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For those who lie about plans to stay home and read.
For those who escape their chaos for imminent heartbreak.
For those who had dreams and found them between pages.
For those who like fear.
For those who like bad.
For those who like brooding.
And above all, for the Ghostface fictophiles.
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Bad Intentions - October 5-9, 2020
Just Pretend/Hero Killer - October 10, 2020
Come Back to Bed - October 17, 2020
Infinity/I Found - October 24, 2020
Holding Out for a Hero - October 27, 2020 Bexley
Trouble I’m In/She - October 27, 2020 Jai
ocean eyes - October 29, 2020
Dirty Mind - October 30, 2020
FMRN/Beggin For Thread - October 31, 2020
Ride It - October 31, 2020
Silence - November 1, 2020 Jai
Hands/Are You With Me - November 1, 2020 Bexley
Journey - November 2, 2020
Follow You/Champagne & Sunshine - May 27, 2022
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Prologue

November 1, 2020: Junior Year

Bexley

 
“Bexley.” Detective Bishop’s voice was stern. He took out his notebook and clicked his pen, ready for the worst. “I need to know everything that happened last night.”
Bishop’s face was worn with exhaustion. He’d been up all night and it showed. He was an attractive man; gray was peppered in his dark hair just around the temples. He didn’t seem upset with me, but his disappointment with the case was palpable.
I made the focus of my life to maintain control and execute my own decisions. October 31st was anything but control. It was chaos; it was evil. I was stripped of my decisions and will. It was dark and terrifying. Getting that control back might have cost everything.
The past twenty-four hours had been plagued by the face of a real monster, not the movie screen villains with elaborate theatrics and showmanship. The real monsters were normal and calculating. They were manipulating and charming. Once your guard was lowered because you didn’t sense the threat caging around you, they took everything away from you. They stripped you down so that you felt hopeless, weak, and disgusting.
I knew I looked worse off than Detective Bishop, who was merely sleep deprived and in need of a large coffee. I was disgusting, and it wasn’t in terms of how the events made me feel. Blood covered my body, was smeared across my exposed skin, and stained my clothes. My mouth was dry, and my throat was sore.
“I was with Jai, and we were at Sigma’s party like usual. But then…” I started and spilled every horrific detail that flipped my world.
The events would haunt me for years to come, regardless of who would come out alive.






Chapter 1

October 5, 2020: Junior Year

Bexley

 
Autumn in Old Oaks meant cold weather and a ground littered with warm-toned leaves. I walked across campus toward the library, and as the wind blew through the commons, I pulled the sleeves of my plum knitted sweater tighter to fight off the chill. 
The sky was cloudy and gray, but it didn’t seem like rain was going to be in the forecast. The leaves weren’t quite crunchy yet, so they sounded wet as feet shuffled over them.
I walked up to the building with massive windows and detailed filigree on its brick work. The library here was grander in style than anything I’d been in before. Our public library was very plain, not so modern, and still smelled decades old.
The metal handle was cool to the touch. I opened the door and stepped into the hallway just outside the library’s interior entrance. Out of habit, I walked in and scanned the open areas inside for a place to sit. A place where I could hide without effort. Mrs. Whitcomb was shelving books into a cart as a library assistant scanned them back into the system. It smelled like damp cedar as I worked my way around the first row of stacks and settled at a creamy beige table with a handful of chairs surrounding it.
This was around the time a lot of us gathered for studying in Monarch Ridge University’s ostentatious library. One wall was completely dedicated to windows. Glass panels lined the bottom edge and climbed to the ceiling. The furniture was nicer than most, too. It was comfortable to sit here for long periods of time, and I didn’t walk away with a sore bottom or stiff back.
It was outfitted in the school’s colors of maroon, gold, and black. There were round tables, long tables, and small corners for just one, even rooms along the walls for private tutoring and group sessions. The checkout desk had two entrances, one on each side. A multitude of book stacks made the otherwise open space an expansive maze.
A low voice disrupted my silence. “Bex?”
I stiffened at my name as Daniel came up beside me. He was a friend of our group.
“So, you didn’t get back to me last week. You know, I’m not like Malcolm. It’d be different with you and me.”
There was a jolt of nervous energy down my spine, and I tried not to let it show as he moved closer. His eyes traveled my body, and I was grateful my sweater was covering most of me. He placed his hand on the table, and even though I wasn’t caged, I felt trapped. I was sure Daniel was a good guy, in some weird sense of the word, but he had mannerisms that were
too similar to my ex-boyfriend, even if he wouldn’t admit it. I hadn’t been actively seeking reminders since our high school graduation parting, but lately Daniel’s presence was a constant reminder of the type of guy who left me weak and damaged.
“Oh, I’m sorry. I just got really busy with mid—”
“Bestie, bestie, bestie!” I heard Mariana whisper-yell as she rushed up to the table. When I turned my attention to Mari, Daniel took that as his cue to leave, and I gave a silent thank you to the best interrupter I’d ever met.
I looked past Mari and toward the front desk. The librarian had it out for her since we started meeting for our study sessions. In fairness to Mrs. Whitcomb, Mari was partially impulsive. She had no filter, and that clashed with Mrs. Whitcomb's overly strict structure. If you asked her, she’d blame undiagnosed ADHD. If you asked me, it was Mari being true to herself. She was passionate, animated, and infectious. All any of us could ever do was smile at her approach and buckle in for the amazing ride.
“What extravagant bullshit have you concocted now, Mari?” I eyed her skeptically. Her signature triple “bestie” indicated scheming and mischief. She feigned shock, rolling her devastatingly beautiful and large amber eyes as she brought a hand to her chest. She couldn’t actually be offended.
“Bex, that is speculation!” We held eye contact momentarily before bursting into laughter.
Mrs. Whitcomb cleared her throat from behind the counter. We quieted to giggles, and she slid across the tabletop, perching just to my left. “Bullshit aside, I just got us into the hottest frat’s party Saturday night!”
“You know we’ll be preparing for midterms soon, right? Dr. Caste isn’t going to be gentle with her psych test. She’s been riding our asses. I got stuck with the brain once, never again. I feel like she has a sixth sense for detecting fear,” I recalled as Mari's shoulders slumped, her lip beginning to bulge out into a pout.
“You don’t want to go to a party with your favorite best friend?” The pout was in full force now, and I fought the urge to take a cursory look at the back of my eye sockets.
“First, you’re my only best friend. Second,” I relented, “I will totally go with you, no need to make your lip run away from your face.” I snickered as her face turned up into her megawatt smile. Hearing books thump behind us, we looked in the direction of the sound. There was a small mess of books piled at feet I recognized.
“Hey, Brent!” Mari greeted him.
He had gone to our high school and mixed into a few of our classes. It was no surprise to see him early; he sought academic achievements and accolades all the same. He was more determined than most.
The three of us hadn’t been close then, but students who came from Riverwalk High School in Cape Haven seemed to flock together. Monarch Ridge University wasn’t exceptionally large compared to the elite colleges, but there were a lot of students from all over, and it was nice to see familiar faces.
“Hey, Bexley. Hey, Mari.” He seemed shy around Mari. Her infectious personality was opposite to the introverts, but everyone eventually warmed up to her. Mariana was impossible not to love, and over the years, I had noticed the way boys would flirt or pine for her attention. Brent blushed and looked to the floor whenever he said her name, and I was positive he was enamored with her as well.
A body moved behind Brent. There weren’t many people it could’ve been other than Jai Wells. He could look over just about anyone’s head here. He fidgeted with his phone and earbuds as he walked up to our table. He rolled his muscular neck sharply. Painful sounding cracks pierced our quiet bubble.
Mrs. Whitcomb huffed a disapproving sigh from behind the metal cart.
He had a reputation from Riverwalk. He was massive compared to Brent. Seeing them stand side by side made it clear they were polar opposites. Brent’s thin-faced features contrasted the sculpted angle of Jai’s jawline.
If Brent could belong to any faction, he’d associate with the preppy vibe. He didn’t have an expressive or interesting personality. Brent wasn’t a brooding, silent type. He was just average. Just Brent. He tousled his pale blond hair and moved it out of his eyes as he looked up to Jai.
Jai easily belonged to the alternative crowd. In high school, there were rumors of drugs, drinking, and delinquency. Jai was notorious for not backing down from any fight. His physique gave him the edge he needed to hold his own against the various assholes who targeted him.
I personally respected him for it, but being the one still standing every time meant he’d been a social pariah. Even now, out of high school, people were still more than happy to alienate him from their comfy, boring social circles. The good ol’ boys had expectations when it came to proper dress code. Jai treated their expectations like suggestions and adhered to his own standards.
Black was the foundation for everything: T-shirts, jeans, sweats. From the black hole of his closet emerged the occasional punk band tee and graphic illustrations from some show that I wasn’t familiar with. He had piercings in so many places, it was hard to keep track of anything new. From his ears to his nose, there were at least twelve, and that was just what I could see.
Are there more intimate ones?
Jai’s hair was thick and nearly black, contrasting with his bright green eyes. I wondered if he knew that his brooding features kept people at a distance. Jai had the body mass to match, which made every move and action intimidating, whether he meant for that to be the intention or not.
My favorite of his piercings was the chain that hung from the top of his ear, secured near the bottom with a black diamond stud.
My favorite piercing? Wait, when did I start having a fucking favorite anything of his?
His acknowledgment of us was limited to a head nod as he set his notebook and hoodie on the table’s surface.
That wasn’t unusual. He hadn’t been outwardly friendly to others in high school, so I wasn’t sure why people thought he would change in college.
Jai didn’t usually stay long. His classes didn’t overlap with our schedules, so I assumed he preferred our company to the other groups’. Today was a brief day for him, as I was almost certain he had been here a while before I arrived, given his first class of the day ended hours ago. When did I start caring enough to learn his schedule?
I expected his typical acknowledgment and dismissal, but he moved closer to the table and looked down at the party flyer Mari had in her notebook. His eyes lingered on me when he finished reading it. A chill licked down my spine in response to his piercing green stare. He looked away before I could decipher his thoughts.
“Did you guys take advanced psych or philosophy this semester?” Brent asked.
I blinked, belatedly realizing I’d been gazing at Jai’s backside as he leaned against the table’s edge.
I responded tightly, “We’re in psych this time around, but I think Kelly has philosophy. I’m just not sure what time she’s scheduled. Do you need her to give you some midterm help? I heard one of the philosophy teachers is similar to Dr. Caste and rides their students into the ground.” I was happy I wasn’t scheduled with both psychology and philosophy in the same semester. That would’ve been criminal and inhumane, borderline torture.
Jai shifted slightly.
Brent replied, his brown eyes locked on my face, “Actually, it's psychology that I’m having an issue with. I can’t really grasp the temporal lobe and the parietal lobe aspects. I keep switching parts of their functions. It’s been a pain.” Brent put the books he had collected onto our table and lowered himself into the seat on my right. His cologne had a musky vanilla scent to it and wasn’t one I particularly cared for.
I fought the urge to scrunch my nose and slide my chair farther across the carpet. Instead, I gave a tired smile and released a full exhale of patience.
Mariana interjected, “Oh, that’s what Bex and I were discussing, actually. I’m sure we could exchange notes and do some exercises together.” Mari looked to me for confirmation, and I had to work to keep my eyes from popping out.
I wasn’t too interested in adding another study partner to our duet.
Brent turned his attention to me. The hopeful look in his eyes dismantled my ability to think of an excuse.
After a moment of hesitation, I said, “Yeah, I don’t see why not. We can meet next Monday and bring what we’ve gathered this week? I believe Dr. Caste is going to start giving out midterm information soon.”
Relief hit Brent’s eyes, and he flashed a grin.
His teeth were perfectly straight and white, but his smile always left me unsettled. It felt disingenuous, as though an underlying agenda was being leaked, negating the words he peddled. It was men with this feature, like him and Daniel, that left me uncomfortable and hesitant.
Brent was more eager now as he pushed on. “That sounds great; do you have anything we can discuss now?”
I gave Mariana a look and she thankfully rushed to say, “Actually, I was going to steal Bex here away and take her on a coffee date. She can text you the details later this week, maybe?”
Brent looked back at me, and I offered a complacent nod.
“I think the library would be the perfect place for us to continue meeting.” I started to stand but he placed his hand over mine.
Unwanted touch made my skin crawl. The memories from the night before Malcolm found me threatened to surface and pushed me to leave faster—the sensation of being touched in a deep darkness, but unable to move or speak.
“Hey, we don’t have each other’s number.”
“Oh, no worries, I can just email! I’ll hit you up this weekend.” I removed my hand, the back of which was damp with his sweat. It took some strength to resist wiping my hands against my jeans. I didn’t want to be rude and insult him over something he couldn’t help.
Mari slipped between the stacks to our far right, just out of view. As I trailed behind her, I turned back to see Jai’s gaze following us. He had been silent and in his own distractions for that conversation, as it normally went. Brent was down in a book, a quiet frown pinching his eyebrows.
“Hurry, before he sees you,” Mari whispered with a muted giggle. She wound through the maze of stacks until we were dumped out on the other side, closer to the reading lounge.
“What happened to a coffee date?” I asked, confused as she unloaded her books.
“I’m sorry, is that a pout on your face?”
I huffed in a mock offense, but my lips curled into a grin despite my trying to remain neutral. I was busted.
“I mean, you can’t just say you’re taking me out and then lead me to a deserted part of the library!” I fought the loud laugh that wanted to escape. I whispered theatrically, “What happens when Brent comes over here and sees that you’re a liar?”
I set my stuff down on the smooth wood and took my place across from her. The sun was heavy on this side of the building, and the beams lit up Mari’s mahogany curls. It was like she had a halo burning above her.
She gloated, “He won’t find out. No one comes over here. Those—” She pointed in the direction of the stacks and her bracelets shimmered. “—are the religion textbooks, and no one actually sits over there to read.” She lifted her other hand, effectively gesturing in both directions. I glanced to the stacks behind us, not trusting that Brent wouldn’t follow us.
I was met with a different surprise altogether.
Jai Wells was stalking through the aisle closest to my right. He looked so out of place amidst the ancient books, yet so right. He made the aisle look cramped and tight.
How fucking tall is he?
His eyes traveled down and then back up my body before darting to Mari, where his course shifted as well.
Mari lifted her head and greeted him with a smile.
“Hey, Jai!” His binder scuffled across the table’s surface when he put it down. He leaned into Mari’s space. His voice was low, too low for me to hear what he was saying.
I need to know what they’re talking about. It wasn’t like me to be so nosy, but I couldn’t help it. They weren’t close; when had a friendship formed unbeknownst to me?
Mari flitted through her notes as he spoke. My perplexed eyes darted between the two. She nodded, taking out papers here and there. She let out a genuine chuckle that I’d regularly heard time and again, but I couldn’t believe the new sight unfolding before me.
Jai smiled. He smiles.
Something swirled in my stomach at the sight. His perfect and sharp teeth were on display, with the curve and point of where his lips meet, and the faintest hint of a dimple. Just under his full top lip, I caught a flash of silver. There were two sharp tips on a curved barbell that sat just at the top of his teeth.
The smiley piercing is my new favorite.
I wonder how his teeth would feel biting into my—
“Bex?” My eyes snapped from his mouth right up to his darkened stare. He bored through my soul like he could see every bit of me. I still couldn’t tell what he was thinking.
The piercing disappeared with the fall of his mouth, but it wasn’t exactly a frown he wore; it was something more playful. Dangerous.
I looked at Mari and her face was plastered with a shit-eating grin.
“Yes?” My voice was small, embarrassed. I’d been caught, nearly mouth agape, eye-fucking his mouth.
Jai turned back to Mari, briefly whispering into her ear. Whatever he said had her cocking an eyebrow.
What is he saying to her now? Fuck, is it about me staring?
His Adam's apple bobbed as he leaned away to await her response.
Is that supposed to be a provocative thing? Are the planets misaligned? Am I feverish?
Mari nodded at him, blissfully mischievous.
He stood tall and made his way to the exit. My eyes couldn’t help but follow. I was ensnared by the way his large frame moved with surprising grace. The back of his T-shirt was a blurry and sketched graphic similar to the front with large grungy lettering of an obscure and forgotten band, and its linework led my eyes straight to his waistband.
My entire body tilted as my gaze dropped low.
His pants did a poor job of hiding his ass. How does a man even come into an ass like that? His hips rolled as he took another step. 
There's a weird desire to see him in all his nak—
“Bex!” Mari whisper-yelled as she snapped her fingers in front of my drifted gaze.
“What?” There were zero cognitive processes happening.
“Why are you practically drooling over Jai?” she accused. I whipped my head back toward the exit, fearful he hadn’t made it out yet. Being caught once was more than enough embarrassment for one day. “He’s gone, B.” When I met her piercing glare, I saw the accusation.
I summoned up words that were neither elegant nor believable. “No, I’m not—I wasn’t drooling, Mari, jeez.”
She rolled her big amber eyes, clearly not buying any of my peddled shit. She tapped her fingers on her folded arms, waiting.
“I’m just intrigued is all,” I admitted with a small voice, not even believing my own lies.
“Intrigued? You were five seconds from snatching the man’s soul out of his body!”
“Oh, come off it. I was not!” I fiddled with the mechanical pencil between my fingers, looking for a distraction and a change of topic. “It’s Jai. There’s nothing there. He’s just Jai.”
“Just Jai, my ass.” Mari leaned in closer, taking another peek around before demanding in a whisper, “Do you like him?” Her freckles crinkled as she scrunched her nose in excited anticipation.
“I don’t even know him.”
And that was the truth.
Partially.






October 7, 2020

Bexley

 
I left my lecture hall and wound my way through the corridor toward the library building. The conversations were just mumbles and noise as students shuffled along the tiled floor. The air was stale and smelled faintly of sweat. Too many shoulders brushed me as I walked on.
Tension was building in my neck, and I desperately wanted it to be Friday, but it was just fucking Wednesday. Not that Wednesday was inherently bad; the worst day is actually Tuesday. This Wednesday, however, was in the middle of the midterm season.
I was ready to throw in the towel.
High school teachers lied, honestly. The number of times I’d heard, “Your college professor won’t tolerate this behavior,” had driven my worries about college through the roof. The reality was our professors didn’t care about our behavior or habits. I was pretty sure most of my professors wouldn’t have recognized me outside of class. I’d learned early on that the biggest difference between high school and college was the concept of responsibility. No one was going to instruct me when and where, or for how long. That weight was on my shoulders, and it was nearly overwhelming. All my professors wanted were passing scores.
Hell, some teachers said they didn’t even care if we showed up day-to-day, just to make it to the exam and pass.
If only.
My phone vibrated in my pocket. Buzz. Then, two more messages came through. Three messages in an hour I could understand, but three in under a minute?
Fucking irritating.
I didn’t need to glance at the screen to know it was Brent. Somewhere between invitation and acceptance, he had construed a different idea of the parameters of our…not a relationship. I wouldn’t have classified us as friends, but boundaries were subjective for some.
He was studying. I was studying. Three emails within the minute that had nothing to do with academics went beyond a study companion protocol, so I didn’t bother taking my phone out of my pocket.
I walked through the open library doors, leaving the throng of students in the hallway and hopefully working to abate the headache that was lodging in my cranium.
The air stirred and goosebumps pricked my skin. I looked up, knowing the universe truly had it out for me. Brent was sitting with Melody. Why is he already here? My presence had gone unnoticed. If I played it right, I could dash into the history section before he turned around.
But of course, because the universe was picking on me today, Melody had to look up. She started waving and had a full grin on display.
It was the lowest moment of my college career because instead of waving back, I hit the floor. I hid behind random shelves and crawled along the wall. As I crept, I leaned up to check each door for an unlocked handle.
Locked, dammit. I tried the next one, my knees stinging from the carpet. Also locked.
As I crawled, I thought about what would be worse than the inevitable conversation with Melody where I’d have to explain why I’d dropped to the floor. If I couldn’t find somewhere to hide, Brent would find me. That conversation would be so much worse. Luck seemingly running out, I pulled hard on the third silver handle and felt the door give.
Finally!
Without a second thought, I shuffled on my hands and knees and backed into the small room. Through the cracked door, I watched for any signs of Brent and Melody. I heard them talking. I closed the door. Crawling farther back, my boot hit something metal in the center of the closet. I turned slowly, only now silently questioning why the room would be unlocked and lit.
I took in the black jeans and various metal pieces glimmering against the denim. Then, I looked up into a face full of smoke.
Jai. I inhaled absentmindedly. He was sitting on a metal chair that looked like it was made for a kindergartner in the middle of a cleaning supply closet. I had cornered myself nearly in his lap—caged between his powerful, long legs.
His face was full of questions, but he was silent and still. His mouth was slightly parted, and the tip of his vape rested in the air just above the curve of his bottom lip.
What is happening?
His mouth opened wider as footsteps traveled across the carpet outside of the door.
I popped up fully on my knees and covered his mouth with my hand. I soundlessly shook my head as Brent’s and Melody’s voices grew closer.
Leaning into the press of my hand, his long arm reached past us and flicked the lock into place.
Brent’s and Melody’s voices faded.
Confusion had melted into curiosity. This was the closest we’d ever been. Except for the day I got pushed into his locker.
His green eyes flicked down, and when mine followed, I realized my next mistake. I had his thigh in a death grip for support. Instead of brushing it away, his hand closed over mine and trapped it.
I had him and he had me.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered when I could no longer hear them outside. “I’m a coward.”
His mouth twitched under my hand into what I assumed was a smirk.
“Why are you in here?” I questioned further
His gaze moved down his nose to my hand that still obstructed his mouth. I pulled my hand away from his face much slower than necessary, letting my fingers trail over his lips.
It was intentional.
It was selfish.
Did he notice?
I hope so.
“You’re not a coward. You’re avoiding a person.” His quiet accusation was spot-on, and when I didn’t respond, he pushed further. “Is it Brent?”
My breath faltered in my chest, answer enough.
His half-grin appeared, letting one side of the smiley piercing show. A weird little twist came back to my stomach.
Too close.
“That doesn’t matter,” I told him. “Why are you here?”
“Running away from my issues too, obviously.” His hushed voice carried all of his sarcasm as he swiveled his e-cigarette with the hand that wasn’t firmly holding me against his thigh.
“What issues are those?”
“I believe my question was first. Am I right?” he rebutted like a small child.
I rolled my eyes. “What does it matter? I dislike being around plenty of people,” I said, straightening with false surety.
“Oh my gosh,” he whispered with a laugh. “You’re avoidant today.” His smirk tilted even more.
“Says the one who hasn’t answered either.” Now I’m the child.
We both waited, almost not breathing.
“I’m avoiding being the first one in our study group,” he admitted matter-of-factly. I narrowed my eyes at his response. Jai has something to avoid? Unlikely.
“Why not just walk in later then?”
“And miss out on a girl crawling her ass back into me in the broom closet? I think I’ll continue wasting my time here, thanks.” He flashed a full smile and suddenly my hand was burning hot under his touch. That ass! All of me was too warm. The sharp points of his piercing were on full display under his lip.
I’m staring now.
Everything was smothering.
I tugged and he let me slide my hand away.
“I didn’t know you were in here, otherwise—” I started, shrugging my shoulders.
“You wouldn’t have come in?” he guessed. I stared into his eyes, getting lost in their gem-like color. “I wouldn’t leave you out there to suffer, Bexley.” The way he whispered my name had me fighting a severe tingle in my spine.
“I didn’t mean—”
“You can always come to me.”
Is he closer now?
I was sweating like I finished running five miles. It felt like he was sucking up all of the oxygen from the room.
A cool metal tip pressed against my lips.
“Crème brûlée,” he quietly offered as my lips closed around it. He pressed the button as I inhaled. The crackle of the coil filled the space between us. A quick buzz of nicotine swirled in my system as I held my breath in.
Jai was quickly becoming trouble.
I returned his welcome from earlier and blew the decadent vapor across our shared space. It swirled into his nostrils as he took a deep breath, his eyes closing as he leaned into the churning cloud. What was this asinine pull to him? I kept my distance from many people, many men, and yet…
“Why didn’t we hang out like this in high school?” I was surprised the question came out. I wondered where the hell it was conjured from. We hadn’t been in similar circles; he’d been labeled as a lawless delinquent, and I was in favored graces due to old money politics.
His hand rose and came to rest in my hair. His hold wasn’t painful; he barely touched me. His nose was close to brushing mine, and I sat frozen, unsure of where this was supposed to go. Is this a kiss thing?
“You don’t realize this—” His voice was softer than before. It made me curious about his natural timbre. “—but you’re looking at me in fear. The same fear you had the day you were pushed into my locker.”
So, he does remember.
“Do I scare you, Bexley Laughtery?”
I shook my head, the tension in the air growing as each second ticked by. The movement caused his fingers to skim against my scalp.
“I don’t believe you,” he admitted.
I questioned if I even believed myself.
“I should…go,” I said as my stare caught on his lips again. The same thoughts unfurled through my mind as the other day. I contemplated what more of his touch would do to me. What he would feel like in other areas he hadn’t already stolen brushes of. This earned another wolfish grin as his fingers gently stroked through my mess of hair.
I closed my eyes and leaned into his carnal touch.
“Wise decision.”








October 9, 2020

Bexley

 
I was stalking through the apartment I shared with Mariana. It was off-campus, a modest two bedroom attached complex, and had been listed at a reduced rate for students in the area. It wasn’t too modern, but thankfully anything outdated had been replaced before we got the keys.
When I heard the front door open, I knew who it would be. I was usually the first to arrive home, especially on Fridays. My class schedule was balanced for a relaxed start to my weekends. Mari, well, she hadn’t had so much success and ended up with a late class, getting out around 5:30 p.m.
I didn’t look up while gathering strewn blankets and pillows on the couch. I had a habit of cleaning while I contemplated. It wasn’t the worst habit in the world.
“Sooo,” Mariana called from behind me in a singsong voice. “Have you given any thought to your costume?”
Mari hadn’t bothered to mention the costume aspect of this party until this morning before our first class.
My voice was a little less than aggravated. “No, Mari. I have no idea what I want to be.” I guessed it did make sense for a Halloween party to be themed. “I don’t know if I want to be slutty or scary.” My agitation laced into my partial joke.
“Well, do you want to break your dry spell after Malcolm?”
Flag on the play.
“That’s a forbidden topic and you know it,” I warned her.
Malcolm, the ex, was the biggest jackass the universe had ever created. That was a bit dramatic, but the point still stood that Malcolm was an epic douchebag with self-serving tendencies.
Malcolm and I dated for the majority of our senior year. There were red flags all over the place, but his epic final gesture at graduation was to break up with me. He dropped the bomb just before we took our walk across the stage. Reasoning? He didn’t want to be “tempted to cheat” while he was at a different university. Apparently, long distance wouldn’t fulfill his “needs.”
The asshole never seemed to have a problem with cheating while we were five feet from each other.
His finishing line had been, “You’re hot, Bex, but long-distance doesn’t suit the needs of my dick.” No elaboration, no consolation, and definitely no looking back.
I failed to recognize it for the gift it was. I’d been on a fast track to permanent domestic issues. While his delivery sucked, he’d ended it before I’d been irreparably stuck with him. I still had to manage the damage from the mental gymnastics he’d put me through.
He hadn’t taken my virginity or anything, but after high school graduation, I’d been determined to go on a sex hiatus until college. Only, now that I was in college and had been for some time, I wasn’t interested in any of the guys I shared classes with. Dating apps were a mess of egotistical boys.
Partially, I saw my ongoing dry spell as a good thing. Pretty faces didn’t equate to pretty intentions. Considering the incident before Malcolm—which I refused to think about—and then his general recurring presence in my thoughts, I had become weary of every man. I was suspicious of nice guys. The false sincerity was a means to a nonconsensual end because we weren’t equal enough to just be friends; there was a service expected in return for default decency.
Mari broke into my thoughts and said, “It may be forbidden, but it’s a legitimate question. You don’t seem to be in a relationship mood, so do you want to do the hook-up lifestyle?”
Mari made a great point.
I thought out loud, “That’s probably been my problem. I’ve been looking for possible relationship material in an ocean full of one-nightstands.” I shot her a curious glance. “I don’t see the harm in trying this one time, so I’m guessing the answer to my costume conundrum is slutty?”
She released a loud laugh and nodded as she pulled out her keys. Mari took my hand and led me out to our complex’s parking lot. I buckled up while shaking my head at the mess I let her drag me into. When she pulled into the lot of the pop-up Halloween store just a few moments later, we both noticed just how packed it was. Granted, it was a small area, but we clearly weren’t alone in our hunt for last-minute costumes.
On the way over, Mari had bounced around a few ideas: sexy cop, sexy firefighter, sexy nurse. But the more I had thought them over, none seemed quite appealing or were my style.
Could you even have a style of slutty costume wear?
When we merged with the mass of college kids wandering about the walkways through stuffed costume racks, I regretted all of my decisions that led up to this point. We passed rows and rows of neatly packaged costumes, and it seemed impossible to narrow down anything comfortable.
I had my attention on a cheaply configured “Officer Boo-tay” costume when Mari popped up beside me with full arms.
“You know, I was thinking. What about this Catwoman suit? It doesn’t show skin, but leather is sexy. It’s definitely a genre of slutty.” She raised her eyebrow and held out the costume.
I narrowed my eyes at her, knowing fine leather quality was not being sold by the likes of a “Costumes R’ Us” store. 
“Well, faux leather, anyways.” She grinned with an eyeroll.
I took the package from her and examined it. I wasn’t too keen on the corny mask they packaged with it, but it was worth a try on. She pulled me through the aisles and gathered crowds.
“The only way to know is to put it on, right?” I said, trying to match her cheerful energy
I shuffled my way into the small-spaced changing room and looked at the package puzzlingly. This was going to require more than my two hands, seeing as the zipper ran from neck to crack.
“Let me know if you need any help,” she called from the other side as she leaned against the door. I managed to squeeze into each sleeve and pant leg. As far into it as I could go, I carefully cracked open the door then leaned into the gap.
“I need you to zip me, please,” I whispered. The door was open just enough so she could get her hands through. Her fingers were inhumanly cold and sent goosebumps across my body.
“My god, woman! Do you have any circulating blood at all?”
“Sorry,” she whisper-giggled to me as she pushed the door back closed.
I looked at the small mirror and was floored. Even in the bad lighting, I looked fucking incredible. The costume was snug, but it hugged in all the right places and showed off curves I didn’t even know I had. I timidly opened the door to show her without leaving the dressing room entirely, but the door was snatched out of my hand as I looked at a jaw-dropped Mari.
“Girl, you are smoking!”
I gave her a pleading look, silently asking her to lower her voice. She ignored me and dragged me out into the middle of the floor to look in the floor-to-ceiling mirror. My bare feet tapped softly against the chilled tile.
The enhanced lighting and bigger mirror made it even clearer that this costume defined everything.
My attention caught on someone at the edge of the mirror—an unbelievably tall figure just barely in view. I turned around to see none other than Jai Wells, though he might not have noticed my gaze because his eyes were busy unabashedly roaming my pleather-clad body. If eye-fucking needed a visual, he would be the perfect model. He didn’t care who saw him as he ran his tongue across the edge of his teeth. His eyes were dark with lust as he bit down on his lower lip. He embodied carnality.
Something stirred in me the longer he stood there.
I hadn’t let myself admit it until now.
Jai Wells was…hot.
His eyes didn’t return to mine, and I desperately wanted them to. His mouth parted as though he sighed, but he was too far away for me to hear it. Did he adjust his—
“So, what do you think?” Mari’s voice broke the spell, and I looked over at her grinning face.
“What?” I mumbled as I rebooted and tried to catch up to her questions. She shifted the costume she had over her arm so she could gesture up and down at me. I remembered then what we were doing. “Oh, the costume.”
When I turned back to the mirror, I couldn’t help but check the spot that Jai had been occupying. He was gone. Trying to focus, I answered, “I like it. I think I’ll buy this one.” Mariana hopped up and down, clapping her hands and dropping some of her costume.
She quieted and pushed me back toward the small, dark room. “Fantastic, go get changed. I’m gonna keep looking around; you just catch back up to me. This is going to be so freakin’ fun!”
I didn’t see Jai again in the store as I made my way to the register to pay. I wondered why he’d been in the store at all. What kind of costume would a guy like Jai need?






Chapter 2

October 10, 2020

Jai

 
My phone rang as I sat down at my desk and started taking the jewelry out of my piercings. A trill cut through the silence, and when I looked down, I saw an unlisted number flash on the screen. I picked it up and hit the speaker button.
“Yeah,” I grumbled.
“Hello, this is Detective Westcott from Cape Haven. I’m hoping to speak with Jaid—”
“This is him,” I grunted before he could finish his sentence. My full name in other people’s mouths left a bitter taste in mine. Thanks, Mom.
“I’m sorry to call you with this news, but it seems that the body we’ve recovered from a crime scene has been positively identified through DNA forensics as Wesley Wells, your father.”
“Ok.” It probably sounded incredibly dickish on the other end of the phone, but I truly wasn’t interested in anything related to my father. There was nothing my father could have offered me now. I would be fine, and it would be without his help.
“The coroner will need—”
“Burn him. Throw him in the trash. Detective Westcott, you shouldn’t consider me next of kin. I have no desire to see his remains. He’s been dead to me for years; there’s no reason for me to mourn now.” I didn’t give him a chance to explain or plead further as I ended the call and pocketed my phone. I didn’t even know if I could legally deny accepting remains.
One parent down, another to go. My mother abandoned our family when I was four. From my understanding, it was because my father picked up the bottle and his fists. Which I understand, that’s not an ideal situation, but to leave your kid? Despicable.
I had little faith that my mother would see the end as quickly, justly, or horribly, given her saintliness. It was either going to be old age or a freak accident. Whatever came, that day would be handled the same. I don’t care.
I looked at the bottom corner of my monitor. A picture of Bexley from a campus newspaper article was taped there. I wanted to manifest her here in front of me. My phone pinged with an email notification. Detective Westcott emailed the details he could share with me, no doubt hoping it’d sway me into compassion. I don’t care.
I locked the phone again and continued to unscrew the balls and unclasp the hooks. It had been roughly twenty-four hours since seeing Bexley clad in black pleather. The wandering thoughts about her figure plagued me for most of the evening.
Bexley was perplexing. Her friends didn’t fit her, the crowd she rolled with didn’t fit her, and her sense of self was different from others with her old-money connections with the government. People talked about being driven, but in reality, they were just trying to please others. Not only did Bexley seem goal-oriented without her parents' assistance, but her lack of social media also told me she wasn’t seeking the flimsy and conditional approval from strangers.
Over the years, what platforms I could follow her on had little to nothing to offer. Knowing Bex meant being with her in the here and now. It wasn’t a completely foreign concept, but I had my suspicions regarding the decline in her online presence. There was a clear shift in her demeanor after breaking up with her ex-boyfriend.
Social media stalking wasn’t beneficial for trying to understand this girl, but I hadn’t found the courage to actually walk up to her and engage in any meaningful conversation in five years. Even that freak encounter the other day hadn’t provided more insight.
In high school, our paths didn’t cross often, and she didn’t have an interest in me to change that. I couldn’t blame her, though, because not many people cared to form a relationship with the city’s shining delinquent. Especially the attorney general’s daughter.
I did enough in high school to dick around with my reputation and surprisingly didn’t fuck up my chances at college. Sometimes I wasn’t even sure why I was here. Except I need to see that fucking promise through.
I could count on one hand how many times we had any kind of contact before college.
Junior year, I was standing at my locker and her friend group passed by in giggles and hushed whispers. Friends was a very loose label for those people. I shelved my last period’s books when a body crashed into me.
On instinct, I put my hand between their head and the lockers. It hurt like a bitch, but when I looked down, a frightful Bexley was peering back at me with astounding steel-blue eyes. A map of freckles was speckled across her cheeks and nose; rosy lips were ready to tell all of her stories. I hadn’t been that close to her before, and I couldn’t form any coherent sentences.
The snobby girls were responsible for pushing her into me as some kind of joke to test my patience. It wasn’t the first time, but she was the first to have their skull saved from the metal door.
She rushed out an apology and nearly jumped out of my hands. All I could do was nod. The most memorable part of that day was what her wild mess of hair felt like between my fingers. It hadn’t changed since then, I noted, looking at the hand that had been woven through those strands earlier in the week. Her wavy hair was rich chocolate and feather-soft.
I need to touch her again, be close to her.
Any other careless group of people that pulled a stunt like that would’ve definitely riled me up enough for an immature and quick-tempered response. For the rest of that day, all I wanted was to put my hands back into her hair and grip her to me tightly.
Bexley was the perfect distraction and fixation that I needed where my family pains were concerned. It was that first day that I noticed how she took away that hurt.
Perfect was a bit of a lie. Was Bexley perfect? For me.
Physically, there was a little crookedness in her smile, a tooth here and there that overlapped. She sneezed so fucking loudly for such a small person, and lately she had a habit of being absentminded when we’d all get together.
Less than stalking, but more than a casual observer, I had watched her around campus to learn the more intimate flaws that make a person. Her favorite condiment with pizza was ranch dressing; why she wouldn’t use marinara was beyond me. Don’t get me started on the pickle thing. I didn’t think she’d ever been on time for anything important in her life, and by some people’s standards, she swore too much. Curse away.
Okay, yeah, some of those were stupid flaws to consider, but if they're not an issue of morality why would they matter to begin with? Every observation of Bexley proved one thing: she was just a person. She wasn’t this grand force or this overbearing presence that was demanding like her father. She existed for herself, to do as she pleased. I saw her breaking the mold of her parents’ high society more and more each day.
The only drawback I saw was telling people to fuck off on occasion got caught in her throat when it mattered most, but it wasn’t for a lack of wanting to. So, if selective assertiveness was a flaw, then add it to the perfectly fine list. One can be taught to move past their inhibitions.
There was a time when Bex was looser with her thoughts and words, but the shift after graduation birthed the difference. I knew the breakup had occurred, but the gritty details were need-to-know.
I took out the last piercing and placed it on the dresser. I hadn’t anticipated needing to take them all out at once, but it was a headache I’d willingly suffer. I walked to the other side of the room and picked up the guitar. I sat on the edge of the bed and stroked various chords as I waited for the night’s arrival.
An image of Bexley standing in the middle of that costume madhouse came to me just in time to chase away the mental family reunion feelings. She and Mari were coming to Sigma’s party, and while it wasn’t my scene, I had a frat obligation and a lie to maintain.
I had a good feeling that it would be a night that defined us.






