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            One

          

          REBECCA

        

      

    

    
      It was one thing to look at teenagers making out and feel that longing for a time gone by, but at twenty-eight, I shouldn’t be looking at a middle-aged couple like the green-eyed monster. Envy sneaked its through my gut in a series of bitter twists as I watched his hand grasp her ass, pulling her in for a kiss, her smile easy as her eyes glinted.

      When was the last time I’d looked at Ben like that? When was the last time Ben had looked at me, at all? He knew more about my ovulation cycle than he did about my hopes and dreams, and even that was a bitter disappointment to him. The many thousands of dollars I’d cost him with my faulty womb were always a pawn for him to throw at me in one of our many arguments.

      And there I was, in the middle of the mini-mart at eleven pm on my own buying the test because Ben just couldn’t wait another day to have me piss on the thing. First morning urine, he’d said as if I didn’t know, you need to do it first thing. You need to get a test tonight; I can’t believe you don’t have one here ready. It’s almost like you don’t want to be pregnant.

      When we’d first started trying, according to Ben’s ‘life plan’, three years previously, I’d wanted to get pregnant for him. The excitement of becoming a father beamed out of every god-damned pore of his when he spoke about babies. It hadn’t been my ideal timeline, but the one thing that had ruled my life since meeting Ben was that fucking plan. Meet his ideal partner in University. Buy a house (he’d neglected to mention he intended to move back to the US after uni, but like an enamoured puppy, I followed him from England, losing everyone important to me in the process). Then came the job. And then the children.

      The cracks in our relationship had been just starting to form when the infertility became obvious. Sex, though it had never been a wild, passionate ride, descended into timings and positions and morphed into a chore. No one wants chore sex. Ben had read that female orgasms could prove detrimental to implantation, so he had the perfect excuse not to let me even enjoy the miserable intercourse.

      Three rounds of IVF later, two failed and one untested - like Schrödinger’s bloody pregnancy - and I could barely stand Ben any more. I was certain the feeling was mutual.

      I picked up the test from the shelf, sighing as the totally in-love couple walked off hand in hand. Ben wanted to impregnate me, but couldn’t even go out and buy the test himself. The blue and white packet was light in my hand. Such a compact thing for such a momentous amount of change, or perhaps a lack there-of. In my younger years, a negative test had been a thing of relief, but now it was guilt, disappointment and shame.

      If I was pregnant at least the IVF would be over, the hormones and injections and endless appointments would be over. For a while at least. But then I’d be connected to Ben, and the child, forever. I had never wanted children, but they’d become a compromise. Unfortunately, in our relationship, the compromises weighed heavily in Ben’s favour.

      My once in a lifetime trip back packing around Thailand? Downgraded to two weeks in a resort. The dog I’d wanted to rescue from the shelter so badly? Ben got me a fish.

      If I was pregnant… I’d be stuck. It was hard enough to leave our life; I worked with Ben, lived with Ben, my friends were his friends. My parent’s, back in England, had written me off when I’d moved. I had nothing.

      And if the test was negative? Maybe Ben would give up, maybe he could choose me for once. But I wasn’t imperative to his plan, bar setting him back eight years. I was little more than someone to share the cooking and cleaning, and to incubate children for him. And I was good at none of those tasks.

      The checkout clerk smiled at me as she swiped the test, her eyes filled with the questions she’s not allowed to ask behind the till. Excited or terrified? Wanted or not? I preferred the embarrassed teenage boy over the pitiful or eager looks of the older women.

      Despite it being the dead of night, I couldn’t go back home to Ben. To sit and watch old reruns of the A-Team as he sat on his phone all night talking to friends until, inevitably, he would fall asleep there and I could slink off to bed. The hope for intimacy was long gone. It was like the IVF gave him an excuse not to touch me. I’d barely had a hug after the last negative, and still he’d convinced me to try again.

      Even at night, the city rarely slumbered. Lights shone, people moved, cars meandered, and thankfully my favourite pizza place stayed open through the night. Louis, the night manager, smiled as I entered, gesturing to my usual seat by the window. I eyed the beers lined up in the glass-fronted fridge, their form coated in pearlescent condensation which promised instant refreshment, but the test burned at my subconscious, in my bag against my side. The state of not knowing always tied my innards in knots, the fear muddled with hope; the hope mingled with guilt; the guilt mixed with sadness.

      My pizza arrived at the table with a wink from Louis and a non-alcoholic soft drink, I watched my own likeness reflected in the window, the bright lights inside the restaurant contrasting with the tarry black outside.

      I should just take the test here, I thought, as I took a bite into the slice of cheese-based heaven Louis had provided. As the grease and salt flooded my tongue, I closed my eyes to savour that first, perfect bite, resigning myself to just get the test out of the way before going home. But Ben wouldn’t believe it either way unless I used the precious first pee of the day.

      A flicker of movement near the door made me double take.

      There he was.

      A prickle of desire rippled through me as I focused on the man at the edge of my vision. I’d seen him before, and every time it was the same. I imagined what it would be like to have those muscled arms wrapped around me, the leather sleeves of his biker jacket hot with his body heat. He looked like a man who lived for adventure, who’d throw me on the back of his bike and head anywhere other than the hotel resort that Ben always chose. His dark brown hair fell over his eyes as he looked down at the floor until in one suave movement he pushed it out of his face. Every move he made was like a magnet, drawing my eyes to him until I couldn’t look the other way. But there was no harm in looking… the biker was nothing but an idle fantasy.

      Or it was until his eyes locked with my own. My heart dropped a beat as my mouth dried out like a desert in a heat wave. Shit. My brain screamed at me to keep my cool, just look away, all nonchalantly. He didn’t know how long I’d been staring. The warmth that flooded upward through my chest like a tidal wave soon hit my face, and my cheeks glowed like Rudolph himself had set them alight.

      I stood up as the desire to flee took over. As I turned, my arm caught at my glass, sending sharp splinters and sticky coke across the floor. Way to not attract attention, Rebecca.

      Louis came storming over with a brush, shooing me out of the way as he cleared up the broken glass. For a second, I forgot about the handsome biker, until a whisper in my ear made me jump five ways to hell.

      ‘I noticed you without the dramatics.’

      The low vibration of his voice stole around me as he spoke. As if he wasn’t hot enough? Did he need to drop that voice on me? Some men really do have it all. But dramatic? I didn’t smash the glass for his benefit. I had every intention of telling him as much when I swiveled to face him. Instead, my breath caught as eyes the colour of fresh grass met me. The unnaturally bright stare sent bolts of lightening straight to my pants. If he was hot in my peripheral vision, he was like a piece of art up close. Stolen art that would be a dangerous thing to have. The edge of his mouth lifted in a slow smirk as he watched my face closely, my mouth opening in a never arriving response to his statement.

      That jolt of excitement that pierces you upon a first meeting with someone who affects you was one I hadn’t felt in a very, very long time. And with the excitement, it brought sorrow. Sorrow for the years I’d been with a man who not only grew more distant as the years passed, but who had never given me that feeling of adventure. I couldn’t even blame Ben, not really, as I’d been as much a part of going along with the relationship than making the harder choice to walk away.

      Facing that walking hunk of leathered sex on legs drove home my loneliness. I had to get out of there. Bikers may be ones for a life of adventure on the open road, but here in the city they were notoriously dire news. Trouble was the last thing I needed.

      ‘So sorry,’ I said to Louis as I backed away from the scene, grabbing my jacket and bag while dashing for the door. With the plan to take the test that night scrapped, I headed home to sit next to Ben, acting as though we were both fine with the car crash relationship. As I did every night.

      I couldn’t help but take one last look into the cafe as I passed, seeking one last glimpse of the man who had made me squirm with just one smirk. His gaze met mine, had never left me. With a tip of his chin, he watched me go.

      Back to reality, Rebecca.

      Time to face the music.
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          JED

        

      

    

    
      Heads turned and eyes lowered as I walked into the sour smelling room. Stealthy glances tingled at the edge of my senses as I headed for the bar, but no one met my gaze. My shoes stuck with every step on the neglected, beer-stained floor.

      ‘Whisky?’ I nodded in response. For more years than I could count I’d frequented the same dive, but I still didn’t know the barman’s name. Nor did I care. It wasn’t the establishment where people went for a pleasant time.

      The same old soaks propped up the bar, spending their days in a booze-induced haze, while the dark corners shifted with even darker characters. Bikers, dealers, and worse.

      What was I?

      Well, I wasn’t a dealer.

      ‘Calvin,’ I said, perching my ass on the seat next to the mass of muscle.

      ‘All right, Jed? No Boody Mary?’ Every time with the same inane joke. Every. Single. Time.

      ‘Would be better if your club wasn’t causing the governors to shit a brick.’

      ‘I’m working on it.’

      ‘You said that six months ago.’ The whisky hit the back of my throat with a familiar burn as I turned to face Calvin, lowering my voice to a whisper. ‘The President is getting impatient. I thought you would deal with this internally? I convinced him to give you some leeway to save an all out war between our clubs.’

      ‘I’m working on it.’

      ‘You need to work faster. There’s only a week—’

      Calvin cut me off with a snarl. ‘I know. Don’t you think I fucking know?’

      He rubbed at his jaw, his fingers rasping against the day old stubble that marred his dark skin. He looked tired. Far more tired than a man in his late twenties should look. Shit, he looked more tired than me, and I was hitting three-hundred and five.

      ‘What’s the plan?’ I waved off the barman as he held up the bottle for a top up. Alcohol had a minor effect on me, but a police stop on my bike would be a headache I didn’t need. An overnight in a cell could prove fatal come morning.

      ‘The plan’s not exactly fully formed, yet.’ Calvin’s throat bobbed as he swallowed hard. I didn’t want to give him shit, but our survival was at stake. We’d barely smoothed things over the last time, I couldn’t let it happen again.

      ‘I need something concrete to go back with. That won‘t not fly.’

      ‘It’s all I’ve got Jed. I’m not alone, but overthrowing the leader? It’s just not done. Getting support from the members has been a battle. If Greyson got wind, he’d tear me limb from limb.’

      I nodded and ran a hand through my hair. Only a week until we’d have to take Greyson out if Calvin couldn’t solve the problem amongst their own club members.

      ‘We should do it now,’ I said, watching as Calvin’s brown eyes widened.

      ‘It would be a massacre.’

      ‘Waiting for him to be at his strongest will only increase the casualties.’

      ‘Just a few more days. They are my brothers, Jed, I just need a few more days.’

      Despite my misgivings, I understood. I’d be looking for the least deadly solution for my club too. Thankfully, our president wasn’t an unhinged monster. He was a monster, undoubtedly, but a pragmatic one.

      ‘Five days. Then I want you to have an actual plan, or a body.’

      ‘Five days.’ Calvin muttered before signalling for another beer.

      I liked Calvin, but not enough to endanger my kinds’ survival for him.

      ‘Greyson is spiralling’, I said, ‘Taking out prostitutes and dealers is one thing, the Governors can make it go away, but the politician’s wife last month? No one will let that go without an investigation. At the moment we are alive because we are useful, and because we have lived fairly peacefully below the humans scrutiny. If we flaunt what we are and play mouse with their people, they will turn. Even the smallest ant can take down a buffalo if there are enough of them. We’re not invincible.’

      Calvin’s throat bobbed as he swallowed, his eyes focused somewhere far off as he stared straight ahead.

      The bar man stared at the other end of the bar, a faint blush colouring his cheeks. I followed his eye line until I found his object of affection. A woman sat in front of three shots of tequila, looking at them through bleary eyes. Her bottle blonde hair hung around her face, sticking to the edges of her bright, sticky lip gloss.

      She looked like a train wreck waiting to happen.

      She took a lengthy look down from my eyes to my big black boots and back upward, and what I saw reflected in her face wasn’t fear, or disgust, or shame. It was unadulterated hunger. Her lips opened as she brought the tequila shot to them, her tongue stealing out to wet them. Without shifting her gaze, she downed the shot and placed it on the water-stained wood with a crack.

      ‘Shit man, seems like you’ve scored,’ Calvin said, reaching over the bar and helping himself to another beer. ‘Looks like easy pickings.’

      ‘Leave it,’ I warned. I had no interest in drunk sex with the bar floozy.

      ‘What’s the point in being one of the Guardian’s of the Underworld if you’re not using it to your advantage?’

      ‘Not every chick throws her panties at me just because I’m a biker. Not the girls I like, anyway.’ Women didn’t frequent the bar often, and the ones who braved it were the biker groupies, the ones looking for drugs or losing themselves in drink. I didn’t want any of them, only her. The girl from the pizza place.

      ‘So you’ll turn down a quick ride with her for some imaginary thing with a woman you can’t have? Even if the chick was into you, you could have both, she’d never know. Fuck it, I’ll have her.’

      Anger flared in me, not for the woman, but at his sheer stupidity. ‘You think taking women back into your club is a wise choice at the minute? Greyson might not be at full strength, but it doesn’t mean he’s not a twisted fuck. You’ve got work to do, go do it.’

      Calvin rounded on me, baring his teeth in an uncharacteristic flare of rage while his muscles bunched around his neck. ‘You aren’t my superior, Jed. I’m working with you on this, and we’re friends. Don’t go overstepping your place. I want a resolution, but I’m not a fucking puppy.’

      His face was dead serious, and I couldn’t help but smirk. A puppy is exactly what he was. But I held up my hands in mock defeat and nodded. ‘All right. But maybe hold off pulling women while your leader is a homicidal douche-canoe?’

      There it was. The corner of his lip turned up as he relaxed his shoulders. He could never stay mad at me for long.

      ‘I got to go.’ Calvin stood and shot one last glance at the tequila drinker at the end of the bar. ‘Can’t have politics restricting the hunt, right?’

      ‘So all it takes is missing out on drunken alley sex to get your ass in gear? Should have figured that out earlier.’

      Calvin downed the rest of his drink and stood, pulling his leather jacket around his broad shoulders, the three-headed dog embroidered on the back sweeping past as he turned and left. The Sons of Cerberus were our rivals with women, with business, with territory, but coming together was a needs-must at times. And those times were breathing down my neck.

      It was time to head back to the club and report to Abe, our president, and he would be pissed. If anything angered him it was inaction, and as an elder, he wasn’t a man to piss off.

      As I downed the last of my drink, I let my mind wander back to the pizza place, to the woman. I’d seen her there before, all sad eyes and fuck me hips and though I knew she wasn’t the type to come back with a guy like me, I still hoped. I still turned up a few times a week hunting for even a glimpse of her. That night, I’d been close enough to touch her.

      The familiar thrum had spread up through my torso as her sheer vitality flowed out of her, seeping into me like a parasite. A parasite that infected my every fibre, sneaking through me and whispering ungodly things into every dark crevice within me. It was always the same when I was near a desirable woman. Their blood sang to me, begged for me to indulge. It wasn’t the way anymore. The humans outnumbered us like ants at a fucking picnic, and despite our abilities, we had to tow the line. Donor bags. Animals. The blood junkies.

      So I did what I had to do. I had let her go.

      If I was the last man on earth, she wouldn’t be interested.

      Because I wasn’t even human anymore.

      I was a vampire.
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          REBECCA

        

      

    

    
      The ten-minute wait. The two week wait. My life had been reduced to a series of procedures and waiting and failing. Repeatedly; course after course, test after test. The latest test, after the latest wait, shook in my fingers as I sat on the toilet in my pyjamas. The first blue line had appeared instantly, but a second hadn’t. I knew that Ben would hover impatiently at the other side of the locked door. The first few tests, more that three years previously, he’d been beside me, waiting together. But I could no longer handle the intense desperation that leaked from him, as he waited, the surge of never ending hope that I no longer shared.

      My foot jumped impatiently against the cold tiles as the walls pressed in around me. Not for the first time, I wondered how I’d ended up there. The man I thought I had loved replaced by a pressure cooker wannabe baby daddy, my life reduced to little but my faulty womb. It was a topic of conversation wherever we went. To my in-laws, at our joint workplace, amongst our friends. Everywhere we went, talk would turn to our lack of children and my 'issues’. They were never our issues. They were mine.

      The clocked ticked on and the blue line remained single, destined to be the harbinger of disappointment. Except that it wasn’t sadness that rushed through me. You’d think after a third round of IVF, after the needles, and hormones and egg collections and exhaustion that I’d be heartbroken, but I wasn’t. Relief flooded every inch of me. A wave of utter relief followed by crippling guilt.

      It would devastate Ben.

      When we’d met, at twenty and in college, Ben had impressed me with how together he was compared to our peers. Focused, driven and intelligent. Not one of the bumbling dick-heads looking to see how quickly they could drown their liver before trying to land their prick into the nearest girl. He had been so mature. But as the years passed, the plan became a hindrance to me, rather than the security it had once represented. There had been so many things I’d wanted to do, wanted to try, but that Ben talked me out of because the deviation from our life plan would have been too great.

      Sex. God, I missed actual sex. Ben and I had lacked the crazy passion I’d heard my girlfriends swooning over, but at least it had been consistent, at first. Until we turned twenty-five and gained another checkpoint on the plan. Ben had always wanted to have his first child at twenty-five, second at twenty-eight and get married with two adorable children at our sides when we hit thirty. I’d never particularly wanted children and had resisted. But when our friends began pushing out the cute little fuckers, Ben went baby mad to the core. After a few months, I reluctantly agreed to ditch the pill and try. The thing they don’t tell you, when you are trying for a baby, is that after a year of failing, the sex becomes an exercise in boring, fraught, timed necessity. You don’t feel desired, or wanted, you feel like a reluctant panda being forced to reproduce.

      And then came the IVF. The months of injections and hormones and appointments and disappointments. The raging moods and low lows. All for a baby I didn’t even know if I wanted, with a man I could barely sleep in the same room with. We were three years behind Ben’s plans, and with every day that came and went, I was more rooted to the spot than ever. I needed a break. To reconnect.

      With a sigh, I pulled up my pyjama pants and steeled myself to kick the metaphorical puppy.

      The door hit Ben with a soft thwack as I opened it.

      ‘Jeez, Ben, you don’t need to stand right behind the door.’

      ‘So?’ There they were, the big old puppy eyes, still filled with pointless hope. I handed over the test.

      ‘Sorry.’

      I sat down on the edge of the bed and waited for the inevitable reassurances which always followed the negative result. It’s not your fault. We can try again. It will work next time.

      Ben stared at the results window for much longer than it took to confirm that it was a big fat nope. Without looking at me he spoke in a soft, hurt tinged voice.

      ‘Why aren’t you upset?’ he asked, his eyes never leaving the test.

      My mouth opened, but I didn’t have the words to fill the space between my lips.

      ‘Why are you never upset? You should be. This should tear you apart. It tears me apart every time.’ He threw the test at the wall, splintering it into pieces. Broken, just like us.

      ‘I… I never wanted this.’ I spoke into my lap, my breath catching in my chest at the admission. I’d wanted to scream the words at him a thousand times before, but never had I said them anywhere other than in my head.

      ‘Wanted what? We had a plan. You knew my plan when we met. And now you don’t want it?’ Ben slumped down next to me on the bed and looked at me with raised eyebrows and watery eyes.

      ‘I didn’t realise you wrote it in fucking stone, Ben. Plans change. Life changes. It’s not my fault I’m not a baby making machine. We were trying for you, not for me.’

      ‘You don’t even want kids?’ Red crept up from Ben’s collar and infused his cheeks.

      ‘I don’t know. But I didn’t want this. I was twenty-five, I wanted to have some excitement in our lives before we became parents.’

      ‘Our lives are exciting enough.’

      ‘No, they aren’t! We have pot roast at your Mum’s every Sunday. We have drinks after work on Thursday with the same people in the same bar. Pinot Grigio, one glass, then home for the same shitty programs with the same meals in front of the TV while we ignore each other. Even sex isn’t fun anymore on the rare occasion we have it. Everything in our life is so functional. Where is the excitement? Where is the spontaneity? Don’t you crave it?’

      Ben looked at me as though I’d sprouted two heads and turned purple. ‘No. I want to settle down. I want a family.’

      ‘That’s the problem, you don’t want me! I’m a means to get what you want, to hit the next point in your plan. I need to feel wanted.I need to be a priority. What if we can’t ever have kids Ben? What then? What if I say no to more treatment? I’m sick of feeling faulty, I’m sick of being stuck in the ass with a needle full of hormones for weeks on end which drive me up the wall. I sick of it all.’

      ‘You don’t want more treatment?’

      ‘No one wants IVF, Ben. They put up with it to get something they want more than anything. But you are the one who wants it, and I am the one who has to deal with the side effects.’

      ‘I don’t care what anyone else wants. Are you refusing to try again?’

      I swallowed hard, the lump in my throat feeling like it was blocking my windpipe, and lifted my eyes to Ben’s.

      ‘Yes.’

      With that one paltry word, I saw a coldness enter his usually warm brown eyes. A hardness that he’d never subjected me to in the eight years we’d shared. ‘Then I’m done.’

      ‘Done trying?’ Hope surged in me for the first time in years. Maybe I’d been wrong about Ben, maybe I could be his priority. Maybe we could make it work with just the two of us.

