Gordon shrugged. “I guess.”
“Want to go to Seneca Park with me? There are shady paths there. We can talk. About your corpses and your wigs, and about all those special editions. You are my mate, Gordon. I want to know everything about the things you love until I am one of those things. If I do get more time with you, I’ll take it. Any day. I’d let you bite me all over again too, so you can stop feeling guilty about it already.”
Deep down, Gordon knew he had built a wall around his heart a long time ago. When he looked into Adler’s face and saw nothing there but love and joy, the wall crumbled. Just a little.
“I think the park would be fine.” If you’re there, it will be fine.
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Epilogue: Gordon


“Oh, po-ho, what did you do to piss off the hunter?” Gordon asked his corpse. 
Corinne looked up from her clipboard. The corpse remained on the slab in Gordon’s morgue, still as…still as a corpse.
“Dr. Morris, she is dead and cannot answer you.”
Gordon nodded. “Do you hear that? Corinne noticed your condition. She will be an excellent diagnostician, if she chooses that career path. Your head went all the way through a wall, didn’t it? Maxim must’ve been angry with you.”
Corinne groaned. “No next of kin, standard procedure. Dr. Morris, if you don’t mind, I meant to ask about the fae murders. I just know what I heard in the cafeteria. People have been talking about it a lot.”
Gordon looked up from the corpse. “That case is done. Maxim found the murderer.”
“I know that, but I’m taking this criminology course at NAU, and I figured I might as well use your connection to the investigation. Isn’t it a bit unusual for a woman to commit such violent crimes? Statistically speaking, that is.”
Gordon’s eyes narrowed. I’ve been wondering that too. “Maxim interviewed her a few times, and there is surveillance footage of her luring her victims. If you’re worried about someone being framed for something they didn’t do, don’t be.”
Corinne sighed. “I wasn’t. I ran into her sister, actually.”
“Huh?”
“Pearson’s sister. She was in the cafeteria, thought I was a donor. She was really sweet, and we got to talking. She said her sister always had violent tendencies, so it’s not like that part surprised her. I just don’t see her copying the Ripper murders, she said.”
Gordon looked at the corpse in front of him. A violent death for a violent vampire. “Maxim will probably talk to her, right? To the sister I mean. Maybe he already has. He’s not someone who just closes a case for convenience’s sake, and I think he likes handling interviews like that personally.”
Corinne hugged the clipboard to her chest. “I didn’t ask. But she gave me her number, and I promised to call her for drinks soon. I’ll ask her then.”
“Oh! Corinne, you secured a date. Do you want to celebrate with a weed cookie?”
Corinne rolled her eyes. “Did anyone tell you that you’ve gotten worse since you started dating the detective?”
Gordon looked at the dull eyes of his corpse. “Precious, did you hear that? She mocks us!”
Corinne groaned. “Fine. I get it. By the way, it’s five o’clock. You should send Miss Flowers-in-the-Attic here to the cooler and finish her tomorrow. Bachmann said someone has been clocking out on time lately.”
Gordon looked up from his corpse, hand twitching to check his phone. “Corinne, you talk to too many people.”
“I just answer the phone when you’re elbow deep in guts, Dr. Morris. Also, if we’re finishing early today, I might just go and grab one of them cookies.”
Gordon nodded. “In that case—precious, you will have to go into one of our state-of-the-art refrigeration units. You’ll feel right at home, I promise, and then tomorrow, you’re going to the basement where it’s nice and warm. You won’t be able to scare anyone ever again, doesn’t that sound nice?”
“That’s fucking dark,” Corinne said.
“Guess it is.”
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“Corinne, you’re not driving, are you?” Adler asked, and Gordon fondly patted his Lord Helmet cookie jar.
“Nah. I texted a new friend to come pick me up. She’s a vampire, so don’t worry about me sharing my cookies with her.”
Gordon looked around his office, considered the couch, but opted for his desk chair instead. Only the other day, he’d decided to rotate some of his figurines, and he now had Cursed Butler and Midnight Lord in the place of honor near his pencil jar. Cursed Butler was kneeling, tying Midnight Lord’s left shoe while he had his right propped up on his butler’s shoulder. If viewed at the right angle, it was a preciously explicit collectible.