Bexley

 
“Okay, let’s go over the ground rules one more time,” Mari was calling from the bathroom.
“You say that like I’m the one who needs to be reined in and compliant.” I laughed as she twisted out of the doorframe and gave me a pointed look. “We have a three-drink rule and we’re not separating unless we’re getting some dick. And even then—”
“We’re going to be within shouting distance if we need help,” she finished my sentence. These rules were more so in place due to Mari’s insistence, but my gut told me it was to prevent a repeat of my past.
“Okay, glad we both understand tonight’s festivities; let’s get our sexy asses moving!” She grinned and nearly bounced out of the apartment. Her handcuffs jingled against her hip, and the plastic baton twisted with the sway of her stride.
She had no hesitation with the purchase when she saw herself in the police costume. I had to admit, she pulled it off insanely well. The crisp blue against her rich skin complimented the warm sepia undertones, and the fabric cut accentuated her strong arms and thighs. Naturally tall, the boots she chose gave her more height and extended her long legs. I wouldn’t even blame someone for being envious of her; her personality was as rich as her beauty, and I reminded myself how lucky I was to stand beside her and call her my platonic soulmate.
She was responsible for the uptick in my practice of self-confidence, reminding me that scars of the past don’t dull us or make us ugly. Her heart and mind were full of passion and acceptance. She made me whole again, and I wouldn’t let her go for anything.
Sigma wasn’t too out of the way, so we trekked our way down the street and followed the gathering mass of glitter, face paint, and fangs. Coming over the slight hill, there were bodies everywhere, both human and decoration. Sigma had a very large house to accommodate its member size, and their decorating team did not skimp with this massive canvas. The sun was deep beneath the horizon, and the moon reflected off the pale bones of the skeletons in the trees, bushes, and half-crawling out of the dirt.
The mood had been set.
Mari pulled us through the main entrance covered in no less than thirty webs where she gave a mock salute to one of the fraternity brothers and steered us into the kitchen.
It was exceedingly rich here. Not in a decadent way, but the price tag way. Those overlooking Sigma’s activities and expenses spared none when it came to renovations. On the outside, the house was very beguiling: old shutters, gothic details, chipped and flaking paint, old wrought iron fixtures, and even cracked concrete steps.
Inside was a mansion fit for reality TV—granite countertops, expensive wooden cabinetry, a double stove, that weird wheel sink faucet thing that honestly looked like more of a hassle. The large island had refreshments placed on it, and there were hands moving everywhere, over the food, into bowls, digging through the ice.
Fucking gross.
“The most important stop, obviously.” Mari shoved a drink into my hands that she swiped from one of the counters. “Drink up!” I looked down at the mystery liquid. The punch was a deep red, almost bordering on purple, and I was wary about its contents. I didn’t even think it was still chilled. Nausea started to settle in my stomach as flashbacks threatened.
“You know how I feel about premade punches,” I whispered as I pulled her closer. Anxiety was starting to creep in. “Especially in this environment,” I subtly suggested of the questionable men stalking the movement at the makeshift bar for prey.
“You’re right. Shit, B.” Her eyes darted around the kitchen and dining space, but her grip never left me.
A cold drink was pushed across my shoulder. I looked down to see a capped glass bottle with a beer label facing up. When I turned to look up, instead of a knight in shining armor, or really any kind of face at all, a Ghostface mask was towering over me. A version of Ghostface if he were into the emo or tech-wear scene. Interesting.
It was hard to distinguish if the flush was from an ominous gaze I couldn’t quite see, but feel, or the pleather suit in a stuffy frat house full of gyrating bodies.
A girl shouldered past him, causing him to shift his balance and instinctively reach for me as if it had somehow affected me, too. His hand landed at the base of my neck and shoulder.
“Oh no, Ghostie!” Giggles erupted from her friend. “Please don’t kill me!” She was more seductive than scared, but I was no acting coach. She moved in closer to whisper, “I want to be in your bedroom.” Leave it to Trisha Manohen to be so forward in someone else’s moment while not even closely quoting the movie.
Is this a moment?
Ghost hardly acknowledged her and kept his obscured eyes on me.
She sauntered off, and Mari took her place by my side again. She pulled on my arm, but I couldn’t take my eyes away from where his would’ve been. His presence felt familiar, yet the thread was so faint, I was sure it had been a figment of my imagination.
“Catwoman, you’re needed on the dance floor.” Mari was laughing and pulling at me urgently.
“Thank you, Mr. Ghostface.” I held out the beer in an appreciative gesture and he quickly popped its cap off before I followed Mari out of the kitchen. I felt his faceless stare on my back as the door swung back and forth.
The dance room was packed.
We did our best to slip into the mix without jostling others too much. People’s feet were easy targets, and my boots were clunky. One girl had abandoned her shoes altogether, brave. I spotted a dropped beer bottle not too far from her and the brown glass was shattered in all directions.
As Mari moved us closer, the steady bass thrummed through my chest. It felt like my body’s heartbeat had been replaced with some dark trap song’s rhythm. My beer sloshed around as bodies brushed against me, causing a slight foam on the surface.
“Mari!” I was shouting over the music and the excitement. “Don’t you think this is enough?” She threw her head back and laughed.
Sweat was already beading across my forehead with the damp heat coming off everyone’s body. The air smelled like sweat and alcohol.
Mari’s shoulders relaxed, and she started to sway to the tempo with a few body isolations that bounced with the bass. She’d always been a great dancer; singing wasn’t her forte, however.
I followed her lead and embraced the beating in my chest urging me to chase the high. The mask started to feel slippery as sweat kissed my skin. The songs flowed into each other, one bass line merging into the next, erasing the measurement of time. I judged the passing by the emptiness of my beer. Its flavor was citrusy, and it was smooth on the tongue.
A hand pressed flat against my stomach and gently pulled me against a wall of muscle. I glanced up at the forward stranger.
Mr. Ghostface.
I looked back at Mari who had the biggest grin and was nodding her approval. I leaned back into him and tested the waters as I rocked my hips against his. Strong hands gripped my waist, and he met my movements with perfect synchrony.
My head fit perfectly in the center of his broad chest with the heels I wore.
I was relishing the sensation of him. He was warm, but not sweltering, and my body thrummed in response to his. The heat in the room was rising, but the warmth from his body felt different and less suffocating. I wanted more of his touch: his hands in my hair, lips on my neck, and his arms wrapped around me. It was like I was wearing my wants because his hand circled my wrist and moved us through the crowd. I looked back at Mari who gave a thumbs up and gestured from her eyes to me, letting me know she was watching.
We moved through the crowd without a word passed between us or others and headed for the stairs. Sigma’s house had three floors and more than enough bedrooms. It felt like I was being guided through a maze as I tried to map where I had been and where we were going. The hallway turned dim, and he opened the last bedroom door. He stepped aside and gestured for me to go in first.
Do I go through with it?
I looked past him at the total darkness that awaited me; it grew closer as my feet moved without instruction but on instinct. Once inside, I heard the door click closed, but he didn’t lock it. Whether for my security or confidence that we wouldn’t be disturbed was something I wasn’t able to discern at the moment. My eyes tried to adjust to the room, but there was hardly any light to navigate by. There were soft glows from the electronics sitting on a desk, but it was nothing to light a room with.
The sound of his mask hitting the floor made me stand straighter.
Quick hands found me and began to explore the swells and dips of my body. His breath caressed my neck as his nose trailed its length.
Mine hitched as his lips slid over that delicate spot just below my ear.
“Do I call you Ghostface?” I jested out of nervousness.
“If that’s what you prefer, Bex.” The mention of my name cut off my laughter. His voice was gruff and husky; it pooled desire deep inside me. He knew my name, but I didn’t know his voice. He nipped at my earlobe, and I bit back a pleasurable cry.
“You know me. Do I get to know you?” I turned in his arms and felt up his chest until my hands rested on his shoulders. They were broad and toned, thick with hard-earned muscle.
His breathing came in shallow and ragged releases.
“You do know me,” he said as my hands found their way into his hair. It was shaggy and going in all sorts of directions. The hands that were delicately gliding over my body now turned into feral grips.
“Tell me your name,” I pried, but his answer was merely a kiss. His lips were soft as he stole my breath. He was coming in hot and heavy; there was a carnal force in him.
I met him with an open kiss, and he took the offering as his tongue slid over mine. He tasted so good, but that could’ve been from the punch or beer he was drinking. A guttural moan vibrated from his mouth as he swept me up in his arms and expertly walked me toward the bed.
I tucked that bit of information away.
“It’s at your pace,” he promised against my lips before capturing them again. I couldn’t nail down any suspicions as I was completely consumed by him. He was addicting; his kisses were like electricity sending shocks through my system and interfering with the synapses of my cognition. I was being drugged with affection and attraction. He was a direct absorption into my bloodstream, and I would’ve been content with just this for the night.
“I want it all,” I answered as my head hit the pillows. Darkness still surrounded us, but he turned me over to easily free the zipper and the chilled air rushed over my exposed skin, leaving goosebumps in its wake. Stripping the black suit from my body, he threw it in a crumpled pile on the floor.
He fisted my hair and jerked me upright. I gasped as his hand circled my throat.
“Don’t ask for things you aren’t ready for.” Arousal hit me harder when his tongue entered my mouth from this angle. His hand skimmed down the front of my body as he touched everything and nothing all at once. I had decided against a bra at the last second, and I was grateful for the payoff.
“You’re wearing too many clothes, Mr. Ghostface.” His response was a chuckle that came from deep in his chest, and it was breathy as it made his voice crack. I wanted more of it. I was so perplexed by this anonymity ruse and his admission of our proximity.
How had I never heard this voice or that precious and wholesome laugh? There was shuffling on the bed followed by snaps and zips. I heard the faint ripping of foil follow.
He was at a full advantage in this darkness.
“And you’re not nearly wet enough.” His disembodied voice came through the dark. Night-obscured hands gripped my ankles and slid me down the bed, turning me to face him again. There was no time wasted as my knees hooked on smooth shoulders and large hands splayed over my thighs.
I moved my hand through the darkness and grazed his fingertips. He returned my touch. His large hand embraced mine so intimately as his fingers interlaced with mine, and a pang started in my chest, as I knew this wouldn’t be forever.
Kisses trailed down my inner thigh as he slipped the lacy lingerie off. Without hesitation or doubt, he devoured me as if we had done this many times before and weren’t midnight strangers seeking a rush of release.
I’d never had someone so confident about my body’s needs. His tongue ran the length of me and circled; neglect caused a deep ache to rise. His rhythmic approach was bliss as stress melted away. Hushed cries escaped, and my body began to rock.
His fingers slipped away from my hand, but I didn’t miss them for long. I felt their presence slip past my slick entrance; he was making a mess of me.
“Oh,” he moaned. “You taste so fucking good.” A steady stroke worked with the rhythmic pulls of his mouth and there was nothing left for me to hold on to. My body shuddered as I gripped his hair and ground my orgasm out against his face. My pussy pulsed as he devoured every drop of my pleasure.
“Holy fuck!” I cried as his brutal fingers ended their assault and my high was falling. As I lay panting and throbbing, he rose above me.
“Taste,” he said as he shoved his two fingers into my mouth. I tasted something sweet and coppery. His other three fingers gripped my jaw and pinned my head. “Suck,” he commanded, and I obliged.
Slowly, I was filled with a thick firmness. A pleasurable pressure pushed against my walls and my cry was strangled around his fingers as he worked his cock into me. What is that? Is that, like, metal?
His fingers nearly gagged me in the process, and saliva started to create a mess. He was to the hilt and the ache inside me grew. Moaning, I was drawing breaths through my nose rapidly. There was so much of him.
He was so deep inside me that my core was pleading for him to move. I started to whimper my begs around his fingers. My chest grew heavier.
“Use me.” His fingers slid out of my mouth and across my lips. I hooked my legs around him and rotated my hips as I rocked back and forth from below. It was hardly bearable as he gripped the back of my neck. “That’s so good,” he grumbled from somewhere deep in his chest.
“Please.” My words were strangled as I was racked with pleasure. “You’re so damn big.” His girth alone was pushing me to an orgasm, and it was making me delirious. I felt his body press into mine, but he was careful to keep his weight off me.
“I can go slow for you.” His nose brushed against mine, and I nodded desperately.
I was wrapped in euphoria as he gradually worked with precision and force. He moved his cock slowly, from the deepest point to just the tip, teasing me. He completed that cycle with an expert roughness. It was the perfect blend that my body had always been missing.
Sex had been sex; it was the same in-and-out sequence that hardly built up to anything dramatic. Even while dating Malcolm, there was hardly a spark that ignited campfires, let alone uncontrollable blazes that devastated forests. Sexual encounters with Malcolm grew out of obligation and societal norms as time went on.
Ghostface came out of the gate with worship and desire. Each stroke exuded passion, and the feeling that began deep within responded. He pushed harder and faster, reaching a depth that had been begging for attention for so long. I met his thrusts, stimulating my clit and edging me closer to freefall. His hand found mine again as his long fingers interlocked with mine.
He groaned out into the darkness with a whimper of pleasure when his cock twitched. I pushed on his shoulder, and he took the cue to hand over the reins as he swiftly shifted our position. Straddling him, I took him fully, hitting new angles that elicited strangled cries from us both. He stroked a hand down my back and gripped the flesh at my hip. He pulled me down harder as I ground against him. There was definitely something different about his cock, something extra.
My hand traced down his torso, gliding with the layer of sweat, and when he rocked from below, the jolt of electricity sent my nails into his skin.
“Jesus fucking Christ,” he hissed.
His body was chiseled by the gods. My fingers fell into the grooves of his abs and the ridges of his sides. As I moved above him, his abs tightened, and his body met mine; we were harmonious.
I was coming to my climax and quickened my pace in selfish pursuit. Beneath me was a pool of elation. He released my hand and pinched my nipples. My body shuddered with the double stimulation.
“Yes, yes.” The desperation grew in his voice. “Please, baby.” He was so whiny as I went over the edge, working his throbbing cock. His hands left my breasts, tracing over my stomach in the dark.
Fingertips bruised my flesh as he brought me down harder on his lap. The sting of slapping flesh traversed my clit and all resolve shattered. I started to fall forward from the grips of my climax, but his hand circled my throat and pinned me in place.
“Ghost—”
“You’re not finished yet, love,” he demanded as he held my hip. The push and pull motion ignited another wave of ecstasy that I still hadn't recovered from. He snapped his hips up into me at a punishing force. I was as in control as a ragdoll. He stole another orgasm from me, but still didn't slow. I grabbed hold of his wrist and arm.
I was unbelievably wet. A sob choked out against his grip as he continued to draw the very life force from me. Coming was becoming a continuous act with no reprieve between rounds.
“I want to be inside your pussy forever.” He groaned, releasing my throat so that I fell to his body. He gasped for air as if he had been unable to breathe while he wrapped me in a perfectly fitted embrace. It felt like he was scared to let me go. When he kissed my forehead, I knew I was swimming in dangerous waters. His hand held my head to his chest while he rolled my hips over his cock.
With a few more strokes inside me, he was coming. “Bex,” he whined and whispered something unintelligible. I was spent and couldn’t regain composure. He maneuvered out of me and made a quick disposal of the condom.
His bed was so warm and cozy. The sheets smelled like warmth, a smoky embrace that was equal parts man and sin. The mattress dipped upon his return, and he brought me into his body. Gentle hands worked my soft skin, and the sex high was turning into a sleepy buzz. He continued to kiss the top of my head and nuzzle against me.
“Mm, I love the way you feel in my arms,” he confessed as he scratched his fingers along my scalp. “You belong here.” I closed my eyes as he prolonged the serene feeling.
I didn’t fall asleep, but I sat in bliss for quite some time before a knock against his door caused my eyes to pop open, shattering the fantasy I was slowly building with him.
“That’ll be Mari; I’ll grab you some clothes.” He kissed me again before taking leave. It was less hungry and more yearning. The light of a cell phone created a glow around his structured frame as he rummaged through drawers, effectively showing me everything and yet nothing at the same time. It clicked off before he turned around and pulled clothes over my limbs.
His T-shirt was soft and scented slightly of laundry soap but had overwhelming notes of vanilla and spice. I fumbled around for my discarded items and padded over to the door.
I hesitated over the doorknob, desperate to ask for this to happen again and longing to see his face.
“I’ll see you tomorrow, but it’d be best if you don’t seek me out.” He spoke before I could, and the edge in his tone wasn’t malice. His overall demeanor was more sorrowful than anything. I’d say you can’t miss what you never had, but can that really be applied here?
“Bex,” Mari called from the other side over her frantic rapping. I didn’t chance looking back at him as I opened the door and the light flooded in. Mari didn’t react to his identity, so I assumed he hadn’t turned to face us.
He wasn’t going to look back for me either.
“Let’s go,” I whispered to her in a plea. I grabbed her hand before she could protest and nearly ran us down the stairs and through the crowded rooms.
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Chapter 3

October 10-11, 2020

Killer Confessions

 
She wasn’t Bexley. She was rude and crass; an endless trail of flirtation and promiscuity followed her. She almost accosted Bexley at the party, risking tainting her perfection. Trash didn’t belong in the same vicinity as Bex. I strung her up from the support beams so that I could see her squirm and watch her flesh ripple as waves of fear shook her.
“Please! I won’t go to the police; I’m sorry I hurt you.” Her begging was a melody that scratched at the itch in my brain. Trisha Manohen was society’s description of sex appeal, but she lacked the personality and charisma that completed the trifecta of perfection.
“You won’t be going anywhere, unfortunately,” I murmured against her ear. Her body writhed against mine. I wanted to get my dick hard, but I needed more than that. Her thrashing only heated my desire.
She was a disgusting excuse of a woman, constantly showing her body and disgracing what should be respected. Her influence over Bex would be disastrous if I let her continue on. Bex made a mistake, but she could be forgiven for her sin. Temptation was a strong force that gripped people and pulled them down.
“I’m sorry, please. What do you want from me? What do I need to do so you let me go?” Bartering her life for service, typical. “I’ll do anything.” A survival tactic. She never showed real interest in me before seeing what I was capable of.
Her body hit the ground with a thud as I severed the rope holding her up. Her breasts shook on impact, and I thought about how Bex’s had looked while she was riding her pleasure. That sparked a twitch in my depraved cock. I secured her bound hands above her head and saddled her body. She was shaking with fear, and it excited me.
“I want to hear you scream, Trish.” She whimpered as my knife traced down the center of her chest. Her tits were firm and remained perky while she was on her back. I twirled her nipples between my fingers, and they pebbled in response. My mouth watered. “That’s not screaming.” I dug my knife deep across her chest this time, and she finally released her scream of agony. My cock twitched to life fully, and I pressed it against her. I felt the heat coming off of her.
“You don’t have to do this. I can give you money.” She was crying now, her makeup running more and staining her cheeks. I ripped her cheerleader skirt off and not to my surprise, her pussy was exposed.
“You’re such a whore, Trisha.” I freed my erection as I stood over her. She jerked at her binding and with every scream, blood pumped harder into my cock. “Whores need to be punished.”
I grabbed her legs and threw them open, ramming into her as her voice strangled through cries.
“You don’t sound like her; you could never be her.” I took my belt and fastened it around her neck. “You’re going to beg for me, Trisha.” My cock slid roughly in and out of her as she fought against me still. My knife glistened in the moonlight, coming in through the basement window. With each thrust, I pierced her stomach.
She screamed harder now, and her pussy clenched around my throbbing cock. I needed more. Blood tinted my skin and squelched between us. “Please,” she gasped from behind the belt. I tightened it harder, and the discoloration in her face darkened. Her walls froze in a clench and her legs stopped thrashing.
Her eyes dulled and my release came hot. I freed the belt and ran my hands through her blood, playing with her breasts and relishing in the feeling of her hot walls. Bexley would look so beautiful covered in blood beneath me and begging for my cock. This pussy was satisfactory for now.
I looked down at her, blood and semen dripping from her tight and seductive hole, gaping for the world to see.
“Such a filthy cunt, Trisha.” I slid two fingers in. She was still warm and sopping, and I brought them to my tongue. “You even taste like a whore.” I bent toward her spent cunt and lapped at its remnants. Trish might have been a slut, but she was delicious all the same.






Chapter 4

October 11, 2020

Detective Bishop

 
Normal people typically brew their morning coffee so they can face their day-in-and-day-out jobs, coping with paperwork, meetings, and customer service.
It’s different for law enforcement, or first responders, and medical teams in general.
No, I was brewing coffee at dawn in order to face another body. The homicide unit wasn’t for the faint of heart. This job relied on hardening your emotions over time. At the risk of becoming broken, you became colder. You’d lose your mind at either extreme. I learned to cope with what I worked with.
My wife and children were the silver lining in the darkness that I waded through. I always knew what was waiting for me at home and what kept me working toward justice. I wouldn’t want anyone to stop caring or searching if my family were thrust into the gruesomeness people were often shielded from. That was why I bent over backward and committed everything to solve the cases that passed my desk.
This morning’s phone call was something I was used to, but it carried a tone that told me this was going to be different than every other one.
“Sir, there’s something about this one. I don’t know how to describe it; you’re just going to have to analyze this one yourself,” Officer Billingsley warned over the phone. He wasn’t easily shaken up, but his voice carried concern and something else I couldn’t quite place.
“Where am I going?”
“Just off-campus, the park on Third.” I could’ve sworn his voice was beginning to tremble.
“I’ll be there.”
Twenty minutes of driving couldn’t have prepared me for the horrific scene I walked into. There were no words. Tied to a tree was a young woman with dark hair. Her hands were in prayer, and her knees were spread apart, exposing her for public view. Blood ran down her lower body and it nearly made me sick. The medical examiner and forensic team were working quickly, as the sun would be rising soon, and the park would begin to fill with people.
I turned away from her and walked under the police tape toward the woman who discovered the body.
“Ma’am, I’m Detective Noah Bishop. The officers tell me you’re the one who called 9-1-1?” Her eyes were wide, and her face was stained with tears. Her features were stuck in revulsion, and she only nodded.
“I’m sure they’ve already asked you questions, but would you mind speaking with me?” Another nod. I took her by the elbow and led her back to my car and away from that sight.
“Who would do something like that?” she let out in a whisper.
“The darkness conceals the world’s purest evil.” She settled into the backseat. “Could you start with your name, please?”
“Jessie, uh Jessie Baylor,” she stammered. I started writing in my notebook. “I’m sorry. I’m just really worked up,” she apologized.
“It’s not a problem, Jessie. Could you go over what happened and how you discovered the body?”
“Yeah,” she began. “I was out for my morning run. I usually run the length of the park twice. I start at 4:30 a.m. and typically end around 5:30 a.m. I started at the south entrance over there.” She pointed to the entrance that we had gone through.
“You mean you were at this spot at 4:30 and you didn’t see her then?” Whether Jessie realized it or not, she had given us important information for establishing the timeline.
“Yes, sir.” She folded her hands over themselves a few times. “She wasn’t there, but once you get started on the trail, you can’t really see anything behind you. I had my headphones in, so I didn’t hear if a car had pulled up or not. When I came out of the trail about thirty minutes later, I saw someone against the tree.” She started to shake.
“It’s okay, Jessie. Take your time.”
“Well, I called out to her. Asked her if she was okay, you know? But she didn’t say anything.” Sobs started escaping her. “That’s when I saw the blood and I called the police. I didn’t know what else to do or if I could help her.”
“You did everything right; there was nothing more you could’ve done for her.” I reviewed my notes once more. “Did you see anyone in the parking lot when you stopped for her?” She paused to think it over.
“I don’t think so. I screamed and looked around, but I don’t think it was in the direction of the lot. I can’t really remember anything past the panic.” She shivered against the slight chill in the air.
“Well, thank you for the information, Jessie. It was really helpful.” She nodded and I waved over to the medical unit on site. “This gentleman is going to take over from here and make sure you’re okay. We’ll be in touch, okay?” The medic took her hands and walked her to the back of the ambulance, and Officer Billingsley approached my side.
“Sir, this isn’t our usual homicide.” He was right. Typically, we dealt with murder cases involved in robberies, assaults, and, not so frequently, gang activity. Even the gangs weren’t this violent. I pray this ritualism won’t become a serial case.
“I’m going to go back to the office to prepare for our investigation. Keep this quiet; I don’t want the media to get a hold of this just yet. They don’t need to be privy to everything.” I patted his shoulder and started back to my car. Just as I opened my door, I heard something chiming in the wooded area off to my left.
“Billingsley, come here!” I pulled gloves out of the console and clicked on my flashlight. The sun wasn’t quite present enough to come through the brush. He ran up beside me as we crunched over leaves and twigs. The ringing grew louder, and a faint light came through the foliage.
“Are those her belongings?” Billingsley took my flashlight as I reached out to uncover some of the brush.
“That’s exactly what it looks like,” I answered and took another look over the area. “Carefully back out exactly as we came in. Get the crime scene unit over here. I want pictures and any trace evidence they can find.”
When Billingsley left, I took in my surroundings and noted that while I could see the parking lot from here, I wouldn’t be able to throw this in here and have it end up in the bush. The suspect would’ve had to walk in here and purposefully cover the bag and clothing.
I exited the brush and watched as the crime scene unit made sweeps with their kits. This was going to mark the darkest time in my career. I discarded my gloves and took a moment in my car to recollect myself.
An investigator brought a wallet out of an evidence bag and walked it to me.
“Detective Bishop, this information is useful for you.” I grabbed my notebook and took down her details. Her license told me her name was Trisha and gave descriptors for her build. She was only nineteen. I noted her address and looked at the other cards in her wallet. She had a student ID for Monarch Ridge University.
“I’ll need a picture so her parents can identify her. I’ll run her address for phone numbers. Can you get me that within the hour? Dr. Green should be taking her back now. I want this case to be top priority.” He nodded and went back to his unit. It was a twenty-minute drive back to the department, and I had no idea what I was going to say to her family.
The office was cold, and the hum of the fluorescent lights began a dull headache. The forensic team had brought me the thin file they were able to put together within the past hour and a half. Trisha Manohen was a nineteen-year-old female with brown hair and brown eyes. She was approximately five-foot-seven and weighed around 135 pounds. There were no visible identifiers such as tattoos or birthmarks. There were no pre-existing scars or blemishes.
I dialed her parents' phone number.
“Hello?” A deeper voice answered, probably her father.
“Hello, sir. This is Detective Noah Bishop with the West Ridge Police Department. I was hoping to reach Mr. Paul Manohen or Mrs. Karen Manohen.” There was a moment of silence and slight shuffling.
“Yes, this is Paul. Is something wrong?” His voice carried worry, and I was in despair at having to relay this information.
“There is reason to believe your daughter was involved in an accident at the community park by Third Street. Could you and Mrs. Manohen come down to the office and offer assistance for identification and answer some questions?” I heard a female voice in the background.
“Sir, you said there was an accident with Trisha. Is she okay?” The woman’s voice in the background was growing hysterical.
“Mr. Manohen, I can better explain when you come down to the station. This isn’t appropriate for a phone call; you should have answers given to you in person.”
“Okay, we’ll be there soon.” The phone clicked off before I could respond.
I left word with the secretary and prepped the interrogation room. I made sure that the crime scene photos weren’t visible while walking by. The file was thin, but it was enough information for her parents. They didn’t need to worry themselves with the gritty details before grieving and mourning their daughter.


A rap at the door an hour later broke my trance.
“Detective Bishop, Mr. and Mrs. Manohen are here for you,” Jill said as she motioned behind her. Mrs. Manohen had a tear-stained face, and she was gripping her purse tightly to her body.
“Yes, please come in.” I gestured for them to join me at the table.
“Could you tell us exactly what this is about? Shouldn’t we be at the hospital if something happened to Trisha?” Mr. Manohen had a white-knuckled fist. It was evident they were in denial about my phone call.
“About Trisha, we have reason to believe her body was found in the park this morning. Her belongings were found between five and six. Do you recognize this purse?” I slid over a picture of her purse and the clothing that we had discovered.
“Yes, that’s Trisha’s purse. And that’s her costume she was wearing last night.” Her mother tapped the image. I withdrew the photo and gathered myself, compartmentalizing the parent that ached inside of me.
“You saw Trisha last night?”
“Yes, around seven or so. She was wanting some money for this week. She could’ve lived off-campus with us, but she said she wanted the college experience. She comes to us often for money or just to have dinner.” Karen shifted closer to Paul.
“It pains me to show you this next photo, but we need a positive confirmation of identity.” I pulled out the photo the medical examiner was able to provide me.
She was in the black bag on the gurney. A white sheet shielded their view of her wounds, but some blood stained her cheeks, and her hair was messy. I slid it over to her parents, and her mother let out a wail. It was the scream of a mother who lost her child. It was like no other sound, and it shook me to the core. Paul tore his eyes away and embraced his wife, who refused to look away from the photo.
“My baby! Paul, that’s Trisha!” Paul began to quake as he rocked his wife.
“I have great sympathy for your pain. Your daughter is with the coroner now as they collect forensic evidence. Do you know what Trisha was doing last night?” I tucked the photo back into the folder.
“She was going to a party; I think it was some fraternity in off-campus housing. It was all she talked about all week.” She tucked her wet face into her husband’s chest.
“Do you know who could’ve done this?” Paul’s voice was grave and monotone.
“That’s the other reason why I wanted you to come in. We don’t have many leads right now. She was found early this morning, so we’re in the beginning stages of our investigation. Forensic evidence is being collected, but we don’t have many answers for you. It would be premature of me to make my speculations without more information. I was hoping you could tell me if Trisha has had any problems lately. Is there anyone that expressed harm or ill intent toward her? No incident is too small.”
“Our daughter wasn’t the nicest in high school, but she really blossomed and changed since beginning at Monarch.” Karen was laced with despair as she remembered her daughter. “There weren’t many people from her high school that kept in touch with her, and she mostly had problems with girls. I’m not sure if I can place any names. It was always stupid drama with that crowd.” I scribbled down what I could, but without names, there wasn’t much of a lead.
“Her friend from high school is Kiera Martin.” Her father was blunt. “If Trish got into any trouble, I’m sure it was Kiera's doing.”
“Paul! Kiera is a good friend! We can’t blame Trisha’s problems on her.” Karen looked appalled at his accusation, but nonetheless, it was a name.
“Does Ms. Martin attend MRU with her?” They nodded in unison.
“She’s in most of her classes, and she’s one of her roommates,” Karen offered.
“We have a grief counselor if you’d like to talk to someone about what your family has experienced. Your daughter’s autopsy is a top priority and will be completed by the end of the day. If you’d like to see her, I can give you a call when they are finished and arrange that for you.” I stood and they followed suit.
“I think we’d like that very much,” Paul muttered as I escorted them to the counselor and drew the conference room blinds. I turned multiple boards full of crime scene photos around to face the sitting area of the room. This was going to be a long journey.
“Sir, I have some findings that were reported back,” Stan called into the conference room. It was six in the evening, and I felt wired from the large amount of caffeine I’d consumed today.
“Yes, yes. Come in. I could use the extra eyes as well. Do you think you can spare two of your officers? I need to go to the university tomorrow for interviews and I’d like some extra hands to canvas.” I started pushing over papers that started coming in.
“Absolutely, Christly and Hannigan are on beat tomorrow. What’s got your mind turning now?” He straddled a chair beside me.
“So, we have this timeline: her parents’ house around seven, a supposed party, and unaccounted time between nine and five. We know that this party was held at a frat in off-campus housing. We’re missing how long she was at the party, who she went with, and when she left. Regarding her leaving the party, was she alone? Were there witnesses?”
“Okay.” He was turning things over. “We need to answer those questions, but have you considered her phone activity?”
“Yes!” It wasn’t excitement in my voice, at least not in its happiness sense. “So, I’m getting analytics on it, but currently they were able to give me phone calls from a few hours before and after, but everything else is behind red tape until Judge Farley can get the warrant inked. The calls from Kiera start coming in around one. I’m hypothesizing that was the time she left the party, or at the very least when they got separated. Oh, here, look.” I shuffled the papers. “These were the messages on her screen, also from Kiera.”
“These must be about the party then. ‘So was mask guy as good as he looked?’ ‘Did you finally get to see his face?’” I nodded and strode over to my corkboard and put a pin in a makeshift unknown picture.
“Whoever ‘mask guy’ is, he’s probably the last person to see her alive. If he’s not our killer.” My phone beeped and I looked down as the ME’s number flashed on the screen. “It looks like he wants me downstairs. Wanna join?”
“I’ll be behind you,” he said as he promptly rose from his chair.






Chapter 5

October 12, 2020

Bexley

 
Monday had an odd air around it. People murmured and huddled off to themselves more frequently. Their gazes were suspect and searching. It felt as though you were being overanalyzed with every step. The library, while usually silent, had a low hum even Mrs. Whitcomb wasn’t snapping at, and the tables were filled at a higher rate. Midterms were coming, but this seemed a little extra.
“Bexley,” Mari whispered and motioned for me to join one of the private study rooms. I could see our full group gathered in one place for the first time this semester. They weren’t in the subgroups, and ten people made the room tight. She closed the door behind me, and they stopped their conversations to look at me.
“What’s going on?”
“You don’t know?” Brent was the first to speak. “There’s a detective and multiple cops on campus.” His chin quivered and he turned to face Janelle.
“I heard a girl went missing,” Janelle offered skeptically.
“I was told they were looking for a killer.” Justine had an odd excitement in her voice. This was ridiculous.
“So, the only facts we have are that cops are on campus. Everything else is pure speculation.”
“Okay, Ms. Law Student,” Janelle retorted with undeserved sass.
“It’s criminal psychology; I’m not in legal. You guys are throwing around gossip. Has an officer talked to anyone here?” They looked at each other quizzically.
“Bex, they were asking about that party the other night. I overheard them talking to a bio professor.” Mari was more hushed than usual. There was a knock on our door and nearly everyone jumped.
“Kiera, what are you doing here?” I asked. Kiera was a sophomore, but she wasn’t Riverwalk alumni. She was more local to Old Oaks.
“Mari, Bex, I need you guys to come with me, please.” It wasn’t unusual to see Kiera, but we weren’t the closest of friends and didn’t have much to talk about since we didn’t have classes together anymore. Her face looked a little puffy and the redness wasn’t from her usual sunburn pattern.
Mari was the first to leave. I looked back to our friends before taking after her. I had to hurry to catch up as Kiera quickly stomped down the halls. Her fire-orange curls were bouncing with each fierce step she took. She led us across campus and into the administration building. The secretary stood and put her hand out to the conference room where I saw the back of a few officials. They turned at our arrival.
“Hello, I’m Detective Noah Bishop. I was hoping you’d sit down and answer a few questions.” His voice was gritty, and the polite smile did little to hide the determination in his eyes. His suit was sharp and tailored. The third officer stepped outside and closed the door.
“What exactly does this concern?” I probably seemed a little stand-offish, but this mystery event surely had little to do with me. 
This time the second man spoke, and he sounded less than amused. “We were hoping you could tell us more about this party at the Sigma frat.” He wasn’t as polished as Detective Bishop. He wore a polo shirt and khakis.
“I’m not really sure I’ll be of much help.” I blushed as my night at that party was spent between sheets and not so much networking with my peers. “I wasn’t all that present,” I clarified.
“Could you go over your time there?” Detective Bishop spoke this time. He was gentler than the officer as he opened his notebook and clicked his pen.
“We showed up around 10:30 p.m., Mari and I,” I explained, glancing at her. Mari nodded in agreement.
“Our first stop was just the kitchen. They had food and–” She cut herself short. She realized then that we were about to tell the cops that we were participating in underage drinking. A month from now and this wouldn’t have been a problem.
“I can assure you ladies, we aren’t here to arrest you or charge you with anything regarding alcohol at a party. Any information can help.” Detective Bishop’s face seemed genuine. The conference wasn’t an official interrogation room. Breathe.
“Well,” I continued. “We stopped by the kitchen for drinks and snacks. I didn’t want to drink the punch, so someone handed me a beer. After that, we danced for a while.”
“And after dancing?” he probed.
“Well, the guy who handed me the beer, I, uh, went upstairs with him,” I stammered trying to fight embarrassment. “So, I didn’t see anyone else.”
“What was his name?”
“He was masked,” I replied. The detective looked at me like I told him a riddle.
“I don’t understand.”
“Well, we went upstairs, but I didn’t see his face. We hooked up, but it was dark. I couldn’t see him, and he wouldn’t tell me his name. Only that he knew me, and I knew him.” I was beyond uncomfortable having to divulge my sexual entanglements to a pair of officers. My face was burning.
“You’re forgetting something!” Kiera yelled from our side.
“What are you talking about?” I fired back at her. She scared the shit out of me with her outburst, and I gripped my chair tight against the anxiety she was causing.
“That creep you slept with totally has something to do with this!” she screamed and nearly crawled up the chair. The officers didn’t make her leave, and I looked between them for help.
“With what? No one has said anything!” I was growing irritated with the gated information. “How am I supposed to help if you won’t tell me what you really need? Are you waiting for me to slip up without proper legal representation? I can call my father.” I fired off the questions to Detective Bishop and the officer who stood near him. If he hadn’t made connections about my father, then there was no help if he fucked up procedure.
“Ms. Laughtery, one of your classmates was the victim in a violent accident. I’m not here to trick you or sew mistrust. I apologize. It seems the information hasn’t gotten around to her peers just yet. Trisha Manohen was murdered the night of the party and her body was found at the park the next morning.” Detective Bishop continued talking, but I stopped listening. Murdered?
The other man was speaking now. “Ms. Laughtery?”
“I’m sorry, but I still don’t see how this has anything to do with the man I slept with.”
“It totally does! Trisha bumped into him, and he totally creeped on her!” Kiera was shouting again, and they let her continue this outburst.
“Is this really necessary for our conversation?” I blurted out. My patience was burned up.
“Kiera, Bexley was with him for most of the night. He couldn’t have done this,” Mari soothed and patted Kiera’s hand.
“We have hours unaccounted for, and Kiera claims that at approximately 1:30 a.m., someone in a mask gave Trisha a drink and they left the party together. What time did you and this masked person finish your encounter?” The way Detective Bishop said “encounter” made my throat tighten. I gripped my chair harder, and my knuckles started to ache.
“I don’t know. It was late. Mari came to get me,” I answered as I looked to her for assistance.
“It was about one in the morning.” She twisted her fingers in her hand. “We have midterms, and I knew she wouldn’t be happy if we were up later than that.”
“I’m telling you it couldn’t be him,” I said desperately and looked between the men.
“If you could,” Detective Bishop directed one of his officers, “please escort Kiera to the counselor’s office.” When he turned back to me, he gave me a stern look. “We’re going to need details, everything you can remember.” I racked my brain, but I hadn’t seen Ghost walk down after me, and I couldn’t recall seeing Trisha again.
That thirty-minute gap was enough time.
Could I have been with a murderer?
If so, why didn’t he hurt me during such a vulnerable time? The entire accusation felt off. Someone who was so delicate and attentive didn’t scream “psycho-killer,” regardless of his costume.






Jai

 
It was all over campus now, confirmed by the email administration sent out. Trisha Manohen was deceased. The study group was right in their deductions for the most part. She was getting a spotlight and praised as a soulful individual the world lost too soon. What wasn’t being distributed was how she was before now. I transferred to Riverwalk, and during my junior year, she was a massive bitch to me.
Forgive me if I don’t shed those tears.
It was actually when I turned her down in high school that she completely flipped the script. She stayed that way—cold and bitter. There was nothing warm about Trisha where I was concerned. Not many people were immune to the charm she pushed out, but being on the receiving end of her cold shoulder for years made it hard to see affection in everyday actions.
“Are they still gone?” Draven asked as he closed the door to our study room. It had been an hour since the girls had left. Brent nodded in response. Some of them had classes right now but took the guidance of the email and forwent attendance if needed.
“You going to class, Wells?” I looked up to see Daniel Pisner staring me down as he leaned in the corner. I called him Piss Boy in other crowds. He was Trisha’s boy toy for a while there and he knew our problems.
It’s fucking cramped in here.
“Don’t see why that’s any of your business, Pis.” It was close enough to the nickname to tick him off, but not enough to justify public confrontation. Did I mention he was in the same fraternity with me? Peaceful all around.
“Well, it’s not like you were Trish’s number one fan, Juvie.” I fought the urge to roll my eyes. It was hardly any time spent away that summer of junior year, but that was the extent of his creativity.
This was why I preferred the branch-off company of Bex and Mari, and the occasional Brent.
“Is there an accusation in that, or are you just pissed you couldn’t get your dick wet one last time?” That was the jab that sent him over the edge. He pushed off the wall and bumped some of the girls on the table as he stomped over to me, his face reddened.
I rose out of the tiny chair that was built for a fucking second grader. I didn’t care to fight people much anymore. My demons were mostly settled after successfully detaching from my father’s grip.
At my full height of six-six, I towered over most of the student body, Daniel included.
The prick wasn’t very ballsy now with his nose at my neck.
Brent piped, “Can you not start this, Dan? Seriously, it’s not your place to police people’s actions.” It surprised me a little. He didn’t have much of a backbone with this crowd. Daniel backed up and settled against the wall. I threw Brent a nod and started my way out.
“Don’t need me, don’t text me,” I said as a farewell.
It wasn’t anyone’s business where I’d be or my reasons for it. I didn’t like Trisha, so what? Not liking someone wasn’t a criminal offense.
Mrs. Whitcomb gave me a squinted look as she watched me exit out of the library. Everyone’s gaze and secret thoughts were too much for the day and the sharp pain of a headache started.
I needed a smoke break. I cut through Admin’s main offices to cross campus. The backside of the building led to the campus lake, and it was the perfect spot for a hideaway smoke.
Besides the library supply closet.
There was a little flicker inside me at the memory of Bex on her knees in front of me. I fought a little smirk as I pushed open the door.
I trampled over a small figure who squeaked in sudden surprise.
“Jai.” Bexley’s grip was tight on my shirt to keep herself from falling, but my hand naturally fell to her waist. It took everything to not caress her and bury my face against her neck. Her blue eyes were red-rimmed and red splotches tinted her cheeks.
My only response was an awkward chin lift, so I didn’t give away our one-sided game. Inside I was burning, wondering why she had been crying and who caused it.
“Sorry we took so long,” Mari sweetly offered up. She sounded exhausted. “They had a lot of questions and kept having us run through our night.” I cut my gaze to her, and she subtly nodded behind her.
I looked over Bexley’s head to see an older man in a suit with two officers by his side. He locked his eyes on mine, and I knew he’d only been waiting for me to look up.
His glare dropped to Bex, and I was very aware that I still held her against me. But I didn’t move to change our embrace. I missed her too much.
His face was questioning, and I could practically hear wheels turning as he worked us over. What did they ask her?
A sniffle broke my concentration on the man, and I caught Bex swiping at her nose. Mari patted her friend’s back in comfort. I opened my mouth, secret be damned. Before I could ask, Mari offered answers.
“They grilled her hard about the party even though she couldn’t give them a name. The detective wasn’t even a hard-ass, but the officer was more than happy to subtly slut-shame her and call her unhelpful.” Mari took a deep sigh, pinching the bridge of her nose. “It didn’t help that Kiera was putting this on her plate.”
I swirled my fingers in small circles across her back before I could talk myself out of it. This was going to come to light at some point, and if I wasn’t selfish, I’d just say it now. And I wanted to, so badly.
With my free hand, I moved my thumb over the crest of her cheek, catching another escaped tear. I was burning up inside that some asshat made her cry. Moreover, I was the reason she was shamed. I had to bury the rage that wanted to rumble in my chest.
“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to cry all over you after running you down.” I almost laughed at that as she took the back of her hand across her cheek again, and I leaned in by her ear so that Mari, and the detective especially, wouldn’t be privy.
“You can cry on any part of me, knock me over, and steal my private spaces any time. I told you, Bex, I’ll never leave you to suffer,” I whispered before taking a quick kiss.
I winked over her head to Mari as I sauntered in their opposite direction. I didn’t look back to her even though I knew she was gaping at me, and Mari was beginning to probe her for what I’d said. Their squealing and laughing echoed down the corridor.
If I had to see her like that again, I’d have no restraint against sweeping her away.
I’m fucked.