      ‘No. Done with this. I’ve wasted eight years with you. Eight fucking years, Rebecca! If you didn’t want kids, you should have told me at the beginning. Do you know how far off course this puts me?’

      ‘Are you kidding me?’ I stood up and rounded on him. ‘Are you fucking kidding me? You’ve wasted your time with me? I’m a human being, not just a means to incubate babies for you. Do you think I wanted a chocolate teapot of a womb? Do you even love me? Did you ever? I would have given you children if I could, but I can’t.’

      My breath came in sharp rasps as I spat the questions at Ben, my chest raising in angry puffs.

      ‘Love is overrated. Passion is overrated. I thought what we had was more than that, Rebecca. I thought we were on the same page. Passion dies. We were on a steady course, you and I.’

      ‘I would have had kids for you, because I loved you. It’s not my fault.’

      ‘Maybe it is. Maybe you just didn’t want it enough.’

      ‘That’s not how science works.’

      As we came to an impasse we stood facing one another, his face beet red, while my heart ached in my chest. Was this really the end? Our whole lives were entwined in one another’s. We worked in the same office, shared the same friends, lived in the same house. Without Ben, I’d be alone. My parents still lived in England. Clarity hit me like a shovel to the face. I’d built my entire life around Ben, and I couldn’t stand him anymore.

      ‘Look, we’re just emotional after the test.’ Ben said, flipping his anger to a look of pity. ‘I’ll take the spare room and we can hash out a plan tomorrow, figure out how to get us back to trying again.’

      Another plan. It was always a fucking plan.

      I’d had enough.

      No more plans.

      ‘No.’

      ‘No?’ Ben stopped in the doorway and looked back at me with surprise.

      ‘No. I’m done with plans.’ I grabbed a holdall from the wardrobe and haphazardly threw some clothes and toiletries into it, followed by a phone charger and whatever else useful came to hand. Ben stood and watched, his mouth tightened into a firm line.

      ‘Don’t be so dramatic, Rebecca. Where do you intend to go? What about work?’

      ‘Anywhere but here. I can’t do this for one more minute. I’ll come back for the rest of my things and I’ll find a new job. Tell Steve I quit.’

      ‘Rebecca, you can’t just walk out of your life like that on some stupid notion that you need a guy who is obsessed with you and only you. Life isn’t like that.’

      That’s when I smiled, because for the first time in a long time, I could do whatever the fuck I wanted. I didn’t have to consider Ben’s plans.

      ‘I want to be wanted, and you can’t give me that. So yes, I can.’

      And I did. I grabbed my purse, threw on some jeans, and I left Ben stood on the doorstep telling me to get back inside and act like a rational adult.

      As I walked down the street, away from the only home I’d known since coming to the US, I had a fresh spring in my step.

      For the first time in eight years, I was free.

      I spent most of the day just enjoying the peace and quiet, listlessly walking from place to place in the city, people watching and relaxing as life rolled on by. It wasn’t until night fell that I questioned my haste in leaving home. While I regretted leaving Ben not even a little, home was safe. The city was not.

      I opted for a motel close to home and booked a room out for the night on their website. Feeling a touch more confident after securing a place to sleep, I stopped for a quick drink in the bar next door.

      The instant I walked in, the hair on the back of my neck lifted, and I bit my lip as all eyes turned to me. The bar was dark and dingy, people hovered at the edge of my vision in obscured corners, but feeling emboldened by my recent walking away from Ben, I continued in to the room taking a seat at the bar. I cleared my throat, awaiting the barman to turn around, but he remained focused on the game on the small TV in the corner.

      ‘Excuse me,’ I said in a soft voice, my fleeting bravery dying by the second.

      The bar tender turned, and I watched as his bushy eye brows shot up his face. ‘Looking for someone?’

      ‘No. Just a drink, please.’

      ‘Sorry, it’s just, this isn’t the place we see the likes of you.’

      I looked down at myself, knowing that I was pretty ordinary on the whole. ‘What do you mean __the likes of me__?’

      A faint blush crept into his cheeks as he wiped the back of his sleeve over his forehead. ‘Nothing. Didn’t mean nothing. What can I get you?’

      ‘A glass of white wine?’ An old guy at the end of the bar snickered and nudged his friend.

      ‘Not that kind of place. Beer or shorts?’

      Heat reddened my own cheeks as a few more chuckles came from around the bar. ‘Beer, please.’

      I vowed to drink the one beer and then scuttle out with my tail between my legs. Despite the judgment seeping into me from the bar’s usual patrons,I would finish that drink with my head held high.

      As the last dregs of the bitter brown liquid filled my mouth, I moved to stand, but a hand touched my waist from behind.

      To my surprise, it was the biker. The one from the Louis’ Pizza.

      ‘Can I get you another?’

      ‘I don’t think that’s a good idea, I’m not exactly welcome here.’ As I stood, he grasped my fingers, just for a moment, and pulled me back to sitting.

      ‘You’re with me, and none of these fuckers will give you a hard time. Right?’ He looked around at the men surrounding up and all eyes slid away from his gaze.

      ‘Thank you.’ I adjusted myself in the seat and smiled awkwardly as the barman places another beer in front of me.

      ‘Anytime.’ He took a swig of his beer, a glint in his eyes as he watched me take a tentative sip of my own. ‘I don’t mean to pry, but what the fuck is a girl like you doing in this shit hole?’

      The barman didn’t even flinch at the slur upon his establishment, though it would have been hard to describe it as anything else. I weighed my options as I took another drink. I could lie. The stranger would never know. I could spill my guts about Ben, but no one wants to listen to that. I chose neither.

      ‘Staying next door tonight, just needed a nightcap.’ Keep it vague, Rebecca, you have no idea who this guy is.

      ‘So roach infested is your bag?’

      I laughed, ‘No, roach infested isn’t my bag. Have you ever been in there? It’s not so bad.’ I knew, because I’d stayed there during one epic fight Ben and I had had a few years back.

      ‘No, was that an invitation?’ He was a cocky son of a… my stomach churned at the suggestion, sending big old flares to my neglected nether regions.

      ‘It was not,’ I said, firmly but still with a smile. He may have been cocky, but damn did he look fine while doing so. It couldn’t hurt to flirt, just a little. It had been years since I had given into a flirtation.

      ‘Shame…’

      ‘So you are a biker, right?’

      He nodded, one eyebrow lifting a touch at my question.

      ‘What’s it like?’ I might not be ready to just into bed with a total stranger, but he was the most exciting thing to walk into my life in eight years.

      ‘Being a biker?’

      ‘Yeah. It must be so full of adventure.’

      He almost choked on his beer as he laughed. ‘I’m not sure it’s the adventure you think it is. There’s never a dull day though, I’ll give you that.’

      I put my chin in my hand and sighed. ‘The bike must be fun though, speeding along with the wind in your hair, nothing but open road ahead. That’s the sort of adventure dreams as made of.’

      He licked his lips as he leaned in close, the hint of aftershave lingering between us. If he’d have kissed me right there, I’d have been putty in his hands. He didn’t. ‘There are two things in life that give me a thrill these days. Riding and fucking, and I’d be happy to introduce you to either. The bikes out back want to come for a ride.’

      The way he said ride fanned the flames in my pants to a roaring fire, and I had no words to respond. My brain told me going with him was not only stupid, but a horrible idea, yet every inch of me screamed to go with him. To give in to temptation and live for once, even if only for a night.

      But I couldn’t.

      After years of sticking to the sensible option, I no longer had the brash stupidity of youth on my side, and regretfully I shook my head.

      ‘It’s not that I’m not tempted. Running away for a wild night has never sounded better. And you… are probably exactly what I need right now, but I just can’t hop on a bike with someone I don’t know and ride off into the night.’

      He looked neither surprised nor hurt by the rejection, but grinned and leaned in to me, placing a hand on the back of my neck and getting so close there was barely a breath between us. My brain all but melted as my loins took over all sensibility completely. I closed my eyes, waiting for the kiss that never came.

      ‘I’m not a stranger, the name’s Jed.’

      ‘Rebecca,’ I whispered back, all but consumed with his fingers entwined in my hair and feel of his chest as I placed my hand under his open jacket, just the thin fabric of the tee-shirt separating his well-muscled physique from me.

      ‘Catch you around, Rebecca,’ he said, standing up and throwing a few bills onto the bar for the drinks. My confusion and horny desperation must have amused him, because he grinned from ear to ear as I sat there, dumbfounded.

      As he left the bar, attention turned to me, leaving me red-faced as I sat alone once more.
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      Fuck.

      Getting close to her had been stupid. Why taunt myself with something I couldn’t have? For a moment, I had been so sure she would give in. The way her cheeks had flushed and her mouth had opened, the way her head had tipped back into my touch as I grasped her hair, the way her lips had parted as she expected a kiss.

      My fists clenched by my sides as I willed my half erect penis to behave itself. Despite the lack of blood flow, vampires’ bodies still reacted much the same as humans did. Our heart still beat, our stomachs still growled, and our cocks still gave our intentions away. Well, those of us who had cocks. I couldn’t explain it, I’d never found someone who could. Were we reanimated corpses? Magical beings? I didn’t have the answer.

      I had been trying my luck with a girl who wasn’t from my side of town, from the underbelly of the city. After years of meaningless encounters, centuries of them, I had been sure something about the woman, Rebecca, had been different. The first time I’d walked past the pizza place when she’d been there, I felt a pull that I couldn’t ignore. I went in not knowing what it was and left puzzled that it had been to a girl. Why?

      Calvin was right, I had plenty of opportunity to get laid, why bother with a girl who had little interest in me? What was the point? Unless someone hit me with a stake in the heart, or I stumbled out in the daylight, I’d live on indefinitely. A human girlfriend? She’d be barely a smudge on my history. But I wanted more. More than meaningless sex, more than someone to keep my bed warm for a night.

      I kicked the trashcan at the back of the bar, lost in my own thoughts about Rebecca, when a shadow fell over the brick wall in front of me. Three shadows.

      Thugs. Not a problem. One advantage of being immortal was that I didn’t need to worry much about taking a beating even if they outnumbered me. Speed and strength were one of the main pros of vampirism, despite its many cons.

      My heart sank as I turned to face them, already spoiling for the fight.

      They weren’t thugs; they were three members of the Sons of Cerberus, Calvin’s club members. Less deadly than they were at their peak, but between three of them, our odds were fairly matched.

      Werewolves, just what I needed.

      ‘Jed.’ The ringleader spoke up, his voice lowering to a characteristic growl.

      ‘Yeah?’

      ‘I hear you’ve been chatting to Calvin more than usual. I sure hope that you two aren’t buddying up.’ They circled me, their muscles taught beneath their leathers. Not just there for a calm chat.

      ‘I see him here and there. Not like there are many bars around here that accept our kind.’ I shrugged, trying to appear at ease, despite my mind working overtime to keep tabs on all three of them.

      ‘You are not our kind you blood sucking piece of shit. We’ve cow-towed to the governors for long enough. We are the superior races. Even you fanged fuckers. So why are we the scum? Greyson has big plans, and none of them include us grovelling to the meat.’

      I saw him heft something in his fist as he grinned, the thick spike of wood sending fear to my core. They meant business.

      ‘If you are starting a war with the humans do you really need to start one with the vampires too?’ Sweat gathered at the base of my spine as the men pressed me back toward the alley that led to the bar. Quickly, I dodged between them, feinting to the right before moving to the left and slipping between them. One man lunged for my arm, his sharpened nails digging into the leather while the ringleader lunged forward, stake outstretched. The man’s grip was no match for my supernatural strength, not while they were in human form, so I threw myself backward, knocking him over as the stake missed my heart, dragging down across my abs. I gritted my teeth as the skin split in two. After centuries of fighting, it would heal in a few days. If I survived the stake.

      The other lackey plowed into me, fists flying as I took a right hook to the jaw, my breath rushing from my lungs as his body slammed me after the punch. In retaliation I bared my fangs, feeling them slip through the gums and extend out beneath my lip. Fangs were of little use in a fight - unless I wanted to rip his throat out entirely - draining someone’s blood was a lengthy procedure, and while the victim couldn’t move during it, his friends would be free to attack. But the sight of the sharp white teeth still inspired fear. One man hesitated as I approached him, fear flaring in his eyes, while the ringleader fumbled with the stake. I had no interest in killing these guys tonight; it was the last thing the club needed, I just had to get to my bike. Werewolves only lived a few years longer than their human counterparts. The bonus of being ancient is that vampires are far more skilled in most things. Technology, vehicles, finance. You name it, we’ve seen it grow from times before any of it existed. I knew that I could out ride them, and they wouldn’t follow me onto my patch.

      I made a break for it, dashing toward my bike, which was in the carpark across the street, I’d barely made it to the road’s edge when the guy who’d been on the floor threw himself beneath me, sending my down hard on my knees. I rolled over as pain shot through my legs, momentarily deadening my ability to stand.

      The ring leader sauntered over to me, grinning ear to ear with a wolfish smile on his apparently human face. ‘I will enjoy this, you undead shit head.’

      My mouth went dry as he raised the stake, and I scrambled backwards as I tried to get out from beneath him. As his arm slashed downward I closed my eyes, ready for the inevitable pain.

      ‘Get off of him!’ A female voice screamed as a heavy thud sounded above me. Rebecca had thrown herself into his side, taking him off guard as he focused on me. His head hit the ground with a crunch as Rebecca landed on my stomach. A horn blared out through the quiet street, before a sickening sound met my ears. The ringleaders head exploded like a melon beneath the bus’s wheel as it screeched to a stop. Blood and brains sprayed out over myself and Rebecca as we watched in horror at the grotesque scene.

      The wolf minions stared as if unable to comprehend the situation, and I knew we needed to get out of there immediately.

      ‘Oh god. Oh god.’ Rebecca’s face went a worrying shade of white beneath the streetlights, as I stood up and pulled her to her feet. The bus driver looked just as shocked, his knuckles as white as Rebecca where he gripped at the steering wheel. ‘We need to call an ambulance.’

      ‘It’s too late for that.’ I grabbed her hand and pulled her behind me, crossing the road to where my bike sat.

      ‘The police then. Oh god, I’ll go to jail. I’ve just killed that man. We can’t just leave!’

      I rounded on her and glared into her face, watching as she withered beneath my touch and hating myself for it. ‘Listen. To. Me. If we don’t get out of here before they come to their senses, his buddies will kill you. They don’t want the police called any more than you do. Look.’ The men were already pulling the mangled body out from beneath the bus and hoisting it between them as one pointed to us. ‘They will call for backup, and if you are still here, you’ll lose your life for it. He wasn’t a good guy.’

      ‘It doesn’t make it right…’

      Green tinged her face as she stared at the headless body suspended between the men, his neck hole dripping fresh blood with every movement. She would not leave willingly, there was no way she could know what the man had been. So I did what I had to do. I picked her up and threw her on the bike in front of me.

      ‘Hold on,’ I said into her hair as the bike roared to life beneath us.

      She shook like a leaf between my thighs as we moved. Whether it was from the bike, or the death, I didn’t know.

      But I’ll admit that it did ungodly things to have her there squirming against my stomach.

      There was only one thing for it, I’d have to take her home.
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      My hair whipped over my face as I closed my eyes, the image of the man’s headless body burning at the back of my eyelids. Not for the first time during the brief ride, bile rose in my throat, bringing its beer tinged bitterness to the back of my tongue. I was only vaguely aware of Jed’s chest pressing into my back, the distant warmth paling in significance to the emotional turmoil screwing with my entire being.

      He was dead. The man was alive one moment, and then, because of me, he was gone. Forever.

      I was a killer.

      Lights flashed against my closed eyes as we sped away from the scene of the crime, my body feeling numb to sensation, Jed’s occasional words a jumble against my subconscious. The man had been attacking Jed, he’d had a weapon and if I hadn’t pushed him, Jed would be the one who lost his life. The thought brought little soothing. Was one man, one biker, more valuable than the other? No. What about his family?

      Tears traced fresh tracks down the length of my face as I choked on a sob, the first of many, as we swerved around the late night traffic. Minutes or hours could have passed during our fleeing escape, and I would have been none the wiser. When we pulled up outside a dingy looking door in a brick facade, I’d barely even registered us stopping. If it wasn’t for the queue of chrome bikes lining the sidewalk, I wouldn’t have looked twice at the mundane entrance.

      ‘Come on,’ Jed instructed, manhandling me off of the bike when I failed to move on my own. He grabbed my hand in his much larger, much colder hand, and pulled me along behind him. Should I have followed a man I didn’t know into an unknown location? No, I shouldn’t have, but my senses had fled me the moment I had got on Jed’s bike and committed the act of leaving the crime scene, on top of the death I had caused.

      Jed knocked on the door and waited until a small window opened. An eye appeared in the crevice and took one look at Jed before slamming it closed. The door swung inward and Jed guided me inside the dank corridor, leading me past the tall security man with nothing but a nod. He looked from my tear-streaked face back to Jed, but didn’t say a word.

      The corridor opened out into a large, gloomy room, filled with a mismatch of furniture, and an equal mismatch of people. All focus turned to us as we entered the room, shock registering on the unfamiliar faces. Although I looked a mess, I couldn’t imagine a devilishly handsome guy like Jed didn’t have a string of women coming too and from his room. Why the surprised looks?

      ‘Where have you been?’ A gruff older man, with grey-streaked hair and a similarly salt and peppered beard, spoke up, his gaze remaining fixed on the newspaper in his lap.

      ‘Drinking.’ Jed’s hand squeezed mine as I stood just behind him.

      ‘I heard there was an incident.’

      ‘I’ll discuss it later, Pres.’ I peered around Jed and took in the others who were sporadically lounging about the room. There was a young guy with deeply red hair, his arm slung around a woman’s shoulders. She looked high, her face vacant as she leaned into him. A man I’d have put in his sixties sat at a desk in the corner, his hand paused mid scribble as he frowned over at us. A woman sat to the right of the one Jed called Pres, her legs crossed delicately over one another as she toyed with a strand of long blonde hair, so pale it bordered on silver. A tingle ran up my spine as we made our way across the room, I put it down to being strung out after the night’s events.

      ‘Who’s the girl?’ Pres asked, as we neared a closed door.

      ‘She saved me.’ Jed didn’t turn as he spoke. He took a key from his pocket and turned it in the lock.

      ‘She’s the one who caused the problems then.’ Pres stood up, and I slotted myself between Jed and the wall as Pres’ face darkened.

      ‘I’ll explain later. I had no choice but to bring her with me. They’d have killed her if I’d have left her.’

      ‘It would have been less hassle.’ I dug my nails into Jed’s hand as I listened, a wave of pure anger crashing through me. Before I could open my mouth, Jed pushed the door open and shoved me inside.

      ‘Later, Pres.’ He warned, his voice thick and his words clipped.

      The door slammed behind us with a definitive crack as I took in Jed’s room. It was far cleaner than I’d expected, with luxurious furnishings which belied his appearance. He saw me staring at the clean lines and expensive furniture and grinned.

      ‘Appearances can be deceptive. If I’ve learned once thing over the course of my life, it’s that having a comfortable space is key.’

      ‘Over the course of your life? You’re what? Thirty?’ I said, my voice still quavering as I spoke. My head was feeling a little clearer than it had been on the ride over, but guilt and fear still pressed at my mind from all angles.

      ‘Something like that. Sit down.’

      I sat on the edge of a large black leather couch and watched Jed as he poured out two double measures of whisky. I wasn’t a whisky drinker, but when he brought it over, I downed it in one gulp. The heat hit the back of my throat and left me spluttering as Jed raised his eyebrows.

      ‘Easy there.’

      And that was all it took to unravel me. Before I knew it, my breath was coming in harsh rasps as fresh tears flooded my cheeks. I babbled about calling the police and what had happened in an illegible string of words until I had no words left. All the while Jed sat across from me, calm as he sipped his drink.

      ‘Why are you so calm?’ I snapped when I had run out of things to say.

      ‘It’s not the first time I’ve seen death. I’m rather glad it was him and not me.’

      ‘I’m a fucking murderer and you are glad?’ I stood up and threw the glass at the wall, watching as it smashed into a million pieces.

      Jed didn’t even flinch. He just shrugged and smiled. ‘Yes, I’m glad, but you’re not a murderer. Did you plan for the bus to squash him like a beetle underfoot? Did you time it just right to know he’d fall right as the wheel would crush his skull?’

      The image of his flattened head, oozing with brain, and blood made me gag. ‘No. God, no.’

      ‘Then at worst you are guilty of manslaughter, but I know for a fact he was a dirtbag. He’s killed in cold blood. Few will mourn his loss.’

      ‘How can you not care that a man is dead?’ I paced in front of the couch, a sudden rush of energy and anxiety swarming around me like bees, buzzing at my thoughts.

      ‘It’s not that I don’t care. There is a lot more to it than you know.’

      ‘Care to be more specific?’

      ‘No.’ Jed leaned forward and set his glass down on a low table. He ran a hand through his hair, and for the first time, looked as tired as I felt. ‘Is there somewhere I can take you? As long as you steer clear of the Sons of Cerberus’ patch, you should be okay. They don’t know who you are.’