“That’s good. I’ll have a chat with your dealer. Is he in?”
Gordon heard Corinne bite into one of the cookies. “Finished early. Told him to refrigerate today’s corpse. I expect you to handle the next parking ticket I get.”
“You got a deal, Corinne,” Adler said.
Moments later, Adler walked in through the open door and closed it behind him. “Hey, sweetheart. Had a nice day? I got off work and thought I’d check to see whether you were hungry.”
While retrieving Cursed Butler and Midnight Lord, Gordon had reread some of the manga as well. In his opinion, Adler made at least as stunning an entrance as Midnight Lord did, but what was even better was that Adler had eyes only for Gordon.
“I can eat later. I think I’m fine for now.” Gordon leaned back in his chair. “You came to pick me up, didn’t you?”
“I was wondering whether I could get you to go home with me, yes.” Adler took one of the seats in front of Gordon’s desk and tapped the Lord Helmet jar. “This stinks, sweetheart, but you smell so good. You smell so fucking good I… Ever since the mate bite, your scent has been more intense.”
Gordon snorted. “Is that your way of saying I need a shower? Look, if eau de corpse bothers you, you shouldn’t have chased after and bitten a forensic pathologist.”
Adler smiled a toothy smile. “No. Your scent. Not anything else. It has to do with the bite probably, but I don’t care. I love it too much.” His nostrils flared. “And I think I need it in my bed tonight. Okay?”
Gordon cleared his throat. “Okay. But I have to write another email.” He indicated his computer. He didn’t really have to write an email, but Gordon found that Adler watching him while he typed—confirming the receipt of the evening’s corpse to Maxim and explaining the fire would come for it the following day—made for excellent foreplay.
“Is this new?” Adler pointed at Butler and Lord.
Gordon hit send and enjoyed the satisfaction of Adler noticing. “It’s not new, but you’ve never seen it.”
Adler looked at the figurine in concentration, then pulled out his phone. His attention was entirely on the screen for about a minute. Then he looked up and said, “I ordered you something. You’ll be trying it on the moment it arrives, and I’ll be fucking you while you wear it. If that’s okay with you, of course.”
A ping distracted Gordon from answering. Maxim had responded.
Dear Gordon,
I deduce you not happily going into overtime is a good sign. The mate bite suits you, and I am delighted to have brought you two together (though Heath will not pay me. My lot is not an easy one, Gordon.)
Gordon, dear, if you are feeling up to it once you leave your mating bed in the morning and have returned to work, would you kindly go through the appropriate channels to request the records of Philippa Pearson’s psychiatric treatment while she was still a minor? If you could find a way to circumvent mentioning me or the Forum, I will ask our fae chef to come up with a recipe for werewolf blood cookies, just for you! It will be your reward for a job well done.
Please don’t let that keep you from enjoying your big, strong werewolf cookie right now!♥ You should lick that cookie, lick it and—
Gordon closed his inbox because there was no need to read the rest of that message. He also forced himself from wondering why Maxim needed him to go snooping around old medical files, files Heath had already found lying on some server probably. That was a problem for tomorrow.
“I’ll wear whatever you want me to wear, Adler,” Gordon said. He stood, shrugged out of his lab coat and closed the zipper of his work bag.
Adler stood too and went ahead of Gordon to hold the door for him. Gordon stopped right on the threshold to his office and looked up into his werewolf’s eyes.
“I’m glad you chased me, Adler. Thanks for not letting me run.” He lowered his eyes and looked at the wrist that bore the mark of his teeth. The guilt was still there. It would take some time for it to fade, if ever.
“Sweetheart, you let yourself be caught, and I let myself get bitten.” He leaned in to nuzzle Gordon’s neck. “Ah. You smell so sweet. My vampire.”
“My wolf.” Gordon turned to hug Adler close, and they kissed right there where only the old movie posters were watching.