Chapter 6

October 13, 2020

Bexley

 
“Hey, Brent,” I said with hesitance as I walked into the study room. I was startled to see him so early. I had told him yesterday I wanted to reschedule after finding out about Trisha. It made me sick to think I was at the same party with the killer lurking around.
It was even more troublesome that they planted the seed that Ghost was responsible.
“Sorry, I know you said after lunch, but I had some free time, so I thought I’d get a head start.” He paused, his eyes lingering on me. “Do you mind that?”
“No, it’s fine. Mari’s going to join us later. Honestly, she has the better notes.” The door closed behind me as I unshouldered my bag and spread out my textbooks and notes.
“Do you think we should pull some supplementals off the shelves?” He was already moving to leave.
“Well, I don’t see how that would be a bad idea. I feel like Caste goes outside of our text material anyways,” I conceded. He held the door open for me, and I watched as he walked to the psychology section. “I’ll check the next row; we can spread out,” I whispered.
I need Mari to show up already.
I dumped Brent into his aisle and put some distance between us. I was hardly paying attention to the books as I ran my hand over the titles. There was a murderer running around campus and no one had any solid leads. It was hard to imagine that Ghost was responsible. How could someone go from tender to murderous in the span of hours?
Not to mention the fact that I knew him.
How could I know a killer? My circle was small, and I was confident I knew these people pretty well. At least well enough to determine if they were a damn killer or not. I bet Caste would have the psycho pegged and mapped out. The woman was cruel, but she knew her stuff.
I looked back to where I originally left Brent and saw he paired up with Daniel. I wanted to groan and roll my eyes as far as they could go.
I perused the books in front of me when a dark shirt crossed my view. It was a loose-fitting punk band shirt that was worn well enough to have some holes and fraying. I peered over the shelf just above my head and caught a glimpse of dark hair and a flash of jade eyes scanning books. Hmm, I wonder.
“Jai?” I spoke quietly so I didn’t disturb the other students around us. A soft hum of a response came from him before he bent down to the space that was free and in my line of sight. “Are you busy right now?”
He shook his head, and I held up my hand to tell him to stay where he was. I rounded the stack and looked to see Brent and Daniel walking back to the private tutor room with a small stack of books. Jai was leaning against the shelves when I turned toward him. His presence was intimidating, but the energy he gave off in my company put me at ease.
I motioned for him to lean down so that I could whisper. I still had to stand on tiptoe just a bit in order to cup a hand around his ear. His hair was shorter on the side and tickled my fingertips. I inhaled and caught a hit of his cologne. He smelled…delicious.
“I do?” he responded to my thoughts, and I realized they came out aloud. My face flushed and I stepped back. His arm circled my waist and kept me in my embarrassment.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t know I said it out loud.” My breath hitched when his hand slid around my back and the tip of his finger edged my waistband. Holding me like this brought up flashes of yesterday and how he didn’t let me go that entire conversation.
“You can tell me all the thoughts you want. Especially where they concern my deliciousness,” his low voice teased as he turned his head and cut that wicked, taunting glare at me. Offering his ear again, he asked, “How can I please you today?”
“Do you think you could join me for this study session? Just until Mari arrives, and then I’ll let you go.” The shorter sides of his hair brushed my forehead as he continued to hold me in place
“Why do you need me? I don’t have psychology.” His voice was soft, gentle.
“I don’t want to sit with Brent, and to make it worse, Daniel ran into him. I blew him off last week—” I took a pause as something dawned on me. “If you don’t have psychology, then why are you in the psych stacks?” I laughed lightly to the side of his face.
“Research paper for English lit. Did he do something to you?” he demanded, squeezing my hip harder. The pressure made me stumble, and I steadied myself against his chest.
I shook my head no, and it caused my nose to brush against his ear.
“No, I just feel uneasy given how Brent seems interested in Mari, and Daniel is just…persistent. I’d feel more comfortable with you there.” I was uncomfortable around most men, but that was a suitcase for another time. No need to dampen his day with those stories.
“More comfortable? With a third man?” He huffed a laugh and shook his head, but I understood his logic.
“You’re…big?” I replied, and I swore I heard the breath leave him. “Bigger and intimidating to them, I mean. Plus, you make me feel…at ease,” I tacked on to lessen the awkwardness.
“I doubt you’d feel comfortable if you knew me better, Bexley, but I’ll come with you.” He released my waist, and he made his way to our room of his own accord without looking to make sure I was even following him.
My eyes wandered down his backside, stopping right where the edge of his T-shirt bundled above the curve of his ass. Fuck, my eyes and mind are drifting again.
He got to the door but didn’t walk in. Instead, he waited for my approach and held it open. I didn’t miss the way Brent’s eyes flickered between the two of us and how Daniel stiffened.
“Oh, hey, Jai. I didn’t know you were joining us too.” There was an annoyance in his voice, and I shirked his scrutiny to hide my indifference.
“Yes,” I rushed out as Jai opened his mouth to speak. “I thought the more the merrier. Jai has this paper to write, and he could benefit from our research.” He tipped his chin upward in agreement, and I pulled one of the textbooks from the pile. None of the words appealed to me, and I felt unsettled for a different reason. I glanced out of the corner of my eyes and saw Jai deep in his study.
He had his computer out and the muscles in his forearm rolled as his fingers moved over the keys. Occasionally, he would flip through a few pages and take a few notes. I looked back to my book and felt a pair of eyes on me. In my peripherals, I saw that Brent was staring at me and his textbook was untouched.
Maybe bringing Jai into the mix was a bad idea.
I heard the light ticking of Brent’s watch against the light tapping of the keyboard. Brent’s daggered glare had me sweating. I turned to say something to Jai to break the silence, but Mari crashed through the door before I could formulate words.
“Shit guys, I am so sorry I’m late.” There was a disgruntled Mrs. Whitcomb muttering about her use of language. That woman was everywhere. She closed the door behind her and dumped her mess of schoolwork onto the table. She looked between Jai and me with a questioning eyebrow.
“What kept you?” I wondered aloud.
“Nothing important, I can assure you. I was just talking to Steven about the party this weekend. We officially got another invite!” She smacked down a small flyer with the event details, and that piqued Jai’s interest. His fingers stopped moving across the keys.
“You know I could get you guys invites, too?” Daniel piped up from his corner of the table. I had completely forgotten he was here. I continued to ignore his presence as I focused on Jai.
“Are you going?” I was talking to the side of his face, and without uttering a word or taking his eyes off the screen, he shook his head no.
“I’ll be there!” Brent was all too happy to share.
Mari clapped her hands excitedly. “Wonderful! We can go together!” I schooled my face at Mari’s plan and plastered a smile on instead.






October 17, 2020

Bexley

 
Was it too much to ask that Brent forget this entire arrangement? Absolutely. He had met up with us at the quad of the off-campus complexes before we walked down toward housing. Mari had chosen a different costume this time, but I went with the same Catwoman getup. I couldn’t deny that part of me was excited purely for the chance of encountering Ghostface again.
Would he want to see me?
Guilt pulled at my chest when my mind decided to push images of Jai’s stolen touches over the secrets I shared with my masked guy.
“You look exceptional tonight, Mari,” Brent drawled out. Her heels were clicking in time with mine as we strutted toward the overpopulated frat house. Music poured out of the old building, and there were students gathered on the small lawn drinking and littering.
We walked through the doors, and I immediately started scanning faces and costumes.
“Bexley!” Daniel shouted from off the entryway. “I was hoping to see you.” He bit at his lower lip as he approached me. Weeks of politely turning him down had done little to deter his advances. “I know you just got here, but we could take it upstairs—” he murmured as he gestured between our waists. Classy.
“I don’t think so, Daniel. I’m not here for your ego tonight. I have no interest in any dates. If you’ll excuse me, we’re looking for refreshments.” I dismissed him and turned to a proud Mari who was more than ready to be out of his presence. We moved through the rooms and on more than one occasion, Brent’s hand lingered on my arm. Call it ex-boyfriend trauma, but even when you merely liked someone, was it not frowned upon to touch other women in their vicinity?
When we reached the kitchen, Mari asked, “Are you searching for your ghoul boy?” I whirled around in embarrassment.
“No, I’m just observing. That’s it.” I tried to play it off, but the roll of her eyes told me she wasn’t buying it.
“Who’s ghoul boy?” Brent questioned as he gave us two cups of punch. I waved the cup off, but he kept shoving it into my hand.
“I don’t drink communal drinks, and he’s just someone I met last week. It isn’t a big deal.” Brent withdrew the drink and looked into the cup.
“Come on, you can trust me. I wouldn’t spike your drink with all these people around.” He gave a breathy laugh of astonishment and went to push it back out to me, but a large hand reached over my shoulder and grabbed it from him. A capped beer slid over the opposite shoulder; its icy chill permeated my suit. I shivered at its touch and the man behind me.
I took the beer and let my fingers dance over his.
Brent’s mouth popped open, and his eyes tracked Ghost’s hand.
“She doesn’t take opened drinks. Fuck off.” His voice was loud and deep, causing a few people to glance our way. One of those onlookers happened to be Daniel, who stood outside the doorway. Ever the stalker.
“Brent, let’s go out to the patio and see what kind of games they’ve got set up.” Mari pulled on a confused Brent and threw me a wink over her shoulder.
Trouble.
“So, are we going to make this a tradition?” His voice cut through the music, and I faced him.
“What?” I didn’t have time to fully process his question before he captured me and threw me across his shoulder with my ass high in the air. “Ghost! What are you doing?!” He swatted my ass in response and picked up his pace toward the staircase.
I didn’t fight him on this because I wanted it as much as he did. It was freeing to have no connections or awkward moments seeing your strictly-hookup partners on campus.
He walked us down the same hallway as last week, right to the door at the end.
When we entered the room, the light was on this time, and he set me down gently on the end of the bed. He ambled over to the dresser and pulled out some kind of square fabric. It looked silky and shiny in the soft glow. He folded it into itself and turned to me with it outstretched.
I looked at it confused and clarified, “You want me to wear this?” He nodded and I straightened a little more, letting him tie it tightly at the back of my head.
“I want to see you tonight,” he said as his mask hit the floor. His footsteps moved away from me, and he rifled through a drawer.
I heard metal clank against itself followed by rapid clicks.
Are those fucking handcuffs?






Jai

 
Was this hot? Yes, but it was also hot. The mask on the floor looked back at me and reminded that little piece of guilt and regret to slither through my mind. With it on the floor, I didn’t feel as bad as the first night.
Our first night.
Could it be a true first between us if she didn’t know it was me?
“Ghost?” Her small voice came out as a soft whisper, barely hitting the room. I took her in head to toe, watched as her fingers began to shake.
I took a quiet step to her and held her hand in mine. I wondered if she always had cool hands, or if being on edge in this situation was a factor.
“I didn’t leave, baby,” I assured her, and her small fingers gave me a squeeze. She was wearing the same heeled boots tonight, and the top of her hand brushed just under my collar.
“Ghost, can I ask you something?” she asked with her shoulders pulled back in confidence, and her chin tilted a little higher.
“Anything.”
“Did you kill her?” Her question had my mouth agape in shock, and thankfully the blindfold obscured the ridiculous look.
“Kill who?” I questioned. Her chest rose faster.
“Would you ever hurt me?” The words were hard for her to force out, and equally hard for me to process. Hurt her? Hurt Bex? I couldn’t even fathom a moment where that would cross my mind.
I grabbed the mask from the floor and slipped it back on. I threw the handcuffs on the bed and untied the blindfold, turning her back around to face me. I grabbed under her jaw, forcing her to look up to me.
“What’s wrong, Bex? We can stop if this isn’t what you want. I’d never hurt you; I’m not capable.” It felt a little ridiculous to confess these things behind a stupid Halloween mask, but I couldn’t continue this without reassuring her. “You are the single most precious thing in my life.”
“Trisha,” she whispered. Her eyes were misty as they bounced between the obscured sections of the mask. My mind flashed to the officers on campus, the ones who made her cry.
“I was with you, Bex. I was in you to be more precise. What more of an alibi is there?” I asked, fighting a laugh.
“They haven’t talked to you yet?” She pressed her body flush against mine.
“Why would they talk to me?”
“Kiera gave them your description and the murder happened after I left for the night.” Her hands trailed up my shirt, fingers twisting in my chain.
Touching on flaws, I could also list Bexley’s perception and detection. Giant stature and this aesthetic for clothing? Hello, Earth to Bexley, how do you not know? Honestly, it’s a little too much Clark Kent/Superman.
“I see,” I said slowly as I grabbed the blindfold and folded it again. “What worries you more? That I might be a killer or that you’d still desire me if I were?” She gasped at my question as I covered her eyes again.
Her silence was loud and enough of an answer whether she realized or not. I faced her toward the bed, threw the mask on the laundry bin, and made quick work of her zipper. It was an internal battle between hate and love for this stupid costume of hers.
“Tell me, my little swallow.” I pushed the material off her shoulders and down her arms. When the fabric fell away, her curves were no longer hidden, and in the soft light, the highest points shimmered. It was my favorite view: the bend of her waist, swell of her ass, sharp angle of her shoulders. I wanted to take my time with her tonight, but my sanity was hanging on by a thread. A thin and delicate fucking thread.
And there, just under her breast along the rib cage, sat a small swallow.
I traced its outline with the pad of my thumb and felt the deep breaths she took.
“How do you know about my tattoo? It was dark—”
“I know all of your tattoos; I’ve seen each one. Alongside its meaning, I don’t doubt it’s an activity you do best.” I kissed the back of her neck where she had delicate script. Her hair usually covered that one, but she put up a messy bun one evening in the library. She was studying solo, and I was shelving books on a nearby aisle for some volunteer extra credit. I wanted to taste it.
I slid my hands between the fabric and skin, working the suit down her legs where I pulled her boots off too. I kicked them off to the corner.
“I—we hadn’t slept together before; I sure as hell wouldn’t forget that. There’s no way you’ve seen them all.” She was blushing heavily beneath the cloth. A deep crimson bloomed across her nose and down her neck.
“You mean there’s no way—” I slid my hand over the dip of her abdomen beside her hip. “—that I’ve seen the lilies decorating this sweet area?” I traced the general area with my finger, causing her to jerk in response.
She tried to sidestep from between me and the bed, but I was faster and caught her wrists in the handcuffs, locking them together in front of her. 
“No.” It wasn’t much for reassurance, but I wasn’t going to let her get too into her own head. I ran my hand along her spine, watching the skin ripple with waves of goosebumps. “You posted a photo from your trip this summer; it was peeking over the top of your bathing suit.” Truth.
She relaxed against me and gave her head a little shake.
“I’m sorry—”
“You shouldn’t be. There’s never a reason to apologize to me.” Her thighs squeezed together, and my cock throbbed against my jeans. Politeness be damned, I wanted to greedily drown myself in her. “Lie down.”
She did as instructed, crawling onto the bed where she rested her bound hands on the pillow above her. I swore she arched her back a bit as her chest perked. Fucking tease. I tore off my T-shirt and dropped my pants and boxers, feeling much better unrestrained.
I kissed her nose and wished these moments were different—raw and stripped to full honesty.
Her nipple was already hardened as my tongue slid over it. Her flesh was burning, but she tasted sweet and fresh as I closed my mouth around her. She arched into me, her body so reactive and receptive. It was my favorite part about touching Bexley. Her desire to be consumed fed my need to devour her.
I pulled her into my mouth harder and stronger, gradually working her to get used to the roughness. I popped off audibly and gathered the other one in the same fashion.
“Ghost, please.”
I hummed as my tongue swirled around her. Begging gets you more of the same, the best of the worst, Little Swallow.
My teeth grazed her chest, and her hands flew off the pillow and into my hair. I caught them and secured them to the discrete hook in the headboard.
“You made me stop,” I grumbled, and her panting kicked up, the flush still filling her chest. “That means I have to start over,” I muttered against her skin before tasting her again. She pulled hard against the handcuffs as I lapped over each breast.
“Please, I’m gonna—” Her throat tightened, and I lowered myself onto her more, being careful about my weight. I nipped her one last time and she cried out.
“Fucking amazing,” I whispered before stealing a kiss. I hoped I left my own trail of fire as I worked my way across her flesh. How was anyone this soft?
I skimmed my tongue over the lilies and watched her hips buck. I hitched one leg over my shoulder, kissing the inside of her thigh as I made my way down to her.
My tongue brushed over her and she let out a gasp.
“Wait!” she pleaded, trying to pull on the handcuffs once more.
“Don’t interrupt me, Bexley.” I pushed her legs open and slid my tongue through her center, ignoring any further pleas. She was divine. Liquid sin and desire wept into me as I circled and sucked on her clit relentlessly.
So. Damn. Responsive.
I was worshiping her, but for selfish reasons. I wanted to keep tasting her. Her cries for less became garbled as her legs jerked beneath my palms. I released her right thigh and teased three fingers inside.
“Please, I can’t do more. I’ll end up—” she begged breathlessly as I sucked on her clit hard, eliciting a scream that rivaled the music downstairs. So warm, the slickness made her feel like silk. Her hands beat against my headboard, but that only pushed me harder. I stroked in sync with my tongue. “Please, please, please,” she petitioned. Please, more? Please, stop? Sweet girl. Another suck, another flick.
Her free leg kicked out as she began to clench. Fucking come, Bex!   She let out a deep and ungodly groan that vibrated through her chest.
Sweet liquid that was so very her gushed, drenching my face as I continued my assault on her pussy. Her pleas turned to cries.
I withdrew and moved over her, dripping her release down her body. My hand circled her throat, squeezing until I could just barely feel the blood pumping through her veins.
“Do you have any idea,” I murmured as I pressed the tip of my cock against her. “How badly I want to be inside you right now? How reckless I want to be with you?”
“G-ghost, please.” She jerked her hands again.
I caved to the desire just enough, only letting a couple of inches inside bare. A shudder shook through my core as she groaned for more contact.
“Is your–” she started breathlessly, but I interrupted her question.
“One day,” I warned as I pulled her closer. “I will take you and mark you as mine.” I dropped her head and snatched the condom from my dresser stand. I let her writhe as fear coursed through her. Her chest rose erratically while she waited for me to come back. Her senses were heightened with the blindfold.
All the little noises were louder with anticipation.
I gripped the headboard and leaned down, kissing her nose. Her mouth parted on a sweet sigh, and I gently pushed into her center. A week away from her embrace was far too long. Fighting and losing to the urge to touch her every time we saw each other was unbearable.
Her legs slipped over my hips and her heels found purchase in my lower back. She was desperate for touch.
I started slowly with her again, knowing she loved the attention and appreciation. There was no point to come in like a jackhammer right out of the gate. She deserved more affection than a reckless, haphazard fucking.
She tightened around me as she pulled at the cuffs harder.
“Again, Bexley.” I held her shoulder to pin her in place. “I wanna see you come undone because of me.” I wanted to take the blindfold off and see how her irises melted in rapture.
“I want to touch you, please,” she begged as she deepened the red marks on her wrists. I had planned to keep her restrained a little longer, but I wanted the contact just as much.
I flipped the hook open, and when her hands fell, they immediately found my chest. Her fingers left goosebumps on my flesh. I held myself inside her, pushing against her, knowing there was no way to go deeper. Her scream was loud, but the music downstairs drowned out any echoes to the second floor. I pressed a hand over her stomach where I could see my cock swell her belly.
Those light touches turned into crescent indents as she marked my chest and shoulders. She was shaking as she rocked her hips as best as she could.
“My Little Swallow has talons.” I laughed before giving her what she wanted. As much as it hurt, the bite of her fingers gave a delicious spike of pleasure that warmed me. Despite the dulling effect of the condom, I wasn’t going to last with the way Bex broke beneath me.
I was putty between her fingers.
There was a sheen of sweat across her chest as she reddened. Her throat was taut, and breathy gasps moved past her lips.
Her core tightened again, and with this one, I would come with her.
“Ah,” I groaned, dropping my head back. Her hand grabbed the side of my neck, and all five nails dug into my skin as she dragged them down to my chest. “Fuck, Bex.”
I pinned her harder, picking her hips up and driving her into the mattress even farther. One. I held my weight over her as I nuzzled into the side of her neck. More. There was another gush following her cry, and I came on a prayer and right…into a fucking condom.
I hate this fucking thing.
Her body relaxed, and I smiled against her throat as her first action was to snuggle into me.
“G,” she murmured. On the inside, I laughed at how close that initial was to the actual nickname I went by. “What if I don’t want to play this game anymore?” she whispered in a soft sigh.
I didn’t respond, not because I couldn’t, but I knew there was more bouncing around in her mind. I pulled out of her.
“What I’m wondering is, if I know you and you obviously know me, then we’re friends, right?” Her hands drifted down my forearm, her fingertips the softest touch I’d ever felt. I traced her fingers as she grazed my waist. I disposed of the condom and rested beside her. The mattress dipped, tipping her toward me. I felt the wonder behind the blindfold.
“I mean, I like you in reality, right?” I’d fucking say so; you only ask me to run interference with you and every man we know.
“I’d hope so,” I offered instead. I ran my thumb under the bottom edge of the blindfold. I wanted to give her so much more. “Let me clean you up; Mari won’t be a minute late rescuing you.” I kissed her forehead as she laughed and started gathering her a fresh set of clothing.
We really should ditch the suit next week.




We held each other for another half hour before Mari’s knock came across the wooden door. Bex squeezed me tighter, a feeling mirrored in myself as well.
I hated it.
I hated her leaving.
I wanted to steal her away from the world and keep her to myself. But I couldn’t do that. The world deserved the fresh air and serenity that was Bexley. I started in her hair and continued to place kisses down and across her body. I pulled her into one last hug.
“It’s time, Little Swallow.” She wasn’t asleep, but she was groggy and tired. Was it exhaustion from activity or life and we were able to let it go being in each other’s arms? She pulled my face to hers and kissed me with desperation, like this wouldn’t happen again. Gods, I’m not going to be able to let her leave next time.
“I don’t want to go.” Don’t tempt me, Bex. I extracted myself from her and gathered her folded clothes. I helped her find the way to the door, and I slipped one of my shirts on her and a pair of sweatpants that were far too large.
“I wish nothing more than for you to stay, love.” I kissed her forehead and stepped to the side. The light from the hall moved across her face as Mari started the girl-rambling-gossip session. I reached around the door that was separating me from them and tugged on the knot.
The blindfold fell, and I felt Bex turn her head to look at me, but I gripped her neck and kept her facing forward. I rubbed my thumb across her skin. We’re okay, baby.
“Oh, Brent, hey!” she said in surprise. “I didn’t know you were sticking around too. How’s the party?”
“It was fine, but what are you wearing?” Brent asked her in confusion, as if a hookup’s clothes were unacceptable to wear. She stepped out of my grasp, and their voices lessened as they walked down the hall and staircase.
I closed the door with a firm hand and leaned on the wall. My head fell back against the drywall as I slid to the floor. My breaths came fast and deep, and an ache built in my chest. Emotion surfaced as tears pricked behind my eyes.
The second time wasn’t easier.
I felt so empty away from her. My heart didn’t have a purpose when she wasn’t in my arms.
Had I started something I couldn’t see to the end?
What is the end, Jaiden?






Chapter 7

October 17-18, 2020

Detective Bishop

 
The circular clock on the wall across from my desk ticked and ticked as the minute hand crossed twelve. It was 8:00 p.m. now and I was pushing a sixteen-hour shift. I hadn’t been able to leave last night with the amount of questions that remained unanswered.
I shifted my focus from the skinny clock hands to the paper file spread across my desk. It’d been a week already, and without any substantial leads within the first forty-eight hours, the chances of bringing this case to a close quickly were slim. I picked up the autopsy report and walked over to my corkboard. My eyes ran over the photos I had pinned.
Trisha’s abrased face.
Trisha’s mangled and bruised neck.
Lacerations across her pale and discolored abdomen.
Chipped and broken nails.
A shudder worked down my neck. I rolled my shoulders to break through the tension. I looked back to the report I was given. It was thin; hardly any information was in it that we didn’t already know from our visual investigation. There was no microscopic evidence to be matched. My team did an amazing job collecting fibers, swabs, and clippings, but nothing had come back with a match or a lead to an individual. Hell, I can’t even say the techs went home those first nights.
A knock skirted across my open door and startled me from my thoughts.
“Hey, Bishop,” Andraya began as she walked in. She had papers in her hand and eyed the board.
“Detective Greene, anything new?” I asked, and her chest rose and fell as she released her sigh.
“You’re not going to be happy, sir.” She crossed my carpeted floor to the small table I kept in front of the working space. Some people called me excessive, but I hadn’t mixed up my cases or been delayed in metrics. She laid the papers out in sequence, her eyes skimming the inked lines.
“I was able to bring up a digital footprint for you with Brenda’s added help.” She pointed to her first paper. “This information we pulled from her social media networking. She had a lot of followers across many sites, but we collected those who interacted with her the most. I had Brenda help me filter that out by those who lived within a reasonable distance from Old Oaks.”
I looked over the sheet. There were still upwards of thirty names or more. “That’s not very narrowed, Andy.”
“I’m aware,” she said with a grin. She reached across the table and pulled a marker from a cup. “Which is why—” She paused as she circled the top names in red. “—I had the names listed in order of most frequent contact.”
I took the paper and looked the names over. Kiera Martin. Sean McCormick. Daniel Pisner.
“Kiera’s the last witness to see her, so that leaves these,” I remarked. Andraya nodded as I moved my finger down to the name just under her bleeding ink. “Callum McPhearson.”
“I figured you’d choose him instead, which is why I pulled information for those three boys as well.” She slid over her next group of papers. It was a report of their basic information and history with law enforcement alongside their current picture for the student IDs issued.
“Fantastic,” I praised as I took the documents from her and skimmed for the usual red flags, but I found hardly any.
My eye caught on one key fact.
“They’re all in the same fraternity?” I questioned. Andraya’s head did a slow bob as she pursed her lips. “It’s Sigma, where Kiera said they were for the night.” I flipped back to Callum’s document. “If Callum is the president, then I want an interview set up with him next week.”
“I have it on my to-do, sir. It’s not going to be easy. He comes from old money. He has connections. When I start snooping, his father, if not his grandfather, won’t be happy to see light shed on them related to this incident.” She spoke with true concern. McPhearson was a name that carried weight here. Politically, their fingers were in many pots.
“We operate as close to the book as possible. Nothing happens without proper channels and requests. If Callum knows anything, I want to know it too.” I pulled the notebook from my back pocket and scribbled down the names for later.
“Outside of that contact, we pulled her emails. It was mostly spam, shipment notifications, alerts for notifications that we had already combed through. Do these kids even use email properly?” She pushed more papers over. These were pieces of conversations.
“What the hell do these names even mean?”
“They’re dating apps of sorts. We went through her phone applications as well and pulled conversations from the most recent people.” She tapped the username and picture on the first page. “She had just met up with this one: Keith. She had plans after the fraternity party to meet up with this one.” She pointed to another paper that said BJ, but it didn’t have a photo of a person. The information was overly generic as well.
“I can’t look for a building to arrest,” I muttered as I pulled the paper closer. “Does this BJ have a real person behind it that I can find?” She looked away from me, tucking her lips as the realization dawned on me.
“I’m still working on it, Noah. That account leads to an internet cafe each time we trace a sign on.”
“Any cameras?” I inquired. She shook her head in response. “He has to have made an error somewhere.”
“I agree. If it’s there, we’ll find it. I took the liberty of printing vague things we found just in case you might see something we didn’t. Her interactions weren’t abnormal for a young woman her age.” She stood and took another look at the grim pictures. When she made her way across the room, she pulled the door closed with a soft click behind her.
I ran my hands down my face. My cheeks were rough from not shaving, and my skin was fatigued. I glanced at my watch, confirming the time on the wall clock. Grabbing the overnight bag I kept in a cabinet drawer, I headed to the locker room.
It was late; there was only a skeleton crew for investigative services. The regular night shift crew were already dispatched to their locations, which meant the locker room was quiet as well. I stepped into a shower bay and pulled the curtain closed as I set my bag on the stand.
I unbuttoned my sleeve cuffs, freeing my wrists. I reached for my tie, and the air felt hot and thick. Thoughts of Trisha’s mutilated body, a killer at large, and the painful screams of a mother suddenly made it hard to breathe. I yanked on my tie; the knot wouldn’t budge as my hand began to shake.
Get it together, Noah.
I took a steadying breath and pulled my tie in the other direction. The loop loosened in two motions, and I slipped it off and stowed it in the bag. I made quick work of undressing the rest of the way and turning the shower on.
Without caring about the temperature, I stepped into the stream. A hiss left my teeth as the icy-cold water felt like shards. My muscles tensed. Everything screamed to step back, but I fought against that urge and lowered my face into the cold curtain of water.
DNA. Patterns. History. There’s a story here that holds the answers.
I let the cold offer my mind clarity, and just as a shiver set in, the water began to shift from lukewarm to blistering hot.
It washed away the grime left on me from the gruesomeness. A quick maneuver of body wash and shampoo and I was ready to track down this abomination.
I turned the knob and toweled off quickly. I wanted to finish the paperwork I had on my desk and take the rest of the night to be with my family.


The clock on the wall continued to tick away, but this time the ticks of my wristwatch had joined in the worst symphony, guaranteed to drive a man mad. 11:30 p.m. and I was no closer. Paperwork forgotten, I had become locked in a stare down with my evidence board.
“Bishop.” Detective Hatcher suddenly burst through my door, causing me to nearly leap out of my chair. “Sorry, boss,” he offered when I dropped my head to my hand.
“You’re fine, Hatch. I’m just exhausted.” I waved him in and motioned for him to take a seat in front of my desk.
“Understandable, we’ve all been pushing our limits. How’s the wife taking this?” My wife, Diane, was not taking it well at all.
“She’s fine, the usual with overtime cases.” I cleared my throat. “Find anything new for me today?” I opened the folder and took out a notebook.
Detective Hatcher opened his own. “Today I interviewed Kiera without the other possible witnesses.” Bexley and Mari.
“Anything different?”
“Not really. More crying and screaming if you could believe it. She’s adamant that it was this ghoul kid.” He shook his head like he wasn’t completely convinced of that.
“What’s not making sense for you?”
“It’s not so much that there’s no logic; I’m just questioning her credibility as a witness.” He stroked his white mustache, considering his words. “I don’t doubt she saw our victim and perp, but Bishop, she was pretty drunk considering her recount of that night. I don’t care for figuring out who can legally drink here, but if her inebriation caused any detail to be wrong, then we don’t have a strong foundation anywhere.”
“I’ve had that concern. You know, after we spoke to the girls, I noticed something interesting between Bexley and another student.”
Stan leaned in closer to my desk with a raised brow.
“How does Kiera describe the guy she saw with Bexley?” I asked him. He flipped his notepad a few pages, read an entry, and then flipped it back.
“Excessively tall,” he responded.
“The guy she describes with Trisha?” He glanced back and forth between the written notes. When he looked back up, I raised my eyebrows.
“You think so too, then?” he asked, and I nodded.
“Kiera described the man Bexley Laughtery was with as ‘really tall, I guess.’ She’s not wrong, just conflicted.” He looked at the other lines scribbled out. “Because the guy with Trisha was average,” I explained.
“She’s not wrong?” he clarified.
“Not in the slightest, Stan. After the interview at school, Bexley was leaving with her friend, Mari, and they happened to run into someone.” His eyebrows knitted in confusion. “Probably the biggest guy on that campus. Maybe a few guys on a sports team could be close to his stature, but the way he pulled her in and kept her close? That’s our first masked guy.”
“You get his name?” Stan was ready to start writing again.
“Nope,” I said, popping the “P.” Disappointment flitted across his face briefly. “He left before I could bring him into the conference room, and the secretary wasn’t that willing to offer random student information without a warrant. The way he looked at me, it wasn’t the challenge of a killer. I’m not going to give up this angle; I’m going to see if I can find him between lectures.”
“If the guy Kiera described as average is our perp–”
“Then he could be anyone on campus, or in town,” I finished for him. Stan sighed, flipped his notebook pages, and continued onto the next interview as I compared and took more notes.


“Thanks for the follow up, Hatch. We’re gonna arrange some more interviews this week. Hopefully get some fresh names. Go home, get some rest. I’ll call you tomorrow; we can get a refreshed look at things.” He gave me a two-finger wave and left the office.
I looked at my phone, 1:30 a.m. Fucking hell. There weren’t any messages from Diane, but I knew she’d have enough to say later. It wasn’t always easy, but she handled everything I threw at her. I didn’t get off lightly though. I got my fair share of reminders about family and balance. Going home now would just diminish that time with her since I’d be back in by six.
I grabbed a water bottle, a couple of Tylenol, and walked over to my pull-out couch. I took out my phone and sent a quick text.
Me: I’m sleeping in the office again. I’ll make it up with more than an at-home lunch date. Love you

I threw the phone on the charger, swallowed down the pills, and settled under the thin blanket. It was never as restful as home, but it would do for one night.
My phone rang, and I was hopeful it was my wife that had been woken up by my message.
Incoming: *Ofc. Billingsley*

Shit.
“Bishop,” I answered.
“Sir, Old Oaks has a problem.”






Chapter 8

October 17-18, 2020

Killer Confessions

 
The crisp air blew the stench of her body away from me, giving me a moment of clarity. I didn’t mind the smell of blood; it was the vomit I could live without. When they got sick, it was a foul and complicated clean up. The location wasn’t the best. This was a mishap, and she was a source for my anger, but I just couldn’t keep her any longer to do something more proper. She had vomited multiple times over from her idiotic alcohol consumption, and then some more during the stabby bits.
My head began to pound when I thought back to just an hour or so earlier. I was watching from the tree outside the window; this time, he had left the window open for me. One time, I could’ve understood. We hadn’t been on solid terms as a couple, but by now, had it not been obvious that we were meant to be?
That Bexley was mine.
The mouth-breathing asshole was in my way, shoving his cock in her so violently that he was ruining her for me.
I looked around the town square. It was sleepy here in the early hours of the morning, but I had to be quick. There were still the occasional nighttime walkers that came to the square for the fountain sounds and gentle breeze.
Carol? No, Sheryl.
Marilyn was still leaking as I pulled her over the bricks and placed her against the giant oak in the center of the square. The rope was rough in my hands as I tied her into place. Her limbs were floppy and slippery. The whole experience became exhausting. I didn’t have a propensity for extreme cleanliness, but this was a pretty messy setup.
It used to be easier.
“Now come back inside before dark! I’ll have supper done, okay?” My mother was pestering me again as usual. I nodded my head to her face and rolled my eyes when she turned her back. I was always home on time, each time. Why wouldn’t I be?
I walked the dirt trail in the woods just behind our house. I had a makeshift craft area back here that was super-secret, and no one had even the slightest idea.
Little whimpers came to me as I got closer. Beside my craft table, I had set up a snare. Papa had taught me this one a while ago before we started camping trips because he needed to know I could help out.
When I got closer, I could make out that the whimpers were actually little cries from a cat. It was black haired, mostly, but had white patches on its tail and feet.
It was Petunia, Melissa’s cat. Melissa lived down our street and was in my class, too.
Petunia would be the perfect test this afternoon.
Millicent's knee slid in the liquid that was pooling beneath her exposed body. Cats and puppies were much simpler, and I really missed those carefree days. I finished securing the lower half of her body and stepped back to quickly admire her. I could’ve been tidier, but I wasn’t scared of them finding anything. I worked very hard from a young age to make sure I was never caught for any trouble I caused.
I had the knowledge to expand my kill areas and to change the method. Really, I didn't care how it got done. My first human kill was much sloppier than whomever this was. That day had been a lot of cleaning, but I learned as I went.
Lately, it’d felt different with Bex alongside me. We had some issues to work out, but I needed to be close to her. This way, I was. They looked enough like her in certain ways that mattered.
But they needed to be punished, not Bexley.
I pulled the Polaroids I had taken from tonight. Bex’s lips were perfectly soft, her skin the smoothest plane. Her mouth popped open, and her hands were cuffed above her. I could practically hear the screams from the photo, just as resounding as they were then.
Too bad his fucking mouth is all over her.
I crumpled the photo and shoved it into my pocket as I darted out of the square.