      I stopped pacing and sat down, leaning over and grabbing the last of Jed’s drink and downing it. ‘Is the motel on their patch?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Then I’ve nowhere to go. I broke up with my boyfriend this morning, and I don’t want to go back. I can search for another hotel tomorrow, but none will be open at this time of night.’

      ‘What about your parents?’

      ‘They live in England and don’t talk to me.’

      Jed pursed his lips and looked up at the ceiling before sighing and looking at me. ‘You’ll have to stay here then. Until we can sort out a safe place for you.’

      And before I could stop the word splurge from exploding out of me, I ranted. ‘I thought in the bar, that maybe you were into me, for a good time if nothing else, and now you are acting like me being in your room is nothing but an inconvenience.’

      I stood up and grabbed my bag, heading for the door as the sentences continued to spill. ‘You know what, I don’t need the pity card. I don’t need to sleep under the roof with one more man who’d do anything to avoid touching me. My ex would prefer to jack in a fucking cup at the doctors than fuck me, and I won’t spend another moment being nothing but the bitch men would rather ignore.’

      Jed’s eyebrows all but jumped off of his forehead at my rant, and though he was still seated as my fingers wrapped around the door handle, somehow he was in between the door and I before I could yank it open. With one swift motion, he grabbed me and threw me back against the wall, his body pinning mine firmly in place so I couldn’t move.

      ‘Listen to me you little fucker, I not only want to touch you, but I want to dive between those thighs and make you come until you can no longer stand.’ His breath was fiery against my neck, and both fear and desire drove straight into me. ‘I’ve wanted you for weeks. Weeks! Why do you think I bother with the pizza place? It’s not Louis I’m there for. You turned me down in the bar, not the other way round.’

      Jed’s hand came up to my chin, gripping it firmly as he tilted my face to his. ‘You think I don’t want this? You think I don’t want these lips moaning around my cock, or to hear you begging for me to take you?’

      I could only whimper in response as I felt his rigid cock press against my belly.

      Then his lips took mine with a ferocity that mirrored his words. His fingers dropped from my chin to my throat as my pulse thundered beneath them. I gave in; I surrendered completely to his touch. For a few blissful minutes,I forgot the horrors of the evening as I closed my eyes and let Jed kiss me. In that moment, I was his completely, melted into a puddle of wetness and desire for him to use as he pleased. My skin tingled as his fingers explored my neck and my back before pushing back into the hair at the nape of my neck, holding me firmly open to him.

      It was only when he broke the kiss, looking as flustered as I, that I noticed the knocking at the door.

      ‘Jed.’ The woman’s voice was impatient. ‘My dad wants you in his office. Now.’

      ‘Shit,’ he said. ‘I gotta go.’

      ‘Please don’t leave me.’ I placed a hand on his stomach, noticing a tear in his shirt that had been concealed by his jacket. ‘Fuck, Jed. You’re hurt.’

      Jed glanced down and shrugged. ‘Just a scratch.’

      ‘No, it’s not.’ In the gaping hole of the tee-shirt I saw his skin splayed open. ‘You need stitches.’

      It was surprisingly clean of blood, and though something was off, my jumbled mind couldn’t comprehend that there should be a shitload of blood.

      Another round of bangs on the door made me jump. Jed sighed before leaning in to kiss me once more, his mouth leaving fire in its wake. I was breathless by the time he let me go.

      ‘Get some sleep, I may be awhile.’

      He left the room, and I dumbly stared at the back of the door long after he’d gone. I found the bathroom and washed my tired face in the sink, discarding my still bloodied clothes on a chair as I crawled into the big, soft bed in my underwear. My phone blinked on the bedside table, as yet another text from Ben pinged through. I turned it off before rolling over and burying my face in the delicious spongy pillow.

      In the quiet moments of the night, alone and with nothing but my thoughts for company, the tears came thick and fast, wetting the pillow beneath me as I willed sleep to steal me away. As much of a distraction as Jed’s kiss had been, it didn’t ward off the flashbacks of the dead man that swamped me.

      I killed him.
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      Pres ripped me a new one in his office.

      ‘What were you doing there in the first place?’ He glowered at me across the desk. His daughter, Emmeline, grinned at my discomfort as I shifted in my chair. Being part demon on top of her vampirism, she very much enjoyed others discomfort.

      ‘I was having a drink.’

      ‘With the girl? Where does she fit into this?’

      ‘She doesn’t. Or didn’t. Not until she threw one of them under the wheel of a bus. Head burst like a ripe grape.’

      Emmeline clapped her hands in glee. ‘Oh, I’d have given anything to see.’

      She may be older than I, but she had the annoying habits of an eighteen-year-old. With her never ending enthusiasm for the macabre, she was exhausting to be around.

      Pres held up a hand to silence her. He may be her father, but after six hundred years of fatherhood, he was more exhausted than any of us.

      ‘So why is she here?’

      ‘He was about to stab me in the heart with a mother fucking stake and she pushed him under a bus for me. That’s why.’

      Pres groaned and rubbed at his greying beard. Not that it had greyed any more in centuries, of course.

      ‘They had stakes? What are they playing at? Are they trying to start a war?’

      ‘They knew I’d met Calvin and they aren’t happy about it.’ I shrugged, the wolves’ response was way overboard, even for them.

      ‘Do they know about the coup?’

      ‘I don’t know. I don’t think so.’

      ‘Calvin better get his ass in gear. We can’t afford to drag this out any longer.’

      ‘He just needs a few more days,’ I said with a lot more confidence than I felt. ‘You know it will be war if we go in there, it will be better if they can take care of it internally.’

      ‘I know if I go in now, Greyson doesn’t stand a chance. In a few more days he’ll be harder to kill.’

      ‘Please, Abe, just a bit longer. There is a rift in the gang, and even if we go in, we need them on our side. You know they outnumber us six to one. Not only that, you know we can’t go in unless we have an invitation, and Calvin’s the only one who will give it to us.’ I only used the president’s actual name when I needed him to listen.

      ‘Ooh, maybe we could make a few new prospects.’ Emmeline grinned and ran her tongue over her exposed fangs.

      ‘No.’ Pres and I spoke at the same time.

      Emmeline pouted and rested her chin on her hand. ‘No fun. You get a pretty girl to keep and I can’t even turn one guy into a vampire to bolster our forces.’

      She knew it wasn’t that simple. Turning someone was a head fuck that none of us needed. Not only for the turning, but for raising the vampire equivalent of a man-sized, blood crazed toddler. It was different for her, shed been born into it, Pres and I remembered what it was like in those first few months. Mourning the loss of humanity while coming to terms with supernatural abilities and a penchant to snack on those you used to see as peers.

      ‘I’m not keeping her.’

      ‘So what, she’s a little blood snack? A fuck buddy? Didn’t think you were the dunk, drink and ditch kind, Jed.’ Such a smart-mouthed bitch, I looked over at Pres, exasperated.

      ‘She has a point,’ he said, shrugging. ‘What’s the plan.’

      ‘There isn’t a plan. You know as well as I do that if I put her out, she’s as good as dead. She doesn’t seem to have a home to go to, she just split up with her boyfriend.’

      Emmeline snorted at that and banged the table with an open hand. ‘Holy shit, you’re the rebound guy?’

      I bristled as she broke out in a fit of giggles. ‘I’m not. It’s not like that. She saved my life, I owe her.’

      ‘Does she know what you are? What we are?’ Pres slumped back in his chair, the initial anger he had dissipating into annoyance.

      ‘No.’

      ‘Then whatever delusions you’re having, get them out of your head. The minute she finds out, she’ll run. And when she does, she better keep her mouth shut, or the wolves won’t be the only ones after her.’

      I was thankful for the club’s lack of windows as I moved through the quiet halls. Usually I slept by day, but when needs must, we could be awake and still avoid the searing daylight. Contrary to popular belief, vampires don’t explode the minute sunlight touches us, rather it brings a slow, agonising burning. Death only happens after around ten minutes outdoors, but the excruciating pain of even the slightest exposure makes us avoid it like the plague.

      Angus sat on one of the now empty sofas in the club room watching a quiz show and eating a giant bowl of fruit loops.

      I tossed a surgical pack at him and took off my shirt. 'Can you stitch me up? '

      ‘After I finish my cereal. Sit.’

      There was no arguing with the human, so I did as I was told and sat next to him, watching as people on the TV turned a giant colourful wheel. When the TV had been invented, I lost many, many hours watching it, but after a few decades it had long lost its appeal. Angus, however, adored it.

      Eventually, the crunching of the cereal stopped and Angus plucked out the needle and surgical thread and stitched the flap of skin back to my stomach.

      ‘Nasty one, this.’

      ‘It doesn’t hurt.’

      ‘Mmm.’ Angus focused on the stitches as he pulled the bloodless flesh back together, securing it with neat lines of thread as he went. He wasn’t medically trained, but as one of our two resident humans, we relied heavily on him. He could go out in the daytime for supplies, or to spy on our enemies. He could meet with the governors as a human ally. He was a friend.

      ‘So,’ he said as he continued to work on me. ‘The girl. She a blood junkie?’

      The blood junkies got off on the high that runs through them when a vampire feeds. It was the closest most of us got to human victims since we’d made the vow to stop feasting on them. They gave the blood willingly to get off on the euphoria the fangs produced. But like any drug, it’s addictive. Most of them push themselves until they gave too much and inevitably perish from exsanguination. They made my stomach roil, and I’d never use one, far less create one.

      ‘No. She’s just a regular woman.’

      ‘No regular woman would be in this place. Guardians of the Underworld is hardly the place for anyone normal to hang out.’

      ‘She pushed one of the wolves under a bus for me.’ I winced as the needle passed through a tender spot of skin. The wound would heal naturally in a matter of hours, but if the flap wasn’t secure, it would heal hanging permanently.

      Angus looked up at me and smiled. ‘You like her, don’t you?’

      He’d been with us for over forty years, we’d all seen him grow from the young prospect into an ageing man over the years, yet somehow he’d overtaken us in his wisdom along the way.

      ‘Yes,’ I sighed, ‘I like her. And I think she could like me. But Pres is right, as soon as she finds out the truth, she’ll be running for the hills.’

      ‘She might surprise you. I stuck around.’

      ‘Ah, but you’re one in a million Angus, I don’t know what we’d do without you.’

      Angus chuckled as he tossed the used needle in the trash and poured himself another bowl of cereal. ‘I’m sure you’d find another lackey to do your bidding.’

      ‘Hopefully one with better taste in TV,’ I joked as I stood up and inspected his handiwork. The scar would be barely noticeable. He always did such neat work. ‘Thanks for fixing me up, again.’

      ‘Aye, well just remember I can’t stitch broken hearts. Guard yours.’

      I wasn’t intending on falling for Rebecca, I just wanted a few days to make sure she was safe. And maybe to indulge in her body a little before she had to go back to face her actual life.

      The thought of her being back with her ungrateful ex had me clenching my ripped tee-shirt in my fists as I bid goodnight (or good day, if I got technical) to Angus.

      I stole into my room, to find Rebecca curled up in my bed, her cheeks dusted with dried salt tracks where her tears had fallen before she had given in to sleep. A gentleman would have taken the couch, but I was no gentleman. I kicked my boots off and ditched my jeans, crawling in beside her in nothing but my underwear. Her back was warm as I pressed myself against her, my body curling around her own as I gathered her against me.

      I ignored the throbbing in my pants as I traced my fingers lightly up her exposed stomach beneath the covers. The ever vital pulsating of blood beneath the skin of her neck was a devilish temptation as I snuggled into her shoulder. It would be so easy to slip and sink my fangs into her neck, to feel her blood darting through my veins. Animal blood and donated blood were like the boiled potatoes of our world. They gave me energy, but lacked any of the pleasure of fine dining. But as I watched her sleep, I pushed the cravings deep down inside. Underneath, I knew it wasn’t about her blood; it was about her.

      And for the first time in centuries, I fell asleep with my arms around a beautiful woman.

      I sank into a deep slumber with a smile on my face and the sweet smell of Rebecca enveloping me.
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      I had no recollection of Jed joining me in the bed, but when I stirred from a heavy sleep, it was to the realisation that it was his thick, tattooed arm which draped across the small of my waist. My breath grew shallow as I wracked my brain, trying to decide if I was okay with him being pressed up against me uninvited. All of my muscles stiffened as he shifted behind me, his hand splaying against my stomach as he pulled me closer to him. With bated breath, I waited until his breathing settled back into the cyclic rhythm of sleep. Even as I flinched beside him, I couldn’t argue that he felt good there, holding me close. It had been years since I’d slept in someone’s arms. Despite our kiss the previous night - which brought butterflies racing around my insides at the merest thought - he hadn’t presumed to come on to me.

      With careful manoeuvring, I slipped out from beneath his arm, mourning its loss as his warmth left me. He slept soundly, his hair mussed up around his face. The lips that had driven me wild were full and inviting, while a weft of dark lashes framed his closed eyes.

      He was beautiful really, under the leather and tattoos - of which he sported many - with his fine cheekbones and defined jaw, and his tautly muscled physique. Over his stomach there was a lengthy line of neat stitches where his injury had been, but there appeared to be none of the redness or inflammation I’d have expected from a fresh injury. It looked like the flesh had knitted together already. It made no sense, but so little from the past twenty-four hours had.

      My phone lit up as a green message box appeared, throwing a beam of light upwards and illuminating the darkened room. I grabbed it and slid out of the bed, locking myself in the bathroom.

      Ben.

      My phone held a string of messages from throughout the day. We had slept all day, shit. It was eight at night, and Ben was furious with my silence. Furious and annoyed. The messages varied from appeals to return home and stop acting like a spoilt brat, to cursing at me and telling me never to come back. None asked if I was okay. None held an apology.

      I sent back one line and turned my phone off.

      ‘I’m fine. I’ll be back for my things when I’m ready.’

      Short and to the point. It was all he deserved, and even then only so he wouldn’t call the police to come find me.

      I stripped off my underwear and stepped into the shower, cursing as the icy water hit me while it took a minute to heat. The hot water lashed at my back, turning the skin a bright pink as I let it wash away the stains of the previous day. The dirt, the whisky, the blood. But no matter how hot the water, it didn’t cleanse any of the guilt within me. I was living, but the man was still dead.

      The tears returned, lost in the rivers of scorching water, and I left them to come unchecked, flowing freely until there were none left to fall. Only then did I wash my hair with the men’s shampoo placed on the shelf and allowed myself to return to the real world. It wasn’t my reality, but reality none-the-less.

      The towels were large and soft, and I wrapped myself up in one before unlatching the door and sneaking back into the dark room.

      ‘Evening.’ My head snapped round as the voice drifted groggily through the air.

      ‘Um, hi.’ I rooted through my bag and dragged out a clean set of clothes as Jed sat up in bed, rubbing at his face. My cheeks blazed as he watched me struggling with holding up the towel and looking through the bag at the same time. ‘I can’t believe I slept all day, I’m sorry, I’ll get dressed and get out of your hair.’

      ‘Maybe I’m enjoying you being in my hair. I enjoyed you being in my bed.’ His face broke into a cocky smirk as he leaned back against the headboard, flexing his arms and placing them behind his back.

      ‘I wasn’t in your bed like that.’

      ‘Do you want to be?’ If my face hadn’t been red enough already, it rocketed to a fresh shade of scarlet.

      ‘Look, I appreciate what you did for me, I think we can call it even. Your club members didn’t look happy for me to be here and I don’t want to cause you any more grief.’

      In an instant he was by my side, all tight abs and fuck me hair as I stammered beside him. He turned me to face him and looked into my eyes, no hint of the cocky bastard remaining. ‘You haven’t caused me any grief. If you go, you will be in danger and I can’t protect you if you leave.’

      ‘Why do you care what happens to me? There are a thousand girls out on those streets who would warm your bed.’

      ‘I know. But I want you.’

      My heart skipped a dozen beats as his words washed over me. He wanted me. How long had I waited for someone to say that? But he barely knew me, and wanting me in his bed was not the same as wanting me.

      ‘You want me for now, in there.’ I pointed to the bed behind us. ‘But I need to start a whole new life. My job, my partner, my home and even my friends have all just come crashing down around me. Even if I can get past what happened last night, I can’t stay here. It’s only delaying the inevitable. Not that I’m not tempted by the offer of no strings sex, it’s been a long time. And if you are as good at everything else as you are at kissing, it’d be a hell of a time.’

      His lips pursed as I spoke, but I wasn’t sure which bit of what I said had offended him. Did he feel like I owed him?

      ‘I’m not telling you to stay to fuck you, as much as I’d love to throw you naked into my bed right now. I’m telling you to stay so you don’t get taken out by the Sons of Cerberus the moment you walk out of here alone. You want to take that chance? Be my guest.’

      Jed distanced himself from me, pulling a tee-shirt over his head and dragging on a pair of jeans while I stood there clutching my towel. Would they really try to kill me? It had been an accident.

      ‘When will it be safe?’ I said.

      ‘After the full moon. If all goes well, they’ll have much bigger fish to fry.’

      ‘Why the full moon? I didn’t realise bikers abided by lunar calendars.’

      Jed shrugged as he put on his jacket, stepping over the broken glass from the night before. I cringed as my moment of temper came back to me. ‘I’m going out for something to eat. You coming?’

      ‘I thought it wasn’t safe?’

      ‘I’ll be there, you’re safe with me.’

      We came to an impasse in the parking lot. While we’d escaped on his bike the previous night, I’d been in a state of shock and barely registered what I was doing. I was wholly more sane when he threw his leg over the bike and waited for me to join him.

      ‘I don’t understand why we can’t just walk.’

      The bike revved beneath him and I launched myself in front of it, my legs either side of the wide front wheel, and my hands gripping the backs of his own on the handles as we stood face to face.

      ‘Either get on or go back inside. I’m a biker, we ride.’

      ‘Look, I get that you are dark and dangerous. I get it. And I’m not saying it’s not hot, but maybe you could just walk this once for me? Bikes are death traps!’ My heart hammered in my chest as the words ejected from my mouth like a vomit of desperation.

      The wheel tilted between my legs as he got off, placing the kickstand back down and rounding to the front of the bike. With incredible ease, he grasped me by the waist and lifted me out of the way, depositing me to the left. His hands remained at my waist while his eyes burned with either fury or desire, or maybe a little of both. One hand reached up and tilted my chin until my lips were dangerously close to his own and I all but melted on the spot.

      ‘Get on the fucking bike.’ His demand sent a tingle to my core despite myself, and a thrum of electric shuddered between us. Even as he spoke, he got closer, his fingers trailing a path down the length of my exposed neck and resting at the point where my pulse thundered close to the skin. His lips grazed mine with the lightest of touches, not even a kiss, and it sent fire directly into my pants.

      Within a breath, cool air touched every part of his absence and he was striding back to the motorcycle, leaving me with moist pants and annoyance pouring through my veins.

      ‘You’re an arrogant bastard,’ I said, narrowing my eyes at Jed.

      His head tipped to the bleak night sky as his chest rose in one almighty breath. Before I could say another word, he had me pinned to the wall, his crotch pressed against me and his hand against the rough brick above my head. I’d barely blinked, and he’d crossed toward me, lifted me without a struggle and move us both to the wall. My mind reeled. What the fuck?

      ‘You’re testing my limits Rebecca.’ He asked, his voice dropping to a menacing growl. ‘Stop being mouthy and get on the bike. Now. Or so help me, I will take you back into the bedroom and put that mouth to better use.’

      I reached up and touched his cheek, pulling his lips to mine as I pressed the length of my body against his. Heat soared between us as I threw everything I had into the kiss, needing to feel him once more, to show him I had fire too. He reacted instantly, his hands working into my hair and gripping me firmly as he took over, his lips and tongue exploring me.

      All of my nerve endings tingled on high alert as his thigh pressed between mine, putting pressure just there. It drove me mad with longing and I’d have let him tear my clothes off there had he been inclined too. But he pulled back, staring into my eyes as I gasped in front of him.

      ‘You want this?’

      ‘Yes.’ I nodded eagerly as heat crept into my cheeks. I more than just wanted it, I needed it.

      ‘Later. Food first.’

      He sat on the bike before lifting me onto the back behind him. He made me feel like a paper doll, barely even making a noise as he put me effortlessly onto the pillion. Anxiety reared up, filled me with terror, but I gave up on my argument. My knuckles whitened as he revved the bike, the strong vibrations seeping up through my core the moment it started up.

      ‘Oh god,’ I sighed into his back, my face pressing against the rough embroidery of his jacket.

      ‘Yeah, try not to fall off if it makes you come.’

      ‘What? It won’t… it can’t…’

      ‘Yes, it can.’ And with those words we were off, slaloming our way through the city lights as my thighs clung in terror beside his hips.

      There was at least ten minutes of pure fear as adrenaline coursed from my head through to the tip of my toes before I could relax just enough to open an eye. The bright shop lights streamed past as I clutched myself against Jed’s back, my face sticking to the warm leather of his jacket as my stomach all but evacuated my mouth as we rounded a tight corner. Then it hit me. I’d given in the moment he’d turned me on, my desperation for touch seeping out of me like a foul smell.

      Shit Rebecca. What are you doing?

      But there was no exiting a bike mid-ride, so I screwed my eyes shut, berating myself for thinking I could deal with this level of madness. I could no longer ignore the intense rumbling between my thighs, the bike like a giant vibrator on acid, proved utterly distracting as I clung on for dear life.