Before they could linger too long, Gordon switched off his office lights, and in the dark, he whispered, “Let’s go home, detective.”
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Epilogue: Adler


Seneca Park seemed both too big and too small under Adler’s paws. He had shifted with the pack as normal, but Gordon hadn’t been there on account of work, though he’d told Adler he’d find him at the park. 
This will be our first full moon as mates. He might be scared. About me reading his mind. Adler trotted along with the others, not really paying a lot of attention to where he was going or the scent of grass and water, hydrangeas and half-eaten bags of popcorn in the trash.
Willa gave him a playful nip on the shoulder that was a pretty clear order from his alpha to stop daydreaming and focus on running with the moon. Adler huffed a curt bark at her, and her eyes twinkled with humor. She ran then, powerful muscles pushing her forward and ahead of the pack. Adler followed to the best of his ability.
They ran for a while, crossing the artificial lake where it was shallow and zigzagging through the brush. They’d lost most of the others by that time, which was fine. The full moon was for running and enjoying the freedom of one’s other form. Each conquered the night at their own pace, but in the end, they all would catch up.
Eventually Willa slowed then stopped to howl at the moon. Pack being pack, everyone else joined in as well. The wild run to get the energy brought on by the shift out of their system was done, and from here, everyone split up if they hadn’t already, pups going their way to play, groups enjoying runs of their own, and those with a non-wolf partner running to find them.
Adler found himself joining that last group. His heart was pounding, longing to see that familiar face with the hair that was probably due for another color shift.
I just hope he didn’t do that today. I don’t want him smelling of chemicals and hands that aren’t mine, Adler thought. He knew Gordon wasn’t going to go to the salon instead of joining him in Seneca Park, but then there was the issue of this being their first moon together with the mating bite binding them. And I might be able to sense his thoughts when I’m like this. I can understand why that would scare someone who isn’t a wolf.
A sudden, icy fear grabbed Adler. Gordon might be too scared, feeling too guilty for what was the single best thing that had ever happened to Adler: a true mate bite and its sibling bite on Adler’s skin. He loved the mark, often found himself running his fingers along it at work or in the mornings when he left his vampire sleeping like the dead. Intellectually, he understood how Gordon felt uneasy and guilty, maybe even hurt, now that he wore a mate bite neither of them had realized would take.
I’m Willa’s second in command. The pack is behind me. Even if he’s scared, I can help him get past that. After all, love and time have to be the potion that can soothe a vampire’s heart, right?
Adler yapped, moving into a slow run along a darker path. He’d not even paid attention to where he was going, had been too lost in thought, but then the spot that would have been his wrist in human form pinched, and he smelled roses on the air.
Everything in his being screamed mate, my mate! at him, and Adler ran without giving it a second thought. Gordon stood under one of the bridges, not moving or doing anything, just looking into the darkness that wasn’t as impenetrable to his vampire eyes as it would have been to a human’s. He turned, laid eyes on Adler before Adler could even get close. Thus any chance of a surprise was ruined.
Adler yipped at his mate in greeting but was very careful to mind his manners. Keep it to dog manners, don’t take him to the ground and lick him all over like you want to. You can still do that when you’re person-shaped again.
“Oh, hey there,” Gordon said and reached out to pet Adler’s head.
Adler felt it then, though he’d probably sensed it before if he was being honest. The touch worked like a highlighter, showing him what was his and what was Gordon’s. Not thoughts per se, but emotions, fear and joy both, anxiety easing the moment they touched.
He growled sweetly at his mate, and Gordon chuckled. “Are you complaining I’m late? Sorry. It was that NAU supervisor. I think she made this appointment to make sure the werewolves were out of the building. She mentioned something about how the howling scares her. Bit rude if you ask me.”
Gordon’s emotions eased further, and the more they did, the harder they became to detect, even though Adler knew what he was looking for now. For some reason, that made him want to get Gordon to run or at least jog so that Adler had a good reason to tackle his mate to the ground and rub his scent all over him and—
“Hey, should we head to that bench? The one where I first met you. Well, where I first met wolf-you.”