Chapter 9

October 18, 2020

Detective Bishop

 
I stared at the phone, frozen in place. I was gripping it so tight, I was surprised it didn’t shatter from the pressure and crash to the floor.
There’s another body, sir.
She’s still warm.
My fingers moved automatically over the smooth glass screen as I sent a text to my small team. Stan was still working, and Officer O’Neill would be able to meet us at the town square.
I looked between my phone, Invicta watch, and the clock on the wall. It was hardly a new day. Just shy of 1:30 a.m. The killer had chosen a very public place in a bold attempt to not be seen or caught.
He was successful, as the reports currently indicated. My phone pinged, but I didn’t look at it as I collected my things and walked out of my office and through the front doors. Getting from the department building to the car and then to the crime scene was automatic. I drove with my surroundings turning into a blur and muscle memory of navigating a small city. My mind felt jumbled as I weighed past events, current circumstances, and developments I never wanted to see come to fruition.
I speculated he would likely kill again, and as the week went on, I wanted to be hopeful this was a one-off. The evidence very clearly pointed to a possible serial. The ritualistic style of posing and presenting Trisha had all the indicators.
But still, I wanted to believe that would be the end of his attacks.
I drove around the one-way traffic pattern and parked near the first officers who had arrived on the scene. I took a moment to take in the scene. Blue lights were flashing from all angles, causing shadows and colors to bounce off the building faces. Medical services had arrived and were preparing the gurney and body bag. Officers were gathered, going over papers, likely organizing their canvassing for the next few hours.
Motion from my left caused me to look away, noting that our crime scene unit had arrived.
There was no more stalling.
I popped the handle of the sedan door and stretched my body out of the opening. I spotted Officer Billingsley sitting with an older woman and younger man. When I approached, Billingsley straightened.
“Sir.” I nodded at his acknowledgment. “This is Carolyn Matthers and her grandson, Kelly Matthers.” I reached out to shake both of their hands.
“Good morning, I’m Detective Noah Bishop. I’m sorry that this is the circumstance for which we meet, but if you’re able to, I’d really appreciate any help you can offer me,” I greeted them as Carolyn’s hands trembled when a breeze worked its way past the fountain.
Billingsley had turned to join the other officers.
“James,” I called to get his attention. “Can you source a blanket or uniform jacket for Mrs. Matthers?” I asked. He nodded and broke out into a jog on his new search.
“Thank you so much.” Her voice was wobbly from age and discomfort. “I’m not the best at remembering all the details, but Kelly here—” She patted his folded hands with a sad smile. “—he’ll be able to tell you everything.”
I looked from her wrinkled face to his. Kelly’s eyebrows were knitted with unease. He was tense and rigid on the edge of the fountain. He blinked rapidly before looking up to me.
“We didn’t do this,” he started.
“I have no reason to believe you have any involvement besides misfortune for happenstance,” I clarified as Kelly let out a breath and started to relax. “I apologize if anyone here made you feel like that.”
“No, no one has. I just know that the people who find bodies can look guilty at times,” he admitted, and I nodded at that partial truth. “I guess the best way I can explain it to you is that my gramma can kind of get restless in the middle of the night. So, she woke me up, and we decided to take a stroll to the oak tree. We live just over on Hoffman.”
I nodded as I started to outline notes about their evening.
“Gramma’s eyesight isn’t the best, and she refuses to wear her glasses at times. She had mumbled something about a new statue being installed by the oak tree,” Kelly continued. His grandmother drew in a shaky breath and put her hand over her chest. “I was confused, and so when I looked up, I-I yelled and tried to get her to a different area where she couldn’t see the girl.”
“Did you come back around the body?”
“No, sir. I called 9-1-1 but stood a good bit away from her. I didn’t need to be close to know she was gone. I could smell everything I needed to know.” Kelly twisted his hands over more.
“Do you recognize the young woman by any chance?” I asked, and he shook his head in response. “Did you notice anyone suspicious or out of place on your walk?” He looked away as he pondered. “This could look like many things, but nothing is too small.”
“No, nothing’s really standing out. I mean, it’s October and Halloween is soon. Some people I saw coming home were in costumes from parties or were slurring and stumbling because they’d been out drinking. The usual college stuff,” he said with a shrug.
“How far would you estimate your residence from MRU campus?” I scribbled a small section on my notepad to get the ink in a proper flow.
“Maybe fifteen minutes?” He glanced at his grandmother with matched confusion. “Is that really important though?”
“We’re considering a few things. There’s nothing solid just yet.” I skimmed my notes again, “And you left your house when?”
“Probably around one or so, maybe a little before that.” Kelly looked up as Billingsley came back and draped a wool blanket over Carolyn. “Thank you.”
“Kelly, thank you for your clarification on tonight’s events. I want to get you guys away from here and let you reclaim your day. I need this officer to just collect some contact information and finalize your witness statement with signatures.” I released them to James as Kelly took his grandmother's hand and she offered me a polite smile.
I turned away and walked back around the fountain until the oak tree and victim came back into view. It was just as bad as Trisha’s discovery one week ago.
Which, based on the coroner’s findings, is damn near on the dot a week later.
“Detective.” A soft voice approached me from behind. I glanced over my shoulder, seeing Officer O’Neill hesitantly approach the scene.
“Katherine, just in time.” I held the yellow tape up and let her proceed underneath. “It seems that we have a budding serial killer on our hands. Did you discover anything with the task I gave you?”
She shook her head, and the dark curls of her ponytail bobbed and swayed. “I’m going to need more specifics; there’s a lot of cases to comb through,” she declared as Eddie gave her a nod and moved around her with plastic evidence markers. “However, I did get a response from the homicide department in the next town, Cape Haven.”
Eddie’s camera flashed through the darkness, and I pulled Katherine off to the side. “Promising?” I whispered.
“Well—” She hushed her tone. “The lead detective said there was a case or two that he’s had issues solving for years, Bishop. When I gave some of the basics you approved, he was definitely interested. He wants to meet with you soon.” Her eyebrows rose on her final note.
“Tell him to give me a call later and we can set something up,” I said, releasing a sigh. “I need you to take pictures of people showing interest, the crowd accumulating at the tape.” I scanned the faces myself, looking for anyone familiar from the days I went to the campus.
“No problem, sir.”
“Thanks. Everyone else is a little busy with the mess of this and I need the extra eyes. Lunch is on me today,” I said as I clapped her shoulder and sent her away from the thick of it.
I approached Eddie from behind, stepping around his markers and carefully avoiding anything that might not have been marked yet.
“Do you want my unofficial assumption, detective?” he asked with a coy half-grin. He was bagging pieces of some kind of plant or tree debris.
“I’ll take anything at this point, Eddie.”
“Yes, it’s the same suspect. No, these aren’t his first kills. And you know, I had suspected it with our first victim, but he definitely has done the performative showcasing before. This setup was done fast and without much flaw from the first; despite the more…damp conditions.” His eyes flicked down to the tech.
It really was a mess this time around.
“Spitball with me, any reason why this was so chaotically organized this time? Why leave this scene far messier than before?” I looked to the trail that was left behind.
“I’m not quite the expert in that field, Noah. But it does speak volumes about patience at the least. His patience has devolved tonight, but the methodology is the same. Her wounds and posing mimic Trisha’s. As for the break in temperament, I can't say. We know he arrived from that end, which means he used motor transportation, walked her to a certain point, and then pulled her across the concrete.” He dropped to a squat beside her body. Pointing to a partially visible area on her arms, he rattled off his observations. “She has these abrasions that have smaller gravel embedded in the scrapes. I’d also be willing to bet that after we get her body cleaned and I can see beyond the obstructions, her face will have similar scrapes.”
“Her face? You think he—”
“Dragged her across here facedown?” he interrupted. “Absolutely. Everything is still very wet and not completely coagulated, but yeah, I’d bet on that.” His fingers tapped on his camera as he looked over the area.
“Did you find her bag or wallet?” I asked. He shook his head. “Do you think she could be a college student?”
“It’s likely? She’s young, like the last victim. There’s no way she’s beyond her mid-twenties.”
I agreed with a nod and looked for the officers who were together earlier, but I only managed to find Katherine wrapping up her photos as other officers began to dismiss onlookers.
“Thanks, Eddie, take it easy on the techs,” I offered as I walked toward Officer O’Neill.
“Any new information?” she asked, looking past me and grimacing.
“Nothing helpful, but I do have missing evidence at this scene,” I added. Her eyebrows shot up as her eyes widened. “Last crime scene, we found Trisha’s belongings hidden in the woods. Only found them because concerned people started texting and contacting her. Nothing that can identify this young woman has been found as of yet. Did the beat start their canvassing?”
“Well,” she started with an eye roll. “I tried to talk them out of it, but the captain told them to go door-to-door by the campus.”
“They fucking left?” I was a little more reactive than usual, evident by her stifling a laugh. “Sorry, that’s just stupid. Why didn’t anyone consult me?” She didn’t answer, but I didn’t need one. “Let’s just hit up these trash bins, bushes, and darker spaces. I wouldn’t say it’d be far away since he made a quick escape.”
She quickly rushed over to the bin closest to her, and I worked my way through the bushes that lined the outer perimeter of the square. There was all kinds of litter squished into the branches and bunched in the dirt and soil beds. I was on the far corner, off to the left of the woman’s body, when I came across a trash bin with a woman’s bag inside.
“Hey, O’Neill!” I shouted; my deep voice echoed through the empty city street. Her head popped up like a meerkat. “Grab your camera!” I called as I waved. That caught Eddie’s attention. They watched as Katherine sprinted across the brickwork and I began to take pictures. Hope told me it was barbeque or ketchup smeared by a small child, or another innocuous circumstance of a ruined bag. My gut told me it was more sinister. “Bloody fingerprints, you think?” I vocalized the last part of my assumption.
Eddie collected his equipment box and headed over. I photographed the opening with the trash bin before I motioned for Katherine to remove the lid. I snapped the camera as she did, showing a leathery black bag covered in sticky, dark residue, lumpy chunks of grossness, and a broken strap.
“Found it.” I grinned over the camera.






October 19, 2020

Detective Bishop

 
“Another student,” Stan confirmed as he walked into our meeting. Andy had joined me earlier with a collective file on Trisha. “This is Meredith Sinclair.” Stan slid over her driver’s license and school photo. It was a drastic difference from the face we met last night.
“Beautiful woman, brunette, athletically inclined, college student, and in her twenties,” Andy voiced gravelly. “It’s the same victimology as the last one.”
“We have a preference and a repeat offender. We’re going back today. All three of us,” I declared, standing and collecting the file folders on both victims. “Someone on that damn campus has seen something, heard someone, but they just don’t realize the importance.”
“Should we call the FBI?” Stan questioned, following my lead out.
“We don’t have three kills yet, but it’s clear this is only the beginning. We can always ask for a consultation, but I don’t see them sending a team this week.” I stepped aside to let Andy through the door.
“Coroner said we can expect a report by noon; it’s top priority again. I’m starting to get phone calls, so I imagine your phone hasn’t stopped ringing?” she asked as we walked through the bullpen of officers.
“I wouldn’t know.” I laughed as we stepped into the drizzly weather. “I’ve been ignoring anything that isn’t Diane.”
“Noah!” Her mock outrage was followed by laughter. We piled into Stan’s car, and he set us on the route for the college.
“Okay, Andy, I want you to reach out to female students. I had the school send an email out and they said they’ll prepare a private space for you and any student who comes to offer information and leads. Stan, I need you to help me get information on the fraternity as painlessly as possible.” Andy pulled out her phone and began sending off messages and emails. Stan adjusted his glasses and looked over at me.
“What are you doing today?”
“I’ll be with you, but I’m observing today. The first girl, Bexley, there’s a little mystery there with her masked admirer. I also want to find the male student I saw her with. Admin wouldn’t give me information, so hopefully he has a class today.” I opened my notebook to the entries regarding Trisha. Names. Dates. Schedules. Stress.
A headache was starting between my eyebrows.
“We have a few minutes to spare,” I said, making a show of looking at my watch. “Stop for some coffee; I have a feeling we’re gonna need the boost.”


“Hello, Florence. Detectives Noah Bishop, Andraya O’Neill, and Stan Hatcher.”
The receptionist straightened when we showed her our badges.
“Yes, hello again. We have a conference room reserved as you requested. It’s room 2A.” She handed Andy the key and looked between Stan and me when we didn’t follow Andy. “Are there more accommodations you gentlemen need?”
“I was hoping there’d be someone available who’d be able to tell us information about one of your fraternities.” Stan’s hands slid into his pockets as he rested against her counter.
“Possibly, a few of the advisors may be available. If they don’t answer your questions, I can arrange a meeting with our dean or president.”
I looked to Stan to see if he was satisfied with those terms, too.
“That sounds great,” he responded. “Where can we meet them?”
“They have their own shared office space, but I can have the one you’re looking for meet you in a private office.” She pulled out a directory. “Which fraternity do you have questions for?”
“Sigma,” he responded casually. I turned my back toward them and watched the students mill about through the common areas and hallways. He’s not here. They continued to discuss trivial things while the phone rang and rang: the weather, the cashmere sweater, the things decorating her desk. I drowned them out to a buzz, my eyes still scanning.
The exit for the building across from us opened and a large figure ducked out of the frame. That’s him.
His clothing style, tousled hair, piercings, and tattoos peeking out from his collar were hard to miss. I walked through the doors automatically, desperate to know what he was hiding.
His head pointed down as he looked at his phone while walking toward the school’s parking lot.
“Hey!” I called out, but he didn’t turn around. However, he wore a band shirt. “Hey, Metallica!” His stride halted and he turned around hesitantly.






Chapter 10

October 19, 2020

Jai

 
Professor Hamilton was droning on and on without a hopeful end. We were being assigned a group project again, but we were being treated as though “group project” was a new concept. He went as far as giving us the definition. The grading component made me want to eat nails. We’d have a grade based on everyone's effort and then a grade based on our personal account and peer reports.
What a fucking nightmare.
I never cared for where I sat in lectures, and it tended to change session by session. Today was the day he decided to state that our table partners were our project participants. Perfect.
There were two students occupying my table, and I had no clue who the hell they were.
He was pushing 9:30 a.m. to its last second. A kitchen timer on the podium went off, interrupting whatever redundancy he was in the middle of. Students wasted no time getting up from their seats, in a near sprint for the door. I wanted to race down to the library myself to see Bex, but coming across as a crazed stalker had never gone well in society.
I pulled my phone from my pocket and stepped through the heavy metal doors. The sky was cloudy today, and the dim setting on my phone made it hard to read anything in my notifications tab. I fidgeted with the settings as I continued down the damp path riddled with more fallen leaves.
“Hey!” I heard someone call from behind me. People were always loud in the commons area. I was relieved knowing no one ever hunted after me. “Hey, Metallica!” they shouted a little more gruffly. Okay, is this just a coincidence?
I stopped and looked over my shoulder. Usually, people called out more degrading names to get my attention. See, Juvie.
My eyes homed in on a slightly ruffled man in a suit. The man who was far too interested in my existence after Bex’s interview. Detective Nosy Ass.
“Detective Noah Bishop,” he introduced himself with an extended hand.
I took it in a firm shake. “Jai Wells. Jaiden, with an i.”
“Do you have a minute? Just some questions, I promise.” He held his open palms up to disarm my concerns. I’ll bite.
“What questions could you possibly have for me?” I stepped closer to him. He was a taller man, but I still had him unsure as he straightened to meet my stare.
“You do speak,” he stated more than questioned.
“Why wouldn’t I?”
“You weren’t talkative around your friends.” His lips twitched. It wasn’t quite cockiness, but he enjoyed this push.
“I talk plenty,” I dismissed. Fucking liar.
“It’s just interesting, a few pieces of my puzzle don’t seem to fit. But the image I’m getting here,” he hypothesized as he moved his hands in circular gestures for the campus grounds, “has some pieces missing that look familiar.”
“Are you going to talk in fucking riddles all day? I have somewhere to be.” I hadn’t planned for the library today, but I had time to kill and a girl to pine for if this was the other option.
“You’re Bexley Laughtery’s Ghostface,” he alleged.
“And if I am?” I was looking down my nose at him. The last thing I needed was for this to blow up in my face by someone else’s involvement.
“Technically, it would make you a suspect,” he implied, leaving that statement open. I collected myself before responding.
“I’ll say this, you’re right that I’m her spooky courtship, but I am not your killer.” My jaw hardened as I gritted out, “You’d definitely know it was me.”
“You in the system?” That cocky twitch had turned into a satisfied smile.
“Summer of my junior year in high school. Oak County Juvenile Detention Center.” I looked away, but it wasn’t in shame. Rehashing the details wasn’t on my agenda today.
“Jai, I might have a need for you in the future. If you’re willing, I’d like to get your information.” He took out his notebook and looked at me like it wasn’t an actual suggestion.
“Yeah, I guess.” Whatever his plans, the odds were stacked against it going in my favor. I rattled off my number and looked over his shoulder.
Mariana was standing several feet behind him with her arms crossed, bunching her green hoodie. Her white tennis shoe tapped on the ground once.
“Detective, I need to handle something. You can just call with whatever questions you have.” I didn’t give him a chance to respond as I stepped around him, nodding for her to follow me. She looked the detective up and down as we passed him and headed toward the parking lot.
“The lovely Mariana, to what do I owe the pleasure?”
“Jai, we need to talk,” she chided and pursed her lips.
“You know, if we were a thing, that would’ve struck fear into my very soul.” That broke her a tad as she fought her snicker. She failed, and it came out as a snort.
“I’m serious, Jai. This isn’t a laughing matter.” She grabbed my forearm before she parted at the forked sidewalk. “Everyone went home. You were in class, but another girl died. They’re letting students take a couple of days.”
“Another girl was murdered?” I blurted in disbelief. She tapped the back of my phone.
“They sent an email half an hour ago, and a lot of us just went home. I’m late meeting up with Bexley. I stayed so that I could catch you.” She pulled her phone from the back pocket of her jeans. “She hasn’t called me yet, but I know she’s uneasy about everything happening.”
“Is she doing okay, you know, since that meeting and everything?” I asked as I ran a hand through my hair.
“Yeah, uh, she’s doing fine on that front. I’m not here at her request, though.” She crossed her arms, popped a hip, and challenged me in a stare.
“Oh, well, what’s going on?” I fought the urge to swallow thickly. Mari was perceptive and clever.
“How long would you say we’ve known each other?”
“Technically, Riverwalk, but I think we shared that one class last year?”
“Yeah,” she said, drawing out the word. “I like to think I know you and your mannerisms well enough.” Her arms uncrossed and she moved her hands to her hips. I felt like I was going to break out into a sweat.
“I don’t think there’s much to pick up on, really.” I laughed it off.
“Yeah, but if we were in a crowded room, I feel like you’d be recognizable to me,” she asserted. I nodded; it was all I could muster. “So, Jaiden,” she said my name with a pointed look. “Would you say that you’re interested in B?”
“I think a lot of people would be interested in being her friend, Mariana. She’s a nice girl.” It was the shittiest deflection possible.
“Right,” she said as she turned back to face the parking lot. I released my breath slowly, relieving the tightness building in my chest. “So, aren’t you in a fraternity now?”
“Now? Well, yeah, but I’ve been a member, so to speak since we started lectures.” I stood frozen as she stepped forward like she was the towering giant and I was a miniature punk.
“Which one? You don’t wear anyone's letters.” Seriously, the only being in the world to truly frighten me was Mariana with a purpose.
“Sigma,” I choked out and cleared my throat.
“Oh, well, that’s cool. Were you at the parties?”
“Yeah, it’s a requirement. I was there. In costume, to be exact.” I breathed heavier and felt myself wanting to ramble. “But you know, I was like in the back rooms doing shit Callum ordered.”
“I see,” she said when her phone went off. She looked down and swiped the alarm notification off the screen. “Well, I hope to see you this weekend. I don’t know if I’ll have Bex, but I’m looking forward to seeing you in theme.” She turned and hurried across the grassy area.
I’m fucked.






Bexley

 
The road was slick from rain mixed with pavement oils. It wasn’t too cold out, but the wind was brisk. I’d be a liar to say I didn’t enjoy blasting my heat. Not to mention, the heated seats were the perfect way to ease the shivers.
As I drove, I passed the colorful trees dropping their leaves and swaying in the wind. The cold would be more tolerable when winter came in full stride. Snow days were one reason to like the frigid temperatures.
Just a short drive from the main campus parking lot, our apartment came into view, and I pulled into our marked space. It was nine in the morning, and I was back for the day. I considered taking the offered day off tomorrow, too. I studied from home just the same.
Earlier, an email pinged our phones, and students fell into distress one by one as they read the subject line. Those who didn’t care to look initially were pulled in by the hysterics breaking out.
Attention: Campus Student Murdered.
I thought it lacked tact, and it definitely could’ve been saved for the text body. No one needed to see “murder” in their email notifications.
I stepped onto the concrete steps that led to our door. There wasn’t space for decorations as there was no porch. But again, it was a great price and it meant freedom at the time we signed our lease.
My parents moved a few hours away when I settled into college life. Having nothing to go back to, and an unwillingness to travel three hours back and forth over breaks or weekends, resulted in this quaint space.
The key turned easily enough given its tendency to stick, and the doorknob was cold as I pushed my way in. I paused, looking over my shoulder before I closed the door behind me.
I felt a wave of nausea and unease wash over me, as though someone were staring at me. Where would they even be able to hide? The apartment complex faced the main road beyond the lot access, and aside from the other units and the odd house here and there, it was mostly a wooded area. The woods weren’t thick either. Even knowing I saw between the tree line didn’t stop the feeling from spreading faster the longer I kept the door open.
With no obvious signs, I slammed the door a bit harder than necessary. I hit the normal lock and then the deadbolt. I hurried to the few windows on the front face and began closing the blinds and pulling the curtains. The naturally lit living room darkened, mimicking the way this semester was closing.
There hadn’t been a moment’s passing before the second murder. I hadn’t taken special behavior courses for the program yet, but it was a known fact that this was calculating out to be a serial case.
I turned on the lights as I walked to our small kitchen. It had the necessities, and despite what most would assume, my parents didn’t hand over their credit cards anytime I asked. I preferred to do odd jobs or take a temporary position in a work study program to create some extra cash. My parents provided an allowance account that covered what my tuition package didn’t, but I didn’t really need to dip into that too often. I had a budget and a focused plan. I hardly strayed from those.
Hmm, my parents.
I expected a call by now. They had the school set their accounts on the same email alerts. When Trisha died, I had to return their calls after I spoke with Detective Bishop.
I didn’t take this moment for granted. I pulled out our rice cooker and pressure cooker. I watched the digital clock on the oven as I prepped the rice. I pulled other ingredients out and prepared them. I was antsy and restless.
I wanted the phone call with my parents to be over. I wanted this horrible terror on our town to be put to rest, and I needed to have a serious talk with my inner self and why she suddenly felt attracted to two different men.
I pushed the start buttons and turned the faucet on for a final rinse of my hands.
Of course, that was the moment my phone started to chime. Doing a quick dry on my pants, I pulled my cell from my back jean pocket.
Late, but predictable.
“Hi, Mo—”
“Bexley Renee!” She cut me off using my whole name, which was never a good sign.
“Yes, ma’am?” I never knew how to be a daughter to my mother. Likewise, I doubted she felt confident in how to be a mother to me. I knew there was nothing I was at fault for, and I had residual feelings of being not enough. Whether that was a lack of communication or missing the mark on arbitrary expectations varied.
“You didn’t call us!”
“I’m sorry.” No, I’m not. “I was driving, and I just walked in.” A little stretch of the truth only made you more limber, right?
“We saw the email. What kind of school have you decided to go to? Your father is not going to stand for careless actions.” Her tendency to say inflammatory statements wasn’t new. No, Cordelia Laughtery had been known to place blame on those not culpable long before I was even a consideration. The school wasn’t responsible for either murder, but all the same, reason evaded Cordelia each time.
Not to mention, it wasn’t a slight against my school, but it was intended to hurt me, as though I made poor choices. Whatever.
“Mama, the student is from here. The murder wasn’t done here. I hardly believe the president is holding school-sanctioned murders.”
“Tone, miss.” Her voice was stern but shrill.
“I apologize, Mama. Just know that I’m okay. I keep to myself, you know that. I hardly have the time to go out and socialize.” Well, there is our mystery masked sexual hookup arrangement. That’s definitely safe.
“That’s not very comforting,” she snarked. Then she moved away from the receiver and fussed at my father. “No, Gregory, it’s the same excuses as last time. Your father will be more than happy to remind them who’s funding the tuition and boosters.” I pinched the bridge of my nose and quietly inhaled. My father wanted me to follow the Ivy League law school path. I chose criminal psychology.
“Oh, hey, Mari just walked in, and we have to catch up for our midterm on Thursday.” Doing those stretches again. “I gotta go, but I’ll call you guys later on. Love you, bye.” I didn’t wait to hear her acceptance or denial and tossed my phone onto the counter.
My mother had the brilliant talent of making you feel like you needed to clear out the anti-anxiety shelf behind the pharmacy. I rolled my shoulders back, effectively rolling my mother away. It took more these days to completely ruin me, but I had a daily limit of what I’d tolerate.
I collected the dirty dishes from the counter and placed them in the sink. I moved through the dining space and open living room, doing the same before I headed upstairs.
My bedroom door was open when I reached the top. I walked in to gather the few midnight snack plates and cups I had, but I stopped when I saw Mari brought my costume in here. My fingers trailed over the shiny leather. It was cold to the touch, but I knew just how hot it was trapped in there.
And when I’m trapped and zipped in, there was only one way I wanted to be freed. As I ran my hand over the rough zipper, I felt the ghosting of his touch down my spine.  






October 21, 2020

Bexley

 
“Hey, freshman!” I heard across the commons. My gaze stayed down the path in front of me. It was bleak outside and threatening to rain with each passing second. Temperatures dropped again. The ground was wet, the leaves were dead, and there was a dryness in the air. Hello, autumn.
The guy yelling came to a stop in front of me, panting and creating little white clouds each time. I pulled my scarf tighter as I looked him up and down. He was blonde, average build, moderately attractive for basic standards. I saw the letters embroidered on the breast of his jacket. It was for the Sigma fraternity. Not Ghost, just a prick.
“Do I know you?” I squinted my eyes and sent the biggest go-the-fuck-away vibes I could.
“You definitely should,” he insinuated as he ran his hand through his hair to tousle it a bit. “But I guess on the chance that you don’t, I’m Benson. Benson Jacobs.” The machismo on this one.
“Oh, BJ like blowjob?” My tone was dull and my face annoyed and unimpressed. His smile faltered, and he scanned above my head as he regained his confidence.
“Not exactly, no,” he contended. His smile was back fully as he continued to block my fucking way. “So, I was wondering if you were busy this weekend. Any plans?” His hands were pushed into his pockets, and he pushed his chest out, waiting for my answer.
“No, actually. I don't, and I don’t care to have them,” I deadpanned. There was no response on his part, so I moved around him. He reached forward and stopped me with a strong grip. I looked from his hand to his face. “Can I help you, Bently?”
“Benson,” he corrected and laughed it off. “And a hot piece like you isn’t out on a Saturday night? I doubt it, babe.” He wasn’t holding me as tight, but he still hadn’t removed his hand. Heavy steps approached from behind me.
“I’m not your babe. Take your hand off of me now.” I wasn’t above a physical altercation on campus grounds.
“It’s not like you belong to anyone else.” His cocky attitude faded when those steps stopped and a large, warm hand rested atop my head.
Jai scrunched his long fingers through my hair. Bennett jerked his hand away like he touched fire. I craned my neck, and Jai had the best shit-eating grin I’d ever seen. He bent down and pecked a small kiss in my hair.
“Message received,” Benson conceded as he backed out of our way with his hands up in apologetic defeat. We made it several feet down the path before I snickered.
“You realize he thinks we’re dating now?” His hand lingered at the base of my neck. In a swift movement, he swept me off the ground and curled me into his chest. God, he smells good today.
“I think there’s worse things he could assume, babe,” he murmured as his face was washed in light and happiness. His chuckle was light and carefree.
There was a strong tug deep in my chest.
“Can I ask you something?” I inquired. He moved through the open door, careful to avoid bumping me.
“Anything,” he said, glancing toward the library entrance.
“What would you do if you found yourself with two…,” I trailed off, looking at the students staring. “Apples?” It felt like I was giving him a third-grade word problem. Idiot.
“Two apples?” he clarified, but he still looked confused as he stepped through the first set of doors.
“Well, apples are the dilemma. You know when you find yourself with two—”
“Mr. Wells!” Mrs. Whitcomb’s shrill scolding came from behind the counter. Without letting me go, he faced the old woman with her wrinkled hands on her hips. “Is there something wrong with Ms. Laughtery?”
He shook his head, but I offered an explanation. “Mrs. Whitcomb, he was—”
“Library voices! Put her down immediately and don’t let that group of yours get rowdy today.” She turned back to the cart she was arranging. Ever the rebel, Jai walked several more feet before placing me on the ground with care.
“Thank you, your impromptu emergency boyfriend services were very effective.” I kept my voice low for fear of another Whitcomb special.
Jai brought his fingers to the crest of my cheek and trailed down until they captured my chin. “For you, anything.”
Every bit of me that had been joking seemed to evaporate with that.
I was developing a very serious problem.






Jai

 
Everything around me was nonexistent: the scent of old books, the sound of rough fingers skimming ancient paper, the sight of the ugly wooden shelves. It was replaced by Bex, who stood in front of me like I’d hung the damn moon. Her fruity, coconut perfume permeated my soul. Her quick breaths slipped through her parted lips, and her pupils dilated. It was a drug.
“Bex, I need to—”
“Hey guys,” a high voice chimed as a perky young woman popped into my sight. We weren’t far enough away from the check-out desk and Mrs. Whitcomb cleared her throat in warning.
I recognized her, kind of. She was everywhere around campus; I usually saw her in blurs as she bounced from place to place. Her normal accessory was the flashy camera slung around her neck.
Bex broke away and looked at her with a sweet smile. “Candace! Oh, you’re here! So that means today is your article publication?” The girl nodded in response; her blond hair shook loose from where she had it tucked by her ear.
“My editor nixed this one project we were working on which freed up my week. If you’re okay with it being today, I’d love to move forward with the group photo.” She picked up her camera and gave it a little wiggle.
“Oh, the party is here!” Brent exclaimed, earning another grunt from the Ghost of Books Past. Ancient past. Bex immediately reached out for my hand, catching Brent’s attention. She fidgeted her thumb nail across my finger. Candace turned to chat with Brent more and I tuned them out. I watched Bexley watch him. He leaned against the bookcase and stroked Candace’s shoulder.
The reaction I saw from her wasn’t discomfort like usual; she was getting angry at this interaction. Her eyes narrowed, and the flare of her nostril screamed pissed.
But it’s not jealousy.
“That honestly sounds like a great plan. It’s going to be fantastic, Candi!” To that statement, Bex rolled her eyes like no one would see.
“Alright then,” Candace asserted and turned back to us with her hands clasped. “The table in front of the grand window wall, that’s where I’d like to get you guys.” She stopped to look at her watch. “Weather is looking great, so we should have plenty of sun for lighting.”
The two started moving and I was still lost as Bex pulled me along to this amazing sunlit table. When we completed the short walk, I saw literally everyone. Mari was talking to Janelle and Melody, while Daniel was busy flirting with Justine. Draven had a small group that he had invited regularly now that we entered our core classes. I didn’t care to meet more people. This was suffocating.
It made my teeth itch.
“We don’t see many study groups like yours that continue to meet through the years, not even counting the history you guys have with each other growing up.” Candace motioned for people to get into specific positions. I followed Bexley’s lead to the end of the table.
She chose to sit on the tabletop like a few others, and I was left standing awkwardly to her side. She tugged my arm when she noticed me staring at her.
“Here, turn out this way,” she instructed as she grabbed my hip. The way she positioned me had me at her back but still facing her more than the camera Candace messed with. Instead of Mari beside her, Brent was there being all Brent.
Bexley recoiled as he pressed his shoulder into hers. He didn’t care. She slid closer into me with part of her ass coming over the edge.
Impromptu emergency boyfriend time.
Before Brent could shove her off the table, my left hand gripped her thigh possessively. I shoved the right one into his ribs with more force than necessary. A gasp and a grunt respectively filled the space.
This is going to be the one to test the boyfriend privileges.
“Okay guys! 3…2…1!” Candace counted, and just before the shutter release, I kissed just below her ear, gently pulling her flesh between my teeth. Her thighs squeezed my fingers. “That’s perfect! One take and it's actually amazing!”
I am so screwed.
The others started their own conversations and milled about the maze of book stacks. Mari was able to drag a puppy-eyed Brent out of the area.
“I have another question,” she ventured and twisted at the waist so that we were face-to-face now. “Do you like kissing me?”
I almost choked. “Well, Bex—I mean, you know, who wouldn’t—wait.” I took a quick breath to settle the chaos before I cleared my throat. “What I’m failing to say is that I’ve never kissed you. I mean, your head is one thing, you know?” I explained as I ran my fingers through the waves. “Rescuing is different.” I paused because my voice raised, and I almost gave it away. “It’s different than consuming someone. When I kiss you, you’ll know the difference.”
“Wow. You could’ve just said you didn’t like it.” For a moment, I thought I upset her, but she snorted and lost herself to laughter. It took a moment for my facial expression to recover.
I dropped my head to her shoulder and braced my hands beside her on the table. A silent laugh worked through me as I told her, “You’re a cruel woman, B.” She tilted her head against mine.
“My real question wasn’t all that cruel, but I had an intrusive thought and it won.” I lifted my head and leveled my eyes with hers again as she continued to collect herself, unable to completely erase her mischief. “Are you part of that frat? The Sigma one?”
Did Mari mention our talk? I knew it would come up eventually, but I relied on it being in relation to a topic and time I anticipated.
“Yes,” I answered honestly. Her face sort of faltered a bit at my answer. “But I’m not a pledge or a brother. I don’t belong to them the way the pretty boys do.”
“You’re pretty.” Her admission was followed by a shy smile and a flush that darkened her freckles. A girl had never called me that before, and the compliment had a smile spreading wide. My cheeks felt warm under her study. Her eyes flicked down to the metal that peeked out. She absentmindedly moved her tongue along the edge of her lip.
“The last person that called me pretty had to expand their dental coverage,” I quipped. She barked out another laugh that rocked her. She threw her head back, and I was positive Mrs. Whitcomb was on the hunt for her location. “I love your laugh, Bex.” She was closer like this; it would be nothing to kiss her the way I’ve craved since picking her up in the commons.
“You have bad taste. It’s awful,” she retorted and partially hid behind the sleeve of her sweater.
“Are you asking about Sigma because of the parties?”
“Somewhat, I guess.”
“Do you need an invite?” I asked, knowing Mari had already secured it. She looked down and turned the wheels in her mind.
“I was actually gonna ask if you knew someone there.” Her confession was her vulnerability. This was the moment everything inside me started declaring a state of emergency.
“Oh, Bexley has a thing for a frat bro, hmm?” I teased as she scrunched her nose.
“I don’t think so. It’s the two apples situation I brought up earlier. You have one apple you’ve known for a while, and the other was just given to you recently. But…” She looked to the ceiling. “But you don’t want to choose.”
“That first apple sounds rotten, if I’m being honest with you.” Her little hand swatted my shoulder, attempting to thwart my immaturity. “I’m going to guess these apples are people we know. My honest answer for you is to do whatever you wish.” I can’t exactly be jealous of myself.
“Do as I wish?” she asked as though it were a foreign concept. “You wouldn’t be mad?” Regret immediately crossed her face.
“Why would I be mad, silly girl?” I rubbed her head like earlier but changed the topic for both our sakes. “So, you’re coming Saturday?”
“Oh, actually, I was going to skip it.” Her gaze wandered behind me, and I looked to see Mari had returned sans Brent. “I’ve been feeling a little uneasy with the murders lately. I didn’t expect to witness what I learned in college as college was happening. I also fit this pattern that seems to be emerging.”
“Ah, well, that’s a bit of a bummer. I was looking forward to seeing you,” I admitted. I twirled her hair between my fingers. I never made rules to follow, but I would have broken them all to enjoy this again. She stared at me with a fiery look.
“Jaiden.” Her delicate voice filled the space between us. Without thought, I hooked my hand behind her knee and slid her just off the table and into me. Her hands found my chest as I leaned toward her ear.
“Say it again.” I sounded gravelly and desperate.
“Jaiden,” she teased the syllables.
“You are the only one who’s allowed to call me that,” I whispered out of Mari’s earshot. “Only you.” I nuzzled into the crook of her neck, skimming my lips along the column of her throat.
“Why?”
“Because it’s tainted otherwise,” I explained. “You’re the only person who doesn’t say it with hatred.”
“Probably because I don’t hate you.” She leaned into the embrace and added, “I care about you.” Her cheek was soft and warm against mine. I wanted to sit like this for the rest of the day. “Mm, you smell good,” she said more to herself as her nose brushed my jaw. Her hands slid up my chest and over my shoulders. The same hand from last week caressed my neck. She didn’t grip me the same, but her nails grazed a similar path. My hand pressed so hard into the table; the edges turned white.
“Bex,” I whispered. I wanted her on this table, against these books. I wanted to destroy this entire building while I ruined her. It was like all sense drained as a curtain of darkness fell in front of me. I hooked the leg I held around me, and I braced her back as I bent her back.
She was halfway to the beige wood when Mari cleared her throat behind us, and the sudden noise made me jerk. It was as though every time Mari looked at me, she silently told me that she knew. The smirk she wore when I turned to look at her confirmed those thoughts. She knows.
I look down to see Bex shocked and aroused. I straightened her, tamped down all of the urges screaming for me to just take her. It’s her perfume; it’s crack, surely. I cleared my throat.
“I won’t see you Saturday, so library on Monday?” I traded my grip on her leg for a soft hold of her hand. She nodded as she rolled her lips and dipped her head out of Mari’s taunting gaze. “Sorry, you only hired me for boyfriend interference. I can’t help with this one.” My smile was just as teasing, and it deepened her embarrassment.
As I walked away from her, I gave Mari’s shoulder a squeeze and looked for an open room. I pulled out my vape, not giving a shit if Mrs. Whitcomb was around. I inhaled, and the coil crackled. I’d have no reason to see Bex this weekend, but with the way things were snowballing, it was best to take a cooling period. I’d been so desperate for her that I found reckless excuses to touch her.
What wonderful excuses they are.






October 22, 2020

Detective Bishop

 
I thumbed through the file I just finished printing. Andy managed to get in touch with a contact of hers in the FBI. They couldn’t justify sending a team to us at this point, but their review of the case did help a bit.
The profiles they provided us consisted of indicators we’d suspected. Our suspect was in his twenties, experienced and confident, a student, local to the area. Their other description was a white male, average to small build, but fit enough to move a small woman’s body across a short distance. He’d be unassuming, but dangerous given he’d killed prior to these women. I’d begin my examinations of childhood offenses and concerns with the names we’d been working through later.
A knock pulled me from the file.
“Come in,” I called out.
“Detective Bishop,” Jill addressed as she walked in. “Callum McPhearson is here to see you.” She stepped aside and he moved through the door. He resembled his father, dark hair and cutting glare.
“Thank you,” I said to her as she left. “Sit down, thank you for coming in.”
“I’m here against my father’s wishes. He thinks I should have legal representation.” He played with the business cards on my desk.
“I can assure you I’m not here to accuse you or charge you with anything. There are more than enough witnesses that can account for you each night.” I pulled out my notebook and clicked my pen a few times.
“Then why do you need me?”
“It’s about your fraternity. It’s a common theme for the murders, and I had some questions about the members and pledges under your charge.”
“I know we’re a bunch of assholes, and we don’t exactly come with stellar reputations, but I don’t think you’re going to find your killer here.” He sat back and folded his hands behind his head.
“Is there anyone in the frat with the initials B.J.?”
“Nope.”
“That was fast,” I said pointedly.
“There aren’t that many brothers in the house, and the pledges I review all the time.”
“Anyone you think of as violent?”
“Violent to whom?”
“Anyone,” I answered. He thought it over for a moment.
“There are a few people with a few misdemeanor charges for petty things. The only person with an extensive criminal background is Jai Wells.” He sounded reluctant to give that information to me.
“You don’t think he did it?” I asked, not revealing the knowledge I already had.
“No, he’s quiet and different from the standard brother there, but he’s not a killer. He has beef with Daniel Pisner, but that goes back deep. If he wanted to snap and kill someone, it wouldn’t be those girls.” He stopped and thought back before continuing, “I don’t think he could have, now that I think about it.”
“Why’s that?”
“He was with some girl. He took her back to his room both nights. I only had a problem with it because he never came back downstairs after. Members and pledges are supposed to be present, which helps future recruitment.”
“I’m sure it does,” I mumbled. “Is there anyone you know outside of your fraternity that you’d think fits the bill?”
“That’s a lot of people, Detective Bishop. I’m not on personal terms with that many students.” His fingers tapped on the chair, and I readied my next question when my phone rang. It was the detective in the next town.
“You can go, thanks for coming in. It was helpful.” I picked up the phone and Callum stepped out of the room. “Detective Bishop,” I answered.
“Bishop, this is Detective Westcott in Cape Haven.” His voice was gruff and aged.
“Westcott, what can I do for you?”
“I called to let you know that I expanded the search for some DNA evidence. I got a hit this morning. Your case came back as a positive match for a cold case of mine. It’s from a few years ago, and I haven’t been able to get a lead since.”
“Westcott, are you available this week for some overtime? I think we have some notes to compare.”