      The thrum of the engine was low, but with each shift of the gears, or change in acceleration, the frequency of the vibrations altered, meaning I couldn’t even get used to one level of distraction before being thrown into another.

      I bit my lip as I squirmed behind Jed, the sensations building beneath me. I didn’t want to come on the bike; the thought made sweat gather at the base of my spine as I tried to think some very unsexy thoughts to ward off the impending orgasm.

      Old men in the sauna.

      The neighbour’s butt crack as he weeded the garden.

      God… A rough patch in the road made the bike jump, sending a fresh rush of tingles between my legs. It was at that moment I realised that I’d been looking for adventure my entire life, and even if it was only for a few days, it may be my only chance to embrace it.

      _Why am I fighting this? I wanted this. I wanted to feel alive, and to feel good. Just give in…_

      So I did. I stopped fighting the feelings and let them wash through me in a wave of excitement. Instead of trying to do everything not to give in, I gave in entirely. Let the universe deal me a hand for once. If I wanted to ditch the scheduled life, even just temporarily, I had to let go.

      I closed my eyes and leaned my face against his well muscled back, moaning softly as I let the sensations rule. I ached with need and pressed myself into him, grinding forward and down to sate that need.

      With every inch closer to orgasm, I gave up more of myself, let my guard down and let my body rule instead of my mind. I was nothing but a writhing, groaning slush pile of woman when the vibrations cut out.

      ‘Don’t stop,’ I said before I could stop myself, heat flushing into my cheeks as he got off the bike and grinned at me.

      ‘Told you.’

      ‘You said it would make me come. I didn’t.’

      ‘You would have.’ He picked me up by the waist and pulled me to him, tipping my head upwards as he pressed his lips to my neck, drawing them over the skin in a series of kisses. ‘But I have plenty of other ways to get you off, don’t worry.’

      And with those words muttered against my throat, any thoughts of leaving that night fled my near-orgasm addled brain.

      ‘One thing,’ I said, pulling back to look at him. ‘What we eating?’

      His face cracked into a smile as his eyebrows rose a little. ‘Pizza.’

      We didn’t eat in the cafe. Jed wanted to lie low, so we took the pizza on another short - infuriating - ride to sit on the overpass, leaning on the barrier and watching the night traffic zip by beneath us.

      My stomach growled at the promise of food. After over twenty-four hours from my last meal, it turned out I was ravenous. Jed didn’t berate me when I practically inhaled more than my fair share of the hot, cheesy slices.

      ‘God I needed that,’ I breathed, feeling shy about how I‘d brazenly kissed Jed, and my following performance on his bike.

      ‘Not the only thing you seem to need.’ There was no malice in his words, just a twinkle in his eye.

      ‘Hey, you’re not so hands off yourself, remember?’

      ‘Never said I wasn’t. I told you I wanted you.’ There it was again, those words I’d longed to hear.

      ‘It’s not that I don’t want to sleep with you. You are the most exciting thing that’s happened to my life in a very long time. It’s just a weird time, especially after yesterday. My emotions are a mess.’

      ‘There doesn’t have to be emotions involved. You’ll go on with your life soon enough, doesn’t mean you can’t enjoy the interim.’

      ‘I just keep picturing the guy, you know?’

      Jed nodded and turned to face me, putting his back to the railing. ‘It will be there for a while. You’d have to be a psychopath to not be affected by it. It was an accident. And if he’d have survived, we’d both likely be dead. When it comes down to survival, you need to do what’s necessary.’

      ‘I guess.’

      ‘Doing something terrible doesn’t make you evil, it’s just a part of life. Bad and good is a fallacy. Even the worst people have redeeming qualities, and even the best sport secrets. You’ve just got to keep going.’

      I smiled at Jed and brushed my hair from my face, the evening breeze soon wrapping it back around my cheeks. ‘Thank you. For getting me out of there. And for letting me stay. It’s kind of you.’

      Jed chuckled, ‘It wasn’t wholly altruistic on my part. Will someone be wondering where you are?’

      ‘Ben has been texting.’

      ‘The jack-in-a-cup guy?’ I snorted, my spilling my words the other night coming back to me.

      ‘Yes. He doesn’t like not being in control of the schedule, he’ll be shitting hedgehogs at me walking out. He knows I have no one else, he’d have expected me back after a few hours to cool off. But I’m done.’

      ‘Was it that bad?’

      ‘Not at first, it was never head over heels intense love. It was, steady. Sensible. But I ruined it all with my barren womb.’ I bit my lips as the words slipped out, an excellent way to make myself even less attractive.

      ‘Who cares about your womb? There are other ways to get a kid these days.’ He saw me flinch and back tracked, pushing his hand through his hair. ‘Sorry, that was insensitive.’

      ‘No, it’s fine. I didn’t even want kids, not really. I only went along with it because I thought it would make Ben happier. The IVF was brutal, but I’m not sorry it didn’t work.’

      ‘He’s an idiot.’

      ‘He is,’ I agreed.

      ‘What about you? Have you ever been in love?’

      Jed cleared his throat and pinned me with a stare from his piercing green eyes. ‘There is only two things I love, both involve riding. Ready to go back to the club?’

      I stole another look at the bike, my tummy churning at the thought. Jed leaned in close to me, his hands at my waist as he guided me forward. ‘You can always bite my leather jacket if it gets too much…’

      And just like that, the arrogant side returned.
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      My intention to squirrel Rebecca away in my room had failed spectacularly upon our return to the club. While the memory of her quivering and panting behind me on my bike clouded my focus, the others set upon us the moment we entered the clubroom.

      Angus had invited Rebecca over to watch some singing contest on the box, and to my annoyance, she’d agreed. She may have been less forthcoming if she knew that the others who surrounded them were blood thirsty monsters.

      Not that I could talk.

      A tendril of envy gripped at my chest as I watched Angus chat to Rebecca, her smiling and laughing with ease next to the ageing human. Perhaps it was their humanity which linked them. But I wanted her to myself.

      Pres pressed a beer into my hand and leaned back against the bar next to me. ‘She’s still here then?’

      ‘Obviously.’

      ‘I’d have thought you’d have done what you wanted by now and let her go.’

      My hand clasped the neck of the bottle tightly as I lowered my voice. ‘It’s not like that.’

      Pres’ face took on a stony demeanour as he watched Rebecca giggling with Angus. ‘It had better be like that. Keeping a human around for a day or two as a plaything is fine. Having grand notions of more isn’t shit I need around here.’

      ‘I’ve put up with your human being around. I’ve put up with your incessant search for her after every reincarnation, and the devastation each time her life draws to a close. Why is it okay for you but not for me?’

      ‘Listen, Jed. It’s not the same. Samiyah loved me when I was human, our love was grounded with blood. It kills me thatI find her only to lose her again and again. You don’t want that. Mate with your own kind if you are looking for anything more than a hole to fill. Humans are like bugs, they may shine brightly for a brief time, but they come and go in the blink of an eye.’

      The older vampire’s eyes had grown misty as he spoke. They always did when he spoke of her.

      ‘Why don’t you turn her? Then you could stay together forever.’

      ‘She’s never said yes. And I can’t do it to her without her consent. This is no life. Not really. Most of the world thinks we’re a myth, and the rest want to control us or kill us.’

      The beer was cool as it filtered down my throat. Not that it was necessary, only blood brought us the energy we needed.

      ‘I’m just keeping her safe until after they’ve dealt with Greyson. After that, she’ll be gone.’

      ‘Good.’ Pres cleared his throat. ‘You need to go see Calvin tonight.’

      Shit. He would be pissed about one of his pack being killed, even if they were throwing his plans up in the air. But Pres was the boss.

      ‘Later,’ I said.

      ‘Just remember, anything based on lies will never work. Until she knows what you are, you’re deceiving her. And if there is one thing I’ve learned, women don’t like deception.’

      ‘Does anyone?’

      Pres nudged me as he pushed away from the bar. ‘Depends on the lie. Just remember what you are. Vampires don’t get happy ever afters. Ever after is a long time when you’re immortal.’

      ‘I’ll take some happy over none.’

      With a shrug, Pres left me standing there alone, watching Rebecca light up at Angus’ commentary. I would tell her. In a few days, once her leaving would be safe.

      I remained on the fringe of the sizeable room, watching and contemplating, until Pippa wondered in, looking like a lost lamb in the den of predators.

      ‘Who’s turn is it to eat me tonight?’ She swayed on the spot, unzipping her top and revealing an eyeful of cleavage and neck.

      Shit. Fucking blood junkies.

      Rebecca’s eyes were wide as Pippa draped herself over Vance, one of the newer vampires, and a terrible choice for feeding. He had grasped no sense of control over himself yet. But I had no time to worry about Pippa, I needed to get Rebecca out of there before his fangs appeared.

      I stormed across the room and picked Rebecca up by the waist, throwing her over my shoulder as she complained.

      ‘What are you doing, Jed? Put me down.’ She wriggled like a fucking eel, and I was glad of my superior strength. If I’d have been human, she would be flat on her ass.

      ‘Bed time.’

      ‘We’ve not long woken up!’ Snickers erupted behind us, but I didn’t look back.

      I locked my door behind me and threw Rebecca down on the bed in one gigantic pile of fury.

      ‘You can’t just pick me up and throw me in your room. I was having fun.’

      ‘Yeah, well, the fun’s over for now.’

      ‘Why? What did the girl mean by eat me?’ My mind whirred at her question, I couldn’t tell her the truth, could I? No. I needed a distraction. And in the brief time I’d known Rebecca, there was only one distraction that had worked.

      ‘I’ll show you.’

      Rebecca barely had time to take a breath before I was on her, my tongue separating her lips as I kissed her. If she had any objection, it wasn’t clear. Her body trembled beneath me as I pressed myself against her, kissing her with all the hunger she wrought in me.

      She smelled faintly of my deodorant and pizza on the surface, but the more I kissed her, the more attuned to her I became. Soon she reeked of lust and longing as I moved my lips to her neck, the burning desire to taste her blood thudding through me. My eyes rolled back as my fangs descended, every inch of me craving her. Sex was intimate, but it paled compared to feasting. Just for a moment, I let my fangs graze her skin, her veins calling out to my inner beast, begging to be invaded.

      I closed my eyes and retracted my fangs, soothing the spot with my lips instead. With adrenaline coursing through me, I kissed my way down her stomach, yanking her jeans down as I went.

      ‘What are you doing?’ she said, her voice far off and hazy, filled with the languid hush of desire.

      ‘Eating you.’

      ‘You mean—’ I cut her off as my mouth settled over her already wet panties, kissing her at her core. ‘Oh, holy fuck.’

      I grinned at her reaction, her body jolting with each movement. No matter what I told Pres, or myself, I wanted her, human or not.

      Her underpants soon joined her jeans on the floor, and I splayed her open beneath me, admiring her. She tried to close her thighs as I took my time looking at her, but I pinned them wide, knowing she wouldn’t have the strength to stop me. Her cheeks flushed as I did, and her embarrassment only turned me on all the more.

      I leaned close to her, my mouth just a hairs-breadth from her wetness. ‘Do you want this?’

      Rebecca buried her face in her hands and groaned. ‘Yes. I do.’

      ‘Tell me.’

      ‘I want you to… to… taste me.’

      ‘I will do more than just taste you, Rebecca.’ I planted my mouth over her and drove my tongue along her desperate flesh. Her hips rocked against my face as she moaned, but I kept her pinned wide for me.

      ‘Fuck,’ she whimpered as I slid my tongue from her ass right up to the knotted bundle of nerves. The noises she made had me hard as granite below the belt, and the temptation to sink myself into her splayed folds was overwhelming. But this was her distraction, not mine. I needed her tired, but I still had places to be before dawn.

      I lost myself in licking and sucking until I felt her tense under my hands, the telltale pulsing evident beneath my chin.

      I pressed three fingers home, tipping her over the edge and into orgasm. Her cries of pleasure pierced me and sent a bundle of emotions driving through me. I was impossibly hard, desperate to hold her, to fuck her, to keep her safe in my bed until the danger had passed. Her muscles crushed against my fingers as she rode them until the wave disappeared, her body going limp against the bed. She looked fucking adorable as she lay there, sated, in nothing but her tee-shirt, her tousled hair spread around her and her cheeks flushed red.

      ‘I’d forgotten…’ she mumbled, her voice trembling as she gathered her breath.

      ‘Forgotten?’

      ‘It’s been about a decade since anyone has done that, and never as good as that.’ She pulled me to her and kissed me deeply, her thanks pouring into me with her touch. Her hand slid to my jeans and grazed against my cock, making me growl in response. Fucking Calvin. I wanted to stay, but shit needed taking care of. I held her wrist and kissed her on the side of her jaw.

      ‘I can’t, not right now. Pres has a job for me.’

      ‘Can’t it wait until morning?’ she breathed in my ear, nipping at my neck with her teeth.

      ‘No, it can’t.’

      Her eyebrows knitted together in confusion as her mouth formed into a pout. ‘You can’t just… do that… and leave.’

      I smirked at her as I stood up, adjusting my painfully erect dick before pulling on my jacket. ‘It’s not that I want to. I’d rather stay and do ungodly things to you all night. To hear you begging and moaning and whimpering until the early hours. And I will. Just not tonight.’

      She looked pissed as I headed for the door. ‘So what about me?’

      ‘You should stay in here and sleep.’

      ‘But—’

      ‘If I’m not here, you stay in this room, with the door locked. Do you hear me? They are my brothers, but it doesn’t mean you’re safe with them. You’re still a stranger to them.’

      I trusted most of my fellow vampires, but some younger ones were still loose cannons. Sending a human reeking of arousal out amongst them would be foolish.

      ‘Okay.’ Rebecca said, sliding herself under the covers and picking up her discarded phone with a pout. ‘I have stuff to catch up on, anyway.’

      ‘I’ll be back as soon as I can.’

      ‘You’d better be sporting pancakes.’

      

      Calvin waited by the bench on the run-down industrial estate, his hulking figure clear from a mile off amongst the rusting fences and aged brick buildings.

      ‘It’s about time,’ he said, his voice gruff as he spoke without looking at me. Vampires were usually good at coming upon people without being heard, but not with the wolves. Even in human form, their hearing far surpassed the standard.

      ‘I was busy.’

      ‘So I’ve heard.’ Calvin turned to face me as I sat on the graffiti covered, cold metal bench.

      ‘It was an accident.’

      ‘How is pushing someone’s head under a bus a fucking accident?’ An angry-looking vein pulsated by Calvin’s temple as his hands formed fists in his lap.

      ‘They were waiting for me. Three of them, out in public. He had a fucking stake, Calvin, and if she hadn’t pushed him off, I’d have been a vampire kebab by now.’

      Calvin’s shoulders fell as he rubbed at his temples. ‘There were no planned hits, we aren’t looking for a war with you vampires.’

      ‘You might not be, but someone is. I’d hazard a guess he’s the fucking unhinged one baying for blood. You saw what they did to the girl last month, didn’t you?’

      Calvin’s face greyed.

      ‘They ripped her to shreds. She looked closer to minced beef that a human by the time they were done with her. God knows what they did to her before they killed her. I know you weren’t involved, but that was only two of them. What happens when half the club is out there and under the influence of the moonlight? What if they open the rest of the cages? I know you’re not an evil guy, Calvin, but you will kill if they let you out. Do you want that on your hands?’

      His head shook slowly as he lifted his eyes to the almost full moon. There were only a few days to act.

      ‘You know it’s not what I want. But if I kill Greyson, I’m as good as dead when the next alpha takes his place. You don’t question authority.’

      ‘It’s the right thing to do. If they massacre half the city, we’re all dead. The wolves, the vampires, the demons, not to mention the rest. It’s not like all they have these days is pitchforks and stakes. I don’t want to live on the run again, I don’t want to feed off of unsuspecting humans to survive. I’ve done it before. It’s no way to live. You are young, it’s still exciting, but that goes.’ I shuddered as I remembered the centuries gone past, the cries of my many victims as my fangs pierced their skin.

      Calvin sighed, and we sat in silence for a time before I spoke. ‘Pres is getting antsy, we can’t afford to wait much longer. You can take out Greyson and get the rest of the pack in line, or we have to do it for you. We don’t want to make enemies, and I don’t want to kill half of your pack.’

      ‘I’ll take care of it.’ Calvin’s mouth set in a determined grimace. Turning on his own kind was eating him up inside. ‘Do you know where the girl is? Greyson wants her.’

      My stomach twisted as I looked at him. ‘I do. I won’t hand her over to Greyson.’

      ‘Is she important?’ Calvin’s voice was hollow.

      ‘Yes. She’s mine.’

      ‘Then keep her underground. If she’s spotted she’s his, and you’ll wish it was only death that awaited her.’ Calvin gave me a level look. ‘I mean it. Keep her off the streets.’

      ‘He needs to die,’ I muttered as I narrowed my eyes, thoughts of ripping Greyson’s throat out filling my head.

      ‘Yes, he does.’ Calvin left me there, his shoulders hunching as he disappeared into the shadows.

      I hung my head down into my hands as murderous thoughts overwhelmed me. Greyson was one sick puppy, but his days were numbered.

      I just had to keep Rebecca safe until then.
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      Two days had passed since Jed had blown my mind - via my nether regions - and he’d barely touched me since. We’d settled into some sort of ships in the night pattern where he slept most of the day and then went out most of the night. He still wrapped me in his arms while he slept, but had yet to try anything more exotic after that one orgasm.

      He was impossible to figure out. I didn’t doubt that he wanted me, his erection pressed into me whenever we lay together, but he’d sooner drop into a deep sleep than put it to any use. I hadn’t left the room since he’d told me not too, only eating and drinking what he brought to me, and watching TV on my phone while he slept.

      But my body itched with boredom, I needed to talk to someone, to do something.

      While Jed snored softly, I unlatched the door and peered out into the clubroom. It was empty other than Angus. I grinned. Despite Jed’s warnings, I was certain that Angus posed me no threat. He had been jovial and welcoming, unlike the other brooding members of the Guardians of the Underworld.

      Angus smiled as I approached, his wrinkle surrounded eyes glinting. ‘Just making some grilled cheese, you hungry?’

      ‘Yes,’ I said, taking a seat by the bar. I sat in companionable silence as Angus cut the cheese and buttered the bread, toasting it on the stovetop in an ancient looking pan. At last he joined me, passing me a plate.

      ‘Thanks. I’m famished.’

      ‘Jed not feeding you?’ he said, between bites of melted cheese.

      ‘He does, but weird food at weird times of the day. He brought me chow mien for breakfast.’ I shrugged as I tucked in.

      ‘He keeps odd hours, they all do.’

      ‘You don’t?’ I asked.

      ‘Sometimes, but I’m getting on a bit, not so easy to keep up these days.’

      ‘I can’t figure out if he likes me. He’s so hot and cold. It’s like one minute he wants me to stay forever, and the next he pushes me away.’

      ‘What do you want?’ Angus said, opening a beer and passing one along.

      I bit my lip and lowered my gaze to the sandwich. ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Listen, Rebecca, I think you’re a likeable girl and I know you went through something terrible, but this is no place for a girl like you.’

      ‘Why not?’

      Angus shifted his eyes to Jed’s room before answering. ‘Everything isn’t always as it seems.’

      ‘That’s a vague statement. So… they aren’t a club full of bikers who live on the wrong side of the law and engage in warfare with their rival clubs?’

      ‘They are, but there is always more you don’t know.’

      I searched his face for an answer to what he was avoiding saying. Was it drugs? Arson? Ransom? What could be so terrible that he couldn’t tell me?

      ‘Okay, tell me one thing?’

      Angus nodded his acceptance.

      ‘Is Jed a bad guy?’

      ‘No, he’s not a bad guy. It doesn’t mean he doesn’t disregard morals from time to time, but he’s not out to hurt anyone unwittingly. Does it matter? You are only here for a few days. You have a home and a guy waiting for you. A normal life to return to when this little fantasy sours.’ There was no anger in Angus’ soft words, only resignation, as though my going back to Ben was inevitable.

      ‘The normal life wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. It’s been a long time since I loved my ex, even longer since I felt loved by him. I’m not saying whatever is going on between Jed and I is love, it’s only been a few days, but it feels more raw and real than the past eight years of my life have felt. I like him.’

      ‘You’re making a mistake. You should go back now, before you get any deeper into the shit. I like you, Rebecca, but if you stay you may end up giving up more that you can afford too.’

      I stared at him, floundering for words and finding none. He was right; I didn’t know what I was getting myself into. I only knew that I felt safe and wanted to be in Jed’s arms, even when he was holding me at arm’s length. I wasn’t going anywhere.

      I rose to my feet and cleared away my dishes, all the while Angus remained seated, sipping on his beer and avoiding my gaze. ‘If they are so bad, why are you here?’

      Angus looked up and smiled wistfully, ‘They are my family, all I’ve known since I was fifteen. This is my home.’

      ‘Rebecca, what are you doing out there?’ Jed’s voice rang through the room. He stood in the doorway, shirtless and imposing, and I got a pang in my pants just looking at him.