Adler liked the idea and gave an upbeat doggish bark.
“I’ll take that as a yes. Erm. I don’t remember where that was though, so you’ll have to show me.”
Everything in Adler reveled in that. Especially when it wasn’t the full moon, he would have frowned at deriving joy from seeing his mate lost and helpless like that, but as it was, with the shift, there was no room for that. There was only a mate who was uncertain of where to go and needed to be protected and taken where he was comfortable and safe, and Adler loved it.
He stuck close to Gordon, flank touching thigh, glad to find Gordon burying his fingers in Adler’s fur and letting himself be led.
“Was work okay?”
Adler made an affirmative sound.
“I’ll take that as there weren’t any corpses. I had corpses, but today it was the donor corpses, and I was so proud of that lovely Y-incision Corinne did. I mean, I’m not saying she learned that from me, but she totally learned that from me.”
Adler yipped.
“Exactly. I’m amazing.”
Adler wolf-chuckled and bumped into his mate.
“I can’t fucking tell if that’s supposed to be a high-five or if you’re making fun of me. Hey, look. It’s those runners again.” Gordon bent forward. “If you ever try to make me go for a run in the park, me wearing anything sexy to bed isn’t happening, okay? Okay.”
Adler whined. Then he considered whether it might be worth it to see Gordon run in those tight, tight skinny jeans. Adler’s imagination was caught between a lewd outfit and tight pants. Such was the power of a mate, and especially in his current form, Adler couldn’t do anything but bear the sweet torture of it.
They got to that bench finally, and when they walked past a tree, a couple of bushes, and a trash can, Gordon noticed too, saying, “Oh. You’re such a good tracker. Good boy, Adler.”
Adler huffed.
Gordon sat on the bench, and Adler hopped on as well. Once their eyes were level, he could finally nuzzle Gordon’s face and neck and lick him in a few strategic places. Gordon closed his eyes, giggled, and Adler felt warm happiness bubble up in him, so he kept going.
I wonder if we’ll get to share thoughts eventually. Maxim said our mate bond will develop over time.
Abruptly, the happiness shifted, gave way to something…Adler wasn’t sure what it was, but it was dark and vast and heavy.
Gordon pulled back. Adler sat, making sure to keep touching his mate.
“You look really stunning like this. With the blue eyes and your black coat.” Gordon paused. Adler waited. “Paula would have liked you. I don’t know…the other day, I remembered this conversation I had with her. It was just one summer afternoon, and she dragged me out into the sun—you think that’s funny, detective? I would burn. I was human, but I would burn. The sun is an evil dreadball blister machine, in case you weren’t aware.
“Paula didn’t see it that way, and she would force me outside the house. Well, that one afternoon, we were just lying in the shade and talking. I don’t know what got us there, but she said how she would only date a werewolf if his wolf had black fur and blue eyes.”
Gordon’s voice had unraveled like a poorly digitized recording, like a file compressed over and over, losing substance every time. Adler whined, rubbed his head against Gordon’s to give him comfort. He recognized the emotion now. Grief, cold and heavy, heavier the way Gordon was used to carrying it all by himself.
“She would have liked you. That’s all I was going to say. Sorry. Don’t know why I blabbered like that. Sorry. And I’m still not talking about my sister, okay?” He took a deep breath. “So yeah. Paula would have liked you, and I’m not sure I would have become a vampire if she were still around. That’s really shitty, I know, because then we’d never have met. We’re not talking about that either.”
Adler could sense the pain and guilt, and how it stung. It roused his protector side, something that was difficult to deny in this form, especially where a mate was concerned. In the distance, a pack member howled, but Adler didn’t join. His focus was on his mate.
Gordon reached for him, buried his fingers in Adler’s fur, and leaned against Adler’s neck. Adler resisted the urge to do much more, to lick and caress or grab Gordon’s sleeve and pull him home. He tried to listen to the emotions Gordon felt, muddled though they were, tried doing what he could until they calmed, and in this moment, that meant doing exactly nothing.