Chapter 11

October 24, 2020

Jai

 
Party preparations were beginning, but so was the migraine. The anal-retentive dickheads had been going nonstop since sunrise. Every weekend had started this way without fail. I didn’t understand the need. Put out food—fuck, cater the food. Throw drinks in a cooler, sync someone’s playlist, and keep it simple. Honestly, they acted like we were organizing their weddings.
“Let’s go, idiots,” Callum bellowed from the lower floor. I knew he only called out for my absence. There were expectations for this polite society of borderline psychopaths, and it really burned Callum’s ass that I treated their standards casually and akin to suggestions. The one thing I was never going to budge on was their idea of attire.
Fuck that.
My bed was so fucking comfortable, but it lacked the smell of Bexley’s perfume. The initial intoxicating scents of fruit were my favorite. After a while, vanilla notes remained before I washed the sheets. I pulled myself out of bed and strode across the small space to the door. There wasn’t much in here, but it was cozy.
The desk had my PC setup, and there was a little bookshelf off to the right for textbooks and other reads I gathered. I could only fit a small lounge chair with my guitar at the other end, and a TV was mounted to the wall. Beyond that was a modest closet.
I knew they gave me the shittiest room because that was how they saw me; less than a member is what they considered it. The humor wasn’t lost that I was the biggest person in the smallest space.
The mirror on the door reflected the sentiment that I held. Waiting downstairs would be an embarrassing portrayal of “Greek” in bedsheet togas, strategically placed so that their bodies would “reflect the statues of gods.”
I actually fucking choked on a laugh when I read that email.
No, I was not going to participate in their group outfits. Black jeans, a fitted long sleeve for the weather, and my black industrial boots. That was more than comfortable. Given the usual setup, it was all I needed to compliment the mask. My hand was on the knob, ready to walk downstairs. I left the mask on the laundry bin by the door, but all I could do was stare at it. Bex isn’t coming.
Pushing that train of thought out, I opened the door and ducked through the frame. The hallway creaked when I stepped onto its hardwood. Not a single expense was spared in the efforts of appearing upper class. I heard the hum of their conversation from the top of the stairs, and it slowly died as my purposeful footfalls reached the bottom.
“Jeff, I sent the email about Greek Night! Why aren’t you in a toga?” Callum accosted me when I turned the corner. He was an asshole through and through.
“Jai,” I said with an edge, pointing to my chest. “And I’m not doing that,” I clarified as I flicked my hand in their direction.
“You have to participate in the events–”
“I am,” I cut him off before he could lay into the same speech he liked to give me. “I agreed to be a participant in the events, but this group cosplay to get chicks isn’t something I’m interested in, nor bound to.”
“You better make yourself visible. You’ve cut out early each night. It’s going to eventually make us look bad.”
To whom, pray tell?
“I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else, Callum,” I appeased, but it was a lie. In Bex’s arms would be preferred.
“Fine,” he scoffed and waved me free to join the others. “As for the pledges,” he started, but I stopped listening. I had no interest in ordering around kids they had no intentions of accepting just to get my rocks off.
The sun started to set, and shadows danced on the wall. We expected people to fill the expansive space soon. It really was a grotesque flaunt of wealth. It was nauseating to sit in a wannabe cigar parlor that was only missing private escorts: velvet upholstery, ornate carvings in the wood, gaudy wallpapering. I mean really, who wants to stare at red and gold floral patterns?
Daniel moved from my side and left with Gregory. I noticed half of the brothers had gone to their “zones” to kick off the party. More wedding-like nonsense. Callum devised zones of operations, so that two-man teams could manage things that didn’t actually need managing. This bullshit was going to kill me by the end of the year.
One more term, that’s all I need.
Daniel and Gregory together caused trouble, and the air changed when they left. A little nudge wanted to cause a stir. I stood up from the gaudy chair, the wood creaking when relieved of my weight. I followed their path out of the sitting room and saw them exit the out of the other side of the living room. I prowled behind them with a dubious smile.
The living room was actually a nice space and hadn’t been contaminated by ass design taste: biggest TV I’d ever had the pleasure to experience, comfortable cloth couches along the walls that fit my size, and every gaming system you could ask for. I didn’t care for it tonight.
Ducking once more, I entered the back foyer leading outside. I heard pieces of muffled conversation. Opening the back door, I took a casual stance on the brick patio. Gregory noticed me first but didn’t greet me.
“She’s got a tight little ass, dude.” Daniel’s voice carried as I pulled out my vape and acted disinterested. Daniel always talked about someone’s tight body part ad nauseam.
“This that Berky chick?” Gregory asked, clueless as ever. Daniel hacked up some phlegm and spit it across the rail. A true image of their sophisticated upbringing.
“Nah, man. Bex-ley.” Daniel emphasized her name, and my spine stiffened. I pulled another lungful as he continued. The coil crackled delightfully, and I wanted to hear those same cracks from Daniel’s nose.
“Malcolm’s bitch?” ‘Kay, done with that one. Gregory was a dunce.
I squared my shoulders as I turned toward them. Daniel stopped his laugh short and met my gaze when Gregory’s eyes widened. I wasn’t well versed on Bex’s past relationship, but I knew enough about Malcolm to know he could be a piece of shit.
“What do you want, Juvie?” Daniel wore a cocky sneer and shifted his weight to size me up. I was easily taller by more than his dick’s worth.
“Don’t talk about Bex like that,” I threatened. It had been a long time since I wiped someone’s nose with my boot.
“Or what?” He spat, looking me up and down. I slid my hands down the front of my thighs, bending until I was eye-level with the shitbag. A sinister smile spread across my face.
“Or your throat becomes well acquainted with my right foot,” I vowed. His cocky expression faltered. “Do you know why I ended up in juvie, Pis?” It wasn’t exactly this, but he doesn’t need to know that.
“You were in juvie?” Gregory blurted from our right. I almost forgot his dumb ass was here. His blonde curls were sticking to his forehead from the new layer of sweat.
“Yes, Gregory. You’re quite perceptive.” I straightened again and stepped closer to Daniel. The tip of my boots touched his bare toes. “Remove the idea of getting anywhere near Bexley’s ass from your smooth brain.”
“Why, you think you have a chance at tasting that sweet little cu—” he choked on the word as my hand circled his throat and I cut off his oxygen. His face bloomed red.
“Sorry, I couldn’t hear you, Pis. What’d you say?” I goaded him while Gregory backed up with his beer clutched closer to his chest. Daniel gasped, receiving nothing as he pushed on my forearm. Gargled noises were the only thing coming from his gaping mouth.
“Come on, Dan-Dan. You can use your big boy words,” I patronized as his face darkened from freshly-spanked red to a berry-like shade. His eyes watered and unfocused. I released him before he completely lost consciousness.
He heaved and coughed violently as he struggled to stay upright. Gregory started toward him, but a glare from me kept his feet planted.
“I’m not allowed to inflict more damage than that, Daniel. Keep in mind, I’d happily be incarcerated again where Bexley is concerned.”
He gagged over the railing in a dramatic fashion. It was hard to resist rolling my eyes.
“You—” He coughed some more. “F-fuckin—” he stuttered as saliva pooled and dribbled over his lip. I nodded my head in encouragement for him to finish. “Crazy—”
“Yeah, I am crazy. Don’t fuck up in my presence again.” I looked at his idiot friend who flashed his hands in understanding and looked away.
I jerked the door and the hinges groaned in response. I bypassed everyone with whispers and stares and headed straight for the stairs. They could wait for our lovely guests; I was going to be in my room until the last possible minute. The person I was desperate to see wouldn’t be walking through those doors tonight.








Bexley

 
I sat at my desk and my notes stared back at me. Two exams down, and a couple more to go.
It was a little later in the evening, probably just after nine or so. Mari had left moments earlier to meet Brent and Draven for the party. It would be a lie to say I felt no regret, but it was the safest option in my eyes. Campus admin weren’t outright saying it was serial activity, but they warned those that matched the description of our deceased classmates to take extra caution.
Be aware of your surroundings.
It would be easier to take better care if the police were able to offer any bit of help as to what the hell was actually happening. Nearly three weeks had passed, and they had nothing to release.
I opened my textbook again and read through the basics of criminal psychology.
I don’t even know what to apply here. I rubbed my temples.
My phone started ringing and I looked down, but the contact was unlisted.
“Hello?” I hesitated. It was unusual to get random calls this late. But I also worried that something had happened, and it was Mari trying to get in touch.
“Hi, this is Detective Bishop. I’m hoping to speak to Bexley? We spoke a few weeks back.” He sounded too exhausted for it to be this early in the evening.
“Yes, this is she. Can I help you, detective?”
“First, could you tell me where you are?” There was some background noise and shuffling of papers.
“Um, I’m just at my apartment. It’s the first off-campus housing building. Do you need me to—”
“No!” He cut me off and startled me. “No, that’s perfect. Sorry, have you been anywhere tonight?”
“No, sir. I’ve just been studying at home.” I picked at the fuzz balled on my sweater. “I don’t understand why this is necessary to know.”
“Wellness check,” he reassured and moved the phone away to shout orders at someone. “I need you to stay home for now. I have a uniformed officer coming to see you. His name is James Billingsley. We hadn’t received any kind of contact like this before, otherwise it wouldn’t feel so sudden.”
“Contact? From whom? Detective, you’re confusing me.”
“You are being watched. I can’t say exactly to what extent, and I’m not going to describe the details of what came across my desk, but we received indecent Polaroids of you.”
“What? Are you sure?” I gripped the edge of my desk, nausea coursing through me.
“There’s no real explanation for any of them, but they’re smeared with blood. No letter. I’m certain, Bexley. They came in an envelope about an hour or so ago. They aren’t stamped by the post; this was hand delivered. Who’s with you?”
“Everyone I know has gone to a party tonight.” My chest started aching with heavy beats.
“The Sigma party, yeah. You’re alone?”
“Yes, sir,” I confirmed, nearly crying. I didn’t feel alone; I felt watched again, as though someone were just out of reach and staring through me.
“After Officer Billingsley checks on you, is there anywhere you can go? Family local?”
I shook my head as he spoke.
“No, sir. My parents moved out of the area. I can’t visit them; I have midterms. I can’t just leave.” I started gathering clothes to change into. I slipped on Ghost’s shirt and put the phone back to my ear.
“Is there somewhere public you can be until your friends come home?”
“Uh, what about the campus library? There’s after hours and a monitor overnight, usually several students who have late shifts,” I asked as the sound of a keyboard filled the short silence.
“Yes, that’ll do. I’ll call you later for a check-in. Do not miss it.”
“Yes, sir.” With that, I dropped my phone on the bed and waited for the officer.
This fucking sucks.






Jai

 
I strummed a sensual chord on my guitar loud enough to drown out the noise coming through the floor. I’ll hear about that.
I’d run out of random shit to distract myself with. Gaming offered me screaming children, scrolling my phone left my brain in a goo, and I couldn’t focus on printed words to save my life. The only thing that took minimal effort and thinking was playing music.
The noise from the party filtered in as the last note faded. I groaned. I pushed it off long enough, as the sun set hours ago. Replacing the guitar back on the stand, I dipped through the door frame.
I was to be seen and that was doable.
I jogged down the stairs, moving around couples who were damn near eating each other on the steps. The way to the kitchen was crowded. A perk to being a walking tree was people naturally moved out of your way.
Plenty of people saw me in the living room.
I spotted the ice bucket of beer on the floor by the island, surrounded by dressed-up students. A startled brunette tripped herself as I reached around her.
“Oh my god,” she practically moaned as I righted her.
“Sorry about that.” I looked her over. She was dressed as a bunny and her ears were nearly off her head.
“You are sooo tall,” she exaggerated, intoxicated and not present. “Didya know?” She slurred her words as she swayed.
“Did I know that I was tall?” My face twisted, silently asking if she knew she was stupid. If I weren’t so tightly wound from earlier, I would’ve hidden it better. She nodded her head, but unlike a normal gesture, she just kept nodding.
“Maybe drink water the rest of the night?” I suggested and left her there like a bobblehead doll. Beer in hand, I glanced around the kitchen. There were so many conversations going on, people playing table games, and making a show of drinking stunts. My skin started to itch.
I moved through the back foyer and opened the patio door when early 2000s hip-hop filled the air and girls started screaming and cheering. Closing off the celebrations, I took a deep breath of the crisp air. The scent of pine and after rain smell. Is there a name for that?
This side of the house opened up to the large yard they used for sports days, summer games, and pool parties. Currently a few couples occupied the hot tub, but they were so focused on checking each other for cavities they didn’t notice my presence.
Yeah, you aren’t jealous of anyone tonight.
I wiped my hand over the beer. Groaning, my head fell back as I silently begged the stars for direction.
A teasing voice interrupted my pleas. “I was wondering where I’d find you tonight.” I nearly jumped out of my body. I didn’t hear the door close before Mari’s approach. She walked into view on my left and draped her hands on the top rail.
“It’s a requirement to be here, so I was bound to be somewhere,” I casually responded. I wasn’t sure where she was going to steer this. Last we spoke, she hadn't mentioned anything about Ghostface.
“Isn’t a themed costume part of Callum’s requirements?” There was sass in her question. I eyed her as I popped the cap off.
“That part is where I usually take creative liberties.” I put the bottle to my lips as the cool liquid washed across my tongue with a bitter taste. It was also an excuse to stop talking.
“That would explain the Ghostface mask,” she quipped back brazenly. The beer that just entered my mouth made a quick exit as I spewed it over the rail. Smooth, Jai. Grumbling voices reached us as the make-out party got a warm citrusy surprise.
“Excuse me?” I tried to pass off ignorance as I wiped my mouth.
“You’re more obvious than you think, and Bex is out of focus enough to not notice.” She sucked on her straw and the glitter on her shoulders and chest shimmered in the low lighting. She was a fairy of nightmares with this chat. “I love her to death, truly. She’s been so focused on school and deciding between changing things with the Halloween hookup or pursuing you.” She poked my arm hard. “But you’re the same person,” she gloated, drawing her hand through the air to emphasize her accusation.
“I don’t really kno—”
“I heard you,” she pushed with confidence. My face burned red as it fell in mortification. “Oh, no!” She waved her free hand frantically. “Not in bed, no.”
I became hysterical. I gripped the rail as I folded over and laughed until tears threatened to spill. Mari’s high cackle disrupted the night’s silence with me.
“God, that was embarrassing. What I meant was, I heard you talking to her last week,” she clarified. I wiped my face to compose and let her continue. “You know you’ve never spoken in front of her? Before this term, I don’t think you’ve actually acknowledged her. You interact with us plenty; we know. We knew who you were immediately, matter-of-fact.”
I objected, but she held up a glittery hand to stop me.
“Quiet flirting in the library is not a real conversation.” Her phone dinged and she shot off a response and looked up at me again. “Do you love her?”
My eyebrows hit my hairline with that. “Love her? Mari, she doesn’t know me. I…It’s not.” I took a breath and pinched my nose. I couldn’t confess my feelings to someone else before Bex heard them. “I care about her, okay? I don’t think we’re in a position to start making life decisions.” She crossed her arms and studied me closely.
“Do you know about Malcolm?” Her question hit a spot deep in me. I shook my head. “He wasn’t great. There’s enough emotional trauma from him and before, and you two can inevitably have that conversation, but she’s been through it. She can’t be hurt again.”
“The last thing I want is for Bex to be hurt, by me or anyone else,” I confessed. Her head tipped and glitter fell out of her curls. “You look great, but that shit is never coming out of your hair or off your body.” My conversation shift had her laughing. Her phone went off again.
“She’d be safer here with you,” she said as she held the bright screen up to my face.
Bex-Bby: You think Ghost is upset? I cant exactly tell him ahead of time I wont b there

Me: Probably not but i hvnt seen him yet. Want me to come back?

Bex-Bby: No have fun. Im just not comfy here after Bishop’s call. Goin back to campus. Call when you leave? 

Ten minutes ago, she wanted to be here with me. I made up my mind. Bex needed a safe night out, and I needed Bex.
“You don’t think scary Ghostface is the killer?” I mused when she pulled the phone away and slipped it back into whatever piece of fabric held it.
“Not this one,” she approved. I debated giving her a hug before leaving, but that glitter was fucking everywhere. A crash through the patio door interrupted my attempt to speak.
We looked at the mess and a very drunk Daniel was standing there, adjusting himself over his sheets.
Christ, Daniel.
“What the hell happened to you?!” Mari exclaimed when she got a better view of his neck. It was bruised in a light pattern that matched my hand. Daniel’s drunk gaze tried to fixate on me.
“I might have packaged him for Jesus and canceled the delivery because he was a pig,” I whispered as I patted her shoulder, trying to avoid glitter. “I have a Bex to kidnap. See you, Mariana.”
She waved as I threw myself over the rail and landed in the grass. Daniel, delayed as hell, lunged at the railing as I hit the soft ground beside the hot tub. Thank you, alcohol. I ran through the garage and grabbed two helmets. I peeled out of the parking lot, not giving a damn about burning rubber.






I parked the sleek blacked-out motorcycle against the curb and ran through the main building’s corridor. After hours, it was darkened to conserve energy. I moved past locked doors, determined to change the night’s mood. The chains and metal pieces on my jeans were noisy as I turned and approached the library. I looked through the window in the door and spotted her walking toward the back, disappearing down the aisle.
I put my student ID against the scanner, and it turned green as it unlocked. The after-hours monitor sat in Mrs. Whitcomb’s usual seat, typing on the computer with headphones. He didn’t even look up when I walked past the desk. I went down the stack beside Bexley and looked through the shelves for the top of her head.
Do the librarians realize how gross these upper shelves are?
I spotted her halfway down the aisle. She was bent on her knees, reading the titles. My soul left my body when she reached forward and her skirt shifted up her ass. I looked away before I crossed into creeper territory.
Thoughts of the supply closet came to me. It was the first time I was bold with her, and the spark for approaching her at the party. I stopped thinking when she opened the door that day.
Her little grunt pulled me back, and I looked to see her moving farther down.
Does she really not realize I’m beside her?
Reaching the end, she turned to cross in front of my aisle. I covered her mouth and wrapped my arm around her waist. She cried out as I lifted her off the carpet floor. Her book fell with a muted thud.
“Shh,” I hushed in her ear. “You’re gonna make the monitor call security.” My breath skirted over her cheek. I moved my hand to hold her jaw. Her hair brushed my face as she looked up, and I was begging my cock to cut it out. Not tonight.
“Jai?” She relaxed in my arms at the realization. I winked with a sly grin.
“Hi,” I teased and let her feet touch the ground. I didn’t dare let her go. “I want to take you somewhere,” I said, dropping the helmet down my arm and letting it rest on my wrist.
“You ride a motorcycle?” she questioned as she looked it over. It was humorous that she was more surprised over the helmet and not how I appeared. “I guess it's not surprising when I think about it.”
“Oh, am I the bad boy type?” I taunted her. Her cheeks pinkened and a smile bloomed. I laughed at the reaction. Her head tilted and realization hit me. She’d only heard me laugh as her “Ghost.”
Before she could process why she knew that laugh, I pulled on her small hand. She followed me down the aisle and past the library monitor. We hit the exit and walked over to the very illegally parked motorcycle.
“That’s a pretty hot bike,” she murmured as she took it all in. I turned her to face me and took in her appearance fully. I slid my hand across the small of her back. She was in my shirt. The one I gave her last week. It was a metal band’s design with their faces printed on the front under the name. It was huge on her. She tucked the front into her waistband and rolled the sleeves.
“That’s a pretty hot shirt,” I teased. It was the sexiest thing she’d ever worn. Ideal for riding? Nope. She looked away as she blushed.
I put the helmet on for her and clicked the buckle together. Her face was obscured by the tinted visor. After sliding mine on, I bent down to gently tap her helmet with mine. I stepped over the bike and straddled it. She placed her hand in mine for stability and climbed behind me.
I balanced the bike and brought it to life. Bex’s hands slid over my stomach and my chest seized. Her warmth pressed along my backside and brought chills down my arms.
I pulled her hands tighter, dropped it into gear, and pushed us off. She squealed and nearly squeezed the breath out of me.
“Bexley.” I laughed.
“I can hear you?” She squealed again.
“You can, and you don’t have to yell, baby.” She put her head back down and settled in. “I just want to take you to Cliff Falls. That sound okay to you?”
“That sounds great,” she whispered, a smile in her words.
Cliff Falls was hardly fifteen minutes away. The roads were clear, given the time, and there were no issues managing the weather.
I teased her as I accelerated and rounded corners. Partially because speeding made her squeal, and it was so fucking cute. I was delighted in how she held me tighter with each turn. At this point, her nails were leaving marks.
I approached the top of Cliff Falls and pulled into the lot of the overlook. I killed the switch and steadied the bike with the kickstand. She was still clinging to me, gripping my shirt and causing a mess of wrinkles. Laughing, I removed her hand and twisted to look at her. She was a dream sitting on the back.
“Go look,” I whispered and pulled on her hand to help her dismount. Her feet were on the pavement again, and when I unbuckled the helmet, she nearly ran out of it toward the grassy opening.
Bex stopped when she reached the fence. I flipped my visor up, fixated by her presence. She looked up at the sky, then back out to the city. Her hands trailed her arms as the wind blew. Her hair drifted, weightless. I had a desire to wrap my hand in it and let her screams paint the walls. I slid my helmet off and took a deep breath of the cooler air to settle my chest.
She periodically shifted her focal points. She stepped on the lowest rail to look farther over the cliff. Back to the moon her stare went. What are you wishing for, Bex?
She hopped down, and her hands trailed along the fencing as she walked its length. I glanced at my phone and realized she had been out there for half an hour. Taking out my vape, I inhaled a few times and brought her back in my sight. Time passed so easily when I watched her, and I was never bored with that. Her head tilted in wonder when she looked at the sky again. It was a clear night, and the stars were brighter than in the city. She looked at the moon and tapped her fingers on the rail.
I’d pay anything to know what you’re thinking.
She took in the city one last time and walked a path back to me. I had the sense she wasn’t ready to leave. I put the helmet back on and flipped the visor down and waited for her return.
She stopped short of me, and I tapped the body of the bike, silently asking if she wanted to sit. She bit her bottom lip, and I was thankful my helmet hid the blush I had. She nodded and stepped into my open hands. When I lifted her in the air, she straddled the bike facing me. My heart beat heavily in my chest.
My hand rested on her side, and I didn’t move an inch. Her fingers slid down the plastic of my helmet. Her eyebrows knitting together.
Bex flicked the visor up, revealing part of my face. My breathing picked up as she stared harder.
“Take it off.” It wasn’t a question. She demanded. I happily obliged. Her smile returned as her hands went through my hair and she let her nails graze through the strands.
“Your hair is so thick and fluffy; I love it,” she said as she traced the undercut edges. “Can I?” she asked, but I wasn’t paying attention to her gesture. I could only look at the smile on her face. My hand moved to her hip, and I dropped the thought to slide her closer.
Her fingers danced across the piercings in my ear. She fingered the chain I wore in my helix. Her fingers rested against my jaw and my cock twitched at the memory of how those hands felt everywhere. Her right hand did the same movement, playing with the studs and hoops.
“Did they hurt?” she asked as her finger traced the silver hoop in my nostril.
“No,” I breathed out.
“I kinda want some.” Her touch was a torturous tease.
“I’ll take you,” I offered with a grin. She smiled and nodded her approval.
Her eyes looked bigger, but it wasn’t her expression. She leaned closer. Her thumb traced the edge of my smile line. My lungs burned as I managed shallow breaths, waiting for her next move.
“I like this one,” she whispered. Her thumb slid over my bottom lip, and she nudged them apart. The curved ring sat against my top teeth, just barely visible below. My eyes fluttered shut as I savored her touch. Daringly, I let my tongue swipe the tip of her thumb as it rested there. A groan started in the base of my throat. Fuck it.
I slid my hands under her thighs and lifted her. My fingers brushed against the lacy trim of her underwear, and she gasped at the sudden contact. I moved her over the gas cap and to the base of the body. She was pressed against my abdomen.
She cradled my face and stared at me in shock. Her parted mouth released fast breaths. I wasn't above begging her to touch me again like that. I slipped my hands between her skirt and skin, just to the base of her hips. She was hesitant, but she leaned closer, and my chest rose faster. Her eyes were gorgeous, and I closed mine as I drank in the feeling of her closeness.
“How tall are you, Jaiden?” I felt that question across my lips. The elation of my name on her tongue weighed on my chest. So fucking close.
“Six-six,” I said painfully. I craved shoving my tongue down her throat, turning her around, and fucking her on this damn bike. But I can’t.
She pulled my face even closer as her fingers raked across the back of my head. Her nose brushed mine and our breath mixed. My chest was so tight, my heart hammered to break free. “Would you tell me if—”
“Bexley,” I moaned. This woman would have me whining on my knees for the rest of her life. My lips brushed hers, and I took quicker breaths. She took advantage of the pause, and her tongue slid along my top lip. My fingers had her in a death grip, keeping her warm pussy pressed to me. She stopped when she reached the curved ring. “I need to say—” Her tongue flipped it up and all sensible directions left my body. I curled my fingers into the waistband of the thong she was wearing.
She started to pull back, and I bit her bottom lip between my teeth. Their sharp edges sank into the flesh easily enough. A grumble moved through my chest when her honeyed lip turned coppery. She let out a whimper but pressed into me harder. I released her, and my mouth ghosted hers when it all shattered.
My phone went off in a shrill tone. Fucking Callum.
The spell broke and she put space between us. I answered the phone and was rewarded with a drunk Callum shouting in my ear.
“You better be up in a tree pissing and not somewhere fucking around, Wells!” Is that not fucking around? The party was still going on in the background.
“Yeah, I’ll be back in a minute,” I muttered. Callum hung up and I removed my hand from her underwear. “I have to take you back.” I squeezed her hip gently.
“Actually,” she said, clearing her throat. “Could you take me with you?” She was apprehensive.
“Are you coming to the party?”
“No, um, I got a pretty fucked-up phone call a few hours ago.” She scratched the back of her head, drawing out time. “That killer has pictures of me, Jaiden.” Her chin wobbled, and it gutted me.
“It’s okay,” I cooed, taking her face in my hands and swiping away the tears. Her lip was puffy from my bite, and I caressed it with my thumb. “I can bring you with me, never a problem. What else do you need?” Her sniffles grew the more she fought back the sobs.
“Will you stay with me?”
Forever.
“All night,” I promised, bringing her in for a hug. The dam broke and her cries soaked my shirt through.
I’m going to murder this fucking creep.






We left Cliff Falls and made a route for the frat house. It was early enough by party standards, and a decent crowd was still here when I rolled in. I parked us in the garage and dismounted to help her off. She removed her helmet and a fierce yawn worked through her.
Dumping the helmets, I led her inside and kept her as close as possible.
“James!” Callum called before I could leave the room. Bex inched into my side as he approached. “Where have you been, bro?”
I leaned down. “Go down that hall—” I pointed. “—and take the first door on the left. Guest suite. I’ll meet you in a minute,” I whispered to her. She nodded and followed my directions.
“Who’s that chick?” His head jerked in her direction.
“None of your concern, Cal.”
“I guess I can’t be too mad if you were gone hittin’ that,” he congratulated.
“Boundaries, dude.” I folded my arms to keep control over the agitation. “What I was doing with her isn’t important. Something came up. I just need to be with her right now. You can issue whatever weird retaliation later.” I pushed past him, and he didn’t try to stop me this time.
There were people in the hall leaning against the walls and their conversations created a hum in the air in contrast to the music. I didn’t return their glances as I opened the door. Bex was on the bed with her back facing the door. When the latch clicked, she sat up and turned to me. Her face was stained with tears, and her nose was reddened.
“Hi.” Her voice was small and trembled. She wiped the back of her hand across her face. “Will you lie with me?”
I nodded and unlaced my boots, kicking them off to a corner in the room. I reached for my belt but looked up at her. “Okay if I…?” I murmured while motioning to my jeans.
“Yeah, that’s fine.” She averted her eyes. I slid my pants off and left my shirt on, nothing too scandalous. When I passed the foot of the bed, her eyes flicked up to my waist. “You wear a lot of black,” she stated, and I hummed a laugh in response.
Pulling back the covers, I sank into the bed next to her. I kept a reasonable space between us, but she aborted that plan when she rested her head on my shoulder. Her leg slid over my thigh, and everything caught in my throat. Every protest, every encouragement. I accepted the affection.
“What did I do for this to happen?” she asked as the sniffles started increasing. “I haven’t hurt anyone. I’ve never treated someone so horrible, so why do these shitty men pop up in my life?”
Unsure of my role here, I remained silent. I doubted she needed advice or answers right now.
“I can’t exist in peace. There’s a man stalking me and killing women because of me. How do I even navigate that concept?” Her sobbing increased; her body shook as her anguish released. “I feel so guilty, Jaiden. They shouldn’t have died over this.”
I shifted to my side. Cradling her in my arms, I pressed my body into hers. Her hands balled into fists and grabbed my shirt. She wailed harder as I brushed my fingers through her hair. Her chest heaved with each breath that supplied her cries.
I closed my eyes. Quiet tears slid from my nose and into her hair. Her agony clawed at my heart and ripped it to shreds. I wanted to fix it. I would fix it.
“Why?” Her plea was muffled, and it brought more rounds of tears. I pressed my lips to her temple, holding her tighter still. More tears dripped from the tip of my nose and slid down her cheek.
“I don’t know, baby,” I whispered against her skin. “You’re okay. I’m here for you, always.” She hiccupped as she gasped. I hummed as I stroked my hands along her. My nose threatened to run as my broken heart continued to pour. Her hair was soaked in my tears when her outbursts quieted bit by bit.
Her cries stuttered after several minutes, and her hands relaxed. She went still in my arms and deep breaths replaced the shaking.
“Bex?” I whispered, but a quiet snore was the only response. Relief washed over me. I stroked her back as she lulled deeper into sleep. Her skin was sticky and splotchy, and she looked exhausted. I wiped my forearm over my eyes and took a deep breath.
She needed something else to wear. I planned for that after checking in, but then she asked me to stay. I looked from Bexley to the clock on the side table. It was past midnight, and she’d been working all day on her courses. I looked at her again, and she still had the decadent skirt on.
I could leave her in it… I held the thigh she had wrapped around me, and I traced a light, soothing pattern over her skin. My hand moved from her knee and went up, and up…and up. Fucking hell, make me a Puritan.
I untangled from her briefly, grabbing my pants and running upstairs to my room. I pulled basketball shorts from the dresser and took the stairs by two as I made my way back to her.
The door closed without disturbing her. I moved the covers back and slid the basketball shorts under the skirt she wore. Unzipping it, I pulled the fabric off and dumped it in the corner with my items.
As I walked to the other side, her phone lit up. It buzzed against the table’s surface, but the number was unlisted. I ignored it and moved in beside her and held her firmly beneath me. She was scared and hurt. Someone violated her privacy and ripped away her sense of security. It would end at that. There would be no next phase, and she wouldn’t be a name in someone’s casefile. No one would take her from me. Ever.  






Chapter 12

October 25, 2020

Bexley

 
I woke up and noticed I was under something soft. My eyes were closed, and with how euphoric it felt, I was convinced I was still dreaming. My hands were gliding over the top of it. They came up toward my face and that soft feeling turned fuzzy. Or rather, hairy?
My eyes popped open.
I was trapped under Jai with no way to move.
I don’t want to.
I was on my back, and he covered my torso, embracing me in a snug, sleepy hug. I did a quick physical inventory. Shirt? Check. Underwear? Check. Bottoms? I couldn’t tell what I was wearing, but there was more clothing. I focused on other sensations down there but was also untouched. My shirt rode up overnight, and his hand flattened against my exposed skin. My face heated as his fingers smoothed over my stomach.
I’m fine.
My head pounded and my cheeks felt stiff. I blinked the tired dryness from my eyes. We hadn’t been drinking, which meant I went through another emotional breakdown.
My paperweight of a friend stirred, and his hands dragged down the sides of my body. Jai… My mouth refused to work.
He nestled into my chest, moving upward. His nose nudged against my collar, and he planted kisses on the side of my neck. His fingertips gripped me to the point of bruising. Groaning, he stopped beneath my ear. JAIDEN!
“Bex,” he whined. Moving down my jaw, he continued the kisses. I almost got lost in it myself until his sleepy face pulled back. Tired eyes registered the scene, and the sexy sly grin vanished. “Holy shit!” he exclaimed. In my lusting daze, I focused on that deep timbre.
He pushed back, and my body immediately craved his warmth. He folded into the bed, his head now resting on my knees. Honestly, I don’t think that makes the feeling any better.
“I am so sorry, Bex,” he mumbled into my legs and the comforter. “I wasn’t awake. I’m so sorry I upset you. I promise I’m not like—”
“Jaiden.” I tried to stay serious, but a laugh bubbled to the surface. His beautiful jade-colored eyes looked up at me through dark hair. “It’s okay. I’m not upset.”
“You’re not mad?” he breathlessly asked.
“Why would I be mad?” It’s you. I want you to do that to me a thousand more times. On a braver day, I would’ve said it.
“I mean, I was all over you. And I started kissing—” he rambled. His voice was gruffer in the morning, and it carried a pitch I still couldn’t place.
“It’s fine, I promise.” I grabbed his hand and pulled him back to the top of the bed. He didn’t resume his morning musings, but he brought the warmth back as he enveloped me.
“We didn’t do anything, I promise,” he mumbled again and hugged me tighter, keeping his head at my shoulder. “We came back, and you were upset when I came to check on you. I had to deal with Callum first, but you cried yourself to sleep. I did put my shorts on you, though.”
“Yeah, I’m sorry.” The memory flashed back, showing I was distraught and at a loss.
“Never be, it’s perfectly fine,” he assured as his thumb swirled a spot on my hip, and I swore it was a habit to touch me somehow when we were together. “I felt shitty not being able to do anything.”
“Don’t, it’s not your fault.”
“I think it is, Bex.” He sat up and peered down at me. “How’s your lip?” he asked, gently brushing against it.
“It’s okay,” I whispered, dragging my hand up his chest. Jaiden looked massive beneath it as I moved over each muscle.
“I really think we should talk abou—” He was cut off by a loud knocking on the door.
“Bexley?” a panicked voice called from the other side of the door. Jai moved his body above mine and grabbed a handful of the sheets to bring them to my lower half. We watched the door, but it didn’t open.
“Detective Bishop?” I asked when it registered.
“You didn’t answer my call last night. After we got called to another crime scene, I started tracking you down.” He stopped and then added, “Is Jai with you?”
“He’s here,” I confirmed, looking up into his sleepy stare. I fingered the chains that were swinging from his sudden movement. “There’s been another murder?”
I sat up the best I could. Tears threatened to spill again.
“There were two girls this time.” Bishop’s words were like ice. Everything hot between Jai and me effectively chilled. “Get dressed, meet me downstairs.” There was a lighter tapping on the door, and the sound of footsteps trailed away.
Jai’s hand found the crown of my head, and he moved his fingers through my hair.
“Maybe next time, B,” he whispered. His gaze lingered on my lips, but he disentangled from our embrace and made his way across the room. He grabbed his pants and slid them on, leaving them loose and unbuttoned. “After this talk, I’ll take you home.” His voice was low and laced with disappointment as he grasped the doorknob and didn’t look back. He left no room for discussion as he ducked through the frame.
I would've given anything to have more time in his arms in that bed.






Jai

 
Detective Bishop was at the kitchen island when we walked in. He had a notebook opened and twisted a pen between his fingers. There was a closed brown folder off to his left. His suited appearance looked fitting for a richer space like this. I sat across from him dressed in the opposite of class. Bexley took the seat to my right. Her fists were tight, and her eyes were wide as she stared the detective down.
“Bexley.” His voice was low and concerned. “Is there anyone you can think of that would harm you?”
“No,” she responded with a hard shake. “I’m not friends with people who enjoy hurting others like that. That’s sick,” she explained, her voice quivering.
I reached over and covered her hands with mine. Tension left her fingers, and her shoulders loosened.
“Do you have any exes that have expressed they want to hurt you or others around you?”
“I haven’t dated much since high school, nothing leading to anything anyways.” She dropped her head and continued. “The only person who’s ever been in a position to hurt me was Malcolm. But he’s out of state, in Tennessee.”
Detective Bishop nodded and wrote more in the notebook. “Malcolm have a last name?”
“Jennings.”
“Jai, were you with her all night?” he inquired, and I appreciated his careful approach to that question.
“Yeah, I left the party to pick her up. Went to Cliff Falls and then I brought her home,” I intoned, nervous with the way this could end. “Well, here. I brought her home with me. We were together all night.”
“And are you two together?” he asked, moving his finger between the two of us. I looked at her slightly bruised lip, begging to taste her and mark her again.
“No, sir, just being an attentive and concerned friend,” I answered. I offered her a smirk. Not all of our secrets were aired yet.
“Okay, good to know.” He opened the file but didn’t show its contents. “So, the victims of last night are Kerry Murdoch and Jennifer Webbings. Know them?”
We shook our heads, and he continued on.
“I’m more curious about Kerry’s connection to you. There were several photos scattered over her body of you, Bexley.” His eyes shot to mine for a brief moment. “Someone else we couldn’t identify was also in a few. The images are dark and grainy, but it’s clear a few of these were taken during some intimate moments. They’re similar to those that showed up on my desk just hours prior.”
Bex’s hand flew to her mouth as she gagged, fighting vomiting on the granite.
“There’s more, and I’m not sure what it means for the case. This has evolved beyond my understanding, but I can’t get help at the moment. He left flowers on the body with your pictures. Does that sound like a familiar act or a git in your past?”
“No, sir,” she answered, her voice dry and strained.
“They’re white carnations. Do these have any significance to you?” They’re her mother’s favorite for starters.
God, I’m no better than a stalker.
“My mother likes carnations. Lilies are significant to me, so I’m not sure what it means in relation.” Her brow was furrowed as she worked through possibilities. An unwanted recognition pushed its way into my thoughts.
“Actually,” I offered cautiously. “What if that’s not about what Bex likes?”
“I’m all ears,” Bishop said, leaning closer and readying his pen.
“Well, in grade school, we did this whole thing about Mother’s Day flowers. The white carnations mean pure, I think? Or something like that. If it’s being twisted, the meaning could just be something superficial like that.” When I looked at Bex, her face mirrored Bishop’s. Mouth opened and eyes wide.
“That wouldn’t be far off the mark, actually.” Bishop scribbled more notes. “There’s some horrible actions here and all kinds of inferred meanings, but I’ll have some others help explore this angle.”
“You said there were two women this time. Do you know why?” Bex implored. Bishop nodded, taking his folder out again. He looked down at the papers.
“Yes and no. It’s an escalation and devolvement; that is certain in the behaviors. We can only speculate things, but something is happening in his perception. It’s driving him to do something grander each time.” He put things away in his pockets. “If we look at it as a response to you, then we can work on narrowing down people in proximity.” He stood, pushing the stool back and adjusting his suit.
“Am I safe, detective?” Her fists were back to vise grips. 
“Bexley, if this is becoming a fixation on you, then you need to take precaution. Go home.” His eyes cut to mine, but he didn’t need to voice his order. Watch her.