      ‘Sorry, I was hungry. It was only Angus out here.’

      ‘I don’t care if there is no one out there, you’re in here while I’m sleeping.’ I strode back into his room and rounded on him as he shut the door.

      ‘Look, I know I need to be here in case the Sons of Cerberus come after me, but I’m not your prisoner. I’m not even your girlfriend. You can’t go bossing me around when you’re either not here or sleeping most of the time.’

      ‘Yes,’ Jed growled under his breath, ‘I can.’

      ‘I’m bored stiff, and you don’t care whether I’m here.’

      ‘I care,’ he said, moving toward me until I backed against the wall. ‘I care about you being safe, and you can bet your ass I care whether or not you are in my bed.’

      With fire in my belly, I straightened my shoulders and stared him right in the face. ‘Then prove it.’

      Jed pinned me against the wall as he devoured my mouth, and with each flick of his tongue, my doubt disappeared. He didn’t kiss me like a man who was just horny; he kissed me with the passion of a man who couldn’t slake his thirst no matter how much he took.

      My resolve disappeared as he stripped me down, discarding his clothes with my own, his fingers tracing electric all over my body.

      ‘Fuck Rebecca, you don’t know just how badly I want you.’

      ‘Show me,’ I whispered as he led me into the bathroom, turning the shower on and kissing me all over as the room filled with steam.

      The water hit as he lifted me against the shower wall, his hardness grazing my thighs as he continued to pour his frustration and desire into me with lust-filled meetings of our mouths. Rivers of scorching water danced over our joined skin and my body begged to receive his, but he wasn’t one for getting to the point. He flipped me around so that my back pressed into his stomach, his cock sandwiched between the cheeks of my ass. His hands taunted and touched, skimmed and surveyed my torso as his mouth dropped to my neck, kissing and sucking on the extended flesh as I tipped my head back.

      And then his fingers dipped lower, finding that spot between my thighs that made my knees weak.

      ‘Oh god,’ I moaned as he wound me into an even tighter coil, with one hand, while the other all but held me up by the waist.

      I bit my lip and closed my eyes as he continued to tease me, thwarting any of my attempts to wriggle enough to get his erection between my legs.

      It wasn’t until the tremors of orgasm spread through my body and I started seeing stars that, at long last, he slid into me as I pulsated around him, driving my orgasm to new depths.

      I opened my eyes and reached forward, steadying myself on the wet glass shower divide, as Jed pulled back and thrust into me once more. It was then that I noticed my bent over form in the chrome shower fittings, but rather than seeing Jed behind me, pinioning into me, I only saw myself.

      I looked down at my hips, where Jed’s tattooed hands gripped at my skin, the flesh tight and twisted below his fingers. His breath was still in my ear and his cock speared me, spreading me open. Another glance in the chrome told my brain the impossible. He wasn’t there. Only me, bent over. Yet my body still moved in time with his thrusts.

      I pushed away from him, turning to see him there, his abandoned cock bobbing in the pouring water, his eyes filled with confusion and his wet hair pushed over to one side.

      ‘Are you okay?’ he said, reaching out to touch my arm.

      I flinched and moved out of reach, slipping and banging my knee.

      ‘Shit, Rebecca, what’s going on?’ He switched the shower off and tried to help me to my feet, but I dodged out of the way and fled to the bedroom. ‘Rebecca? Stop it. Did I move too fast? I thought you wanted to fuck?’

      My mind reeled in my head, coming up with nothing that explained the situation. Was I going mad? Had I died that night, and this was some weird afterlife? Was I dreaming? In a coma?

      ‘You had no reflection.’ Jed cursed, and he grabbed a towel and threw another at me.

      ‘I can explain,’ he said with a sigh, his face marred with a frown.

      ‘Am I dead? Dreaming?’

      ‘No.’

      I cowered back against the wall and gripped my towel to my chest.

      ‘In a coma?’

      ‘No.’

      Jed came forward and stood close to me while my legs trembled. He licked his lips and fixed his bright green eyes on me. ‘Don’t freak out, okay?’

      I nodded, but his words left with me with little to do but freak out.

      ‘I’m a vampire.’
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      And there in her eyes, I saw the hurt, the disbelief and the terror that I had feared. Her body curled up against the wall as she saw me for what I really was, a monster. I’d hoped that seeing the true me might have given her pause, but the judgement was there, regardless.

      ‘Rebecc—’

      ‘No.’ She cut me off as she grabbed her jeans and roughly pulled them on. ‘I don’t believe you. Vampires don’t exist.’

      ‘We do. But most of us aren’t the beasts that the media loves to portray. We’re still people.’

      I moved to take her hand, to connect with her, but she cringed and pulled back, so I stayed by the bed, giving her space.

      ‘You had no reflection.’

      ‘Yes, that’s true.’

      ‘But you ate garlic in the pizza sauce.’

      ‘Garlic has no effect on vampires, I love it.’

      Her face changed as she looked at me, the disbelief making way for realisation as her eyes widened. ‘The guy had a stake, didn’t he? I thought it was a weird dull knife, but it wasn’t. Did I kill a vampire hunter?’

      ‘No. You killed a werewolf.’

      She paused mid pulling her tee-shirt over her head. Her voice was muffled as she repeated the word. ‘Werewolf?’

      ‘Yeah. In human form, but a wolf all the same.’

      ‘So that’s why the full moon is important.’ She started gathering her possessions and throwing them in her bag.

      ‘Rebecca, you still can’t leave, it’s not safe.’

      ‘Well, I can’t stay here. What was the plan? Keep me here until you are ready for a snack? I’ll take my chances out there.’ A tear dripped down her cheek and her hands shook as she tried to pull her phone charger out of the wall.

      ‘Idon’t intend on eating you. I like you. I wanted to keep you safe.’

      ‘Are they all vampires? Out there?’

      ‘Yes. All but Len and Angus.’

      ‘So your plan to keep me safe was what? Keep me like a pet chicken in a den of coyotes?’

      I pushed my wet hair out of my face and sighed, Pres was right, she’d never accept me as I was. Who would?

      ‘Listen, you are safe here. We don’t use humans as food anymore unless the blood is willingly given. We use donor blood, or animal blood. Very few vampires in the US feed on human victims.’

      ‘You said anymore, so you did, before?’ The accusation was like a stab to the side, because she was right. For centuries I had fed on people, not always killing them, but it had happened.

      ‘I did. I didn’t know any other way. The animal blood is weaker than human blood, and it takes more to fill us, the donor blood is better, but is a scarcer resource. People like Pippa, the girl you saw with Vance that night, she is a willing donor, a blood junkie. She gets a high when they feed, they don’t need to take much to get a boost.’

      Rebecca shuddered. ‘She comes here and let’s them bite her, willingly?’

      ‘Yes. They say the high they get is unparalleled.’

      ‘Have you drank her blood?’

      ‘No. Addiction is addiction, and I want no part of that. It’s a downward spiral, and eventually she’ll give more in a day than she can afford to while chasing the high, and she’ll overdose, which is deadly when your body needs blood to survive.’

      ‘Were you tempted? To bite me?’

      I bit my lip as I considered my response I could lie and tell her no, but I’d deceived her enough. I grabbed my jeans as she waited, fastening them with a sigh.

      ‘Yes, I was tempted. I’d by lying if I said otherwise. When I kiss your neck, I can feel your blood rushing through you, and your vitality, your humanity, is hard to resist. But I resisted, and I always would. I would never want you to be like Pippa, like the other girls. Seeing you so desperate for the high you’d throw yourself at any vampire who’d have you isn’t what I want. I want you to be my girl.’

      The words rooted her to the spot, and I hoped she was on the verge of accepting what I was and seeing past it. Seeing how much I liked her.

      ‘You’re immortal, right?’ It wasn’t the response I’d expected.

      ‘Yes…’

      ‘So what was the game plan here? Even if you avoided snacking on me, I’d live another sixty years if I’m lucky, and you? How long? How old are you?’

      ‘I was born in the 1700s.’

      Her reaction wasn’t good. She looked one step away from vomiting on the floor. ‘You’re three hundred?’

      ‘Thereabouts. But it’s not like I’m an old man. When you’re turned you freeze at the age you were, cognitively and physically. I’m less a three hundred-year-old and more of a perpetual thirty-year-old.’

      ‘And what about when I’m eighty, and you are still thirty?’

      ‘After centuries you realise that some things are less important. Living your life with an unending string of twenty-year-olds isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. I want a love that lasts, just like everyone else does.’

      ‘I can’t love you. You’re not even alive.’

      Her words went through me, tearing their way like a barbed arrow through the heart. I’d been fooling myself to think a human could accept me. If only I’d had more time with her before she discovered the truth, perhaps she would have seen me for the man I was beneath the fangs.

      ‘I’m alive. I still feel pain, I still get hurt, I still want what you want. This isn’t a life I chose. I’m just doing the best I can with the life I’ve been given. But maybe you’re right. Why bother with you when you could never love a monster. You got what you were looking for, a few orgasms and an exciting adventure. It doesn’t matter about me, right? I’m nothing but a cold-hearted, undead asshole. I can’t give you a steady life, marriage, babies, a nine-to-five life. I didn’t think it was what you wanted. But maybe you’re right, maybe you should fuck off back to wherever you came from.’

      I panted as my rant came to a close, my insides aching as she edged toward the door.

      ‘I just don’t know what you wanted from me.’ Rebecca’s voice was a barely audible whisper, the tears falling freely over her cheeks.

      ‘All I wanted was you.’

      As her hand pushed the door handle down, I sped over and slammed the door closed, pulling her to me for one last kiss. She didn’t resist; she let me kiss her in a last, emotion filled pleading with my lips. I tasted the salt from her tears, and felt her body react to me even then, after everything. A slight flicker of hope emerged deep in the pit of my stomach as she let out a soft whimper.

      ‘Please don’t go,’ I whispered as I broke the kiss. ‘It’s not safe.’

      ‘I can’t stay here.’ She pushed me gently backwards and opened the door, walking out of my life as quickly as she’d leapt into it and taking any hope I had with her.

      Why fight what I am if it made no difference to how people viewed me?
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      A vampire.

      I’d been falling for a fucking vampire.

      When I’d hoped for a bit of adventure, that hadn’t been high on my list of hopes. A sexy biker, sure. But an undead one? No way.

      And it hurt. He may not have lied to me, but he was holding back some serious information, all while I’d been staying with him, in bed with him, in the bloody shower with him.

      It was raining out, but I was glad for the daylight. It meant that in a twist of luck, Jed couldn’t come after me. I wandered for half an hour, letting the rain wash over me, until I stood outside a store shivering in my cold, wet clothes.

      What was I going to do? I had nowhere to go. Ben was still messaging me daily, demanding my return, but how could I go back after being with another man? And how could I tolerate a life without passion when I’d had a heady glimpse with Jed?

      The hair on the back of my neck stood up, and a prickle of apprehension stole over me. I glanced around as seeds of dread sprouted in my stomach.

      The street was busy despite the rain as people went about their day. Then I saw a man across the street staring straight at me, a menacing grin creeping over his face. My heart nearly stopped in my chest as Jed’s warnings filtered through me. He’d told me it wasn’t safe to leave, but there was no way that the werewolves could have known who I was… Could they?

      I told myself I was just imagining it; the guy was probably just some creep, there were plenty of them in the city. All the same, I didn’t want to hang out and find out.

      My pace quickened as I made my way down the street, picking through the people. The man followed. I dove down a side street at a run, throwing myself around people, and from the squeals behind me, I knew he was doing the same.

      Fuck.

      I had to hide. To buy myself some time.

      A glance over my shoulder showed the man gaining on me, and my footsteps hammered on the ground almost as quickly as my heart hammered in my chest.

      I didn’t want to die.

      I turned through a series of alleys that ran behind the shops and restaurants, trying doors as I went. My breath burned in my lungs as I ran, my feet hitting the hard cement painfully. Every door was locked, and my hope faded as I heard the man’s panting breath coming behind me. I threw myself around a corner, and to my surprise, the next door I tried was open. Slamming the door behind me and activating the latch, I stormed through the building to the shouts of the owners and tore through the front door, slipping into a small bookshop and hiding out in the back behind a large shelf of books.

      I could barely speak as my breath came in short, terrified bursts. The owner was an elderly woman who took one look at me and locked and shuttered the door and brought me a sweet cup of tea.

      ‘I don’t know who you are running from, but do you want me to call someone? The police?’

      As if the police would believe that I’m running from a potential werewolf after killing one and shacking up with a vampire. No, I couldn’t rely on the police. Jed would’ve been able to help even if I hadn’t burnt that bridge. There was only one person who could help me, the person I least wanted to call. Ben.

      ‘No, it’s okay. I’m so sorry for barging in like that. I’ll ask my… friend… to pick me up. Can I stay here until he does?’

      The woman smiled and nodded, sitting across from me on a low stool. With regret burning in my fingers, I text Ben the address and asked if he could pick me up as soon as possible. I didn’t blame him for the curt reply I received. He’d said yes, at least.

      ‘Do you want to talk about it?’ she asked, slipping me a cookie, I couldn’t have eaten it without throwing up even if I’d wanted to. My breathing returned to a normal level slowly, though adrenaline kept soaring through my body, leaving me jittery. The woman smiled gently at me and left me to gather myself. Eventually I spoke, letting my jumbled thoughts wander outside of my brain.

      ‘Would you choose the potential for happiness over a steady life? I can have safety, and normality with someone I don’t love, or potentially have something much more passionate with someone who’s life is dangerous, and who is wholly unsuitable.’

      ‘As someone who’s just witnessed you run in here like a rabbit running from a gun-toting farmer, I should tell you to go with the secure, safe option.’ I sighed and nodded. ‘But as a woman who has lived many years in an unsatisfactory relationship, I need to tell you to follow your heart. I chose the steady option, and all these years later I’ve done nothing with my life other than look after this damned book shop that my husband adored. I only wish he’d loved me a fraction as much as he loved these books. Never settle unless that is truly what you want.’

      ‘Even if it could be deadly?’

      ‘I’d prefer a brief life filled with love that a long life without it.’ She smiled and reached out to pat my hand before busying herself putting more books on the already heaving shelves.

      There was a bang on the door and I jumped out of my skin, fresh terror rushing through my veins.

      ‘Rebecca, it’s Ben, open up!’

      Ben didn’t ask about the immediacy of my text, or what prompted it. He didn’t ask about where I’d been, or why he picked me up on the other side of the city. He didn’t apologise for using me like a baby machine - albeit a faulty one - nor for the things he’d said to me. He acted as though the entire episode hadn’t happened.

      ‘I cleared it with work for you to take a few days off with stress-induced anxiety.’ Ben stared out of the window as he drove, his eyes never drifting over to me.

      ‘Um, thanks.’

      ‘And I’ve booked in your next round of treatment, they’ve said we can press forward after a two-month break.’

      ‘What? When did you do that? After I text you?’

      Ben smirked. ‘No, as soon as the last round failed. I knew you’d be back.’

      I took a deep breath to temper the wave of anger that reared up in me, leaving me quaking in its wake. ‘I don’t want to do it again, Ben. If you need kids to make you happy, you can adopt, or use a surrogate. I can’t go through it again. I don’t want to.’

      Ben sighed and rolled his eyes. ‘Rebecca, stop with the melodrama. You called me.’

      ‘I needed help, and you don’t even care what happened to me, or where I’ve been, or who I’ve been with. All you care about is having fucking babies.’

      ‘I can forgive any discretions. I’d prefer to take you back after your little episode than to start again.’

      Clarity hit me like a sledgehammer. Ben really didn’t care about me. I was just a figurehead, a stand in acting under the role of girlfriend for Ben. He didn’t care that I might have been with another man, which confirmed that he didn’t care about me, only what I could give him and how many years he would have wasted if I left.

      I couldn’t be with Ben.

      Not for another minute.

      There was only one person I wanted to be with, and come hell or high water, it was Jed. I didn’t know how it could work, spending my life with a vampire, but I would regret it forever if I didn’t try.

      ‘Stop the car!’ Ben didn’t flinch, and neither did he slow down.

      ‘Listen, Rebecca,’ he said, while locking the doors, ‘I’m not putting up with your shit anymore. You’re coming home and you’ll come to your senses.’

      ‘Ben, you don’t love me, and I don’t love you. We spend our time avoiding each other in the same house. You don’t want to go places with me, or laugh with me, or be intimate with me anymore. All you want is someone who will go along with your lists and plans and goals, and I’m not that person. I know it, and you must know it too.’ Ben didn’t answer, but his grip tightened on the steering wheel and his jaw clenched. ‘Please Ben, this isn’t what we need. I know it will throw you off course, but don’t you want someone who you adore? Someone who wants to have your children as much as you do? You are only twenty-eight, there is so much time to fall in love again.’

      ‘Love is for idiots. Structure and stability trumps feeble emotions. Do you think anyone is still in love after eight years together? My parents couldn’t stand each other. But they did the right thing and worked through it. They built a safe life for us kids. I want that for my family.’

      ‘And that’s why I can’t be a part of it. I was never enough for you, I need someone who cherishes me, not someone who will battle through life to tolerate me.’ Ben pulled the car to a halt and sneered at me, his words heavy with resentment.

      ‘You were the worst choice I ever made, Rebecca. You have always been needy and demanding, but I looked past it. You won’t find another man who will put up with your shit. Walk away and I never want to see you again. No calling me for help, no asking for money. You leave and that’s it, I’m done.’

      His face fell as I smiled. Come what may, I’d made my choice. I only hoped Jed could bring himself to give me another chance.

      ‘I’m sorry Ben,’ I said, reaching over him to unlock the doors. 'I hope you find someone who is everything you need.’

      He said nothing as I left, and as soon as I clicked the door closed behind me, he drove off at speed.

      All I had to do was make my way back through the city to Jed without being captured by vengeful werewolves.

      And then… to beg for his forgiveness.
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      Pres snarled as I kicked my bin with ferocity. ‘Would you calm the fuck down?’

      ‘She left. I told her, and she left. Now what?’ The bin upended on the floor, spilling day old food, used blood bags and other debris over the floor. It did nothing to calm the tension bubbling up.

      ‘Now you move on and stop this one man pity party. She’s a human, what did you expect?’

      ‘We were human too, once. We weren’t born this way, I didn’t ask for this, why should I be punished for it?’ It wasn’t the first time Pres and I had had that argument, even if it was the first time over a human love interest.

      ‘Does it matter that we didn’t ask for it? It’s what we are, and we have to get on with it. You want a human playmate? There are plenty of them out there. But don’t be going to pieces over a girl you barely knew. You must have expected this, didn’t you think she’d wonder when you couldn’t go out in the day? Why you could never go to a theme park, or a weekend away without having to hide during the daylight? Why people go through spates of hunting us down? You can’t just ignore what you are to play happy families.’

      ‘I really liked her Abe.’

      Pres gave me a small, wan smile. ‘It doesn’t matter now. We’ve got bigger problems than you being a lovesick vampire. There’s been no word from Calvin, and Greyson’s been spotted out, so he’s still whole and hale at the moment. Time is running out. You need to get us invited in before it‘s too late.

      It killed me how easily Pres had discarded my feelings, but bar his own soulmate, he didn’t care about anyone else’s happiness.

      ‘Come on, I’ll get you a drink.’

      It had been hours since Rebecca had left, and day ticked on into night. I ignored my exhaustion and sat next to Angus as he watched another noisy game show, while one by one the other vampires emerged from their slumber. Rebecca’s absence didn’t go unnoticed.

      ‘Lost your toy?’ Vance grinned as he took up a seat by the bar, downing a tequila and smirking.

      I ignored him completely, my eyes narrowing as I stared at my drink.

      Emmeline stretched out her long legs and came over, reaching her arms around my shoulders and kissing me on the cheek. ‘I can always help distract you, if you need it…’

      Pres picked her up by the waist and gave her a look. ‘I don’t think so, Emmeline.’

      ‘I’m not a child, I’m hundred of years old. You can’t play the daddy-says-no card anymore.’ Pres’ jaw stiffened.

      ‘Maybe I can’t, but there will be no intervampire relations going on under my roof. I am President of the Guardians of the Underworld, and I will allow nothing that will give me more shit to worry about.’

      Emmeline rolled her eyes and smiled. ‘I wasn’t proposing marriage, just a minor stress relief.’

      Len opened the outer door, and for one sickeningly sweet moment I thought it was Rebecca. Much to my disappointment, Pippa stumbled into the room. Vance stood as she did, but she sauntered right past him and landed heavily in my lap, her eyes glazing as she looked up at me.

      ‘You look tired, Jed. You could take a tiny taste and you’d feel much better.’ She pouted as I shrugged her off. She reached forward and took hold of my fingers, guiding them up to her pulse point and goading me with the steady thump beneath my touch. Despite my revulsion at the blood junkie, the vampire within leapt at the promise of the energy that soared through the humans veins. For a moment I considered it. I remembered the sheer relish of feeding directly from a human. I remembered the delicious gasp as fangs pierced through flesh, and the struggle as the potent venom rendered my victim unable to resist. The rush of power and the resulting strength and stamina. ‘The girl has nothing I don’t, and I can offer you more. I won’t hold back the thing you really need. Have you ever done it while fucking? Imagine the two combined—’

      ‘Get off of me.’ I stood up sharply, my senses coming back to me like a sledgehammer to the head. I tipped her backwards onto the sofa and stood up lest she pounce on me again. ‘I wouldn’t touch you if you were the only woman on this fucking earth. You disgust me.’