After minutes of contact, Gordon lifted his head and met Adler’s eyes. “I watched Corinne be amazing today, and I caught myself being really, truly happy. I thought, wow. I’ve never forgotten why I do this job for this long, I’ve never just been in the moment for this long, and I think that’s your fault. And Corinne’s. Fuck, Maxim’s too.” Gordon leaned forward until he could whisper into Adler’s ear. “I’m changing, Adler. But if I change to the point where I want to go running with you, you need to organize an intervention for me. Promise.”
Adler gave his mate a soft growl and licked a long line across his face. It had Gordon giggle, the kind that helps you let go of heavy thoughts that have been weighing on your chest like iron.
“You should go running now. I’ll wait here. We’ll go home together once you’re done. I stocked my fridge for you.”
Adler gave Gordon a little space, but didn’t jump off the bench.
Gordon scratched Adler behind his ear. “Go run. I’ll be right here. The full moon is only tonight, so enjoy it.” He pulled his hand back. “Go.”
Adler didn’t. He wanted to, yes, wanted to run where Gordon could see, but he could tell there was something still nagging at his vampire’s mind.
“You’re stubborn.” Gordon turned his head, eyes focusing on the lake. “Go run. I love you, so I’ll be waiting here. Check on those puppy wolves and the local waterfowl.”
He loves me, and he told me. Adler’s heart skipped a beat, but he knew not to make a big deal out of it by the slightly happy anxiety that came from his mate. Not wanting to tamper with that, he jumped off the bench and stretched right in front of Gordon, showing off.
He turned back to look at Gordon, who sat there, pale and smiling, a strand of teal-colored hair drifting softly on the night breeze.
“I won’t move from this spot. I’ll be right here.”
Adler knew he would. He lifted his head and howled his own joy into the night. He put some of the sadness and grief into the howl to let it go for Gordon, to share it, but most of all, the howl said, here I am with my perfect mate who was brave enough to make himself bare and confess he loves me. Tell the moon, make her see our love so she can shine on it.
Gordon joined in the howl, not daring a real, wholehearted one. That would come, Adler would make sure of it. As it was, Gordon’s howl was a whispered thing, like a seedling that needed sun and water and care.
With one last look at his mate, Adler swore he would provide all that. Then he ran, pushed his muscles and his lungs. It would make returning to Gordon only that much sweeter.
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Bonus Story: Adler Got Gordon an Outfit


Adler surveyed his bedroom, taking the time to stretch his neck muscles and roll his shoulders. Gordon would be home any minute unless one of the pack found yet another nonsense reason to chat him up and thus keep Adler waiting. 
That had been an increasingly frequent occurrence ever since the last full moon, and it made Adler all too aware that it was time to introduce Gordon to everyone properly.
“But not tonight,” Adler mumbled, his eyes falling to the contents of the package that had arrived earlier in the day.
The costume was not for cosplaying, not at all. Adler had made sure to finish work on time and rush home so he could wash the clothes Gordon would be wearing while he took Adler’s cock. Like all newly bought clothing, they’d had that industrial factory scent, and the thought of putting something that smelled like that on his mate’s skin… Adler could not.
The wig had been the most time-intensive of course, but after blow-drying and combing it, Adler’s mouth watered just from looking at the artificial tresses.
When a key was turned in the lock, nervous energy ran through Adler, and he rushed to his hallway just in time to watch Gordon come inside. He had a grocery bag in his arms, and grinned shyly when their eyes met.
“Hey. I went shopping for you.”
Adler knew a romantic gesture when he saw one, but this one also happened to make his cock strain against the soft cotton workout pants he’d changed into.
“Sweetheart. You bought food for me.” He crossed the distance between them and kissed Gordon deeply while pushing the apartment door closed at the same time.
“Yes, detective. Don’t read too much into it. I plan on biting you later. Tit for tat.”
And that was yet more…romantic. My mate asking me to feed him. Shivers ran through Adler. Why did no one ever tell me that being mated was going to feel this good?