October 27, 2020

Bexley

 
I walked around the living room without purpose or direction. I already cleaned every surface and rearranged the furniture. Twice. My third midterm was yesterday, and while I was thankful they decided to give us the option to take it online, that did nothing to ease the upset of the current situation. I submitted that exam, and when I walked outside to meet Mari, there were white carnations on the hood of my car.
I didn’t react the best way, given the delicacy of handling crazed killers. I rushed to the side and swiped them off, trashing them in the rainy puddle by the wheel. If the creep were still watching, I could’ve easily set him off. Detective Bishop’s order played on repeat.
“Bexley, if this is becoming a fixation on you, then you need to take precaution. Go home.”
Go home.
It didn’t matter that I was home; this person knew where I lived. Bishop wouldn’t describe the photos his team found on the poor girl’s body, but he didn’t need to. Photos. Flowers. Stalker. Killer.
I shuddered at yesterday’s events and went to the kitchen for a distraction. The clock showed 10:00 p.m., which was admittedly late for brownies, but there were murders happening. Life was short, this ass was sweet, and all the other great sayings to justify late night brownie cravings.
I was alone now, but I could at least have snacks ready for when Mariana got home. She went out with her sister who was passing through town. She made me pinky swear to check in with her. I practically pushed Mari out of the door before she could insist on seeing Veronica later.
I gathered the mixer, bowls, and ingredients and laid them all out on the counter. I read through the recipe and opened the items, my thoughts slowly turning in the quiet. The masked mystery was going to come to an end soon. Not to mention, things with Jai have rapidly heated. I smiled at that thought.
The hookups happened at the parties Sigma hosted, and the holiday would pass in a few short days, which was enough information to surmise at least a guess. There weren’t that many people in the house. Not many athletes lived in Sigma. I can ask Jai again.
I pulled out my phone, syncing my playlist to the speaker. I played a seductive and energetic rhythm and continued my baking. I thought back to those nights, where the members were themed. The first night they were pirates, and they didn’t miss the opportunity to make it sexy.
I stopped stirring and looked at the cabinets as a drawing board.
The frat operated on themes, but Ghost didn’t comply with them on either night. No one corrected him or made it a problem publicly. I rubbed my forehead as a small ache began. He wasn’t someone that blended in, visually at least.
I mean, damn. He’s nearly as tall as Jaiden. An image of Jai bending under the bedroom door frame Sunday morning played in sync with Ghost accommodating for his height, too. I blinked as the images continued to replace each other.
I dropped the whisk, and it cracked an egg on the countertop. I moved to the sink and wet a paper towel. My eyes landed on the windowsill. New carnations sat there.
Fixation on you. Go home.
I blindly reached for my phone as my eyes were frozen to the delicate white petals almost glowing in the dark.
I glanced down and pressed the contact without much consideration for the prior realization.
The phone picked up on the first ring. “Um,” the gruff voice started to answer, but I barreled over him.
“Jaiden, I need you. I’m at the apartment, and—I, there’s…” I trailed off in thought. “Jaiden, please. The killer.” My eyes were wide as I scanned the stem of the flowers. There was a picture wedged between them, too. It was dark outside, and I couldn’t see the image clearly, but I didn’t need to. “Another photo. It’s me.”
“Bex, I’m on the way. Just a few minutes.” His bike roared in the background. “Lock your door.
“It’s locked,” I whispered.
“I know where Mari moved the extra key.” A loud bang echoed after his words. That key really should be brought back inside.
My hand shook as I reached for the kitchen blinds. I moved along the lower floor of the apartment, doing the same to any open windows. “I’m scared, Jai.” My voice cracked. This was the first time I was too afraid to be alone.
“I’m coming for you,” he affirmed before I ended the call and positioned myself in the center of the room, as far away from the door and windows as possible. I tucked into myself. The clock on the wall ticked and cut through the silence.
He’s just down the street. Sigma is just down the street. It’s okay. We’re okay.
I repeated it for what felt like eternity. My head popped up when the silence was disturbed. It was a steady rise of an engine.
The sporty motorcycle was loud, even before he had entered the lot. The continuous barreling sound hinted he definitely ran the stop sign down the street. Moments passed between the kill switch and the key turning the locks. Tears spilled over as he almost kicked the door down.
Heavy boots thudded across the threshold. His chest rose with panic as he looked around the open space of the kitchen before he landed on me, and his worried face softened.
“Baby.” He sighed in relief.
“Jai.” I hurried over the couch and into his embrace. His hands covered my back as he pressed me to him harder. “You’re here, you’re here,” I cried, feeling the pressure of a killer dissipate.
“Of course, I’m here; I wouldn’t be anywhere else.” His voice was beautifully deep, authoritative, and soothing. I missed it so much. He wrapped my legs around his waist, stroking my back as he swayed. “Are you hurt? Was he in here?” he asked as I shook my head. He pulled back and ran his hand through my hair and down my face. He set me on my feet. “You’re okay? You sounded petrifi—why are you smiling?” I didn't realize a smile was growing. Listening, knowing, it sounded so clear and familiar. I recognized it more with each syllable.
“I was right,” I muttered. He was fully talking, without care that he just disclosed everything. I continued to stare at him bewildered.
“Right about what, B?” His voice was haunting in the dark, and now it freed us.
“Ghostface.” I reached up on my tiptoes and trailed my fingers down his cheek. “It’s been you this entire time, Jaiden.” His cheeks reddened and heat moved under my fingers.
“Bex, I’m so sorry. I didn't want to drag this out. I guess, okay, so from the beginning,” he began to ramble. I reached for what I could of his collar and pulled him down to me.
We snapped into place so perfectly, his lips on mine, his hands fisting my hair. I felt the tips of his piercing graze my lip. I could’ve had this daily.
I took the opening and deepened the kiss, tasting the minty flavor that was him. Not anyone else, just Jai. He was right about the difference between kissing someone and consuming them. He eagerly nipped at my bottom lip. His hands were tight in my hair as he pinned me in place. His tongue swept into my mouth, and I groaned at the contact I’d missed.
He grabbed under my ass, digging his fingers into the flesh as he lifted me and propped me against the foyer wall. He pinned me as he kissed and licked across my exposed neckline.
“Jaiden,” I moaned, panting for more. He laid a delicate kiss at the base of my throat, and then he sank his teeth into the delicate skin. “Oh, fuck!” I screamed as he sucked hard. I felt the bruising, and it made me delirious as my shorts grew wetter. He licked over the abused area and repeated it below my ear.
I writhed against him. Frustrated cries poured, and he released my throat and covered my mouth with his as he swallowed them.
“Stop me,” he pleaded as he pulled away. Our breathing was erratic. My lips were puffy, and I was aching. His pupils were blown wide, and that jeweled green was melting into black. My head lolled to the side.
“Why would I do that?”






Jai

 
That was her response.
The secret was out. The game was done.
She wanted it all.
I released her and doublechecked the locks on the door and created a moment to breathe. When I focused on her again, she looked confused.
“I strive to be many things in life,” I stated, taking a step toward her. She backed up on instinct, her socks sliding across the vinyl flooring. Her hip knocked into the side table. The urge to take her and run was rising out of control.
“One is to be a gentleman, always.” My voice dropped lower, and I advanced again. Her hand reached out to the table for support, but she only managed to knock off a small ceramic pumpkin. It shattered across the vinyl, but it didn’t break her gaze.
On the surface, she played the concerned damsel well enough. I saw the corner of her mouth twitching at this new side of things. Saving that for later.
“Number two is to be a protector,” I stated, darkening my glare. She backed away again toward the stairs. My mood brightened as I played a new game. I wanted to take the fear of tonight and repurpose it. “You are safe from whatever creep is outside,” I vowed as I bent down and picked up the cracked face of the pumpkin and set it on the surface. “But from me? I’m going to catch you, and when I do, you are mine for the night.” Her chest rose higher. “You’re mine, forever.” There was nothing sweet about the wicked grin that crept over my face.
“Jai,” she whispered as her hand wrapped around the stair rail.
“Run, Little Swallow.” Her back turned to me, and feet padded hard against the steps. I bit my cheek to fight the laughter. Her sock-covered feet gave the appearance of a baby deer on ice. I was at the base of the stairs, and she’d hardly made it halfway. I took two generous steps and grabbed her.
“Jaiden!” she screamed as I threw her over my shoulder. Her legs kicked out. She was going nowhere. I reached the landing of the second floor.
“Left or right, Little Swallow?” Both doors at the top were closed, and I’d never actually been this far inside before.
“This really doesn—” My hand popped her ass hard. She groaned against the sting.
“Left or right?” I demanded more than questioned.
“For the love of hell!” she yelled and squirmed again. I raised my hand, but she was quicker. “RIGHT! It’s right!” she panted.
I stepped off to the right, opening the small white door and ducking inside. It was a cute space with soft lighting. The walls were bright, and the accents were dark.
But I didn’t give a fuck about her decorating habits right now.
I tossed her on the bed gently, and she bounced as she stared back at me, confused about the game she thought we were playing. I grabbed her chin roughly but brought her in for a sweeter kiss. She tasted like honey again. Her eyes searched mine when she pulled away.
“Do I scare you, Bexley Laughtery?” I asked her again. A question from what felt like forever ago. She smiled and shook her head.
“No. The two worlds I wanted most came together.” She hooked a finger through my belt loop. I hummed at her affectionate response.
“That’s my good girl.” I grinned and watched her cheeks redden.
Her pajamas were light and thin. I lifted the gray shirt over her head and threw it aside. She hadn’t worn a bra, but instead of lingering, I moved to her shorts. I let my fingers wander the soft skin of her thighs. She hadn’t worn underwear either.
This woman is going to kill me.
“I don’t have the same things you do,” she fretted while I removed my shirt. “In your room, I mean.” She looked away in embarrassment. I kicked off my boots and started on my pants, not stopping until I was fully stripped.
“That’s not what tonight’s about,” I said as her eyes trailed up and down, following the paths of various tattoos that she’d never seen before. “Tonight is soft, and I want you to see me.”
“You’re seen,” she murmured, still zeroed in on the ink trailing my skin. “They’re beautiful—” She stopped speaking when her eyes hit my chest. She had been following the basilisk.
“Everything okay?”
She moved to the edge of the bed where I was standing. The soft glow of the light spread shadows along her body. Her fingers slid down my chest.
“They’re pierced, too?” She laughed as her finger brushed the ring in my nipple.
“I don’t think those are the most shocking, personally.” I pulled her mouth to mine, pressing her body against me. I missed this contact from the last time we were in bed together.
“What would be shocking?” she asked, leaning back. She looked over the usual ones she could see. I took one hand from my chest and moved it to my cock. She wrapped around it, and her eyebrows raised when her fingers grazed the cool metal barbells on the underside.
“See.” I laughed, but she moved her hand over them, and it turned into a desperate groan.
“So that’s what that was,” she said, smirking like it was a game. “How many?”
“Seven,” I hissed between my teeth as she continued to stroke.
She bent down, moving her hair out of the way. She ran her tongue along the underside, moving over each piercing carefully. She’s definitely out to kill me. She reached the top and swirled her tongue around before taking me into her mouth.
Her mouth was warm silk as she bobbed her head in a slow and circular motion. I replaced her hand with mine as I gripped the loose strands with gentle pressure. My other hand cradled her jaw, and I rubbed my thumb in small circles over the muscles.
“Little Swallow,” I moaned into the empty room. She looked up, and I passed away. The wickedness came out. “Protect your teeth, baby.”
I pushed to the back of her throat when I felt her tongue move. She gagged at the intrusion, but I kept moving. I had her head pinned in place to take it all. After a few more thrusts, tears started to well in her eyes.
“You’re such a good girl,” I praised, holding myself at the back of her throat while she gagged and drooled. The tears spilled over, dragging her mascara down her cheeks. “Fuck, you are so beautiful ruined beneath me.”
Her eyes were panicked while I thoroughly fucked her face. Her nails bit into my waist, and her throat tightened again.
“Breathe through your nose, baby. I’m so proud of you.” My cock jerked, and I thrusted a few more times. “Be good, Little Swallow, and take all of my cum.”
I came hard while pressed into the back of her throat. It was the hardest orgasm I’d had lately, and I spilled so much into her. I brought her to me and devoured her. She tasted like her, like me. I couldn’t get enough.
I grabbed under her thighs, wrapping her legs around me as I moved onto the bed.
“I’m so obsessed with you, Bexley.” I worshiped her body with touches and kisses.
“Jai.” Her voice was roughened. I looked into her sated eyes; it was like looking at all the answers the universe could give. “No condom this time.”
If time travel existed, I’d repeat that moment until the day I died.
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, I have birth control.” She ran her hand across my shoulder. “And I see you, but I want to feel you too.” She closed her eyes when I traced the mascara streaks.
I positioned myself against her. All of this was so worth it, so worth her. I had all of her, and I’d never been so content.
“Eyes open, baby.” The blue irises were being dissolved by her pupils, and she looked at me in awe. I felt that look deep in my chest. I moved with care and went slower this time, now that my piercings weren’t shielded by a condom to let her adjust. Tight, warm, drenched. A shudder rocked through my body.
“Jaiden,” she whispered as she scratched down my arms. I supported her hip as I gave her more of me. I got lost in this woman. She made it so easy to go over the edge with her attention and affection.
I buried myself in her neck, grinding into her at the slowest pace I could tolerate. Her hands moved through my messy hair, and she gripped it tight when I hit the back harder. A lifetime. There was a lifetime to be fast and careless. My tongue traveled the column of her throat before I bit below her ear again. Fuck it.
“Jai!” she cried out as I thrust deeper. Her hands pushed my shoulders like she could lessen the force. I wanted her screams to shatter the windows. Her pussy tightened and her nails left marks as she came. I didn’t ease up on her. The barbells doubled down on that friction, and she wailed as her thighs quaked. I sat straighter and lifted her hips. Her marks had welted, and I almost came at the sight. There was a trickle of blood in one scratch.
I braced the headboard with one hand and enveloped her throat with the other. I eased in, filling her up at an agonizingly slow pace. I bottomed out and let my weight push her over the edge.
“I’m so—” She gasped. “—full. Please,” she begged. Tears spilled over the rim of her eyes, and I released my hold.
“Hands and knees,” I instructed as I pulled out and turned her over. “Tell me if you need me to stop,” I said as I brought myself against her. She was soaked when I pressed into her. This angle made her cry out, the barbells moving over her G spot and quickening her arrival. My hips snapped against her harder. I pushed her shoulders down. Tilting her hips, I lifted her knees from the bed.
My grip would bruise later. I pulled her down on my cock as hard as I came in. It created a wonderful sting and reddened her thighs.
“Jaiden, I’m gonna come. Please, please!” she begged, muffled by the covers. I splayed my hand across her back, keeping her there while I gave her what she so beautifully begged for. “Fuck, yes!” Her screech was depraved.
“Come on my cock, baby.” I angled deeper, grinded harder.  “Give it to me, Bexley. I’m not asking,” I demanded as her pussy clenched tight around me. “I’m taking.”
She came hard, her body shattered, and the release of pleasure poured down her legs and mine. The bedding dampened with her cum. Her thighs quivered and she fell to the mattress when I let go, not even bothering to catch herself. If it weren’t bad manners, I would’ve laughed at her stupor.
“Come here, sweet girl.” Sitting on my knees, I scooped her up and straddled her over me. Her head slumped on my shoulder and her breaths tickled my neck. The sleepy sighs were enough to put me on my knees on a normal night. “I’m not done with you. I’m greedy, love.” I brought her hips down and right onto my cock. “You with me?” Her sleepy stare raised to mine, and she ran her hands through my hair. I rocked her gently as her nails ran across my scalp. Gods, I love her.
“You’re amazing,” she whispered as she leaned in and kissed me. She took over and started grinding on my lap to match each thrust. Her tongue consumed me. She could’ve asked for my soul and I would’ve handed it to her. My body tightened again, and my movements became jerky. Deep inside my chest, my heart ached as it beat. She was everything I needed.
I broke the kiss, looking at her in the soft glow. I held her face in my hand as I admired her—the way the light highlighted her cheek, the way the sweat glistened on her skin. Her eyes locked with mine, and a tear slid down my cheek. Her body devoured my mortal spirit. Her bright soul consumed my dark one and made it shine.
“I love you, Bex,” I whispered in a strained whimper, keeping her tight in my hold. My forehead rested against hers as I came deep inside her. “I always have,” I choked out. My heart was burning as she smiled back at me.










October 28, 2020

Bexley

 
I woke to light kisses in my hair and light strokes down my back. I rolled over to a beautiful dream. Jaiden’s hair was messy and twisting every way. The sun was streaking in through the blinds and a few rays landed on his exposed chest.
“Good morning, love.” His voice was gritty with sleep.
“Hi. It’s the best morning.” My smile pushed my cheeks high. “I’m happy you’re here.” I snuggled into his warm chest.
“Nothing will take me away from you.” His hands massaged my body as they made their way into my hair. “You’re mine.”
“I like the sound of that,” I said just as my stomach growled. “I guess I’d also like the sound of breakfast. What would you like?” I sat up to get dressed, but he grabbed my arm and looked appalled.
“No, ma’am, you’re not going downstairs to make me breakfast. You can tell me what you’d like to eat, and I’ll take care of it.” He was still naked when he got out of bed. The piercings glimmered in the spots of sunlight. He dressed before going to my dresser and picking a few things out.
“You can cook?” I asked, taking the outfit and slipping it on. It was a simple ensemble consisting of a sweater and leggings.
“I can do many things,” he explained, giving my nose a sweet tap. “But for you, I'll do everything.” He took my hand in his and opened the door. “I’ll make you food, and then we can shower and get going.” He started laughing and began to talk about this upcoming weekend. I lost my senses the next moment, when we got to the stairs, and I screamed.
Littering the wooden steps were dozens of Polaroids. Some were taken in dark settings; others looked like campus locations during the day. Broken glass was shattered on the steps along with white carnation petals that were stained red. Jai wrapped an arm around my waist and walked me back to the room. The message on the wall was still visible, only disappearing when he filled my view and closed the door.
I know your secrets, Bex. You can’t hide them from ME.
I hoped on everything in the universe that the red was paint and not someone’s blood. Jai’s fingers were moving on his phone screen before he brought it to his ear.
“Hey, it’s me. There’s a problem here at Bex’s again.” He waited a beat before continuing, “Yeah, I’ve been with her all night. It looks like someone broke in and trashed the place.” He leaned back against the wood frame as he listened to who I presumed was Detective Bishop. “There’s a message, too. We haven’t touched anything.” His jaw hardened as he listened. “Yes, sir. We’ll be here.”
“I need to call Mari and make sure she’s okay.” I stepped away and picked my phone up, taking it from the charger. My screen showed a few new text messages from her. Then this morning she sent another one.
Mari: Hey B, I’m alive. I’ll be back sometime around 8? lemme know if you want food x

I held up my phone. “Mari texted me that she’d be home at 8:00 a.m.”
“That’s fifteen minutes from now.” He raked a hand down his face.
“She’s going to lose her shit when she sees the house.”






Chapter 13

October 28, 2020

Detective Bishop

 
We arrived at the off-campus complex Bex had listed in her information. There weren’t many units, just four to this one building. By the descriptions I committed to memory, Jai’s motorcycle was present, as were Bexley’s and Mari’s cars. My hand was hovering above my gun as I scanned the area for men fitting the general descriptions we collected. The front door was open. I saw a flash of curls and a gray sweater.
“Hey, Mari, is that you? Are you okay?” I called out as I rounded the car and approached the apartment.
“It’s me,” Mari called as she came into view. She was crying and wiping her face with her sleeve. “Is she going to be okay, Detective Bishop? Truthfully?” I put my arm over her shoulders and led her out of the doorway as my officers cleared the scene for the investigative team.
“I don’t know anything right now. I promise you; I will do everything I can to stop this and make sure Bex isn’t hurt.” Mari was a strong young woman, but this was breaking her. “Where were you? You okay?”
“Yeah, I wasn’t here last night. I was with my sister.” She leaned against her car. “If I was here, I would’ve heard them. I could’ve stopped it.” Her brow set into a hard scowl as she looked back to the open apartment.
“Don’t go beating yourself up for not being here. You’d have been in just as much danger. She was with Jai last night, and that was probably the best decision she made. I think the offender is intimidated by him; it might have been what kept this just vandalism.”  I opened my notebook and watched as the unit officers moved about with tags, markers, and bags.
“You have to keep him safe, too,” she demanded. Her look was pointed, and she wouldn’t let me slack off on that job. “He’s had enough people fail him. He’s not an asshole that deserves to be left behind in this mess.”
“I promise, he’s under my watch too.” I looked around to take in the scene. “Is there anything outside that’s out of the ordinary or misplaced to you?”
She huffed a laugh before responding. “You mean aside from the dozens of cops crawling over every inch?” Her sarcasm was welcomed at any time. I needed laughter and lightness. “Nothing was alarming when I pulled in. Bex had warned me, but no one was hanging out in the parking lot. I tried to keep a level head when I walked in.”
“What was the state of your door when you got home?”
“Uh, unlocked.”
“Is that odd for you two?” I clicked my pen and started writing.
“Yeah, she never leaves the door unlocked these days. It’s become a habit of hers to check often.” She kicked the gravel with her feet. “She had Jai come over because she got flowers and pictures. If he came over with that kind of alarm, then he’d have locked it again.”
“Who all has keys?”
“I do, and so does Bex. I texted Jai, and only Jai, where I moved the spare a few days ago after the first picture incident,” she explained while I scribbled the details down again. “Oh, and the landlord. Which I guess would be a liaison with the school at this hour.”
“Can you guys stay somewhere else this weekend? You need to remove the spare key. Give it to Jai permanently if you need, but it doesn’t need to be on your porch.” I shuffled through my papers; my hands were fidgeting for any distraction. “I haven’t nailed down an endgame yet. I won’t lie, Mariana. This escalation is rapid. The pictures at my office, the pictures and flowers on the body, the pictures and flowers at the house. Now he’s made it inside? This is dangerous for the three of you.”
“I can go to my grandma’s. B will likely go with Jai.” Her hands twisted together. “It’s better if she does.”
“I want to say, don’t stray from routine. Go to school, attend your classes. Just stay together.” She nodded, and I left her by the car to walk in the house. I saw the techs analyzing the scene at the staircase and a bit of mess in the kitchen.
“Eddie,” I called out to the forensic team lead who was crouched on the floor taking pictures and putting things in bags.
“What’s up, Bishop?” he asked, keeping the don’t-step-on-my-evidence part quiet.
“Is it possible for Jai and Bex to come down without disturbing evidence?” He looked from me to the couple perched on the landing at the top. She was curled in his lap. I narrowed my eyes, and he responded with a sharp nod.
She knows—good for them.
“I can have a tech clear a small path. Can he carry her? I don’t know how much forensics I can get from this evidence; I don’t want to rush a bigger space than I need to.” I looked back at Jai for their opinion. He nodded and pulled her closer.
“Alright, sounds good to me. When you get them down, let the squad on scene know to have them meet me at my office. We’re going to need statements.” I scanned the wall with the giant message. “Please tell me that isn’t blood,” I said with disgust as I pointed to the offensive mural.
“Doesn’t look to be. There’s no discoloration,” he explained as he snapped more photos. “If it were pure blood, it wouldn’t be as bright red. It looks like paint, but there’s no telling if our killer mixed anything. Still, I’ll test it onsite for human blood and double check a few samples back at the lab.”
“Thanks, Eddie.”


I sat in my office chair and swiveled while I waited for their arrival. I was anxious about the outcome of this case. My sleep was affected. I rubbed my temples as my head started to throb. There were zero leads and no promises from the behavioral unit. My expertise was limited here. College aged, white, male. The likelihood of him being a student was high given the proximity, victim pattern, and dates. But what am I missing?
Our most solid lead was messages exchanged with an account named “BJ.” I’d run those initials and wound up with more people than I could sort through in my lifetime. The last two victims were as close to random as you could get. The only key indicators were victimology and that Bex’s face was scattered amongst the bodies. The murders had been completely different. There was no sexual component this time. It looked like pure rage. He was devolving.
I looked at my watch; I’d been back almost two and a half hours now. My phone rang through the silence.
“Bishop,” I answered.
“Detective, Bexley Laughtery and Jaiden Wells are here to see you, sir.” Rebecca was chipper as usual, and most days I envied that the job didn’t completely dampen her.
“Thank you, Becca. Send them in.” I hung up the phone and straightened the papers I’d been flipping through. Their knock came quick, and when they walked in, the air was different. Jai was the usual brood, but Bexley had a hard look set on her face.
“Detective, thank you for coming this morning. Sorry for the delay. I asked Jai to take me to Sigma so we could get ready.”
“It’s my job to be there, kiddo.” I smiled at her sincerity. “So, I need your statements. Verbal first, written second. You’ll need to sign them as well.” I pushed over the forms and handed them pens.
“Around ten or so last night, I wanted to make brownies. I was bored and wanted to bake while I waited for Mari to come home.” She looked at Jai for the next part. “I saw the Polaroids and flowers on the windowsill outside. I called Jai and he came.”
Jai fought a smile as he rolled his lips.
“What’d you guys do after that?” I started making my own timeline.
“I don’t think you’re going to want to write this one down,” Jai quipped, and my head shot up. I looked at Bex, noticing a makeup-covered set of bruises, and I rolled my eyes and set down my pen. “We were upstairs from 10:30 p.m. until the phone call to you. We were in bed by eleven, woke up around three? Back to sleep sometime later.” He continued the details, and Bex’s red face dropped in her hands.
“Got it, I’ll just put ‘asleep’ here,” I muttered as I penciled in the times. Bexley moved to smirking as they reminisced. In my office. “Did you hear anything around three?” Jai shook his head, the lighthearted humor evaporated.
“I do wish we had more to offer. It was quiet, and nothing I saw on the way out was broken. I don’t think the glass was from my place.” Bexley grabbed her pen and started writing.
“We’re going to run an analysis on that as well. I have units searching your home for broken and missing items.” When I explained our plans, her pen stopped, and she looked at me with worry.
“Missing? You think he stole from me too?”
“Not in the sense of normal burglary reasons. It wouldn’t be too far-fetched to assume he took a trophy of sorts,” I explained. Her face twisted in disgust, and she continued writing out her night. Jai did the same thing.
“I have a few questions concerning some initials. There are some messages with a BJ username and two victims. Does anyone go by that nickname?”
“Not that I know of,” she contemplated. She snapped rapidly at Jai. “Oh! There’s that one guy!”
“From where?”
“He grabbed me in the commons. I don't remember his actual name, but he kept calling me freshman. He also kept insisting I make plans with him for the night of Sigma’s party.”
“Benson Jacobs?” Jai asked with heavy skepticism. “I mean, those are his initials, but I feel like you have to be a certain level of gritty to behave this way.”
“You’re not wrong,” I agreed, “but it’s worth looking into since she said he grabbed her. Anything else happen that day?” She shook her head and scrawled a signature on the form. They passed them over the desk.
“Should we be concerned?” Jai asked, passing a hand through his hair. I cleared my throat and straightened.
“I would say take caution and be prepared. What I can offer you is a small detail. I don’t have many officers to spare at the moment, but there’s always something we can work out. I already have a detail on the apartment in case he comes back. I asked campus to increase patrol, and since the women are being taken from parties, we’re keeping tabs on the house. I would suggest extra vigilance for yourselves. Don’t drink anything unless you make it. We have consistent toxicology reports that show he’s drugging the victims.” As I disclosed the information, their faces fell further. They slid their papers forward and made their way to the door.
“Detective,” Bex called from the doorway. I looked up from my desk. “Thank you for everything, even if you feel stuck.”
“Thanks, kid. Keep in touch.”






Bexley

 
Jai held the precinct’s door open for me. I stepped through as a small breeze kissed my cheeks. It was cloudy, and the dreariness spoke to how most felt in town. The local papers were running shocking headlines, and you couldn’t walk far into a store without hearing someone’s hushed gossip. A few people were walking the town square and watched as we came down the steps.
I ignored them.
Everyone here was trying to sleuth their own information. They would watch the comings and goings of anyone at the precinct like there was nothing better to do. My dad would tell me stories when I was growing up about the attention and press his office would be bombarded with. The only good it did the locals was the ego boost and a false feeling of importance. They were welcome to assume whatever they wanted from this morning’s appearance.
Jai’s hand slid down my shoulder and waist. He rested it in my back pocket. I looked up with a cocked eyebrow.
He gave a smug shrug. “I’ve been promoted. My impromptu boyfriend privileges have been upgraded, right?” He winked as his firm hand squeezed my ass.
“Have you?” I taunted as he steered us to his car. He kept quiet, the smirk on his face saying plenty. Behave.
His car, switched with the bike, beeped as we approached. When he walked me around the front, the hand in my jeans turned me toward the car. My hands planted on the hood as he bent me over.
“Your smart mouth sounds bored, baby,” he alleged as he aligned his hips with mine. “I’m sure my cock can remedy that, Little Swallow.” His hands roved over my hips and sides.
“Your cock would definitely earn about thirty seconds of silence, yes,” I taunted. I felt him move over me, his mouth coming by my ear.
“You’re going to be so fun to play with,” he murmured, and his tongue flicked out to my earlobe, “and so sweet to love.” He straightened and stepped away from me. I opened my mouth with another smart answer, but his hand connected with my ass. It was the perfect hit, little pain and all the pleasure. A small moan escaped before I remembered where we were. I turned to him with an incredulous glare.
“Jaiden,” I playfully chastised. “You cannot just spank me; we’re in public!” He stepped forward, capturing a lock of hair that floated on the wind.
“Oh, sweet girl,” he countered. “This is nothing compared to what I’ll do to you in public.” He let the strands loose and continued to my side of the car. “Back to the house. We have to unpack your stuff, and you have an exam,” he rattled off while he stood by the open door.
Once again, Jai Wells was hot.










Jai

 
Bex sat at my desk, her feet pulled up on the chair and books scattered on the surface. I made space in my dresser and closet while she started her last midterm. She pulled her hair into a ridiculous bun, but it made me weak. The loose stands framed her face, and she looked so content and unbothered like this. Lost in her studies.
Another reason why my favorite place the past three years had been the library. When Bexley was unaware of your presence, she was her rawest. She wore her worry, confusion, and questions. It wasn’t merely studying; this amazing woman immersed herself in it all. Akin to standing in front of your favorite piece of art, being feet away from her had me captivated, a feeling forever tightening and expanding in my chest.
I slipped more of her clothes into the drawer. She brought just a few bags; confident we’d be back to a new normal soon. I hated that idea. I wanted to keep waking up beside her. It was a new form of my addiction to her.
I ran my tongue across my teeth, playing with the piercing. She changed into those skimpy shorts that felt like a thousand clouds when we got back and threw on one of my favorite shirts. It swamped her and covered the hem of her shorts. I leaned against the wall and continued to watch her.
I wasn’t sure what it said about me that I could spend an entire day in silence simply watching her, but it told me that she was the perfect study: intelligent, elegant, comical, and level-headed. I stopped moving her clothes completely at some point. Tunnel vision got the best of me, and I almost missed her question.
“Jai?” Her voice crept through.
“Mmm?” I snapped out of the amorous fog and moved to the bed.
“I said, that’s all!” she exclaimed. “I have a few questions that need to be checked by the professor, so I won’t know anything until after the weekend is over.”
“Yeah,” I mumbled as the fog came back and I zeroed in on her sweet mouth.
“Why are you looking at me like that?” Her smile was shy, and her cheeks bloomed.
“I stood over there for—” I paused to glance at her exam’s timer. “—approximately thirty-seven minutes thinking about nothing other than how badly I wanted to devour your cries.” She hummed and slid out of the chair and into my hold.
Her nose brushed the length of mine.
“I think I’d like that,” she murmured as she ghosted a kiss across my lips.
“I know you’d like that, but I want to do something for you today first.” She pulled back at my change. Her skeptical glare was the cutest thing on the planet.
“Do I get to know what it is?”
“Sure,” I played along.
“Do I get to object?”
“Nope,” I answered sarcastically.
“Hmm.” She thought over her next question. “Do I get to make adjustments?”
“Sure,” I offered, taking her hand. “I’m taking you out tonight.” I kissed her palm. “A real date for my real boyfriend duties.”
“Where to?” she asked, threading her fingers through mine.
“I was thinking about that new place in the square. It’s low-key, a little more private.” Her face brightened at that idea. “Perfect reaction, go get dressed. We’ll leave whenever you’re ready.”




Two hours later, we left my room and beelined for the garage. The sun dipped in the sky; it was as ready to end this nightmarish day as we were. I hit the garage button and unlocked the car. I opened the door, and she beamed as she dropped into the seat.
I joined her in the car and started the engine, and the tires kicked up gravel as I accelerated down the driveway.
“Do you drive everything like you’re gonna be caught?” she chastised with a laugh.
“I’ve had enough encounters with potential traffic stops,” I alluded. “It’s easier to manage a getaway on a bike though.”
“Oh my gosh,” she scoffed. “You did not?!” Her shock was adorable and innocent.
“I’m not sure if you’re aware of whose car you're in, whose bed, but I haven’t been a model citizen this entire time.” I laughed it off. “Yes, Bex, I have done many stupid things concerning skirting the law. A cruiser doesn’t push one-forty as easily as my bike. Was it smart? No, there’s never a valid reason.” I reached across the middle and grabbed her hand. “For what it’s worth, I haven’t broken any laws recently.”
“I’m sure,” she patronized.
“Well, aside from breaking every traffic law imaginable the other night to come get you. But I won’t be apologizing. I’d break every law every time where your safety is concerned.” I brought her hand to me for a kiss while keeping my gaze on the road.
She sighed in satisfaction and relaxed in the seat. I moved my hand to her thigh and enjoyed the easy silence the rest of the way. The route was sleepy, as was every other part of this town. I looked over periodically. She stared out of the window while she traced her fingers on the back of my hand.
I slowed to a stop for the red light.
“How are you feeling today?” I carefully asked to not jar the silence. She inhaled deeply through her nose.
On the exhale she said, “It’s not better, and I feel like it would be naive to say that. I feel adjacent to better if that makes sense.” I nodded for her to continue. “This morning was rough. I was scared, even more so than the other times something happened. I was sad they received pictures; I was angry with the flowers on my car. I was so hurt that those women were killed with my face littered over them.” She stopped to breathe and collect herself, but I didn’t push. “I was so scared to see red threats painted on my walls, my house vandalized feet from me while I was in ecstasy.”
Her eyes were glossy, and I wiped my thumb under her eye before the tear could fully fall. The light turned green, and I continued our drive.
“But right now, I feel normal. I feel hopeful.” She paused, and I could feel her watching me. “I feel safe.” I squeezed her thigh for reassurance.
When I pulled into the square’s traffic pattern, I found a space just across from the restaurant. It wasn’t a fine dining experience, but it was what we needed. Normalcy.
I got out and met her on the other side. I opened the door and helped her out, watching the slight breeze ruffle her dress and brush hair into her face.
“Is it sad that no one’s done things like that before?” she questioned as we stepped onto the sidewalk and started walking around the square.
“Things like?” I clarified. Surely, she doesn’t mean…
“You know that gentleman stuff or whatever.” Her cheeks turned pink. “The bar for being amazed is pretty low I guess, but my history with guys is different than what people would assume.”
“You’re welcome to talk to me about it, but I won’t push or demand that you do.” We stopped at the crosswalk, looking both ways before turning and continuing.
“Malcolm was never going to be the guy his parents bragged about to my parents over dinner and business. But before him, I went to this party, and I knew I shouldn’t have been there. My first experience in this world was an assault. Pretty words, a pretty face, and hideous actions. After that, I had no expectations. Enter Malcolm sometime later and being treated like shit was commonplace.” She stopped as we approached the door. My hand was on the pull handle, and she laughed to herself.
“Inside joke with doors?” I laughed at the random bit of humor.
“I guess you could say that. I was following Malcolm into a store once, and he pulled the door back hard. I don’t know if he forgot about me or what, but I was right behind him when he let it go. It smacked me in the forehead.” Her laughter was growing, and her shoulders were shaking with the force.
“Okay, well, I can guarantee your dating perspective is going to change,” I said, opening the door with room to spare in front of her face. I took her hand as I followed behind her. “Also, I’ll never forget that you’re beside me, exactly where I’ve dreamed you’d end up. No one will hurt you again, I promise.” We seated ourselves and roamed over the menu.
Our waitress was quick, and our orders were placed within a few minutes. Bex started chatting about something related to one of her classes. She made a quick glance over my shoulder when the door chimed. Her smile fell and her eyes widened, but she recovered and put her cheerful face back on.
I turned and looked over my shoulder.
Brent, Daniel, and Gregory walked in like a setup for a bad joke. Gregory made eye contact first and shit himself moving behind Daniel. Brent noticed us next.
“Hey, guys!” he exclaimed with a wave as he approached like our presence was an invitation. I looked back to Bex, but she had her head down and was staring at a napkin. “You guys waiting on Mari? Is she gonna come? We could move a few tables or something, have a study dinner.”
“My intentions after dinner aren't studying,” I responded, but I was looking at Bex. She was astonished when her head popped up. Her mouth was agape and face red at the forwardness. I wished I could say I felt bad and had regrets, but I didn’t. Brent cleared his throat.
“Oh, so is this like, a date for you?” he asked, and when I gave him a once-over, he was moving his finger between the two of us.
“I mean we’ve been dating for, what? A month now, Bex?” I was being a smart ass, but I’d accept the repercussions for it. Her hand moved to her face, where she hid a smile behind her fingers. Her blush was spreading when she nodded.
“We’ve been on plenty of dates. The parties, Cliff Falls, those library dates.” She bit the inside of her cheek as I continued. “And then that movie night at your place when I spent the night,” I fibbed and threw her a wink before looking up to Brent.
Brent’s brow was furrowed, Daniel looked like he was ready to punch me, and Gregory was still as small as he could manage behind him.
“So, you’re not official?” Brent rephrased. What is his issue?
“What does official mean here? Pis, you can explain to them what I’m willing to do unofficially.” Bex looked at Daniel, confused, and I assumed Mari didn’t fill her in. He grumbled and dropped his bravado.
“Oh, well, good for you,” Brent said as he clapped a hand on my shoulder.
“Hi, guys,” the waitress broke in with her soft voice. She had the first plate for appetizers and moved to set them on our table. The guys shifted around to make room for her. “You guys enjoy these; I’ll have your dishes out soon.”
“Thank you,” I said, and Bex echoed. Instead of eating in peace and enjoying our first date moments, I looked back to the douche trio. “Look, guys, we can catch up—”
“Jai,” Bexley whispered, interrupting my push for them to leave. She focused on the carpeted floor.
“What is it?” I asked, leaning forward to see over the table’s edge.
“Carnation.” Her voice softened again. She rose from her chair, and the force almost knocked it off balance. I looked closer, and where Gregory stood next to her, a white carnation was under his foot.
“A what?” Brent asked, looking around the floor.
“Isn’t that just a flower? What are the dramatics for?” Daniel huffed and folded his arms.
“You idiots can leave now,” I barked out before shoving my chair back and pushing them down the aisle. People were beginning to look up from their food. Gregory freed the carnation, but it wasn’t tainted red this time. “Just go and leave Bex alone.”
“It’s a flower, dude,” Daniel protested. I ignored him, facing Bex instead.
“You,” I commanded, pointing at her. “Me,” I beckoned, retracting my fingers. She dropped the silverware clutched tight in her fist and raced around the tables to my side. I held the side of her neck, possessively keeping her to me as I walked us to the back.
I spotted our waitress coming out with hot plates.
“Oh, hi, guys, I got your—”
“I apologize, an emergency has come up and we have to leave. Can I get those to-go?” I released Bex and grabbed my wallet. Bex burrowed into my side and started sniffling as she fought breaking down in the restaurant.
“Absolutely, one second.” She turned and disappeared back into their kitchen, and I pulled out my phone. Bishop’s messages were at the top, and I tapped hard against the glass.
Me: warm 9-1-1, took Bex out for dinner. carnation left at our table, with people around

Bishop: Leave. I’ll make a report for it. Time, place, and details later. She okay?