      Pippa didn’t even flinch, she just turned around and advanced toward Vance, her deadened gaze fixed on nothing but the next high.

      ‘Jed?’ Rebecca’s voice was soft as she came into the room and I had to steady myself against the couch.

      She came back.

      Her hair was a mess, her jeans were brown at the knees, and all down one side. Her eyes were puffy and red. She was still the most beautiful thing I’d seen. ‘Can we talk?’

      The room had hushed as everyone watched and waited. Pres looked fit to burst.

      ‘Come on,’ I said, going over to her and taking her hand. ‘We’ll go to my room.’

      I’d been so sure that she had left for good that my hand trembled on the door handle, and I held my breath as she entered my room, dropping her bag on the floor and crumpling in a heap.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘I’m so sorry. It was just a lot to take, but I don’t want to leave.’

      I knelt down next to her and pulled her tight to my chest, breathing her in as her tears left a wet patch on my tee-shirt. ‘I didn’t think I’d see you again. I was so worried, but I couldn’t come after you in the daylight.’

      ‘It took me leaving to realise that this is where I want to be. I don’t know how this can work, but I know I’d regret not trying.’ Her red-rimmed eyes focused on my face, and I traced a hand down her tear stained cheek.

      ‘You walked back in here knowing we are vampires, if you can do that we can make anything work.’

      I kissed her tenderly, trying to kiss away the pain in her eyes as she shook beneath my arms. She murmured between kisses, her voice barely loud enough to make out. ‘I’ve done safe and steady, Jed, I’ve done the nine to five, I’ve lived knowing safety and security, but none of it made me as happy as being in your arms did. I don’t know how it will work, or whether you’ll still want me when I’m old and wrinkly and you’re still as hot as you are now. I can’t imagine how it will be never to go out with you during the day, to live my life by night and in the shadows. But I want to try, if you’ll have me.’

      The flicker of hope inside me fanned into a blaze as she spoke, and I grinned like a fool. ‘I’ll have you. Through thick and thin, through war and peace, there is nothing I want more than to be with you.’

      ‘I would have always regretted it if I hadn’t come back, even knowing that you are a vampire.’

      ‘I’m glad you came back. I can’t promise you what lays ahead, but I can do my utmost to protect you from whatever happens.’

      Rebecca’s body convulsed with a shudder as her eyes flicked toward the door. ‘They are still out there. The wolves. One almost got me.’

      My nostrils flared as the desire to go out and hunt the fucker down took over. ‘I should never have let you go out there.’

      ‘It was my choice, and I don’t regret it. I had to go to realise what I was leaving behind. There is a lot I need to wrap my head around, but already I feel better knowing I’m with you.’ Rebecca’s cheeks flushed as she squeezed my hand, bringing me back to her.

      The predator in me reared up as she lay in my arms, and I pushed her to the floor with an overwhelming need to connect with her, to claim her as mine.

      ‘I’m a mess,’ she muttered as I drove my fist into her hair and tipped her head back, slipping my tongue into her mouth and kissing her with fervour. The hair on my arms stood on end as she whimpered beneath my touch, a fresh tide of desire swamping my senses. I had to have her.

      ‘I don‘t care if you are a mess, you‘re still the most beautiful girl I’ve seen. Tell me if it’s too much. Okay?’

      As my lips grazed her neck, I felt her tense beneath me. I could have moved away, but she needed to know that she was safe, that she had nothing to fear from me. I held her head back with the fistful of hair and slowly kissed and sucked and nipped at her neck.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ I said between agonisingly tempting kisses, the rush of her blood hot beneath the skin, ‘I will never hurt you. Yes, your blood sings to me, more strongly than before, but I can ignore its siren song, because what I feel for you is stronger.’

      I placed a kiss right above the jugular and closed my eyes as the heady nearness enveloped me. ‘I want to know every part of you Rebecca, but I don’t want that.’

      With barely a flex of my arms, I tore through her shirt like it was paper, severing it entirely down her torso. Her bra followed suit, and I lowered my head to her breasts, teasing them with my tongue as she writhed in my arms. Her chest pinked as she relaxed beneath my arms, and I let go of her hair and smiled down at her. ‘You are such a pretty thing, Rebecca.Especially like this. All airy breath and fuck me eyes. I’ll never tire of teasing you.’

      Her jeans soon joined the rest of the ripped garments, and I didn’t stop until I had her naked on my bedroom floor. My fingers slipped easily into her as she arched her back, burying her face in my neck. Her mouth opened as she gasped, and I groaned as my pants tightened.

      I leaned down above her, my fingers still exploring her, and whispered into her ear. ‘I love seeing you like this, open and bare, desperate and needy for me. I will never deny you the things that you need. I cannot give you babies or a suburban dream home, but you shall never wonder what it is to be desired, Rebecca. You will never have to beg for my touch. All of me, I give to you. Starting with these,’ I said, flexing my fingers within her, ‘And this.’

      I moved lower, dragging my tongue across her engorged sex. With every twist of my tongue she trembled more, her muscles quivering with need.

      ‘And finally,’ I said after I could wait no longer, ‘This.’

      I thrust into her with my jeans barely even pulled open, my cock springing free just in time to spear her upon it. My muscles tensed as I slowly pulled back, watching her pupils dilate as I thrust back in as far as she could take me.

      Then pure animalistic lust took over as I claimed her body entirely.
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      My body ached for more as Jed drove into me. No matter how much he gave me, I needed more of him. I clasped his shoulders as I trembled beneath him, craving the connection I’d so long written off in my life. My nails dragged the length of his back as I tilted my hips up to receive another thrust.

      ‘Oh god,’ I moaned as we kissed, the grinding of his hips as he buried himself sending waves of ecstasy shooting out from my core. Vampire or not, he knew what he was doing between my thighs. I guessed that hundreds of years of experience came in useful.

      Then he buried his head in my shoulder, his fiery breath on my neck, and I tensed all over again. Whatever he said, having a vampire’s teeth beside my extended neck still sent fear scurrying through me. I had to trust him, no matter how unnatural it felt to let him kiss me there. But the fear only heightened my arousal, letting in someone so potentially dangerous was as thrilling as it was terrifying.

      Instead of shrinking from him, I embraced his every touch.

      I let the fear wash through me and used it to get closer to Jed. His denying his baser instincts for me was hot. Dangerous, but hot. He flipped me over onto my hands and knees, spreading me wide as he repositioned himself. The tenderness fled as his drive to fuck had taken over, and I closed my eyes, letting him take me there.

      He thrust back in to me as he cupped my breasts, pulling my back up against his chest as he fucked me. Our bodies entwined in a pile of sweat and heat, sliding and slipping and groaning. His hand slid down to caress me as I leaned back onto his shoulder, my face buried into the side of his neck.

      The pressure built until my muscles exploded in a sea of ecstasy, which Jed rode hard. It wasn’t until I collapsed forward that he gripped my hips in his fists and fucked me harder than I’d imagined possible. I was sure that he would burst right through me when in one guttural roar he came.

      We lay entwined on the floor, our chests rising rapidly as we came too. For a long time we didn’t move, didn’t even speak as I marvelled in the heady after space of excellent fucking. More than that, I was safe in his arms and despite all the chaos surrounding us, for that scant time I was safe, and happy.

      Eventually, Jed stirred beside me, turning my face and placing a gentle kiss on my reddened lips. ‘That was… just…’

      I smiled and curled into his warm, tattooed chest and sighed happily. ‘It was. Almost as thrilling as your bike?’

      ‘Almost,’ he said with a grin as he rolled my onto my back and started kissing my torso once more. I closed my eyes and let him touch me everywhere, and anywhere, he pleased. Years had passed since I’d felt desirable, and if he was that enthralled with my body, there wasn’t a chance in hell that I’d be complaining.

      Later, we’d moved to the comfort of the bed, and after a long - and steamy - shower, I was feeling more at ease. Jed brought us coffee and chocolate, and we sat companionably in bed beside one another. Eventually, we had sated ourselves in one another physically, and lovemaking made way for conversation. I still had a lot of questions.

      ‘So… You don’t bleed when you get hurt, right?’ I popped a piece of chocolate in my mouth and took a sip of the hot coffee, letting them mingle together on my tongue.

      ‘Yeah, there’s no blood.’

      ‘But you still have a heartbeat, and still get hard?’

      Jed chuckled. ‘Surely you can’t be questioning whether I get hard.’

      ‘No.’ I blushed, I still ached from where he fucked me, there was no doubting his prowess. ‘But you rely on blood for both.’

      ‘The human body relies on blood for everything. I don’t know why we keep going, why our bodies still emulate our human ones, why we still taste and feel and hurt when we don’t age. I don’t know how we can suffer horrific injuries, but bar losing a limb, our bodies will heal. As long as we avoid a stake, decapitation or some sunbathing, we will just keep going. I don’t know how the first vampire was created, or whether we descend from something not at all human, all I know is that century after century, I keep going.’

      ‘Is it okay to ask how it happened?’

      He nodded and put his coffee down on the side table. ‘I’d not long celebrated my thirtieth birthday, which wasn’t particularly young in those days, and my family were applying pressure for me to settle down. They needed me to have children so that when I aged, there would be someone to look after the family farm. I’d never craved that simple life, so despite there being plenty of homely local girls, I went after a stranger who had moved into town. She seemed interesting, and outgoing, and not at all like the dutiful girls who’d been raised to seek nothing but marriage. She was dark and sexy, and I fell for her. One night, while my parents were out at a wedding in the town, I invited her into my home. This was before the days of human-vampire pacts and vampires forming alliances. She was out to drain me of my blood and leave me for dead. The moment her teeth sunk into my neck was sheer bliss, like the most intense orgasm you could imagine. But the fangs hold a venom of their own, paralysing me from fighting back even had I wanted to. She drained me until my organs shut down. The room wavered before me and I could hardly breathe, I could feel my heart straining to pump the last of my blood into her waiting mouth. Death grappled at me, willing me to sink into its touch. Then she slit her own wrist with an enchanted dagger and told me to drink if I wanted to live. In desperation, I did. I drank the thick liquid that oozed from the cut and as I did, I felt my faculties restore.

      That was the moment my father returned. He broke an ash chair and drove the splintered leg into the vampire, killing her instantly. His face broke as he realised what I had done, before I’d realised it myself, and he told me to get out. He said that if I ever returned, he’d drive a stake through my heart himself. There’s been many times I’d wished he had.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘It must have been hard to lose everyone you knew.’

      ‘At first, it was exciting, a grand adventure. I was faster and stronger than any human who lived and although I struggled with my desire for blood, I felt unstoppable. But the years passed, and everyone who had meant anything to me passed. I visited my parents’ grave and wept over the years I’d lost. I never saw them alive after the night I became a vampire. I never returned to tell them I was sorry. I entered years of depression before I found Abe, the president of our club. It’s only been in the past century we’ve come to a truce with the humans who know about us. Before then, we were all rogues, single entities living in the shadows. They still exist out there, moving from place to place and endangering us all, but the rest of us band together and avoid killing humans. The city provides blood for our cooperation, and despite the way we live, we have centuries’ worth of wealth. If there is one thing humans in power care more about than their people, it’s money.’

      ‘The city’s officials know about you?’

      ‘We’re a well kept secret.’ Jed grinned and leaned in to kiss the side of my mouth. ‘I’m so glad you came back, but I need you to understand what being with me will be like. I can’t give you children should you decide that it’s something you want later. There are ways it can be done, but it involves the help of a demon and some dark magic. I have no desire to owe a demon a favour, and this life isn’t a brilliant place for a kid.’

      ‘Kids are never something I’ve desired, and I’m infertile, the fact you can’t have children is more of a relief than a problem.’ A weight lifted as he took wanting children off of the table. It meant one of my biggest failings as a potential partner wasn’t something I had to worry about.

      Jed continued. ‘I also can’t ever go out with you in the daylight, and that means there is a lot of things I’ll never be able to do with you. Waking at night is normal to me, but it will take a lot of adjusting for you, it goes against human nature.’

      I nodded, it was a strange prospect never being able to watch a sunset, or walk hand in hand in the sunshine with my partner, but I’d take it as it came.

      We spoke for what seemed like hours until at last we came to a place of quiet acceptance. We would try to make it work. Despite all the pitfalls, and the danger, we were both on the same page.

      ‘I better get you introduced to everyone properly, I guess,’ Jed said, ‘No time like the present. They may need a bit of time to come round.’

      Great, I thought, not only are they vampires, they’re vampires who don’t want me here.

      

      Bodies littered the clubroom, and I stared at each person anew. To look at, I’d never have known them as the undead. Their cheeks weren’t gaunt, and they weren’t the unnaturally pale beings that film portrayed. They just looked… human. How many times in the city had I walked past a vampire, or a werewolf, or some other supernatural creature without even knowing?

      Jed wen’t around the room, pointing to individuals and naming them as he went. ‘Pres, he’s the boss, Emmeline, his daughter. Vance, our youngest member. Then we have Immanuel, Jacob and Chester.’ I smiled shyly as they all turned to face us. ‘Then we have Angus, our treasurer, and Len on the security. Everyone, this is Rebecca.’

      I put my hand up in a small wave.

      ‘So she knows?’ Pres said, his gaze boring into me,

      ‘She does.’ Jed agreed, slipping his hand into mine and squeezing my fingers lightly.

      ‘And you’re staying?’ Pres directed the question at me, with no welcome in his voice.

      ‘Yes, if that’s okay.’

      ‘It’s far from okay. But if that’s what Jed wants, then I’ll let it run its course. You’ll either become a blood junkie or run as soon as the adventure gets boring.’

      Jed bristled beside me, his voice dropping to a low tone. ‘She’s not a blood junkie, and she’s not going anywhere. She’s my girl and I expect you to treat her with respect.’

      ‘In my office,’ Pres said, narrowing his eyes at us. ‘Not her, just you.’

      Jed kissed me lightly and smiled. ‘I’ll be back soon, you can go to our room.’

      And then he left me there, amongst a den of vampires. I pushed back my shoulders and fought the urge to scurry back out of sight, crossing the room and smiling at the vampires I passed. Vance smirked at me and extended his fangs, the teeth coming out of his gums like cats claws appear out of their soft paws. It was terrifying and supposed to freak me out. Despite the bile that rose in my throat, I pressed onward towards the bar where Angus sat.

      The female vampire, Emmeline, perched on one of the bar stools, sipping at a drink I hoped was more Bloody Mary than human blood. ‘Sounds like you two made up last night, you realise the rooms aren’t soundproof?’

      Heat rushed to my cheeks as a series of snickers broke out around the room, and Emmeline grinned at me. I wanted the floor to open up and swallow me up, but I couldn’t let her win. Whether it was some weird phasing, or they just didn’t like me, if Jed and I were going to work out, I’d need some thick skin.

      I forced a smile at Emmeline as I took the seat beside her. ‘Sorry, I didn’t realise we were being so loud. I’ll bite down on something next time he’s fucking me.’

      Angus sniggered behind the bar while Emmeline’s mouth hung open for a moment before snapping shut. ‘Touche, human. Touche.’

      She left us there with a wry smile on her face as Angus placed a beer in front of me. ‘Hungry?’

      ‘Famished. Jed gave me chocolate, but it’s been forever since I had actual food.’

      ‘I don’t have much behind here, but I can do sandwiches and chips.’

      ‘That would be great, thank you.’ I watched Angus as he prepared the food, seeing him with fresh eyes after the revelation that he was not only part of an underground vampire club, but that he was human too. ‘Why did you stay? When you found out they were vampires?’

      ‘As I told you before, they are my family. They took me in when I was young and lost and gave me a home. I help them and in exchange I have a brotherhood.’

      ‘And you can look past what they are?’

      ‘Yes. At first, it was tough, I was a teenager when I became a prospect, but I aged, and they didn’t. My health deteriorated as the years passed, I took injuries harder and I am so much weaker than they are. More than a few times my humanity has hindered me in keeping up with them. But I never hated them for it and I accepted them for who they are, not what they are. None of them chose this life, it was a matter of survival.’

      I nodded and sipped my beer, his words churning through my head. He accepted them for who they were, not what they were. It must have meant that he’d seen enough redeeming qualities over the years to stay with them.

      Angus continued to talk as I mulled. ‘So now that my bones ache and my night time rides grow harder and harder, I’ve taken on a more custodial role. I clean, I cook, I stitch them up when they get hurt. I’m their man for going between them and the governors, and I do anything that needs doing in the daytime.’

      ‘So it’s true that they vaporise when the sun hits them?’ Images from old horror movies filled my head as I imagined Jed bursting in the daylight. I shuddered.

      ‘Not exactly. They are just extremely sensitive to the sun. If you can imagine it’s like sun exposure pushed to the extreme. They will dehydrate, they will burn, their skin will boil and blister. It’s not pleasant, but not immediately deadly. I’ve never seen one test out how long they can handle it for, but I’ve seen the burns after two or three minutes’ exposure. I’d guess at only ten minutes before the sunlight boiled them alive. There are some who can withstand the sunlight from what I’ve heard, a few of the rogues who have made soul bargains with demons.’

      ‘And none of the vampires here are rogues?’

      ‘No,’ Angus shook his head, his eyes sliding to the door. ‘Rogues are lone vampires, they don’t live in society. They are very much vampires of years gone by, who still feast on human blood taken unwillingly. They are not creatures you ever want to meet, or so I’m told.’

      Angus pushed a plate teeming with sandwiches toward me, and I tucked in with relish. My new life was as far from my old one as it could be, and as much as I was apprehensive about living with vampires, I hoped that Jed and I could weather the storm, together.
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      No matter how often I sated myself between Rebecca’s thighs, as each day passed the pressure inside me increased. The wolves constantly overshadowed the lazy hours spent in bed getting closer to Rebecca, talking about our pasts and making love. And no matter how close we grew in the short space of time, dealing with Greyson would be the only way I could really get to know Rebecca without threat ruling us.

      Not only had they been spotted many times stalking around our compound, there had been no word from Calvin. Pres was on the verge of storming the Son’s of Cerberus club and brutalising a wolf until he gave us access and my assurances that Calvin had it in hand were becoming increasingly less effective.

      I doubted him too.

      As the full moon approached, the werewolves strength grew, and while they’d only be able to transform fully for a few hours, if they went unchecked their strength and complete loss of morals would be devastating. Not only did I have to track down Calvin and give him a final warning, but I had to worry about Rebecca’s safety too. If we had to go on an assassination mission, she wouldn’t be safe in the club. If we couldn’t take Greyson out in time, there wouldn’t be enough muscle left to ward off an attack. I couldn’t concentrate on the task in hand if I had to worry about Rebecca. I’d have to get her into one of the safe houses. Grisma’s place would do. The witch had always been sympathetic to the vampires. She’d be able to perform a protective spell which would keep the werewolves out of the building. And luckily, she could be bought for a trinket. Witches, much like dragons, like all things expensive and shiny. We kept a stash of ancient, expensive jewellery in the safe for when we needed a witch on our side.

      We sat in the clubroom, my arm casually draped around Rebecca’s shoulders as we joined Angus in a repeat of a quiz show. If I’d seen it before, he must have seen it a dozen times. But I was comfortable there, snuggled into my girl, so I put up with the fake excitement streaming from the television.

      ‘Turn that off.’ Pres commanded as he stormed into the room. It wasn’t often he went to confer with the Governors, but they refused to accept Angus at the meeting he’d just left.

      Angus tutted as he pressed the off button, the screen disappearing to a black reflection of Rebecca and Angus’ faces. Mine was missing, or course.

      ‘Jed, what the hell is Calvin playing at? I’m starting to think he is double crossing us.’

      I pulled myself up straight in the seat and cleared my throat. I had no more idea than he at what Calvin was up to. ‘He told me he needed time. He can’t take Greyson down without retribution, and he needs to ensure that whoever takes over as the alpha won’t think the same way as Greyson, or worse. He needs to get his ducks in a row before he can strike.’

      Pres’ mouth tensed into a line as his eyes narrowed. ‘He doesn’t have time for fucking with his ducks, he needs to take the fucker out now, before I do. The Governors have told me, in no uncertain terms, that if a single human life is lost tomorrow night, then we are all dead. They know where we are, they have the mass numbers. We wouldn’t stand a chance.’

      ‘We could leave tonight. Leave the wolves to their massacre and let the humans take them out. There is no reason we have to fight their battle.’ Emmeline shrugged as she spoke, looking utterly nonplussed about it all.

      ‘I will let no one force me underground again, running for my life from place to place, stealing blood and killing fucking sheep as I go. We did that, for centuries, and I am done. This is our home, and this is our city. I will not let some blood crazed four legged fucker take that away from me.’ Pres’ nostrils flared as he ranted. Even the haughty Emmeline looked cowed beneath his words. ‘They outnumber us six to one, even if only half of them will fight we can’t afford for them to shift.’