“You’re welcome to all of me.” Adler whisked the grocery bag from Gordon’s fingers. “But I decided earlier today that you’ll work for it. By that I mean some of the things I ordered for you—for us—came, and if you’re open to it, I’d like to try them out.”
“Oh?” Gordon’s eyebrows rose and nearly vanished in his fringe of teal hair.
Adler motioned for Gordon to follow him to the kitchen where Adler started unpacking the food. He smiled when he saw that Gordon had gotten him grapes. Adler had mentioned liking them once as an aside, but Gordon had remembered. My mate. He cares for me, he loves me.
“I’d like to try a bit of role-playing. The costume and the wig are one part of it. There are also ropes I laid out on the bed so you can look at them, touch them if you want. I’d like to use those to tie you up. I’d like to keep you tied up while I fuck you unless you tell me otherwise.”
Gordon didn’t move or say anything, so long that Adler pretty much resigned himself to just the wig, which would be fine, better than making Gordon do anything he wasn’t comfortable with. Then, the vampire licked his lips.
“You’re going to tie me up?”
“Yes, if you want me to.”
“Does that hurt at all?”
“No. I mean, it’ll restrict your movements, which is part of the appeal, and you can struggle against it, also part of the appeal. But at the end of the day, they’re just ropes I tie around you to make you look beautiful and to make you feel good.”
Gordon nodded. “Okay.”
“Okay. We’re going to be using the traffic light system. Red means stop, yellow or orange means pause or something doesn’t feel right, green means all good. You okay with that?”
Gordon bobbed his head once more. “Works for me. You know I’ve never done anything like that, but I’d like to try. Right now?”
Adler put some fancy bread away. Gordon had gotten two kinds.
“Right now.”
“What do I do?”
“You go into the bedroom and change into what I laid out for you there. No underwear, just what’s on the bed. Then you sit on the bed and wait for me. I’ll start the role-play when I walk in there, and you go along. How’s that sound?”
Gordon giggled and looked away shyly. “Good. Scary, but good. I’ll go to the bedroom then. And wait for you.”
And he went. Adler watched him, anticipation building.
But there is no point in rushing this. Sometimes slow is good, and I want to take my time with him. All good things to those who wait.

      [image: image-placeholder]Gordon felt more than a little uncomfortable despite the costume fitting well. Which is surprising. I don’t think I ever told Adler my size.
Gordon brushed a strand of hair back behind his ear. The wig was long and black, reaching past Gordon’s shoulder blades, and together with the butler outfit, he knew he looked like a cliché vampire.
But the butler outfit, while normal where the black vest and white shirt and tie were concerned, was clearly made for the bedroom below the waist. The pants had a conveniently placed zipper that would expose Gordon’s behind, and in the front, it had just a few buttons that could be undone quickly.
The worst part about the waiting was the thought of disappointing Adler. It wasn’t so much the acting, Gordon felt confident that he’d be able to pretend he was a vampire butler, no problem. More importantly, Gordon was scared of not liking what Adler liked.
What if he ties me up and I hate it? I mean, it sounds hot, but that doesn’t mean it’ll be hot. If I hate it and say so, he’ll never ask me to try again, and I bit him. My bite changed him, never mind that mate bite. What if he has to spend eternity with a kink-shy forensic pathologist who spends more time with corpses than living people?
Gordon started picking his nails, his nerves almost making him get up and leave, citing some emergency at the morgue.
Not that there ever was one. Gordon’s patients could hardly get any deader.
When Gordon was almost at the end of his rope, Adler walked in, his wide shoulders blocking the door, his jaw set.
“There you are. I thought I gave you orders to clean the kitchen floor. Do you think you are too good to get on your knees?”
“Uh, no,” Gordon said, then remembered he was supposed to be acting. “No, m-master.”
Adler’s face remained hard, and he walked into the room, looking all intimidating in a way Gordon had never seen him. For some reason, that made Gordon’s mouth water.
“At least you remember what I am to you.” Adler came right up to Gordon until he stood in front of him, knee to knee, glaring down with a smirk twisting his lip. “Not that that seems to keep you from sitting here and being lazy. Are you allowed to be lazy?”