I couldn’t respond before our waitress came back out with our food in trays, in a bag, and with to-go drinks.
“You’re the best,” I said, pulling the hundred from my wallet. She was in disbelief as she glanced between me and the money. “Keep the change; this is more than enough kindness. Sorry for the abrupt end of our dinner.” I pulled Bex back toward the front. Scanning the dining areas, no faces stood out. The idiots were immersed in their own world, and no one paid us any mind as we left.
I abandoned the sidewalk and crossed the road, walking through the pavilion. Her crying increased as we moved farther away. I opened her door and set the food on the floorboard. Holding her face in my hands, I wiped the tears as they fell.
“Hey, baby. Look at me,” I commanded. When she opened her eyes, the bloodshot whites heightened the soft blues. “Listen to me, okay? I’m here. You’re here.” I wiped her face faster as more tears fell. “It’s just a flower. A single flower on a dirty floor. The car is intact, the walls are standing, and you are breathing. It is a stupid, meaningless flower. We’re going to ignore it. Understand?”
“Yes,” she whimpered and nodded in my grip.
“Good girl. This little shit is not going to see this through. He will not hurt you so long as I am here. Okay?” I asked. Her neck was bent all the way back as she stared up. “I don’t know if you’ve forgotten, but…” I trailed off and gestured from my head down. “I don’t go down easy.”
“It’s never that simple.”
“I will never stop ensuring you’re safe, Bex. Over my cold, dead body would someone dare to hurt you.” I kissed her forehead, breathing in the scent of her shampoo. Her tears had stopped for now. “I am going to take you home with me. I will feed you,” I whispered against her skin, “and we will shower, get comfortable, and relax all night. We will kick tomorrow’s ass and look forward to this weekend and the next and the next.”
“That sounds perfect,” she said, gripping my shirt and pulling on me. I nudged her nose with mine, grinning as I teased a kiss. Her tongue darted out and swiped over my piercing.
“I love you.” I drew her mouth back to mine. She tasted salty from the tears. I relished the taste of them, but they were only sweet when I caused them.
I moved my hand and gripped her throat. I pinned her against my car as she returned the kisses I demanded from her. Her lips were buttery soft, and her tongue coaxed the soul out of my body.
Siren.
Succubus.
Mine.










October 29, 2020

Jai

 
The sun filtered in through the opened curtains and pulled me out of my sleep. I looked at the clock. It was early, just after seven. There was a soft snore below me from Bex who was wrapped around my torso. Her head rested on my chest and her leg draped along my waist. Her fingers twitched by my ribs, and I jerked at the ticklish feeling.
She tensed at the movement and pulled her head up to look at me. Her hair was everywhere, and her cheek was red from the contact with my skin.
“You’re so beautiful,” I murmured as I caressed it. It was a little damp, but I didn’t want to ruin her morning by mentioning she was so content in my arms, she drooled on my chest. Does that count as one of those weird flaws we’re supposed to track? I kept my laughter to myself, cherishing the sight before me.
She was stripped down to a tank top and a cute pair of red, lacy underwear. The strap of her top fell off her shoulder, and the hem rose above her navel. Even in a disheveled state, she was the brightest part of life.
The sun was no competition.
The moon was jealous.
The stars were too late.
“You really like it when I’m mussed up,” she mocked and laughed as she repositioned herself to sit on my hips.
“I love all of your looks, but yes. If I’m the one who’s ruined the perfection you were raised with, then I really do enjoy the sight.” I ran my hands along her thighs, and the feel of slight stubble was wonderful against my palms. “I have something for you,” I mentioned as I reached for the bedside stand.
I opened the top drawer and grabbed the black box I had tucked away more than a month ago. There was a dainty bow tied in the white ribbon. I placed it on my stomach in front of her.
“For me? When did you get this?” She cautiously reached out as she continued to ask questions. “Am I supposed to have something? Are there new rules to dating?”
I laughed at her light spiraling, and she bobbed with the movement.
“No, there’s no new rules to dating. You really haven’t missed out on much,” I said as I resumed a light massage.
She hesitated before picking it up and eyed me suspiciously as she shook the package. She held the very opaque cardboard up in the sun streaming in.
I barked out another raspy laugh. “Woman, just open it!” I had wanted this to be a bit more romantic, but it almost resulted in tears as I continued. She joined the ridiculousness, and the crinkle at her eyes pushed me deeper into my affection.
We settled down as she pulled the ribbon loose. It fell from the box and tickled as it brushed against me. She pulled the lid off and her eyebrows raised. Her lips parted, but she didn’t speak.
She looked from the box to me, and then back to the contents.
Two rings. A thick, solid band with a cut-out swallow. A thin band with the matching swallow on top.
“Jaiden,” she gasped. Tears welled and threatened to spill over the rim. They weren’t exquisite or entirely unique, but they carried more worth in meaning alone.
“Bexley,” I teased back. She placed the box down and pulled the thicker band from the foam. “Which hand?” I asked, pulling them from her body and presenting them to her. She looked between them, and after glancing at her own, she settled on my right hand. Her hands were slight in comparison as she took my palm in her grasp.
“Freedom in love,” she whispered, sliding the band onto my middle finger. She gave me hers. I didn’t need contemplation as I tugged her left hand away from her chest. It was going to happen one day. We’d chalk this up to a practice run.
“And a home to return to,” I promised, sliding the thin band down her ring finger. She held her hand and continued to stare at the silver.
“How long have you had these?” A tear slipped over the edge and trailed down her cheek. Her lip quivered before she smiled and turned to look at me.
“Uhh,” I stalled and shrugged. I knew exactly how long ago I placed the order. “Probably six months?” And three weeks. Who’s counting?
“You’ve had these for six months?”
I reached out and wrapped my hand around the back of her neck, bringing her to me. Her hands were warm against my chest as she used me for support.
“Do you remember the locker incident some years ago?” She nodded, and I continued, “I would’ve gone out and bought every star, every planet, every universe I could find for you that day. The day you fell into my life was the day every dark and miserable part felt worth the pain. Everyone who walked out on me, everyone who looked down on me, and everyone who hurt me, they didn’t matter anymore.” Her breath hitched and more tears dropped onto my chest.
“This long, Jai?” she asked as I wiped the tears. I swiped one and brought my thumb to my mouth. I ran my tongue over the pad, and the saltiness bounced over my tastebuds.
“I was content with loving you quietly, even if it meant my forever was another observer in your life. It was enough for me.” All of it was true. If I never started this Halloween game, I would’ve cherished even the smallest allowance in her life. I settled my hands on her hips and massaged small circles on her waist with my thumbs.
Her fingers ran through my hair. Her nails moved with light pressure against my scalp, and it felt better than most sex. I closed my eyes, leaning into that touch and chasing the euphoria.
“You’ll never leave me?” she asked, her voice small and vulnerable. I didn’t open my eyes as she continued to move her hand in a whorling pattern.
“You couldn’t pay me. You’re incomparable.” Her nails slid around my ear and to the base of my head. “Even a divine act of the gods couldn’t keep me from you.” A low groan started in my chest when she ran her other hand through as well.
“It’s not just lust for you?” With that question, I looked at her. Her sad eyes knitted with worry. Her face had fallen from the earlier joy. She wasn’t worried about me specifically. She was worried that it’d happen again. I thought carefully. Her hands stopped, and my normal functioning returned.
“Have you heard of the relativity of simultaneity?”
“I don’t think most normal people have.” She smirked. I bit my lip and continued on. She was my favorite kind of mouthy.
“Simultaneity is two things occurring at once. The relativity of that occurrence changes based on the observer’s plane.” She tilted her head at my explanation and leaned closer. “Removing the principles of physics and applying the thought here, at some point lust and love do cross. The days that I lust for you, are also the days that I love you.” I turned my head and kissed her wrist. “Relative to you, you can see the lust on the axis visible, and it worries you.”
“It does.”
I removed her left hand and entwined it with my right. Our rings faced out, side-by-side.
“But if you change your perspective of the axis, you can also see and feel the love I have for you.”
“That’s poetic. I wasn’t aware you were a physics major,” she said as I kissed her fingertips.
“I’m not, but someone I viewed as a mentor was very invested in the sciences. He would tutor me on things without me realizing. He’s actually the reason I’m miserable and in this frat house.” She sat back on my waist, lightly trailing the muscles from my chest down.
“You know, there’s a lot of things I don’t know about you.” She paused. “I regret I wasn’t more aware.”
“I have a lifetime with you, Bexley.”
“Well, first I’d like to know what your major is. Also, why are you here? This frat house is the worst. You’re way too good for these guys,” she declared, and I laughed at her perception of me.
“I don’t know if that’s entirely true, love. My major is business with a minor in communications. I don’t hate it; there’s definitely benefits for the future. The frat house is more of a means to an end.” I paused, thinking over the last pieces for her answer. “Essentially, I’ve come into some benefits.”
“Benefits? I heard some things over the years about your parents, but I thought you were pretty much alone?” She kept doodling invisible designs across my body and traced over the ink already there.
“Yes, that is the whole truth for them. Growing up, before I moved into our district,” I said, gesturing between us, “I lived in a shitty neighborhood. All of the kids came from some kind of broken home lifestyle, and it really said a lot that they were scared to play because of my father. My mother left when I was a toddler. I wrote her off as dead whenever I was old enough to process it all. It took a few years before my father was violently abusive toward me. While I was still little, he was mostly verbally horrid. His specialty was degradation, and when my spiteful ass grew up and learned not giving in to his words brought him dissatisfaction, he quickly turned to physical assaults.”
“That’s awful,” she offered.
“Yeah, I didn’t have too many people to talk to. He managed to keep my injuries mild enough to not warrant hospital visits, and my personality fit the bill of a rambunctious child always into mischief and trouble. This abuse was consistent through grade school and on. He was always drunk, always gambling, and never reliable. My dad somehow turned things around at random times, and when he did, it was good for a bit, but awful in the end. I don’t care to know how, but we eventually moved into that neighborhood with the big ass cemetery across the street.”
“I know that one, Milton Manor!” Her smile made my heart skip.
“That’s the one and only. When we moved in, I was sixteen or seventeen, and by that time, the kids in those neighborhoods already had their cliques. They were thinking politically, strategically planning their lives, and creating their circles because they watched their parents do it. So, once again, there was no one to hang out with.” I palmed her thighs again and returned the touch she had been giving me.
“Is that why you’re a bad boy?” The way she mocked the statement put me in a fit of laughter.
“Are? I feel like I’ve had enough redemption regarding my behavior. But yes, I was a troubled kid because I was very bored, among the other things.” I smiled. “One day, I found myself in the cemetery. It was hot, so I stayed in the tree line by the stone benches. There was an old man there, at least in his seventies? He was the first person from that entire neighborhood to strike up a conversation with me. It was so therapeutic, Bex. You have no idea how relieved I felt every time I went home after our bench talks. It was so nice to be heard. He couldn’t do anything, not really, but just knowing that one person wanted to hear me made everything manageable.”
“Who was he?” she asked.
“Ellis Milton.”
Her mouth fell open.
“Ellis Milton as in the Miltons, who were responsible for the foundation of our city? He was the Milton legacy?” She was far more into this than I ever cared to be.
“Yeah, but you remind me of him in some ways. He never cared about those things; he just wanted to be himself.” Her fingers strayed and swiped along my ribs. “Hey—ticklish!” I called out as I jerked.
“You’re ticklish?”
“Most normal people are,” I mocked her statement from earlier. Her hands shot to both sides, but I snatched them away.
“Ha, no, ma’am.” She tried to pull them out of my hold. I took both wrists in one hand and trailed the other along her waistband. “Behave,” I teased.
“I’m on my best behavior, sir,” she sassed.
“So, Ellis. We talked all the time up until a few months before graduation. No one knew that we’d formed this mentor/mentee relationship, so no one told me what happened. It was the morning after graduation, and I was worried over college: affording tuition, staying in housing, commuting even. I actually started undeclared.” I laughed and released her. “But that morning, I went to the cemetery. Probably out of habit, but I’d also felt drawn there. It took time after his passing, but they had erected a tribute to him. That’s how I found out.”
“That’s awful. I’m so sorry. People are such cunts,” she stated with full conviction. It caught me off guard and I covered my face as laughter shook my body.
“You’re amazing, and yes, they were very much cunty people. Not long after, I started here with the rest of you. Probably two weeks in, I received a call to come meet with the administration office. I thought they were kicking me out, honestly. I hadn’t done anything, but still. Instead, when I walked in, there was a team of lawyers, a pissy old woman, and admin.”
“Lawyers?” Her forehead wrinkled and she pulled her lip between her teeth.
“Nothing bad, I’m still here.” I laughed off her concern. “Apparently, that crazy ass old man changed his will. He entrusted enough money for college expenses with an account for regular spending, and then left a trust for after graduation.”
“Holy shit!” she exclaimed. Her mouth dropped open and her eyes were wide with shock. “Why?”
“The woman, his niece, made a comment about him being senile,” I said, snorting at the absurdity. “I think he believed in me and wanted to see me succeed since he couldn’t change the abuse from my father. He asked me about my plans after high school, and I was pretty nonchalant. He made me promise I’d attend and give it a shot. I did.” I sat up and moved Bex to my lap.
“Are you happy with those choices?” she asked and draped her arms around my neck.
“I am, despite the pains. There were conditions to the will, and one of them was being in a campus society. Loophole, apparently you can be ‘in’ the frat if you work for them,” I said, using my fingers for quotes. “I got really good with home maintenance jobs because my dad was always too drunk or too broke to get things fixed. Worked out, though. Satisfied the lawyers enough.”
“I’m so happy you’ve had someone fighting in your corner, even after they had to leave you.” She melted herself against me and pressed kisses down my neck.
“I would love to spend the next hour and a half in this bed with you, but it’s an early day,” I stated as she moved under my ear. “I have something else for you, but it’s not as romantic.” She pulled away, and I slid her off me. Stepping out of bed, I went to the closet and reached for the safe I kept in the back corner.
I typed in the password, Bex’s birthday, and it clicked open. I pulled out a pistol. I double-checked that it was unloaded and the chamber was free. When I placed it on the bed, I waited for her reaction.
“How old are you again?” Bex asked, I started to respond, but her question had me dumbfounded.
“Uh, I turned twenty-two before this semester started. Why?”
“I thought you were,” she said, satisfied with her assumptions. “Where’d you pick this one up?” she asked as she held it and ran her fingers across the metal. “M&P, that’s a nice choice. It’s just, for you I would’ve chosen something better suited for the size of your hands.”
I continued to stare at her. “Well, I didn't; I found it at my father’s estate after he died. I asked Detective Bishop to run the serial and make sure it came back clean.” She nodded and continued to inspect. She racked the slide and examined the inside. “No, hold on. Wait, what’s happening here?”
“What?” She laughed. “You know my father, right?”
“Oh, yeah, who wouldn’t know Attorney General Laughtery?” I quipped. Her smile was bright as she set everything back in place.
“You think the AG is gonna let his only daughter out into the evil he prosecutes daily without raising her in self-defense?”
“Oh, well, fuck me then.” I shook my head as she fell back into the mattress laughing. “I guess that’s one worry off my plate then. Campus rules are obvious, but with the public taunting, I want that on you, even if I’m with you. I don’t care where we are or how innocent the outing is. You will have that on you.”
She propped herself on her side, and the curve from her waist and over her ass made me forget everything about the killer freak. I wanted to bite into her perfect, unmarked cheek.
“I promise, I will carry it while we’re off-campus.” She held out her pinky, and mine dwarfed hers.
“Let’s get ready,” I said, taking the gun back and locking it away. She gathered her clothes for the bathroom, but I stopped her before she pulled the leggings out. “Skirt.”
“What?”
“You need to wear a skirt today, trust me.” I moved my lip between my teeth, and she eyed me suspiciously but looked for one still.
There’s a fantasy I need to check off.






Chapter 14

October 30, 2020

Bexley

 
I hopped off the back of Jai’s motorcycle, having held my skirt down the entire way. Sitting behind him was exhilarating. He looked so sexy on the sleek all-black bike. Snow would fall soon, and he’d have to switch the vehicles out. He captured my hand after he dismounted, and we walked to the library. Mari texted me her excitement for the article release, and she wanted to show us first thing this morning.
Jaiden held the doors open, and when we stepped into the library, Mrs. Whitcomb smiled and nodded toward the area by the windows. I felt like I’d stepped into a new dimension. We walked in silence as I rested my head on Jai’s arm and he caressed my hand.
When we stepped into the cave of tables hidden in the stacks, everyone looked back at us and then immediately down to our hands.
“B!” Mari exclaimed as she jumped up and rushed over. “I’ve missed having you home.” More privately she whispered, “Is it good, huh? Your face says it is.” I nudged her side and she cackled.
“Mariana Greer,” I called out as my cheeks and neck burned. Jaiden snickered beside me, but when I looked at him, he looked away and played dumb. Bastard.
“Hey,” Brent greeted. “Come check out the article. It’s not too bad if you ask me.”
Mari took my free hand, and we moved to look at the paper spread over the table. The small article was published on the second page of the newsletter.


Monarch Memories: Childhood Friends Turned Long-Time Study Group

 
I picked up the paper and skimmed over the stories. I looked at the picture, moving from face to face. Mari was glowing and washed in the sunlight, her smile as large as her personality. Brent looked uncomfortable, and when I landed on my spot, I froze. The picture captured Jai grabbing my thigh and kissing me.
He looked so possessive.
I looked up, and he was already staring down with that trouble-starting half smile.
“I think our first photo turned out nice.” He was such a chaotic ass. I placed the article back on the table and leaned over it, reaching for the other pieces Candace had written and published.
Jai’s fingers slid between my thighs, and he stroked my pussy over the lace. The action was swift and discrete.
“Hey, baby, I need to hit my lecture early. Walk with me?” He was up to something; he didn’t have a lecture for another hour or so.
“Oh, so is this y’all announcing you’re dating?” The comment came from Brent, and I whipped my head around as Daniel grumbled beside him. He picked up his bag and left the area. Brent continued, “I mean, it’s really cute. Definitely an interesting matchup.”
“Brent, mouth,” Mari warned him.
“I’m sorry. I don’t mean any offense.” His mouth parted in a sinister smile. It wasn’t friendly; it wasn’t joking. He seemed…jealous?
“Come on,” Jai whispered to me. “You’re going to love this lecture hall.” He pulled me along, weaving me through the rows of books. The beginning of this month flashed through my mind when Mari hid me away on this side of the library. He picked me up and wrapped my legs around his waist.
“Hi,” he greeted, walking backwards into a deserted aisle.
“Hi.” I laughed, nervous and unaware of what was happening. He licked and bit at my neck. His lips found mine and he worked the tension from me. He was animalistic as his tongue slid over and under mine. He nipped the tip of my tongue and groaned.
“You taste like fucking depravity.” He sounded desperate and hungry. My throat tightened as his stare deepened. The frail librarian was nowhere to be found when he slid me down his body, squeezing my ass before he set me on my feet. “I want more.”
He wound his hand in my curls at the base of my neck. He tugged my head back as he restrained me against the metal shelves. His tongue invaded and the wash of mint was familiar and calming. I lost myself to the pleasure. He was a demon feasting on my mind, body, and soul. There was nothing sweet about his intentions. I needed to breathe, but I couldn’t pull away. Jaiden Wells suffocated me in the most delicious way.
“Turn around,” he commanded as he broke the kiss. His normally pinkish lips were red from the blood rush. I obeyed without question and faced the neatly arranged books. Their catalog numbers stared through my soul and judged what was happening in this aisle.
The title that caught my eye as Jai slid his fingers between the lace was God, Love, Sex: Premarital Sins of the Lamb. I would’ve laughed at the irony, but he moved a finger through the growing wetness and circled my clit.
“How quiet are you, Little Swallow?” His voice rumbled low behind my ear. His fingers were slick, and with each stroke, electricity pulsed into my core. He pushed two fingers deep inside me. “Do you remember your library etiquette, or will I have to punish you later?” I nodded as my heart beat erratically. He folded my skirt up and exposed my bare ass. His finger traced the lacy material, moving over and under it. He tapped his foot against mine and spread my legs.
I was bent forward, and my fingers gripped onto the shelf ledge. A chill worked its way down my neck. I felt watched, but I had never done something this public before. His warmth met my back once more as his arms caged me within the aisle.
“Hold on and mind your volume, baby.” It was the only warning I got before he lined himself up and slid inside me.
He was thick as he pushed into me. His piercings rolled over my sensitive areas, and I wanted to shake the walls with the feral groan sitting in the back of my throat. The way he stretched me around him was delicious torture. Inch by inch, my breath staggered, and my thighs squeezed. Fingertips dug into my exposed hips.
So full. I felt him deep as he continued to push in. Please.
“I’m going to have you until these shelves are bare and you’re on the floor begging me for mercy, do you understand?” Desire ramped up inside me and I gave a nod, suppressing the moan I wanted to answer with. “Good girl.” I heard a strangled gasp escape him as he halted, fully sheathed.
That was the end of anything sweet.
He fisted the skirt and the bottom of my top to anchor himself as he withdrew and forcefully gave me everything he’d been holding onto. The force caused the shelf to tremble, and I struggled to maintain my grip. He was bruising my insides and the pain melted into satisfied pleasure. Jai’s cock was achingly hard and throbbing as he balanced on the edge.
I felt the pooling and twisting of flutters as my climax approached. I was panting, sweating, and craving more.
“Please, Jai,” I whispered. I hoped he knew what I was asking for. I just wanted to feel it all.
“You’re not on the floor yet, baby.” He moved a hand to my thigh and pulled my leg around him. Where our bodies met was pure sin. You couldn’t conceal what he was doing to me. I wanted to tease about his library etiquette, but I felt that first wave. I buckled against his ravaging, and without his secured grasp, my face would’ve been buried amongst the titles.
In every aspect, it all crashed.
He hit that greedy spot and I lost hold on all inhibitions. My body came undone as I flooded us both, and the religious texts pushing for abstinence hit the floor with muted thuds. The snap of his hips met a chorus of vibrations in the aisle.
“JA—” I started to scream, but his large hand engulfed the lower half of my face and silenced me.
“Your screams are so beautiful,” he groaned behind me. “You’ll give them to me again.” I opened my eyes, tears streaming, and saw a small opening had been made on the other side of the shelf. A student rounded the corner of an aisle across from us.
We were going to be caught. Mrs. Whitcomb wasn’t here earlier, but there were a few students milling about.
My hands slipped from the shelf, and I teetered forward. He pulled me closer to him and turned me toward the floor where he lowered us down to kneeling. Jai’s size was intimidating, and with his body over mine, there was no other feeling than diminutive.
With no strength left in my arms, my face rested against the rough carpet while he angled my hips upward. I drew him back into me and his body quaked as his composure faded.
This position opened me to take all of him, and the sensation of being filled so deeply made me come again. It was too much. His hand sealed my cries again as my pussy tightened. I’d never want less and could never handle more. He was unmoving inside me, and I cried as my body jerked into a pitiful grind against him, seeking all of the sensation possible. I could live with Jai inside me and stretched beyond my physical limits.
“Your pussy is so greedy, Bexley.” His voice had been depleted to a raspy groan in lieu of a whisper.
I ground my hips back and forth more, chasing the fleeting sensation as my arousal dripped down my thighs. He pulled out with shaky penetrations, and my cheek was tender against the carpet. I groaned behind his hand.
“Whose cum paints this pretty pussy?” He mounted higher; my knees were lifted from the ground. He pushed to the back, taking that boundary farther. My tears streamed over his fingers. He released my hip momentarily and popped my ass. “Answer, Bexley.”
“Mmms,” I grunted behind his palm. I screamed and sobbed yours, but it wasn’t intelligible.
“Fuck,” he gritted out. “Make me come, baby,” he begged as he hit that deep corner. It was unlike any other feeling. I screamed more, muffled by his grasp, and tightened painfully before gushing all over his lap. My nails caught in the carpet as I grabbed for a shred of sanity. His cock jerked once, twice, and then hot cum covered me. He came so hard it pushed out around him. “My beautiful, filthy girl.”
There was no denying it: I belonged to Jaiden indefinitely.






Jai

 
She didn’t stir when I pulled out. I adjusted myself and moved her clothing back into place as she slumped on the floor, breathing heavily. I looked around at the mess of books and cringed at the initial thought of leaving them here and taking Bex back to the house.
“Bex,” I whispered, touching her cheek softly. I noted the carpet burn that started on the high curve. She was worn out and hardly sensible. She turned into my hand with a little murmuring. I looked through the exposed shelves for anyone lingering about. We weren’t as quiet as I hoped for, but there was little reservation when it came to Bex.
I picked up the books and shelved them without a care for accuracy. Bex was on the drowsy side of recovery, and I pulled her into my arms and let her rest against my chest. I had another class in roughly an hour, but I would miss the world passing if I could hold her in my arms a little longer.
“You did so good, baby,” I murmured into her hair. “I’m so proud of you.”
Her delicate fingers twisted between mine and she sighed.
“That was a first for me,” she started to explain. “I’ve never done something so publicly before.” Her voice was raspy, no doubt from the stress she put on her throat from yelling behind my hand.
“I will have you everywhere on this campus by the time we graduate, and you can write that down as a promise.” She laughed it off, but I was serious. Exhibitionism with her sparked new hungers that wouldn’t be satiated so easily.






Chapter 15

October 30, 2020: Junior Year

Killer Confessions

 
I threw my textbooks against the wall.
“I’m fucking done!” I yelled into the empty room. I flicked open my knife and threw it at my photo wall. It landed beside his head.
Him.
Jai.
That fucking brute was a corrupt evil. Bex had been so obedient and quiet. When he started fucking her, she started changing. I was in danger of losing her forever.
I saw them. The Polaroid printer I had on my desk finished the last photo I sent to it earlier. The library, the fucking library. He took her like an uncivilized pig out in the open for anyone to see. And I saw.
I picked up the photo. Bex was crying out behind his hand. Her face was twisted in pleasure, and it made me sick. I crumpled the picture and threw it in my waste bin. She hadn’t noticed my gifts.
There was no choice at this point. He had buried himself so deep in her mind that he had to be cut out.
I took my knife out and stabbed the picture of his face repeatedly.
If she wasn’t going to leave him, then I’d just kill him.
Simple enough.
Happy Halloween, Jaiden.






Chapter 16

October 31, 2020

Jai

 
I stepped out of the shower and grabbed a towel. Wrapping it around my waist, I walked out into the hallway. There was a chill and my nipples hardened around the silver barbells. I reached my room and pushed the door open, peeking around the edge. Bexley sat in my office chair in front of the guitar. Practically. Fucking. Naked.
She wore lingerie, but my heart stopped all the same. All sense and reason rushed to my cock. I stepped in, and when I closed the door, I thought I saw movement out the window. The latch clicked and she looked up. She swiveled to face me as I walked up to her. Her face was sweet, but my intentions were sinister.
I gripped the front of her thong, giving a gentle tug until it rubbed against her. She writhed against the pressure.
“Off,” I ordered. I looked her over once more. “Leave the garter belt.” Taking a few steps back, she shimmied the lace off and I released my towel.
“You could be chiseled into marble, and it still wouldn’t capture your immensity,” she praised as she looked over every inch. I stepped closer and her chest rose faster. I dropped on one knee in front of her. She sat up straighter as I moved her legs and they fell to the sides of my shoulders. I watched her pussy anticipate my touch. She dripped onto the cushion.
“There are three rules for what I’m about to put you through.” I traced a line down the inside of her thigh. She whimpered when my hand stopped short. “Rule one,” I said, drawing the same line on her other leg. “You better be loud. You feel it,” I growled as I pushed three fingers through her arousal, moving them in and out as her hips twitched for more. She moaned, her face twisted in pleasure and anguish. She was too tight for that much at once, but Dirty Swallow liked to be stretched. “You fucking scream it.”
“Yes, sir,” she panted as I withdrew.
“Rule two,” I said, holding her gaze. “If you’re screaming—” I traced my fingers through the sweet liquid. “You’re screaming my name.” I pushed back into her harder and deeper.
“Jaiden!” she wailed as I leaned forward and pushed her legs open with my shoulders.
“You’re so fucking good at listening, baby.” I pumped my fingers harder. “Rule three is that it’s not over until you’re passed out on my cock.” I curled my fingers, and she tightened around me. I moved my thumb over her clit, and with little stimulation, she soaked my hand as I expected. My cocky grin took over. These walls were so shitty everyone would be woken up by her at the end of this.
“Why?” she panted. I palmed the underside of her thighs and pushed them back. I licked up what had pooled and shoved my tongue down her throat. She moaned at the mix of tastes.
“Your pleasure is my priority.” I kissed her sweetly, relaxing the hold on her legs. “I’ll never be on my knees for anyone other than you. Sequel, that’s the safeword. Whisper it even, and I’ll stop.”
I followed a path back down to her center. I worked my tongue over her slowly. Bex responded so well to this attention. I swirled, licked, and suckled. Her vocalizations made my cock throb. She pulsed, and the moans started sounding more like sobs.
“That’s two, you're doing beautifully.” I repeated this internal and external cycle until the count was five. She was hardly in the chair anymore. Hooking my arms under her body, I moved her to the bed. “You look spent, Dirty Swallow. Are you with me?”
I kissed up her arm and over her shoulder. She made pathetic whimpers that stirred the degenerate inside me who wanted to own her.
“Jaiden,” she pleaded.
“Yes, baby?” I moved her hair away from her neck. “Do you need water?” She shook her head no. You’re definitely getting water after this.
“Could you,” she hesitated, bringing her hand to her mouth, “get the mask?”
“You want me to wear the mask?” I chuckled. I slid off the bed and walked over to the laundry basket. I dusted off the hooded Halloween mask and slipped it on.
She sat up and gawked at me as I strode across the room.
“Okay, that’s hot.” She backed up, but that wouldn’t help her. I got on the bed and pointed for her to lie down. Instead of moving on top, I pulled her hips above her. “What are you doing?” she asked, laughing as she was now resting on the back of her shoulders.
“I’m going to give myself a reason to do laundry.”
“You can’t just make that happen.” She tried to buck out of my grip.
“Oh, I can’t?” I splayed a hand over her abdomen and pushed slightly. A grumble moved through my chest. “I’m going to work you over and over until it clicks for you.” I slipped a finger in her and teased around her clit. “Beg.”
“Please,” she rasped. I shook my head, but on the inside everything screamed to touch her. “Jaiden, please. I need you to touch me.” She drew in a breath. “I need you in me.”
One hand braced her hip, and the other eased my cock inside as I lowered down. She squeezed around me when the barbells slipped over her. This view was addicting. Her makeup was fucked up and her hair fanned around her face. As I slid in, her stomach distended. I was halfway when she screamed about fitting.
“Look at me,” I instructed. I pressed my hands into the sides of her stomach, covering the lilies. I wrapped my fingers around her side. “You have no idea how divine you are beneath me.” I pushed the heels of my hand into her more. “A mess of perfection while your tummy is full as your pussy takes all of me.” I dropped farther and watched her abdomen move with me.
“I can’t,” she gasped.
“You can and you will.” I moved slowly, keeping her hips in the air as she gripped the sheets tight. I pulled out to the tip and then snapped my hips hard. Over and over. She started to squeeze around me. I groaned as I angled harder and faster.
“I’m gonna come,” she wailed.
“Oh, no,” I soothed as I relentlessly thrust against her. “My baby is going to fucking arrive,” I demanded as she drew in shallow breaths. Her chest continued to rise. “Make it beautiful,” I groaned as her eyes rolled back and a record-breaking scream ripped from her chest. Her pussy tightened and I came as sweet fluids poured from her and around my cock. She wet my abs, and it spilled down her stomach and soaked my sheets.
I looked down through the mesh, and she wore a satisfied smirk before her eyes closed and her head lolled.
Rule three, unconscious on my cock.
Obedient Swallow.




Bex slept on the other end of the bed. I managed to clean and strip the bed without waking her up. The sun set, and I heard the party going full swing. There was no reason to dress up where Bex was concerned, but to keep a level of peace in this house, I grabbed the Ghostface mask and put it in my back pocket.
I opened her drawers and pulled out some comfortable pieces. Her favorite leggings and favored top came with me as I quieted my approach. Crouching at the edge of the bed, I leaned in to brush my nose along the curves of her face.
She groaned and stretched.
“Hey, baby,” I whispered as I pecked kisses. She twitched and giggled as she tried to move away. “Baby,” I called to her, but this time I caressed her cheek with my hand until she looked at me.
“I don’t want to go anymore,” she said as reached for me. She managed to hook a finger in the longest chain around my neck and started pulling me. “Stay here and do that to me again.” I chuckled and gathered her in my arms.
“I will do that to you every day for the rest of our lives if that’s what you wish.” I set her feet on the floor and reached for the clothes. “But tonight, I want to have fun with you as myself.” I removed her bra and slid the shirt over her head.
“Well, if we’re going to end up here at the end of it…” she trailed off.
“Weren’t you just saying a few hours ago that I couldn’t make that pussy soaked, drenched, on my command?” I watched as she grabbed the leggings and slid them on. She took the concealed holder and wrapped it around her waist. She tucked the gun into its pocket and made sure the leggings covered it.
“I’ve been wrong before, no shame.” She fluffed her hair, and her breasts shifted under the shirt. She was going to kill me later.
“Yeah, okay.” I laughed as she put her boots on and made for the door. Before she put her hand on the knob, a quick knock skittered across the wood. When she opened it, Mari stepped in.
Her hair was pulled back in double buns and she tied ribbons around the bases. A white halo was affixed to a headband. She wore a white corset with matching shorts and fishnets. Small, white feathered wings finished off her outfit.
“What are you supposed to be?” I asked like it wasn’t clear. Her eyebrow ticked up and she looked at me in disbelief.
“Really, Jai? I’m an angel,” she implored, gesturing her hands to her wings and halo. The iridescent makeup shimmered against her warm, sienna cheeks.  
“Oh! Sorry, I thought I saw a flash of your horns under the halo.” I did my best to remain nonchalant as Bex fell away to laughter and Mari’s mouth opened in shock.
“Jaiden Cato Wells!” she yelled in jest as she threw her small purse at me. I caught it in the air and held it above her head.
“See? Demon,” I accused as she tried to reach for it.
“He’s ticklish,” Bex called out between her fits of laughter. Mari jammed a finger into my ribs before I could drop her purse in her hands.
“Ow, fuck!” I laughed, grabbing my side. “Ticklish, not stab him with your demon baby hands!” She hit my shoulder with her recovered bag.
“I love Bex, and by extension, I tolerate you, Ghost Boy,” she clarified as I corralled them through the door.
We walked down the crowded steps, Mari leading and Bex gripping my hand tight. We moved through the rooms until we reached the kitchen. The bar was topped with punches, open sodas, and open bags of junk food. I moved to the side and popped open the cooler. I pulled out three beers and delivered them to the girls.
“Mari, glad to see you got here!” a voice called from my side. Brent walked up and did a once-over on Bex. “What are you supposed to be?”
“My willing victim,” I answered for her, pointing out the mask in my pocket. Bex’s cheeks warmed, but Brent looked agitated.
“Oh, I forgot to ask,” Bex started as she turned more toward him. “How did your psychology midterm go? You pass?”
“Psychology? I'm not taking psychology this semester. I’m in philosophy with Professor Kadrine.” He took a sip of his drink and spotted someone behind Mari. “Hey, Chris!” He looked between the three of us. “Alright, we can catch up later. I gotta get my stuff from his car. See ya.”
He walked away and Bex remained silent.
“You okay, baby?” I threaded my fingers through her hair and pulled her to me.
“Am I crazy? We studied psychology for half of the month.” She looked to Mari for support. “At his request.”
“I remember. I don’t know, maybe he was just confused?” Mari rubbed her shoulder.
“I’ll say. You know, he’s been so weird lately. He talks about and asks for you but doesn’t respect that in any way. He subtly advances on so many girls when you’re not around.” Bexley crossed her arms, staring in the direction he left.
“What are you talking about?” Mari demanded as she took a large swig of her beer.
“Brent, he likes you and doesn’t even properly show it.” My eyes bounced from Bex to Mari as they volleyed the conversation. It brought back old feelings of being in the library with them before I took that chance.
“No the fuck he doesn’t,” Mari rejected her statement. “He’s had a thing for you since last year.” I could’ve told you that, baby.
“But he blushes around you!”
“Because he told me his secret and was embarrassed,” she forced out between bursts of laughter. He doesn’t deserve her. “I saw how stressed he was making you, and I put you before anyone’s feelings.”
“Did you know?” she implored as she faced me with a pointed finger. I stopped tilting my bottle.
“I, uh, may have made an inference.” Her face bloomed red, and her mouth fell open. I took her hand in mine. “It doesn’t matter anymore. I’m yours. Everyone else can impolitely fuck off.”
“He’s right. He seemed upset the other day after the library, but he’s back to normal. Moved on. I think he was coming here with Candace,” Mari said before chugging the last of her beer. She wiped the corner of her lip, threw the bottle into the trash, and pushed us from the kitchen. “We’re done feeling down about stupid shit. Dance, make out, fuck, I don’t care, but get happier.”
We got closer to the living room that was packed with bodies. Something sensual was coming through Callum’s speakers. The bass thumped hard and Bex took my hand, leading me between people. When we stopped in an open area, she turned to face me. She was hesitant as she moved her hand down my chest.
I pulled her against my body. It was tortuous not holding her. She swayed in my arms, and when she looked up at me, we were the only two here.
“Can I touch you?” I asked, moving my hands from her hips to just under her breasts. She nodded, and I turned her back against me. I wrapped my hand around her throat in a gentle hold and dipped behind her until she was better seated against me. Her hand moved through my hair. I followed the winding of her hips as I dragged my hand across her stomach. I ruffled her shirt while moving to her breast. Her taut muscles were on display, but my hand covered most of her as I squeezed and rolled her nipple.
I brought her hand that held the beer to my mouth and stole a large sip. I turned her face up to me and propped open her mouth. I spit the citrusy liquid into hers, letting it wash over her tongue and spill down her throat. It got messy and trailed down her chest. When it finished, I slid my tongue across hers.
She rested her head against my shoulder and started panting, and I kissed a path along the column of her throat before I sank my teeth into her flesh. She shuddered and slipped down.
I turned her to face me, picking her up and moving her legs around my waist. A dozen people were glued in place, watching as I didn’t wait for the room to part. Bex played in my hair and kissed my neck as we left. I made it to the entrance where Mari was standing with a look of approval.
“Fuck, if that’s just dancing…” I heard her mutter as I walked into the kitchen. I laughed and Bex sat up to look at me. I walked her to the counter in the corner and set her on the granite.
“I wanted to do more,” I said, kissing her sweetly. “But you would’ve slapped me if I did it out there.” I stole another kiss and she groaned. I squeezed her thighs, delighted in the feel of her beneath my hands. “You still might,” I whispered as I started down her throat.
“What do you mean?” She was breathless and buzzed with ecstasy. The shirt I picked out for her had a deep neckline. I brushed the shirt open and out of the way as I pulled her into my mouth. “Oh! Jaiden, we’re in the kitchen. There are people.” She pulled me closer despite her statement. I released her and fixed her shirt.
“If they see past me, I have more questions than arguments.” I laughed. My hands framed her face, and I pushed her cheeks together with my thumbs. “I love you.” Her smile was wide, and her nose started turning red. “I love it when you blush.”
She made a line across my collar with her finger and traced a random pattern down.
“I love touching you,” she admitted.
“Don’t stop doing it,” I begged. The kitchen warmed as more people showed up, and I was suffocating. “Come with me, go put on my flannel from the front.” I pulled her off the counter, and she darted for the closet.
I took a cup from the cabinet and got water from the fridge. Mari stood across the room by the food, and I started toward her. A hand on my wrist stopped me and almost made me drop my drink.
“Hey, man,” Brent said when I looked down at him. “Nice party, it’s been a great run this month.”
“Thanks, but I’m not in charge of them. If you want, Callum could use the ego stroke.” I tried to dismiss him with that, but he wouldn’t let me leave.
“Yeah, yeah. Well, listen, we should get together after this. You, me, Bex?” He was smiling, but his eyes were dull. Whatever he was drinking had him out of it.
“I don’t know what Bex’s wants are for the night, but you can ask her later. She’ll probably want to be with Mari. They’ve been apart for a while now.” I was getting agitated the longer he kept me here.
A hand slid down my back and I glanced to see Bex snuggling and pushing herself under my arm. I chuckled and kissed the top of her head. Brent’s face cracked, and his smile was no longer genuine.
“We’ll get back to you though. I’m taking her on a walk. We’ll be back soon.” I fist-bumped his shoulder and made our way to Mariana.
The girls fawned over each other. There were discussions about brunch, making plans for birthday celebrations, and something about a double date that had my eyebrow arched.
“I love you, go have fun,” Mari muttered as she hugged Bex. She returned the embrace and kissed her cheek before slipping her hand into mine. I threw Mari a wink and walked through the back foyer, taking the deck’s stairs down to the grassy lawn.
It was quiet out here. No one was in the hot tub, and it was too cold to have idle conversations. The sky was clear, and the moon was bright. It was perfect.
I took a sip of the ice water, and it cooled all the way down. I passed it off to Bex.
“Water, and I made it myself. It never left my hand,” I promised as she brought it to her lips. She sighed as she handed it back.
“I needed that.” She laughed. The intensity of the party started to settle in my temples.
“Over break, I want to take you—” I started when Bex tripped over something in the grass and stumbled. I caught her arm, but when she looked up, she panicked.
“Jai, something’s wrong,” she slurred. Her body started to go slack, and I caught her in my arms.
“Bex, what is it? What do you feel?” I asked, but my question was answered as my head spun and started to get fuzzy. Fuck. “It’s okay, I promise.” I lowered her to the ground. Tears wet her face as she looked around and tried to focus on something. She fought it. “I’m not leaving you, baby,” I whispered as I stroked her cheek. Her face blurred, and I couldn’t keep her in focus. “I’m here. I love you. I’m here,” I choked out.
“Jai,” she muttered as her eyes closed and her head fell out of my hold and into the grass.
“I’ll fix it,” I promised as tears fell and dropped onto her cheeks. I pulled out my phone and hit the emergency contact for Bishop. When it started ringing, I put it in my pocket and looked around. A figure emerged from under the house. There wasn’t a distinguishable face, just a Ghostface mask that was stained red.
I covered Bex with my body, holding her to me. “Nothing’s going to happen to you, I promise. I love you,” I whispered as I kissed her forehead. Tears slid from my nose and puddled at her temple. I threaded my fingers through her hair as the drug overtook my consciousness.
I’ll die before he touches her.