      ‘I’ll go out and track down Calvin tonight. If he doesn’t have an answer, we can still strike early tomorrow evening, before the moon rises.’ I swallowed hard, hoping Calvin could tell me the deed had been done.

      I took a moment to message both Calvin and Grisma, giving them both instructions in short, curt messages which had no room for pleasantries. Time was running out.

      Pres glowered at me as I stood up, grabbing my jacket and tossing Rebecca’s at her. ‘Get it done Jed, or I’ll do it for you.’

      I didn’t need to hear anymore to know that Abe was at boiling point, and that they weren’t mere threats any more. As I kicked my bike in to gear outside, with Rebecca’s arms entwined around my waist, I sighed. I’d finally found a woman I wanted to be with, and I would have to leave her behind for a few days, and hope that I survived long enough to come back for her.

      

      ‘So this is her?’ Calvin gave a low whistle as he joined us on the industrial estate bench. ‘The infamous slayer of wolves.’

      ‘Only one wolf,’ Rebecca said, ‘And it was an accident.’

      Calvin grinned at her. ‘Accident or no, Greyson’s pissed that a human took out a wolf, and a girl no less.’

      ‘Nothing wrong with being human or a girl. You were all human at one point too.’ Rebecca retorted back at Calvin, her eyes glittering beneath the streetlights.

      ‘I’ve never been human,’ Calvin said, ‘Some werewolves start out that way, but I was a welp my father sired on a human. Wolf to the core. I don’t hate humans, but you’ve got to admit that most are useless lumps of meat.’

      ‘A lump of meat? God Jed, you never said how utterly charming your friend was.’ I watched as the two talked, both enjoying the exchange as far as I could tell from the smiles on their faces.

      ‘Sorry to break up this meeting of minds, but Calvin, Pres is ready to go in. Your time is up.’

      Calvin’s shoulders dropped as he sighed. His dark skin gleamed in the moonlight, no trace of the wolf he’d become in the next twenty-four hours visible. He looked as young in that moment as his human years dictated, lost and unsure. ‘They are my family. Even Greyson. And although I know I have no choice but to remove him, it’s not an easy thing to do. He is older than me and stronger than me. There is a reason he is an alpha. In a straight fight I’d lose, no matter which form I was in. To take him out by stealth goes against everything we believe. We are a pack. I’ve had to manoeuvre my way through the others, seeking information without giving myself up. Who could I count on as allies? Who would give the game away to Greyson? If I kill him, who will support my cause, and who will want to strip me of my pelt and leave me to perish?’

      My stomach flipped as Rebecca leaned over and placed a hand upon the back of Calvin’s. ‘It sounds like a horrific choice. I’m sorry.’

      The jealousy crept through my intestines, leaving sourness as it went.

      ‘Thank you,’ Calvin said, his eyes moist. ‘Everyone expects me to just do it. Kill our leader, or join them with massacring humans. No one understands what it’s like having to choose the greater good over everything you’ve spent your life believing.’

      ‘We can take the burden from you. Pres is ready to go in now, but we need to know before daybreak and we need you to let us in. We can’t be there when the sun breaks the dawn.’ My palms grew damp as the realisation hit me - I might actually have to kill Greyson with Pres. All along I’d believed that Calvin would do it, that it wouldn’t be our fight to have.

      ‘I can’t… I have to try. If I succeed, I don’t want to be on enemy terms with your club. Sowing seeds of hatred won’t help anyone, and no matter who is right, or their justification for their actions, if lives are lost, grim feelings will remain. I’ll go now. It should be done by morning. If it’s not, I’ll come find you.’

      ‘Be safe, Calvin,’ I said, grasping my friend by the wrist and squeezing as he returned the gesture.

      ‘I will. It was nice to meet you,’ he said to Rebecca, ‘For a human you don’t seem half bad.’

      Her laugh was high and sweet as she stood to kiss him on the cheek. ‘You’re not half bad for a werewolf either.’

      ‘Home time?’ Rebecca asked as we watched Calvin walk off into the night.

      ‘Not yet.’ I hoisted her in front of me on the bike and kissed her, grinning as she whimpered when I revved the engine. Her hair drifted softly around her face in the gentle night’s breeze and I wondered how splendid she would look in the blazing sun, sun-kissed and carefree. Rebecca was giving up so much for a life with me, after knowing me for a matter of days. I only hoped she wouldn’t come to regret it. It was selfish of me to keep her to myself, hidden in an underworld of night living and fear, dragging her to my level when she’d done nothing to deserve it. She groaned softly into my mouth, returning my kiss hungrily.

      ‘You drive me crazy.’ The scent of her skin made me grin as I bent down and kissed my way along her neck. ‘I’d fuck you right here on my bike if you hadn’t incited a werewolf shakedown.’

      It gave me great pleasure when she trembled beneath my fingers, wrapping her arms around my neck and pressing her chest to my own. ‘I don’t see any werewolves…’

      ‘It doesn’t mean they aren’t nearby. I need to get you to a safe house for a few days,’ I said, watching as she pulled back and frowned. ‘You’ll be safe there. It’s run by a friend, a witch, and she can ensure the wolves can’t get over the threshold if they were to track you down.’

      ‘Now you’re telling me witches exist too? Sheesh, what’s next? I thought you said I’d be safe with you at the club.’

      ‘If we need to go in for Greyson, the club will be too easy to breach. If you are there, they are more likely to attack and that would endanger the other humans.’ I ran a finger over her cheek as her eyes filled with hurt.

      ‘So you’re just going to leave me on my own?’

      ‘It’s the safest way. There’s no way I can focus in battle if I am worried about you. And if Greyson turns before anyone gets to him, he’d take pleasure in hunting you down. I didn’t fall for you only to see you be torn apart by that beast.’

      ‘You fell for me?’ Her voice was the sweetest whisper as she blinked up at me through thick lashes.

      ‘Fell hard and fast. Do you trust me?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Then we need to go.’ I swivelled her onto the seat behind me and kicked the bike into gear, sending it roaring down the street. I didn’t mention the two men I saw lurching in the shadows, stalking us down just like their four-legged counterparts would a lamb. They cursed as we tore through the night. I needed to get to Grisma’s before it was too late.

      

      The room in the safe house was small but well kept. It had no windows, and the enormous steel door barricaded from the inside. Even if Grisma’s spell didn’t hold, Rebecca would be safe in the room.

      There was a comfortable bed, a TV, a bathroom and a small kitchen area stocked with ready meals and a microwave. Perfect for a temporary stay, and a safe stay at that.

      ‘No one can open the doors from the outside, not even me,’ Grisma said. The elderly witch spoke in a matter-of-fact tone, looking at neither Rebecca nor I as she did. Witches always made me uneasy. Their powers were not feats of strength, nor necessary for their survival, and they had a lot of scope to use them in whichever ways they pleased. We’d long been in touch with Grisma though, and she’d helped the Guardians of the Underworld through many scrapes, and never to ill effect. There was always a cost, but most often it was in the form of gold and diamonds. And treasures were something our deep pockets could afford aplenty.

      ‘How long until you come back for me?’ Rebecca said, eyeing the witch warily as she spoke to me.

      ‘Two days at most. By then it should be over. Don’t leave this room until then. You don’t open the door for anyone except me, do you understand?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Grisma held out one yellowing wrinkled hand and tutted. ‘Pay up Jed and I’ll go get the spell cast. I don’t need any trouble tonight. The sooner it’s done, the sooner I can get these old bones to bed.’

      I reached into my jacket and pulled out the necklace; it was a finely constructed piece made of solid gold, with an intricate pattern of precious gems woven through it. For just a minute, her skin seemed to infuse with youth, her eyes clearing and sparkling as she grasped the jewellery. She tucked it beneath her arm as the brief flash of her youth subsided and left us there in the room together.

      I tested the door mechanism, turning the heavy steel handle which sank long slices of metal into corresponding slots. Once Rebecca shut them, no one would come in, enchantment or not.

      Rebecca sat on the edge of the bed, looking shaken as reality took hold.

      ‘It will be fine, I’ll be back before you know it. You have everything you could need here.’

      ‘I know. Everything except you. What if you don’t come back?’ She bit her lower lip nervously as she twisted her fingers in her lap.

      I gently unhooked her hands and held them in my own. ‘I am coming back.’

      ‘You’d better. Otherwise I’ll track you down and drag you back from hell myself.’ She pulled me down on top of her and slipped her hands up my tee-shirt, grazing her nails over my abs.

      ‘I can’t stay…’ Though my more primal senses responded to her touch with a flash of heat in my crotch.

      ‘I know, but you can’t leave like this. I need to feel you. I need you to take me. I need to forget the maybes just for a little while and feel something concrete before you go.’

      I grinned as I leaned in and nipped her neck. ‘I’m not sure I’d have described it as concrete…’

      And then there was no more room for talking. We descended into a frenzied quickie, both of us desperate for each other’s touch, a goodbye of the flesh, even if we couldn’t say it in words. As I took her in a storm of cries and moans, I thanked my lucky stars that no matter the outcome of the next two days, I’d known what it was to be truly desired once more. After centuries of taking lives to live, or being used - and using - animals and people to survive, it felt good to be needed. Each muscle of her strained and trembled in my arms as her never ending hunger for me grew.

      I held off on driving our pleasure home for as long as I could. I knew that I’d have no excuse to stay once we’d passed the precipice and I longed to indulge myself in her soft sighs and quivering thighs. But vampire or not, I couldn’t hold out indefinitely and as her body quaked beneath me I gave into the blistering depths of orgasm, the pain of her nails clawing at my back only heightening my pleasure.

      And so it was I left her there, tears streaming down her cheeks and come streaming down her thighs.

      My assurances did nothing to calm her, and it killed me to leave her upset.

      The sooner I killed Greyson, the sooner she’d be back in my arms.
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      I’d lay on the bed unable to move for a long time after Jed left. I didn’t want to be sent off, deemed too weak and vulnerable to stay with Jed and the others. A prickle of apprehension had been the thing which encourage me to get up. The door barricade clunked close and left me feeling that bit safer. Not only were the wolves on my tail, but I didn’t trust the witch as far as I could throw her either.

      The first day passed in a blur of napping fitfully and snacking often. My phone was dreadfully low on battery, flashing red any time I looked at it, keeping me cut off from the outside world. The endless daytime TV shows numbed my brain as they went on in an endless cycle of boredom.

      As I paced the room once again I cursed being out of the loop. Had Calvin stood up to Greyson? Was Jed okay? Was he on his way to the wolves’ lair ahead of the rising full moon, or was he dead already, staked in the heart and left a pile of dust - or whatever happened when people staked vampires.

      Maybe I could ask the witch if she had a charger? I had no idea how ancient she was, or whether she was up on modern technology, but I needed to get in touch with the club, just call through and get an assurance from Angus. I couldn’t sit around not knowing.

      My fingers hesitated against the door, Jed’s warnings spreading tendrils of doubt seeping through me. My itching for knowledge overpowered my ability to follow instructions, and I made my way down the stairs at a creep. I peeked into the foyer and to my surprise the witch stood with the doors wide open, two bikers snarling at the entrance.

      ‘We need the girl,’ one said, cursing as he got to close, his hand jumping back as if bitten by an invisible force.

      ‘Who says I have a girl?’ The witch’s voice was as dry as old sticks.

      ‘We can smell her, we are hunters old hag, do you think we’d not know? The spell is a dead giveaway too.’

      ‘Mmm. Even if I had your girl, I could not give her to you. An oath is an oath, as well you know.’

      Dread rose in my chest, tightening against my lungs and leaving me breathless. The wolves tipped out a bag, piles of golden jewellery cascaded over the threshold and into the building. The witch’s eyes went wide with greed, and at that moment, I knew I couldn’t trust her. Greedy old bat.

      ‘You think that’s enough for me to cross a vampire?’ The witch cackled and kicked at the treasure.

      ‘We can get more. Look at it as a down payment.’

      ‘And what do you want in exchange?’ Her eyes returned to the gold that glittered underneath the hallway lights.

      ‘Lift the spell, we can do the rest ourselves.’

      ‘Bring me the rest, and I will agree to your bargain. Two hours.’ The men’s faces twisted into sinister grins as my heart fell through my stomach. I needed to find a way out of there immediately.

      The corridor came to a dead end, with more doors like mine and no other exits. Panic settled over me, causing my heart rate to rocket and sweat to build at the back of my neck. What was I going to do? I turned another corner and raced down it, the way clear, but as I neared the far end, the witch appeared in front of me.

      ‘What are you doing out of your room?’ she hissed.

      ‘Trying to get out of here before you sell my life for a handful of trinkets.’

      ‘Listen to me. I was coming to find you. There is a tunnel from here that leads to a grocer’s a few blocks away. You need to follow the tunnel before the wolves come back.’

      ‘How can I trust you when you’ve taken Jed’s gold and turned me in any way?’

      The witch stood firm before me, showing neither regret nor shame in her actions. ‘If it is your life or mine, I choose mine. You don’t get to my age by putting your own neck on the line. But I will fulfil my promise to Jed too.’

      She handed me a small necklace with a charm on the end shaped like a tooth. Not shaped like a tooth, it was a tooth. I shrank back and held it back out to her.

      ‘Take it,’ she said. ‘It’s a werewolf’s tooth, scarce but with the token of the beast I can use my magic to play tricks on them. As long as you wear it, they cannot see you, or sense you, or smell you. Put it on and get out of here.’

      ‘Can’t I lock myself back in my room?’

      Grisma shook her head. ‘When I disenchant the building, it will temporarily disarm any charms in the vicinity. It’s a pain in the ass. If you are here, they will find you. The door may hold them back for a while, but I cant guarantee they won’t stay until you have to come out, or blow through the walls.’

      ‘How do I know this isn’t a setup?’

      ‘Can you afford to chance it?’

      I couldn’t, and she knew it. The tooth necklace slipped over my head and rested against my chest, feeling heavy but otherwise utterly non-magical. For all I knew she was playing me with a dog’s tooth and sending me to my death.

      I had no choice but to comply.

      Grisma led me to one room at the far end of the corridor and locked the door behind us. Next she took me into the small bathroom and pressed a button which made the shower tray slide back into the wall revealing a ladder into the cold moist space below. The thought of descending into the unknown space made me queasy. She lifted the top of the toilet cistern and handed me a torch pulled from a waterproof bag.

      ‘You need to go now,’ she said, but before I stepped forward, she grasped my hand in her papery fingers, ‘Be safe child, Jed’s a good boy, and if he’s chosen you, he will have done so for a reason. Don’t take the necklace off.’

      With her words reverberating through my head, I set about lowering myself into the hole. I’d barely cleared the top when the shower tray slid into place above me, securing me in the darkness with nothing but an almost dead phone and a torch for company.

      Fantastic.

      

      I neared the compound where the clubhouse stood, checking behind me as I did. Sure enough, the witches instructions led me out of the tunnel and a few streets over from the safe house. I didn’t know if the tooth dangling around my neck was doing anything, but so far no one had stopped me.

      Then I saw him, one lone unfamiliar biker positioned at the edge of the parking lot and my mouth went dry. I’d have to cross in plain view if I was to reach the safety of the club, and then I’d have to get Len’s attention without alerting the wolf in bikers clothing to my whereabouts.

      A deep breath steadied my nerves as much as I could steady them - which wasn’t an awful lot - and I stepped out into the night. The man made no sign that he could see me and so I tentatively took a step forward. Nothing.

      With my stomach in my mouth, I continued forward, skirting around the area where the man stood with small, quiet steps. The witch hadn’t told me if they could hear my steps, or my breathing, but I was careful just in case. I was halfway to the clubhouse door when I tripped, landing heaving on my knee. The man didn’t react to my gasp, but he did to the skittering of small stones. His eyes flew round to my direction, the whites yellowing at the corners and the pupils already unnaturally dilated. There were only a few hours left before the moon would rise in its fullest, and I didn’t want to be near him when it did.

      He took a step toward where I cowered on the ground, his nostrils flaring as he sniffed the air. But the witch must have been true to her word, as he didn’t focus on me, nor come any closer. After a few minutes he returned to his post, and I reached the door without further issue.

      Only, all wasn’t as it should be when I reached it. The door was neither closed nor locked, but hung an inch ajar. The hair on the back of my neck rose as I looked around, noticing for the first time, the lack of bikes in the car park. I prayed it meant they had merely forgotten to lock the door. But Len never left without someone else filling in for him, and he wouldn’t leave the door open.

      With trembling fingers, I pushed the door open, inching it slowly until just enough space was available for me to slip in through the gap.

      I didn’t lock the door behind me as a renewed sense of unease trickled down my spine. The security office was positioned to one side of the corridor, with Len’s living space attached beyond. Len usually kept the door locked, but the handle slid down easily as I pressed it.

      ‘Len?’ I said as I entered the room, but Len wasn’t able to answer. His body laid crumpled in a heap in the corner, a grievous cut across his throat and his blood pooled around him in a lake of red. Bile rose in my throat, burning its way upward as I choked back a sob. I hadn’t known him well, seeing as he largely had kept himself holed up in the office during my brief time at the club, but I knew he didn’t deserve that.

      I closed the door gently behind me as I made my way along the corridor, dreading what I’d find in the clubroom. My head pounded as my blood raced through it, my heart working overtime. With my back to the wall, I stole a peek around the corner. Whoever had killed Len was long gone. Pippa lay sobbing on the couch, her clothes ripped and her neck imprinted with a bloody handprint. The hand prints were elsewhere too.

      ‘Pippa, what happened?’ I made my way to her and jumped as she sat up and threw her arms around me, the congealing blood on her skin sticking to my clothes.

      She couldn’t talk through the series of sobs which followed. From behind the couch I saw a pair of shoes and their corresponding legs. Pippa folded herself up on the couch as I stood, letting out a wail of despair.

      ‘This was the wolves, right?’ I said, fixing her with a stern stare.

      She nodded, breaking into another fit of sobs.

      ‘Then shut the fuck up. There is another outside and you need to get this place locked down before he comes back for more. There isn’t time to be crying about it. Go to the front door, lock it. Go into the security office and find a way to activate anything that can be activated. If he’s still out there when the moon rises, we’re all fucked.’

      She skittered off in the door’s direction.

      My breathing hitched as I approached the body behind the sofa, hoping beyond all measure that it wasn’t Jed. The corpse that awaited sent revulsion quaking through me. For the first time, it showed me the genuine horror of the vampire. It was impossible to tell who it was; the skin had shrunk and dried like brittle old parchment, and the hair had turned white and grown longer than any of the styles the vampires had sported. Only the clothing ruled Emmeline out. A wooden stake stood up from the creature’s chest. His face was pulled into a terrible grimace, his fangs extruding from his withered lips.

      I shuddered as I crouched close to it, unconvinced that it wouldn’t awaken from its terrible end. I had to see its stomach, see if the tattoos were visible. It’s the only way I could rule out Jed.

      As I leaned over, my knee pressed into the corpse’s side, and the skin and bone crumbled to dust beneath me. I had to swallow back vomit.

      The torso was heavily tattooed, but to my relief none were Jed’s.

      I closed my eyes and gulped back a sob.

      ‘Rebecca?’ A strained whisper reached me from behind the bar. Angus sat slumped against the dark wooden bar, clutching at his stomach, where the internal contents were visible externally. His arms held a loop of intestine, while viscous blood blossomed out from his slash.

      ‘Shit, Angus. You’re a mess.’

      He snorted and winced. ‘Can say that again, kid.’

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘They struck after everyone had gone out to take out Greyson. Vance held them off for a little, but they were six on two and he didn’t stand a chance.’ My heart ached for Vance, he was a cocky asshole, but he’d died protecting the humans.

      ‘Two?’ I asked, listening as his words became slower.

      ‘Emmeline. She’s here somewhere. Len?’

      I shook my head and the tears I’d barely noticed streamed down my face with new vigour. I hadn’t noticed when they began, but they showed no sign of stopping. Angus’ sob for his friend broke my heart and inflamed my anger.

      ‘I have to get you help, and I need to go help Jed and the others.’

      ‘There’s nothing you can do.’ A voice came from behind me, I swivelled around and there stood Emmeline. She had a nasty gash above her eye, but otherwise seemed hale. ‘You’re a human.’

      ‘I’m a human who has a charmed necklace which makes me invisible to werewolves.’

      Emmeline glanced down at my necklace and smirked. ‘Willing to bet your life on it holding up?’

      ‘I’m willing to do anything to keep Jed alive and help take out the one who orchestrated this.’

      ‘They have ordered me to stay here with the humans, and while I wasn’t expecting you, I will follow my father’s orders.’ Emmeline crouched down beside Angus as her face crumpled in the first sign of genuine emotion I’d seen.

      ‘You need to get him to a hospital, and I need to go. Now. Before they shift.’

      Angus whispered once more, his words barely legible. ‘Go to… safe. Eight oh eight seven six. Silver, you’ll need the silver.’

      He coughed and a spray of bright red blood emerged from his mouth, covering his torso.

      ‘Make the choice Angus,’ Emmeline urged, her white hair pink at the ends where his blood had covered her. He shook his head. ‘Don’t die for nothing old friend.’

      His head lolled to the side, and she waited no longer. With a sickening lurch inside me, I watched as Emmeline sunk her fangs into his neck. The bitch was using him as a meal as he lay on his deathbed.