“No?”
Adler cupped Gordon’s face and tilted his head back. “Do I hear a question there? Tsk, it seems you’re due a lesson in how someone of your station should carry himself in my house.”
“But, master, I tried doing what you told me,” Gordon said, doing his best to sound pleading.
Adler seemed to like that. He forced Gordon’s legs open so he could step between them. “Oh, did you? I don’t think so. You were supposed to get on your knees and clean the kitchen floor, and yet I find you here, relaxing.”
Gordon swallowed. He had an idea of where this might be headed. “But the scrubbing hurts my knees, master.”
Adler flashed his teeth. “I see. An excuse for your disobedience. I’ll have to punish you for that. It won’t bring me any joy, but it’s necessary. How else will you learn? Stand up.”
Gordon did or tried to. It was awkward with his knees having been forced wide, but Adler gently pulled his chin up and guided him until their bodies were almost flush.
Adler casually reached between Gordon’s legs, smiling when he found Gordon’s semi. He said, “If this is how you react to the threat of punishment, I might have been too lenient with you all this time. We’ll remedy that today.”
“Please, no,” Gordon said.
Adler paused, running a warm finger along Gordon’s jaw. “Is that still a green?”
“Yes.”
“Good. Are you ready to take your punishment and learn how to get on your knees when I tell you to?”
“But, master, I really tried,” Gordon whined, doing his best to make the protest sound genuine.
Adler squeezed Gordon’s cock, not painful, but enough for Gordon to let out a breath and drop his head forward.
“Turn around and face the bed.”
Adler stepped back, watching. Gordon did what he had been told, but he got the sense Adler had wanted it faster. He didn’t say anything though.
Once Gordon’s back was turned, Adler walked around him and fished the ropes that lay coiled on the covers, their shiny black making them almost look like the records of Gordon’s childhood.
“You’re always testing me, aren’t you,” Adler said, sounding conversational when he stepped out of Gordon’s line of sight again and stood behind him. “You don’t do what I tell you to do or take ages doing it. Sometimes I wonder whether you want me to fuss over you, but I don’t think that’s it. Am I right?”
“But I’m really trying.”
Adler’s hand came around to cup Gordon again. “All you are is aching for it, but trying you are not.”
Then, Adler used the ropes. It was a slow process, or at least one that went slower than Gordon had thought it would, the rope going around his chest and under his pecs. Adler took his time making sure they were snug even over the clothes. The goal was, Gordon thought, to bind his wrists at his back, but really, it was more than that, the weave stretching across his chest feeling a lot more constricting, not entirely uncomfortable though.
“Still green?” Adler asked again.
“Yeah.”
“I think you’re ready for your punishment then.”
Adler shoved Gordon forward onto the mattress although he was careful to support him, keeping Gordon from truly face-planting into the sheets. Once Gordon was there, he felt the restraints even more, was unable to really push his upper body up.
That’s the point though. I get that.
And it was, but it was also Adler, strong, dominant, above and behind Gordon. It was arousing in the best of ways.
Adler ran his hands along Gordon’s back and arms, and that allowed Gordon to follow the way Adler had set the ropes even if he couldn’t really see them.
“And now you’re just lying there. We can’t have that.”
Adler pulled Gordon’s hips up, adjusted him, big hands cupping Gordon’s buttocks before once more sneaking to Gordon’s front and checking the state of his cock, which was truly swollen now.
“Adler…”
Adler slapped him, not hard at all. “What should a servant call me?”
“Master.”
“Good.”
Fabric rustled, and Gordon strained to see. He couldn’t though, not with his face and shoulders resting on the bed.
Then, he felt Adler, the werewolf’s cock rubbing against Gordon’s pants.
“This will be your punishment,” Adler said. “You’ll take all of it, and you’ll leave me satisfied. That’s the purpose of a good servant, to satisfy his master.”
Gordon heard the zipper before he felt it, but once the seat of his pants fell away, he was uncannily exposed even though he was still mostly dressed. Adler kneaded the naked buttocks first, making appreciative sounds as he stretched them wide, exposing Gordon’s hole.