November 1, 2020

Detective Bishop

 
I walked back into my office after the team briefing. They wanted to be prepared for tonight. There was pressure to update the public, but it was a tiring effort because there were no updates to give. It was Halloween, and Sigma’s last party. If there were a ritual strictly surrounding October, we’d be lost if he went dark until later. There would be another murder tonight. I could feel it.
It made my stomach turn.
I looked at the clock to see that I’d lost nearly two hours in that meeting. Overnight cases brought moments of clarity as you sat in darkened rooms with ambient silence. My phone lit up on the stack of folders on my desk. I walked over and looked at the screen.
*Missed Call 2HR: J.C. Wells - MRU*
It was almost 2:00 a.m. I unlocked the screen and opened the call history for the voicemail. I brought the phone to my ear, but all I could hear was shuffling and distant movement.
Weird.
It could’ve been an accidental dial, but something urged me to keep pushing it. I clicked the dial back option and it started to ring. I let it cycle until his voicemail.
“It’s Jai. Couldn’t make it to your call. Leave me a message and I’ll get back to you soon. Bye.” The message clicked to record.
“Jai, it’s Bishop. Just returning your call. It’s late. Wanted to make sure things were okay. Give me a call back. I’ll be up tonight.” I left the message and turned the device over and over in my hand. It didn’t feel right.
I called again, and it rang through to a voicemail. I called once more, same thing. I ran to the bullpen where a few officers and detectives were hanging out.
“Andy,” I yelled across the room. Her head snapped up and she stood after she took me in.
“Bishop, what’s happened?”
“The kids, Bex and Jai. I can’t get in touch with him. I need you to call Brenda. I need to know where they were at when their phones pinged.” I left without further explanation, and she started dialing downstairs. I sent a message to my officers to go to Bexley’s apartment and the fraternity. I called Bexley’s number.
“Hi! It’s B. I’m busy at the moment. Leave me a message and I’ll call you back! Sorry about that.” Voicemail. I dialed Mariana.
“Hello?”
“Mariana, where are you?” I grabbed my notepad and pen.
“Just at the Sigma house. The party’s still going, but I’m going to be wrapping it up and going back to my place.” There was loud music coming from her background.
“Who’s around you?”
“Oh, well, a lot of people. The Sigma leaders are here—”
“No, Mari,” I interrupted, “Bex and Jai, your other friends. Where are they?”
“Jai took B out back for some air and to walk around. He’s not a people person, you know? And well—” She paused and got distant. “I was supposed to be saying bye, but they aren’t back yet.”
“Was anyone with them?”
“No, they went alone. I was going to meet up with Brent to tell him bye, but he’s gone, too.”
“Brent? What’s his last name, Mari?” I grabbed my folder with the list of names we’d been narrowing for days.
“Brent Hale.” My finger glided over the paper as I looked for the name she gave. Brent. Brent. Brent Hale.
“Brent Joseph Hale.” It was hardly a whisper. “BJ. Mari, I need you to answer some questions for me.”
“Um, okay. Is everything okay, detective?”
“I need to know about Brent.”
“Well, I’m not sure where to start…” she trailed off as her thoughts formed. “We grew up near each other, and he was kind of weird for a few years, but it’s like he balanced out when we got older. He’s quiet, but not necessarily shy. At least, not in certain groups.”
“Is he interested in anyone?” I turned the speakerphone on and started gathering all of my documents.
“Well, now that she’s dating Jai, it’s not really an issue,” she said, her voice slicing through the air. “He told me last year he had a crush on Bex.”
“Oh, yeah?” I asked, and my stomach started turning. “Did he ever tell her?”
“Oh, no,” she scoffed. “He’s just awkwardly pursued her in ways that apparently didn’t convey.” She kept talking, but I stopped moving.
“Mari, what do you mean it didn’t convey?”
“Bex had no idea. It’s funny. She thought he liked me, but really, I just knew when he was bothering her, so I stepped in. His crush doesn’t outweigh her comfortability, you know?” she asked, but I stood shocked and frozen in place.
He’d been sitting in front of us all along.
“Mari, where does Brent go in his free time?”
“I think he visits his grandma on the weekends. He usually spends Sunday out in Cape Haven, where we all grew up.” She waited in silence as I battled the growing emotions.
“Mari, I’m coming out to Sigma. Don’t leave. You need to show me exactly where they went. Cape Haven is two hours away and I’m already two hours behind them.” I walked out of my office and pointed to Stan and Andy. “I’m bringing everyone. Tell Callum to get that place in order so his father doesn’t have a heart attack.”
“You think it’s Brent?”
“If it’s not—” I paused. “—then I don’t know how I’m going to find them.






Chapter 17

November 1, 2020

Jai

 
My head swam in slow motion as a thundering echoed. I’d never felt anything like this before. I’d been hit hard, I’d been knocked out before, but coming back had never felt like treading so much water. What the fuck happened?
“Jai…”
The voice was distant and disembodied. I concentrated hard as images flashed through my mind. Another Sigma party, Halloween night, and a girl with beer running down her face. Bexley. My body tensed as I strained against the heaviness.
Wake up, you dumbfuck!
I forced my eyes open, and they focused on a dirty ceiling. The entire room smelled dusty and stale. My head was heavy while I was bent over the top of a chair. I pulled myself straight, straining against the pain of stiff and sore muscles. My arms were bound behind my back.
Fuck, fuck, fuck.
I groaned as I tried to pull them apart. I looked around the room. It was a residential property, but it was rundown and abandoned. There was a lifeless form on the floor off to my right.
“Bexley!” I yelled into the empty space. The echo bounced through the room, but it didn’t stir her. Gravel skittered across the floor from one of the darkened corners. “You’re a fucking coward!”
The figure appeared, but again, he was in that stupid mask. He approached me slowly and stopped within arm’s reach. He studied me.
“If you’re gonna kill us, kill her, be a fucking man and show your face. All you’ve accomplished is being a little shit and punk who can’t face their wrongs.” I started laughing, spiraling into rage that once landed me with a simple assault charge and packaged for juvenile detention. Only, I wasn’t a kid and was far more pissed at this cunt than my father.
He stepped forward and caught me with a right hook. It was ineffectual and incredibly weak. Maniacal laughter spilled again. His hand fisted the mask and ripped it off in a dramatic fashion.
“No. Fucking. Way.” I was astonished to see him standing there. “Is this a fucking prank? You’re this rabid serial killer?” I couldn’t help but lose it to a wheezy and breathless cackle. “No offense, but I didn’t peg you as the psychotic-break type, Brent.” The cocky smirk set him off.
“Shut your fucking mouth, Jai!” His blond hair was wild and sweaty as it stuck out in all directions. He reached into his waistband and pulled out a gun.
“I’m saying it here and now, if I wasn’t bound to this fucking chair,” I emphasized, “and you were playing fair, I’d have your ass more broken than you could imagine. Your actions would look like a fucking children’s tale by the time I finished with you!” I yelled as I pulled at my ties again.
“You, you, you!” He started waving the gun in my direction and my chest tightened. There was a crack in his appearance, and he couldn’t keep it hidden anymore. “It’s always about you, and you’re always in the way. All she does is talk about you, and then it’s like she talks you into existence because there you are at every fucking corner.”
“Of course, it’s about me! I’m her boyfriend, you fuckwit.” I spit on his stupid, dirty boots.
“But you shouldn’t be.” The fire in his voice died and was replaced by shards of ice. “I like her. I want her,” he said, turning to where she was still unmoving on the floor.
“What is this, kindergarten? You want your toy and I have to give it up?” His head snapped back to me, and he put his attention where I wanted it. “Newsflash, I don’t like Bexley, Brent. I love her, and I told her I did. I didn’t run to her best friend to be a matchmaker.”
“I’m the better choice, and she’ll see that when she wakes up!” Spittle sprayed from his mouth and sweat started to drip down his face. “Why won’t she wake up?” His voice actually wavered with worry for a moment.
“She’ll see that someone she let close to her is a monster. You don't actually see this ending well for you, do you?” I looked at her again. “Why did you take her? Why hurt her?”
“It wasn’t for her! I wanted to solve the you problem I found myself with.” He aimed the gun at me, but his nervous system was shot, and his hands twitched wildly.
“Well, there’s your answer, idiot.” It wasn’t wise to push him, but I didn’t have any other options besides accepting the situation. “You drugged my drink with enough shit to take me out. Newsflash, again, Bexley is half my fucking size. No wonder she isn’t awake yet.”
“Why would she share a drink with you? She wouldn’t take mine!” His hands flew up and pressed against his temples. “This isn’t how it’s supposed to be!” he yelled, but it wasn’t angry. There was hurt, and pain was laced in it. Prick.
“Because she trusts me, Brent. I don’t go around killing pretty girls that look like her. I listen to her, I learn what she likes and wants, and I make her feel safe.” I kept my tone level.
Brent was at a tipping point and this night was barreling around a blind curve. He walked into the dark corner, muttering to himself and looking between Bex and the gun. I flexed against the restraint once more, but it was useless from this angle.
“Did you think she’d be okay with what you’ve done?” I asked as he continued to spiral and sink into himself.
Bex, wake up.
I need you.






Bexley

 
I woke up several feet from Jai who was bound in a chair. I scrambled to my knees; my body was aching. I was dirty, and so was he. Blood trickled down his split lip. His jaw was bruising, and there was a bit of stubble, too. Overnight? I couldn’t tell if the sun outside was rising or setting.
I thought back to what I could remember. The party, the drinks, the yard. Jai gave me his drink.
Jai was drugged.
I was drugged.
I looked around the room, and in a darkened corner was a crouched figure. I walked toward Jaiden, and he frantically shook his head.
“Stop there, Bex!” I heard the familiar metallic slide of a freshly loaded gun as a round chambered. I halted and looked back to a once friendly face.
“Brent,” I whispered in disbelief. “What are you doing here? Why do you have a gun?”
“I want you, Bexley. You just don’t see me. I need you, baby. I needed you to realize how well we are together. Do you see me now?”
“You killed those women?” I shouted across the empty room. Brent walked in circles, muttering to himself. He fucked up royally; surely he knew that. “You vandalized my house. You scared me!” This went beyond whatever sick fantasies he had. “You drugged me, Brent!”
I tried to not make sudden moves with how frantic he was becoming. Jai looked at me, stoic and strong. He was still confident we’d be okay. His eyes dropped to my stomach and then came back to mine. Gun.
I wore the pistol he made me carry after the break-in.
“You know, Bexley, this really was supposed to be so fucking simple. But of course, it’s him. I tried to give you chance after chance, babe. You couldn’t see how you were hurting me?” Brent wildly swung his weapon in all directions. Every time it passed over one of us, I died inside.
“Brent, I didn’t know.”
“You say that!” he screamed, and his body started to shake with how angry he was getting. “You know, it’s funny.” His voice lowered while his body raged. “You say that, and yet the way you just let him fuck you? So fucking easy? Even if you did know, you would’ve chosen him!” he shouted again. The echo of his voice bounced through the empty and decayed room. “You would still have a decent standing in society with me.”
“Brent, there’s nothing wrong with either of us, okay? I’m still me. I’m still a daughter. I’m still a friend to so many people.” It was my last-ditch effort for him to see me as a person again.
“No, we’re perfect. But him,” he said, raising the gun at Jaiden. “He’s the fucking problem.”
“He’s not a problem, Brent. He’s Jaiden. He’s our friend.” I lifted my shirt and pulled the gun from the concealed band. I aimed it at Brent who was zeroed in on Jai like a crazed animal.
“He has to go, Bexley.” His fingers squeezed the trigger. Without hesitation, I fired back. I kept shooting until the gun was empty and the only sounds were my cries. I dropped the gun.
Brent wasn’t moving on the floor with a growing puddle of red.
I ran to Jaiden; my hands shook as I pulled on the rope. He was groaning as the blood pooled on his shirt by his chest. It bled heavily and he breathed in fast.
I tugged on the knots and the rope untied. When I moved him to the ground, I took his flannel shirt off, slipped it underneath him, and tied it over the wound. I pushed my weight into the dampening fabric.
“Hey, baby.” I spoke as calmly as I could. His face had a sheen of sweat. “It’s gonna be okay, you hear me? I’m here. It’s going to be fine.”
“Bex.” He coughed, and blood started to trickle out in larger amounts than just a split lip. He grabbed my arm. “I love you.” He coughed more, and I pushed harder. His eyes watered. “Gods, I love you so much, baby. You have no idea how crazy you made me every day.”
“That sounds like goodbye, Jaiden.” Tears were streaming from my face.
“It is,” he started. He was hardly able to take a full breath. “And it isn’t.”
I heard the faintest siren in the distance. I thought it was a cruel joke. Tears fell down the side of his face. His other hand dripped blood, but he raised it anyway and stroked my face. He made a bloody mess of my cheek, jaw, and lips.
“But for now, it is. I’m so happy you’re mine—” He was cut off by another cough. His fatigued arm fell back to the ground. “You’re my world. Thank you, it was worth a lifetime.” Tears dropped from his eyes. Those beautiful jade-green eyes that told me he loved every time he saw me.
“Hold on, Jaiden. Please, I can’t do this without you,” I begged, pressing as much weight as I could into his chest. His other arm hit the ground. His face turned pale, and his eyes were tired and heavy. “I love you, too. You know that, right?”
“Baby, I knew your love before your heart did. I felt it before you could speak it.” He took a ragged breath and his eyes closed again.
“You can’t leave me!” I screamed as sirens wailed on the property. “You have to stay. There’s no one after you,” I begged.
“Never.” He gasped as he tapped his ring against mine with weak pats. “Never leave my baby.” He gasped again, but he stopped moving.
“JAIDEN!” I screeched. I heard people yelling and moving through the rooms to get to us. My cries hurt my ears. “Come back to me, Jaiden!”
I grabbed his face, but his eyes didn’t refocus on me as they closed.
My bloody handprints stained his beautiful face.
“No, no, no, please!”
Sirens wailed louder outside.
“Eyes open, baby.” I bent down and kissed everywhere I could.
In fairy tales, true love’s kiss was magic. Here, true love’s kiss was bloody, and death was permanent.
Blood was still soaking my shirt when arms wrapped around me and pulled me away from his body. Officers moved through the room with their weapons drawn. Standing over Jai’s and Brent’s bodies, they called over the paramedics.
“Jai!” I kicked, reaching for him as paramedics crowded around him. The man carried me through the house, and we hit a bright sunrise. I was still screaming as we approached the car. My throat was raw and burning. Before he could open the car door, the paramedics rushed out with a gurney covered in blood. They had a mask over him, a bag attached, the paramedic squeezing it as he ran beside Jai, and they loaded him onto the ambulance.
“Jai, come home! Please!” It was all I could yell before they closed the doors and sped away with lights and sirens.






Detective Bishop

 
“Bexley!” I shouted, grabbing her shoulders. I shook her until she looked at me. Her face was covered in blood, and her hands were sticky with it too. “Are you hurt, Bexley? Do they need to look at you, too?”
“No, no, I’m okay. Bishop, we have to go!” she screamed, trying to dart out of my grasp.
“Bexley, they’re gone.” I pulled her back to me. “They left, and they have him. They’re going to do everything they can.” She looked up at me, and her bright eyes were dull, wide, and tears were streaking through the smears. “Kid, what the hell happened?”
“It was Brent,” she choked out. “He killed those girls, he drugged Jaiden, and he drugged me.” She gripped my suit jacket and sobbed. “It was him, taking pictures and breaking in. Why, Bishop?” she wailed.
I pulled her into a hug. “I don’t know. Let’s go to back to the station and get—”
“No!” She pushed back and looked where the ambulance was parked moments ago. “We have to go. I can’t leave him alone.”
“Kid, it’s a hospital. I can’t—”
“He didn’t leave me alone! His drink was spiked, and it took me down immediately. He didn’t leave me, Bishop. Jaiden stayed and covered me. There was nothing he could do, but he gave me comfort.” She wiped her face with the back of her hand. “I can’t do anything, but I can offer comfort.” She looked down at her hand. A new ring sat on her finger; the bright metal tarnished with blood.
“Okay, okay. Get in, we’ll see what we can do.”


When we arrived at the hospital, a nurse at reception greeted us immediately. Her maroon scrubs were complimented with a white stethoscope and a badge reel. Carlene.
“Hi, Carlene. I’m Detective Bishop,” I said while flashing my badge. “There was a patient admitted. He’s a victim from one of my crime scenes. Can I get a status update?”
“Name?” she asked as she typed on the keyboard.
“Jaiden Wells.”
“He’s in surgery, but that’s all I can say right now. Is there a family member we can contact?” Carlene looked between the two of us.
“It’s just him,” Bexley offered quietly. “He doesn’t have family.”
“I can put you guys in our ICU waiting room and tell the doctor his…wife—” She winked at Bexley. “—is here for updates.” Bexley sucked in a breath and tried to fight the tears, but the wobble in her voice betrayed her.
“Thank you so much.” She dropped her head to her hands, and Carlene buzzed one of the double doors open. She handed us a small piece of paper with a map to the ICU.
We walked through the doors and down the halls in silence. The elevator was stuffy when we went up two floors and were dumped into an area that looked the same as before. The walls were white. The ground was white tiles. The smell was sterile.
This place is depressing.
We passed a nurse’s station, and they looked over Bexley, their faces showing pity as she passed. She didn’t notice; her focus was on the labeled room ahead. It was a massive space, and the upper half of the walls were glass windows. It was empty.
She walked through the door and paused. The door clicked behind me, and I waited for her to move.
“Do you think he’ll be okay?” she asked but didn’t turn around.
“I think he has something to fight for.” It was honest. If connection alone could save someone, his odds were great. I thought back to that scene we walked in on, seeing Bexley bent over him, screaming. It cut me deep.
“I don’t understand it, Bishop.” She pushed the heels of her hands into her eyes and sat in one of the chairs. I pulled one away from the wall and sat across from her.
“Bexley,” I said sternly. She lifted her head and watched as I took my notebook. “I need to know everything that happened last night.”
“I was with Jai, and we went to Sigma’s party like usual. But then…” She looked off and picked at her hands. Bex spent an hour and a half going over the details of their night. She mostly cried while she played with the ring on her finger. She stared off at the walls, floor, and ceiling, the trauma replaying through her mind.
The time lost in her recollection was filled with our discovery.
“I can’t answer everything yet. We’re still investigating some things. Brent came on my radar after I called Mari. I was in a meeting and missed Jai’s call. I called both of you, and when that didn’t work, I was able to get some information from Mari that just fit,” I explained.
“Do you know why he’d do this?”
“We have a few ideas. We started at his apartment. When we got permission to enter, it was unsettling. There was a wall covered in pictures he’d printed there at his desk. Dozens of the same photo, even.” Her face twisted in disgust, and she covered her mouth like she was going to throw up.
“What happened then?”
“Well,” I sighed. “A dead start, you could say. Your phones hadn’t given us a location yet, so we started tearing apart his life. His childhood didn’t have alarming hospital visits, police records, or child services visits.” I waited for her to process before I continued. “He kept a journal. Comparing that journal to records, there have been more than the women this month. That’s the part we have to investigate, but something triggered him at the start of October.”
“You mean when he killed Trisha?” she asked.
“Yes, Trisha’s entry was very different. His pattern took a turn that night. We tried to contact this grandmother Mari mentioned, but she died about ten years ago. When we called his mother, she confirmed the property was abandoned and had been for some time.” Her head fell to her hands again. “When they finally gave us a rough estimation of your location, and the address was in the zone, I took the chance.”
“He’d be dead if you hadn’t.”
“He’d be dead if you didn’t try to stop the bleeding. You did everything right, Bexley. He has to fight, okay? He’s been fighting for a long time.” We fell away into silence. I watched her as she watched everything else in the room.




My eyes opened when the door clicked, and another nurse walked in. Bex stood up quickly and stepped toward her.
“Are you here for Jaiden?” Her voice was soft and kind.
“Yes, is he okay?” Bex’s knuckles were caked in cracked blood as she squeezed her hands into fists.
“He’s out of surgery. He’s doing fine right now, but he does still have a tube in. That’s just until we can wake him up more, but he needs to rest right now so we’re keeping him asleep. It might look scary when we go back, but I promise you it’s not permanent and they’ll remove it.” She caught Bex first when she dropped to the ground, crying thanks.
“Kid, kid.” I grabbed under her arms and brought her into a hug. “He’s okay, come on. We’ll go down there, and I’ll call Mari.”
I crossed that miracle off my list and waited for the other shitstorms to start hitting. Her father would be its own battle.






Bexley

 
The nurse walked in front of me. The halls were quiet, and some of the rooms were occupied as visitors moved about. Detective Bishop fell back behind me as he chatted with Mari on the phone, but I couldn’t focus on anything as I followed her.
Everything was a blur as tears preemptively filled my eyes. I saw she was stopped in front of a room. Room 1247. The door was open, and I could see the end of a bed just behind her.
“Remember, the tube is temporary. The wound is on his right side, so be more careful there.” She brushed my arm. “Are you ready?” she asked, and I nodded, but I didn’t meet her eyes. She stepped aside and motioned for me to walk in.
My feet felt heavy as I stepped through the door. I could only zero in on the foot of the hospital bed. There was definitely someone in there, but I was terrified to look up. Scared that it was all a dream and the moment I saw him one last time, he would be taken from me. I walked around the end, keeping my focus on the creamy-white knitted blanket. I ran my hand over it as I moved. My eyes stopped on the hand resting on the bed. Soft, but scarred. Large beyond reason, but gentler than anything I could ever want. 
I traced the black lines that marked his arm. My eyes followed the line of his shoulder, the curve of his neck, and finally they landed on his beautiful face.
“Jaiden,” I whispered as I gently touched his cheek. Tears fell as he became more and more real. He wasn’t nearly as pale now. His dark hair was shaggy and damp. Dark, thick lashes fanned out along his closed eyes. He looked peaceful and boyish.
“He lost a lot of blood. The internal damage was more than expected.” The nurse spoke softly from the door. “These next few hours are critical.”
“Can I stay with him?”
“Yes, staff will be in and out for things. Just be mindful and out of their way, and don’t hurt him.” She looked back at Detective Bishop who nodded and stepped away with her. The door clicked shut and I sat at the foot of the bed. I curled into his waist. I let it out.
I cried until my chest hurt.
I cried until my voice gave out.
I cried until the blanket was soaked.
It was quiet and dark by the time I fell asleep. Hey, baby. I heard Jaiden’s voice, but it was distant and soft. I looked around, but it was all black. I couldn’t feel him beneath me anymore. Baby… A hand touched my cheek and my eyes opened. I jerked up and into Mari’s arms.
“Mari.” I sighed and fell into a hug.
“Bex, I am so sorry. Are you okay?”
“Yes, I’m just tired right now.” I wiped my face again, feeling how gross I was.
“Here, Bishop asked if I could get you some clothes and stuff to shower with.” She slipped off a backpack and walked me over to the bathroom. She held the bag out in her hand, and I hesitated. “I’ll watch him, B. I won’t let anything go wrong.”
“I love you,” I said as I stepped into the bathroom.
“I know. I love you, too.”
I closed the door and looked at the mirror. How no one freaked out when they saw me was beyond me. There was blood smeared on my face, and most of it had been washed away from crying. My clothes were stained and ruined. I undressed and started the shower.
The water ran red for a minute while I stood under the hot stream. I let the heat soak into my muscles. As the grime washed away, I let the entire night go with it. Jai was here, and he would fight to stay.
I rinsed my hair and turned the shower off. The towel was scratchy against my skin. Mari brought comfortable clothes, sweatpants,f and one of Jai’s favorite shirts. I held the shirt against my face and breathed in. The strong scent of him restored the broken pieces of my heart.
When I later stepped out of the bathroom, my eyes went to Jai.
“They removed the tube while you were showering and lowered his meds. She said he should be awake in a few hours.” She held the covers back and I crawled into the same spot as earlier. “I won’t leave you, either.”
Mari slid a chair to the side of the bed and rested on her arm at my feet before taking my hand in hers.
“You’re everything, Mari.”






Chapter 18

November 2, 2020

Jai

 
It was dark.
I lost sight of Bex, and it was just darkness. The growing pressure in my chest didn’t hurt as much. I couldn’t hear her cry, but it was painful, so I considered it a sort of reprieve. As the darkness and silence stretched on, I realized that even if it was her sorrow I heard for eternity, I would choose that torture because I’d still have a piece of her. I missed her so much. I didn’t want her here, but I desperately wanted to be with her.
Is this hell? Is this what I deserve?
The blanketed silence turned to a hum, and the numbness I felt turned to dull aches. There was pressure, but it wasn’t painful. It was warm and delicate. A careful placement. A sensation passed through me, and I realized I took a breath. Then another one.
Coconut.
Vanilla.
Home.
A faint set of beeps came to me. A whirring noise came next, and the feel of soft sheets. My throat ached when I took a deeper breath. My eyes blinked open, and the space was blurry at first. The gentle pressure I felt was explained by the two forms resting against me. Mari was propped on my foot, and I followed her outstretched hand. Mari’s fingers were intertwined with Bex’s.
Bex was facing away from me. She was curled on the bed like a small fox. Her head rested in my lap. The morning sun came through the small window, and streaks of light hit her. Her ring glinted under the rays. The ache in my chest I’d grown used to over the month started again, and the joy and peace I felt with her washed over me.
Hot tears fell as I watched her sleep. This time, watching her doing the most normal things held so much meaning. There would come a day where we wouldn’t have each other, and these moments would be lost.
I looked at the board on the wall. It was November 2nd. I carefully moved the foot under Mari. She opened her eyes and gasped.
“Bex,” she whispered, gently tapping her shoulder. “Bex, he’s awake.”
“What?” she asked in the quietest tone. She sat up and turned. “Oh, fuck,” she cried against my stomach as she continued. I lifted a very heavy arm and patted her head.
“Bex,” I called to her as best as I could manage. “Happy birthday.” My voice was rough, and my throat was scratchy. She moved closer up the bed.
Her hands held my face and every piece of my soul hummed at the feeling of her against my skin. “I’m so happy you’re here. This is all I wanted,” she whispered as she rested her forehead against mine. “I love you, and I was stupid for not saying it sooner.” She kissed me, and it was better than the medicine flowing through my IV.
“You’re not,” I muttered between her kisses. “I already knew.”
“I missed you so much,” she admitted as she wiped my face. “I was so scared I’d lost you.”
“Not even a divine act, I promised it.” I cleared my throat and a sharp pain started in my chest. “You’re mine. I told you I’d come back to you, and I meant it.” I ran my free hand down her back. She curled into my shoulder, and the movement made the pain on the other side spike. I didn’t care. I wanted her more. I needed her right there.
“Well,” Mari interjected with a clap and a large smile. “One of you needs to start explaining.” She started laughing at the absurdity of it all. “What the fuck happened?”
“I guess now would be the best time,” I said, looking down at Bex. “I’d love to be the savior of her story, but Bex didn’t need me in the end.”






October 10, 2021: Senior Year

Bexley

 
I mixed the brownie batter while music came from my speaker. I heard the door close, and keys dropped in the dish after. I knew who it’d be and expected what was to come.
“Little Swallow,” Jai called from the kitchen opening.
“Yes?” I answered without turning around. I kept my voice light and innocent.
“Today is the tenth,” he started.
“Oh, is it?” I held up the spatula I was using to mix. The bit of batter still on it slid down. “I didn’t even notice the date.”
“You didn’t notice the date? So, is lingerie and brownies a common activity in our house now?” His voice came right by my ear. I hadn’t heard him move across the floor.
“It got hot,” I countered.
“It’s October in Old Oaks.” His hand trailed over my bare ass, moving up my back until he gripped the back of my neck. “You’re such a bad liar, Bexley.” He untied the apron and threw it on the ground. His hands gripped my waist, and he placed me on the counter. When I looked him over, his usual attire was traded in for a black dress shirt and black slacks.
“How was your class today?” I asked, paying no mind to the game I started. After his needed time in the Sigma house, he moved out and applied for an undergraduate teaching assistant position. He was accepted for their weekend opening, and upon the start of our senior year, we got a new apartment on the other side of town.
“Far less interesting than what I’ve walked in on,” he said as he stuck his finger in the batter.
“They say it’s not good for you to eat raw batter,” I warned as he removed his finger and painted a smear on my collar. He repeated this and painted chocolate on my chest, stomach, and hip. When he finished his art piece, he put his finger in my mouth, and I licked the remainder away.
“Good thing I’m eating you, then,” he warned as he fisted my hair.
His tongue moved over the brownie batter that decorated my skin. I grabbed at his shirt, desperate to undo the buttons and feel him against my skin. He reached my hip and groaned. I slid my hands to his pants and unbuckled his belt. He was more than ready beneath me.
His fingers hooked the sides of my underwear, and he slid them down my legs before putting them in his pocket. He dropped down on his knee and teased my inner thighs. His tongue slid against my center, and I moaned. I missed him so much today.
“Better than any dessert,” he claimed before devouring me. His tongue worked circles over me, slipping in and out. He slid two fingers in as he punished my clit. I cried out continuously, but that never stopped him. He used it to fuel his tortuous pleasure. He kept on the edge of that fall.
“Please, Jai,” I begged. “I wanna come.” He hummed a laugh against me, but he increased his pressure. The orgasm hit me like a train, and my head fell back. “Fuck me,” I cried. He rose from the ground and his shirt fell open more. My eyes moved to his newest tattoo, like they did every time he was shirtless.
A swallow was inked by the bullet wound he received almost a year ago. So much happened in one month, and so much bloomed since that dark night.
He moved his pants out of the way, freeing himself. The piercings gleamed as he moved his hand along his length. “You’re stunning,” I confessed in a sigh.
“Flattery gets you everything, love.” He stepped forward, taking my hips and sliding me off the counter and onto him. “Oh, my fuck,” he moaned. I held onto his shoulders, helpless to whatever his plans were. “Couch, now,” he said as he kissed all over my face.
“No brownies?” I asked with a pout. He looked down at me when we approached the couch.
“Fuck the brownies.” He laid me over the arm and pulled my hips higher. His thrusts landed every time as he played my body the way only he could. “Make it beautiful, Little Swallow.”
The pressure rose in my chest, and the whimpers turned breathless as I climbed higher. “Jaiden!” I screamed as I came and made a wet mess of our new carpet.
“Gods, that never gets old,” he said, giving me that wicked half-grin. He was trouble and would be for the rest of time.
“I love you.”






May 27, 2022: Senior Year

Jai

 
“Baby, we’re gonna be late!” I called up the stairs. “Mari won’t wait for you either.”
“I’m coming,” Bex called in the distance.
“You will be,” I muttered under my breath. I pulled out my phone and checked the time. We needed to leave in the next ten minutes to make the check-in requirements for the commencement ceremony.
“Okay, I’m ready.” I heard her voice at the top of the stairs, and when I turned around, she stole my breath. She had my soul already, and now she was going to suffocate me. She wore chunky black heels and a sweet black dress. It scooped across her chest with long sleeves. The length hit perfectly against her thighs, and the skirt had a frilly layer peeking out.
“You’re stunning,” I voiced when I could speak again. Her hair was wild and free, like always. The soft features of her face were accentuated by her makeup. I wanted to ruin it immediately.
“Don’t even try it,” she warned like she could read my thoughts.
“What?” I laughed at her tone.
“I know you, Mr. Wells. There will be no ruining this,” she declared as she waved her hand in front of her face.
“I would never ruin such beauty,” I promised as I kissed her forehead.
“You’re a liar.” She elbowed me playfully and strutted through the living room. She grabbed her bag and looked back at me. “Coming?”
“I will be,” I said under my breath.
“What was that?”
“Gotta get my keys,” I fibbed, and my smile told her as much.


We walked through the stadium, following the signs for graduates. There was a table with a few people from the admin office. We flashed our IDs, signed our names, and walked to the back rooms with our caps and gowns. We spotted Mariana waiting outside one of the doors.
“Bex!” she exclaimed as she rushed over. “You look absolutely beautiful,” she said, twirling Bex around.
“Thank you. I can’t get over your dress. It’s perfect.” She hugged Mari again, the moment feeling bittersweet after so many years and so much hardship. Mari turned to me with a sweet smile and outstretched arms.
“Hello, Mariana,” I greeted her with a kiss on the side of her head and a hug. “You do look beautiful; Kel will be blown away.” She recently started seeing someone, and it looked promising. I could feel the same energy from him that I experienced with Bex.
“Thank you, Jai. You’ve done so much. I hope you know that.” She released me and stepped away to straighten her dress.
“I’m so sad. I know it’s not over, but it feels surreal to be leaving this all behind.” Bex took my hand as she continued, “I don’t know how we did it.”
I leaned to Mariana and whispered, “I’m going to do it.” She laughed and shook her head.
“No, wait,” Bex said as she waved her finger between us. “You guys did that in the library before. What did you say to her that day?” I knew exactly which day she was referencing. I caught her staring at me as I approached, and she hadn’t stopped the entire time.
“I told her, ‘Your friend thinks I’m hot,’ and then you were caught gawking.” Her mouth dropped open at my admission.
“You ass,” she protested, swatting at my chest. I grabbed her jaw and brought her to her tiptoes.
“I wanted you just as much.” I kissed her lips, careful to avoid smearing any makeup for now. “Let’s go finish this thing.”


“I am exhausted,” Bex groaned as she walked up the stairs. I lifted her into my arms and carried her the rest of the way to the bedroom. I set her on the bed and knelt before her. I unbuckled each shoe and took them off.
“Hey, what time is it?” I asked her with purpose. She turned to look at the clock on her nightstand. I pulled the black velvet box from my pocket. She turned around to say the time she read, but it died in her throat when she looked down.
“Jaiden,” she whispered as she hid behind her hands.
“Bex,” I copied her. She looked at me again, and then down at the ring.
“Is that real?” She pointed to the box.
“It’s really in my hands.”
“Jaiden, you’re…”
“Proposing?” I grinned as tears fell and sniffles began. Her mascara started to muddy under her eyes. “Bexley, you are the only person I have genuinely cared about for seven years. Every time you look at me, I feel like I can do no wrong. That my faults don’t matter, haven’t mattered. You were my small slice of peace, and since then, you’ve become my everything. I can’t imagine waking up and not seeing you tucked beside me. I can’t fathom being away from your side for more than a minute. Will you marry me, Bex? It’s at your pace.”
She sobbed and threw herself on me. The force knocked me on my ass, and her arms wrapped around my neck in a tight grip. She was going to knock me unconscious if she held me any tighter.
“Baby,” I strained. “If it’s a no, you don’t need to suffocate me.” She pulled back and sat in my lap. She looked at the first ring, the one with a swallow on the band. She slid off the delicate metal and switched hands.
“Yes,” she answered as she extended her hand. I removed the ring from the box and pushed it down her finger. “It’s beautiful,” she admired. The stone was large on her hand, and the silver band was intricate and detailed. “I love you,” she said, looking back at me.
“I love you, too,” I responded as I brought her to me for a kiss. “Mrs. Wells,” I murmured against her lips. 






Epilogue

July 13, 2025

Bexley

 
I moved around the expansive kitchen with careful steps. It was hard enough to slip out of bed without disturbing him. He was covering the majority of my body and had a firm grip around me. I cleaned the mess on the counter, assembled the tray of breakfast, and carried it up the stairs.
I peeked into the room, and his large frame was curled in the covers. Tiptoeing across the room, I placed the tray on his nightstand and grabbed the paper party horn. I crawled in the bed and bent down, just by his ear.
“Baby,” I cooed, giving him a quick kiss. “Baby, wake up.”
“Mm, no,” he grunted heavily with sleep and a hangover. I figured you’d say that.
I leaned back and drew in a large breath. I put my mouth over the plastic piece and blew as hard as I could. The loudest and most obnoxious sound filled the silent space, and he bolted up out of the bed. He settled on his knees and looked around the room. The covers fell by his waist, and his startled face turned predatory when he looked at me and the offending object in my hand.
“Ha, happy birthday?” I laughed, pointing to the tray of his favorites.
“No, baby,” he said as he straightened. His muscles flexed, and I was delightfully in trouble. “Breakfast isn’t making up for that headache.”
Catch me.
I turned and tried to jump off the bed, but his arm wrapped around my waist before I could get over the side. He pulled me against his chest and nuzzled into my neck.
“I might be sleepy, but you’re still slow and clumsy.”
“Jaiden,” I warned. “We have to leave soon; we can’t do this and breakfast.”
“Fuck the breakfast, all I need is you.” His hand circled my throat, and he nipped my shoulder. “It’s my birthday, which means I get to make the decisions.”
“That would be a good argument,” I said, slipping my fingers between his gentle hold and my neck, “but I don’t want to miss our flight.” I slid off the bed and turned to him.
“You’re the only person I know that would book a flight so early.”
“It’s not even a morning flight!” I countered. “Regardless, eat and get ready. We’re meeting Mari and Kel at the airport around nine.”
“Cruel wife,” he groaned and dramatically fell back to the bed. Laughing, I picked up the pillow and smacked him with it.
“You’re such a baby. Who whines about a trip to Italy?”
“Oh, I’m not whining about Italy, my love. I’m whining because my wife doesn’t want me to love her.” He draped his arm over his face and dramatically sighed. “She just doesn’t want this beast—” He grunted when I brought the pillow down hard over his chest again, cutting him off.
“Are you done being a drama queen?”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said, grinning like a fox as he peeked at me.
“Then eat and get ready.”
“I love you.” He was staring at me the same way he’d done so for the last five years. As if he couldn’t believe I was real.
“You always have, and I wouldn’t want it any other way.” Everything had fallen into place. I was taking on a permanent consultation position, and he adopted the business manager aspect of my freelancing. We worked from home together, traveled the world together, and took on everything life offered together. We could handle anything at this point; no hardship would compare to that semester of college. In many ways, that month was hell, but it also brought me the greatest happiness. I didn’t fret the what-ifs.
There were better things to imagine for our future.






“No matter what accomplishments you make, somebody helped you.”

 
Althea Gibson
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