“You know, servant, your hole looks all pink and small, almost like it has forgotten all the things I’ve been trying to teach you. Well, I guess there’s nothing for it but to start from the beginning again.”
“Ah!” Cool lube hit Gordon’s sensitive skin. He had no idea where Adler had hidden it, and it didn’t matter, not when Adler pushed a thumb into Gordon.
“You know, you’re sucking me in. It’s like your laziness has made you greedy.”
Gordon focused on breathing, on finding a position that allowed him friction of any kind. Oh, he would have liked to touch himself, and his fingers closed of their own accord, grasping only air.
Adler chuckled and filled him with a second digit, beginning a rough, fast stretch that Gordon could only agree with.
“Please, master, touch me,” he begged.
“Touch you? For a punishment? I think not.”
Whether it was the stretch or Adler’s words Gordon didn’t know, but his hole quivered with need. “Please,” he said, and when the torture continued, he added, “master.”
But Adler’s huffing laughter was the only thing Gordon got for the next several minutes during which Adler loosened him methodically. When that was done, and Adler retreated, Gordon’s thighs trembled, and he let out a shaky breath.
He didn’t get much of a break though. The hot tip of Adler’s cock replaced the stretch of his fingers. He pushed into Gordon, not tenderly but with determination, and that suited Gordon just fine.
“Touch me, touch me, please,” he pleaded.
As a response, Adler snapped his hips, sliding home all the way.
“How should you address me?”
“Master!”
Adler thrust, once, twice, hitting places inside of Gordon he’d never hit before. “That’s right. That’s right. I’ll punish you now. Are you ready?”
“Y-yes, master. Please, yes.”
Adler grabbed some part of the complicated rope art and pulled Gordon’s chest up off the mattress. Huh, that’s what all that was for, Gordon found himself thinking, right before, his werewolf thrusting into him made all thoughts just go overboard.
Adler was rough in the best of ways, going fast and hard. Gordon moaned or thought he did. Adler made deeper sounds, hungry, eager wolf sounds.
When Gordon felt Adler close to cumming, the werewolf reached around Gordon and flicked those buttons open to free Gordon’s cock, jerking Gordon with already lube-slick fingers.
After that, it was a matter of seconds. Gordon wasn’t sure which one of them came first or if they came together. It didn’t matter. It was the messiest, most lewd, best thing Gordon had done in a while, ever since the mate bite.
“There. You should learn from this,” Adler whispered into Gordon’s ear, the werewolf’s voice rough and straining while his cock softened inside of Gordon.
He then shifted them, deadlifting Gordon and setting him upright so that he was on Adler’s lap, facing him.
“That was…that was something. Master.”
“It’s okay. You can stop calling me that now. I’m going to leave you in the ropes for a second longer, okay, sweetheart?”
“Okay.”
Adler leaned his head to the side. “While you drink.”
Gordon looked into Adler’s eyes. I’m yours, Adler’s expression seemed to say.
And that was almost too much. The ropes, all of a sudden, became a comfort, helping Gordon settle and remain calm. He leaned in for the bite, and when he broke skin, he drank, Adler’s taste more comforting and grounding than any meal he’d ever had.

      [image: image-placeholder]Adler wiped the small traces of blood off his neck, tossed the towel into his bathroom hamper, and went back to the bedroom.
There, his vampire was sleeping. Adler smiled, his heart warm and beating the slow beat of home and family. Gordon was naked and beautiful, the wig lying on the bedside table like something from a horror movie. But nothing here is terrifying. All is well, my mate is sleeping in our bed, and he has my scent on him, inside of him.
Gordon had allowed himself to be undressed, had been out almost the moment Adler was done cleaning him up. He enjoyed tonight, Adler thought and climbed under the covers, snuggling in close to his mate.
Gordon turned in his sleep, making a soft, murmuring sound even as he snuggled against Adler’s chest.
Mine, Adler thought, and held his mate, keeping his cold vampire warm and safe in his arms.
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