      I grabbed Angus’ car keys from behind the bar, saddened that he’d no longer need them, but knowing he’d not begrudge me them either. He was a kind man, and his death sickened me.

      The safe wasn’t too hard to find, though going through Pres’ office gave me an unwelcome chill. The vampire had been clear in his dislike, and disapproval of me, and I had a feeling my presence in his office wouldn’t sit well with him.

      I couldn’t dwell on it though. There was a high chance that night would lead to my demise if I walked into a pack of werewolves who were already baying for my blood. So damn what the President thought.

      The code worked, though it was less of a safe and more of a vault. All manner of ancient books and modern technology lined the walls. Everything from high-powered rifles to wooden stakes. The fact Pres kept them in a vampire den made me shudder. The silver bullets and corresponding hand guns weren’t hard to locate, the safe was excellently organised and demarcated.

      I attached a double holster around my hips, and shoved two of the hand guns into it. I filled all the pocket space I had with the silver bullets, hoping it would be enough.

      A week before I’d accidentally killed a werewolf and been wrecked emotionally by it. But there I stood, armed to the hilt and ready to go throw myself into the lions’ den.

      Except that lions seemed like pussy cats in comparison with blood-thirsty werewolves.

      Pippa closed the door behind me, and with the gravel crunching lightly beneath my feet, I made my way to Angus’ car. The biker on lookout turned as I started the engine, his face creasing in confusion as he failed to see me in the driver’s seat.

      I put my foot to the floor and headed for the carpark entrance as he ran for the car, standing in front of it. With the injuries of my new friends in mind, I didn’t lift my foot a fraction from the accelerator. He hit the hood hard, his body ricocheting over the roof with a sickening thud.

      It was a pity it wouldn’t kill him.

      If I’d have had more time I might have reversed back over his head.

      As it was I pressed onward, hunting down the enemy.
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      My side ached where I’d taken a knife to the ribs.

      ‘Damn it,’ I cursed. More work for Angus when I got back to the club. If I got back.

      Calvin grinned beside me, but with a mix of sweat and blood congealed at his temple. ‘Hardly even a flesh wound.’

      I fingered the skin and grimaced. Shards of white bone were visible with a bit of prodding. ‘Bad enough. Won’t kill me though.’

      The unlit room was quiet, with the clash of bodies audible at a distance through the Sons’ club. I shrugged off my jacket and lifted my tee-shirt over my head.

      ‘This is no time for a show, old friend.’ I glowered at Calvin’s jest while ripping a strip of fabric from the base of the tee, using it to wrap around the gaping wound. It wouldn’t do much for the pain, but it should hold the loose flap of skin together for a while.

      ‘We’re almost out of time. We need to get to Greyson, now.’

      Calvin looked around the corner, his eyes flicking left and right. ‘We’re outnumbered. There are too many people between us and him.’

      ‘Where are your people?’

      ‘In there with Greyson. They only intended to stand up to him if there is a chance we would win.’

      ‘Pussies.’

      ‘Something like that.’ Calvin shrugged as he wiped his sleeve over his blood splattered face. There had already been casualties on both sides, and we couldn’t afford to lose anyone else. It was nearing the moon rise and if we remained in the lair when the wolves turned, even Calvin would rip me to shreds with glee. While people fear vampires, at least we are compos mentis in our monsterdom. Werewolves are savage and bay for blood during the time they have shifted. They’ll kill for sport, for the hell of it. And they wouldn’t even remember it come morning.

      ‘Try not to eat me if we don’t get there in time,’ I said, smirking at Calvin as the hopelessness of our situation came to light. Pres had been right, and I’d cost us dearly delaying to give Calvin time. If by some miracle we made it out of there, I knew he would make sure I knew about it for the next god damned century.

      An arm shot round the corner and grabbed Calvin from behind, a stake pressing into the tender point on his neck as he winced.

      Not on my watch, mother fucker.

      I pardoned my humanity momentarily and went full metal vampire on his ass. I dashed behind him, tearing him from Calvin before he could even register I’d moved, and used my superior strength to launch him into a wall across the room with a crippling crunch.

      The attacker stood, his body swaying as he focused in on us. I swooped onto him before he could make a move and sank my fangs into his throat. Acrid blood gushed over my tongue, bitter and entirely unlike that of a clean animal or human. Werewolves were cursed, tainted, and even their blood reeked of it.

      I wasn’t there to drink his blood though.

      I bit down, feeling cartilage snap and muscle tear as I ripped his throat out from within his neck. His body hit the floor, twitching, as blood gushed like a red waterfall from the gaping wound. I used the rest of my torn shirt to mop the blood from my chin before discarding it on the crumpled body.

      ‘Fucking hell,’ Calvin said, covering his mouth and swallowing back a heave. ‘I mean, thanks, but fucking hell.’

      He went over to the body and knelt, closing the shocked, dead eyes of his former pack mate before finishing the task by decapitating his friend with his knife. His shoulders slumped forward as his eyes moistened.

      ‘Jace. He was barely twenty. Not a bad kid, but believed all of Greyson’s rhetoric. An unnecessary loss.’ Calvin’s voice hardened as he spoke, his veins throbbing in his neck. ‘If I can’t take him out, you need to do it for me. We were a band of brothers before he took over, and now it’s nothing but division and death. Following him would have saved Jace, but at the expense of how many others?’

      ‘I will,’ I promised. ‘And if I don’t make it, you need to tell Rebecca yourself. I don’t want her having to come searching for what happened. Tell her… I loved her.’

      ‘Soppy bastard. You barely even know her.’

      ‘The heart doesn’t have a clock, you know? It measures time in the intensity of feeling.’

      Calvin got up and pushed my shoulder. ‘You can’t be spouting poetic bullshit with another man’s blood dripping down your chin, you fanged maniac.’

      ‘I’m serious, you need to tell her.’

      ‘I will. Let’s just hope I don’t have too.’

      We pressed onward, sneaking through the deserted corridors like rats. The Son’s of Cerberus’ club was much bigger than ours and with each step further into its maze, I felt more and more trapped. Even if we reached Greyson, there was no way we would make it out before the others turned. No matter what they agreed with in human form, it would all be meaningless once they’d gone to the dogs.

      Voices sounded up ahead, and I glanced over at Calvin, who was visibly sweating. The door stood open, and four men were visible inside. One held a mummified arm and was using it to swat the others as they laughed. They gathered around a withered body, with a stake embedded deep into it’s chest. I choked back a roar as I watched them desecrating one of my people, I may be a killer, but I respected the dead.

      And it was with pure red fire I swept in, grabbing the stake from the malformed body and slamming it through the chest of the man. His eyes widened as they lowered to the wood emerging from his heart, until his body collapsed and slid to the floor, his fingers still clutching the dead arm of one of my friends.

      ‘Let us past.’ Calvin held up his hands as he came in behind me. ‘We need to get to Greyson.’

      ‘Like hell are we going to let you through. He just killed Reef. Who’s side are you on?’ The biker bristled as he stood up, squaring his chest toward Calvin.

      ‘Just let us go, we need to get in the cages before the moon is up.’

      ‘Scared of your true self, Calvin? What’s the point in being a werewolf if we spend our genuine nature locked up in a metal cage, seething. I want to feel alive.’ Calvin shook his head in disbelief as the three remaining bikers circled him. ‘What will it be Calvin, are you with the bloodsuckers and the two legged vermin, or are you with your pack?’

      I saw the knife emerge before Calvin did as one of them brought it in an arc toward his side, the long blade gleaming as it caught the overhead lights.

      ‘Ambush,’ I shouted as I lunged forward and threw myself between Calvin and the blade. A stab in his side wouldn’t kill him, but if they weakened him enough, I didn’t doubt his head would be the next target. The blade caught me in the arm, weakening my grip in my dominant hand. I cursed as my fingers refused to respond. The fight should have been easier, but I hadn’t fed for weeks, and with my body working overtime to rapidly heal the many wounds I’d sustained, my strength was flagging. We fought for what seemed like hours, but in reality was just a mesh of frenzied minutes.

      At last, as we stood back to back, Calvin had wrestled a knife from one wolf while I fought with nothing but my weakening fists. With heart wrenching clarity I saw the stake a moment too late. The men had timed the attack so I’d fall right as the others pinned my arms. Panic shot through me as I flailed with the last of my strength. My mind flashed back to Rebecca’s beautiful face and in that instant before death, I felt a calmness wash over me.

      Before the stake could pierce my skin and reduce me to the pile of withered corpse I should have been at three hundred and five, three shots rang out in quick succession. Pres? He’d had the guns…

      But it wasn’t Pres who emerged in the wake of furious, pained howls. It was Rebecca. Like a deadly angel she appeared in front of me, her eyes hard as she stared down the extended muzzle and fired a further three rounds into the dying werewolf.

      ‘What the fuck are you doing here?’ I asked.
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      ‘Saving your sorry ass by the looks of it,’ I said.

      Jed was a mess. He was blood stained, dirty and had a score of slashes over his body. But worse than that, he was pale and greying, his eyes sunken into their sockets.

      I didn’t have time to worry about him as the other two men they’d been fighting looked around in confusion. They’d seen the havoc I’d caused, but they did not understand I was even there. If I made it out, I’d have a lot to thank the witch for.

      ‘What the fuck is going on?’ One said, his face turning left and right.

      ‘Someone’s here. I don’t know how, but bullets don’t come out of mid air on their own.’ A chill ran down my spine as they stepped in my direction, the direction the bullets had come from. It was one thing to shoot a man who was about to kill the man you loved, but another to shoot one at arm’s length.

      Still, I had no choice.

      They advanced on me, knives slashing the air wildly, and I pulled my second gun out just in time to catch both of them with a round. They yowled as the silver bullets ripped through their flesh, but continued onwards regardless. It took a further round to slow them, and another to bring them to their knees. The last round turned them to a still mass on the floor.

      ‘Fucking hell,’ Calvin said, ‘what the fuck is going on?’

      ‘Rebecca is here.’ Jed said, smiling up at me.

      Calvin startled as I lifted the necklace over my head and put it in my pocket so that Calvin could see me. ‘The meat lump has grown some balls.’

      ‘I don’t need balls, the bullets worked perfectly well.’

      I knelt beside Jed and touched his cheek; I needed to get him out of there. ‘Can you help me get him out of here?’

      Calvin shook his head as he checked the clock. ‘No time. I need to get in one of those cages before it’s too late.’

      Jed smiled and touched the back of my hand with a slow, gentle stroke. ‘You need to go, Rebecca. Put back on that charm and don’t look back. You need to get in a car and drive as far as you can. Right now. The city will burn tonight.’

      ‘What’s wrong with you?’ All his vitality seemed to have disappeared. Seeped through the cracks and left a shell of a man in return.

      ‘He’s hungry.’ Calvin gave me a pointed look.

      ‘Shut it C, I’m not doing it.’

      ‘Doing what?’ I asked, looking from the wolf to the vampire.

      ‘He needs blood. It’s the only way. Mine won’t work, so that only leaves you.’

      I stared at Jed, lifting his face with my hand to meet my eyes. ‘Is it true?’

      He nodded slowly. ‘It is, but I don’t want your blood Rebecca. Once we’ve gone there, it’s a downward spiral.’

      ‘If we don’t go there, we are all dead. I’d rather be on a downward spiral with you than not be here to spiral at all.’ Feeding a vampire my blood was the last thing I wanted to do, but it wasn’t just a vampire, it was Jed. ‘Please, let me help you.’

      Jed’s skin was icy as I leant in to him, kissing the edge of his mouth as I straddled him. Winding my fingers into his hair, I firmly tipped his head back so that his mouth was level with my throat. His hands slid dangerously slowly up to my waist, his touch sluggish.

      ‘Please Jed. I need you.’ His fingers dug into the flesh on my hips as I bit my lips, fear cascading through me. As much as I knew he needed fresh blood, I really didn’t want to become my boyfriend’s next meal. What if he couldn’t stop? What if I became the next blood junkie throwing myself at any available set of fangs?

      ‘Jed,’ Calvin said, watching us transfixed, ‘we don’t have time for you to wait. Now or never, man.’

      Jed’s lips brushed my neck, dragging tiny kisses across the sensitive skin. ‘You’re sure?’

      ‘No, but there’s no time for worrying about all that. All I have is now yours, Jed. People give each other kidneys, I can give you blood. Just do it. Please.’ I trembled as he opened his mouth, his fangs emerging and visible for a moment. My stomach lurched at the terrifying site as his eyes darkened, but before I could protest, he’d sunk the dagger-like fangs into my flesh.

      The initial sharp pain made way for a blistering warmth, tingles shooting through me. I could feel myself pouring into Jed, but I could also feel him pouring into me, combining us in a way which couldn’t be replicated between two humans. The world ceased to exist while he fed, pure pleasure wracking my body as I moaned in his arms. My limbs were limp but with every passing minute, his arms held me firm, his muscles tightening as my blood revitalised him. All the fear and apprehension subsided, leaving lust and longing in its place. My entire body suffused with the rippling promise of an orgasm, and as he cradled me against him and fed from me, the promise exploded into realisation. It was long and intense and didn’t falter, like light broke from my every nerve, and like my muscles were made from pleasure itself.

      I longed to stay in that state of bliss forever, and I cursed internally as Jed broke the seal against my neck. It took minutes to return to a state of awareness, and when I did, it was Jed’s beautiful face I saw. All the signs of malnourishment had disappeared, his skin once again infused with colour.

      ‘Thank you,’ he said, kissing me tenderly. ‘I hate that I had to do it, but getting to Greyson would have been impossible. Never again, though. Do you hear me?’

      My body felt like it was made of Jello, and my mind was as wobbly as it too. ‘Never again?’

      ‘Never.’

      Calvin cleared his throat and held out a hand to help me to my feet. I didn’t want to go. I wanted to stay pressed against Jed’s chest and sleep. ‘You need to get out of here. And we need to get into the cages immediately.’

      ‘Don’t leave me.’ My eyes welled up, my previous bravado gone in my weakened state.

      ‘You can’t come in there, you need to put back on your necklace and at least hide. If the wolves find you, they will kill you.’

      A shudder stole through me as I reached into my pocket and fished out the necklace. Jed took it from my shaking hands and lowered it over my head. Calvin blinked in surprise as he stared at the place I stood.

      ‘Black magic, that shit,’ he said, screwing his face up.

      ‘So I’m gone?’

      Calvin didn’t respond, but Jed nodded. ‘He can’t hear you. Now you need to go get out of sight. Find a door with a lock and get in there. Stay in there until morning.’

      With a final, lingering kiss, Jed and Calvin pressed onward toward their target. My legs wobbled as I stood, cursing my sudden inability to move properly. At least when I gave blood I got a cookie after.

      I limped in the opposite direction from the one Jed had gone in until I spotted a store cupboard of sorts. It was dark as I stumbled in, but I didn’t want to put on any lights in case it alerted anyone to my presence. The door clicked closed behind me, and I turned the latch over while breathing a sigh of relief. My fingers brushed against crinkling packets and cardboard boxes. A food cupboard, perfect. As I moved in the dark, searching with outstretched hands, I tripped on a box on the floor, falling hard into a metal shelf. As I bounced back and hit the floor, my back and neck both ached.

      Shit.

      It was only as I rubbed my neck I found the charmed necklace missing. It must have caught and snapped in the fall. I scrabbled around the floor until my fingers settled over the smooth tooth. I tied the snapped string around my throat and prayed the spell hadn’t broken.

      

      It wasn’t until a few minutes later when the door burst in on its hinges I discovered the charm definitely no longer worked. The light blinded me as a gruff faced man stormed in, his nostrils flaring.

      ‘Found you, you little blood bitch.’

      I pressed myself flat to the shelves to no avail. The man stormed across the room and grasped me by the arm, pulling me toward him. I was powerless to stop him. In my mind addled state, I’d left the silver bullets and guns in the other room, my holsters sitting empty on my hips.

      Fuck.

      He picked me up by the waist with barely a strain and clamped a meaty hand over my mouth, fear coursing through me and tears wetting the tiny fissures between his fingers and my face. He dragged me from my hiding place and through the building. I hoped we’d run into Jed, but my luck wasn’t in. We scuffled through the hall to a room where riotous noise bellowed below the door.

      He pushed the door open and shoved me through, to a great snarling cheer from those gathered. Enormous metal cages covered one wall of the cavernous room, with timer locks above them. Most were empty, but in the far corner, I saw Pres and the other vampires stood at the back of one; the door closed tight.

      ‘Run!’ Pres shouted over the noise. ‘Get in a cage. They can’t touch you in them.’

      Before I’d even taken one step toward them, one of the bikers bowled me over, my body sent flying and crashing hard onto the floor. All the air escaped my lungs as I lay there gasping for breath. Footsteps sounded on the cold stone floor as someone neared, and a fist gripped painfully in my hair, lifting me to my feet. I gasped as hot pain engulfed my body; my hip, my neck, my back and my scalp burned from the plethora of injuries I’d sustained. The men surrounding the room either sniggered or looked away, pretending like they couldn’t see what was happening. I winced as the man with my hair twisted around his fingers turned me to face him. He was a gigantic man, with a brutish scar covering one side of his face, his lip a gnarled knot at one side. His nostrils twitched as he took a moment to sniff me.

      ‘We’ve not been introduced,’ he said, smirking at me. ‘Not that there is much point now. Soon you’ll get to see a whole different side of me…’

      ‘Let me go.’ I writhed beneath his hand while kicking out at him, but he just let out a hearty laugh.

      ‘You killed one of my boys, you’re going nowhere. When the moon brings us to our full glory, you will be the first gift I give to my pack. The burgeoning of a new era. And it’s all going to start with you.’

      ‘Greyson,’ I whispered, the realisation hitting me with a cold hard smack, like a mallet to the chest.

      I was going to die.

      ‘The verysame. And isn’t it a pleasure to make your acquaintance?’ His fingers stroked down my bruised neck, along the place where Jed had feasted. ‘Tsk tsktsk, been feeding the beast I see. Shame you chose the wrong side.’

      ‘Please let me go.’ Tears pricked at my eyes as Greyson ran his fingers to the collar of my tee-shirt and with one swift yank, tore it from the chest to the bottom of my stomach. He threw his head back and howled, the horrific noise sending a chill to my core. My cheeks burned as the bikers threw cat calls my way, jeering at my exposed bra.

      ‘Oh, this is just the beginning. When they turn, you’ll be there’s to do what they please with. To fuck, to torture, to eat. We’ve spent decades being shit under the humans shoe, locking ourselves away like a scourge. No more.’

      Greyson dragged me across the floor by my hair to a table in the centre of the room. He pushed me into it, jarring my pained hip. He grinned sadistically as I cried out.

      ‘But first, you pretty, insignificant thing, you have a cost to pay for taking one of mine.’

      I prayed for Jed and Calvin to burst into the room; I pleaded with Greyson as tears and snot made a glue on my face. In the corner, Pres thumped his fist against the cage.

      ‘Too late,’ Greyson erupted with laughter. ‘You locked yourself in there for protection, but those cages are on a timer, you’re going nowhere until morning. You can sit back and enjoy the show.’

      Greyson pinned my arm to the cold metal table and produced a large hunting knife. Fear swallowed me up whole, and as the knife glinted in his crazed eyes I felt a warmth spreading down my jeans. Pissing myself was the least of my worries. With cold-blooded accuracy, he swept the knife downward. Pure, blinding pain ripped through me as the knife bit into my flesh, gouging a deep wound. I screamed until my lungs burned as he dislodged the knife from my arm and slashed again. The second time the knife clanged against the metallic table, leaving my hand there, severed entirely from my arm.

      ‘No!’ Jed’s voice filled my subconscious as Greyson pushed me away from him. My vision blurred as I clutched my arm to my chest and stumbled away from Greyson. Jed’s appearance at the door distracted the wolves, with Calvin trailing behind him. I tried to strangle my sobs long enough to crawl off out of view as Jed shot across the room so fast his body was barely visible, crashing into Greyson with deadly fury.

      I neared the corner, next to where Pres and the others were caged, my body weakening by the moment.

      ‘Get in a cage. They can’t touch you in there,’ Pres whispered as I passed them, but as I looked at him his eyes darkened to an inky black. Fangs protruded from his gums. He lunged toward me, his hands stretching through the bard of his cage.

      I barely made it to the cage two doors down when one biker rounded on me. Every step made me woozier, every inch felt like a mile as the biker bore down on me. I threw myself into the huge cage and went to pull the cage door closed behind me, but where my hand had once been, only a stump remained. The biker shoved his foot in the door as I crumpled back against the rear wall. The fight left me as my options faded to nothing.

      It was over; it was all over.
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      I flew at Greyson, my renewed strength bursting through my veins. We slammed into the wall and I bared my fangs, ready to rip his throat out. I’d have succeeded if it hadn’t been for the henchmen coming at me with long, wooden stakes.

      With a snarl I let go of Greyson and whipped round to one henchman, throwing him against the opposite wall with such force he left a man-shaped dent in the brickwork. At the edge of my eye line, Rebecca limped herself into a cage, almost closing it despite the massive blood loss she was experiencing. Guilt rippled through me. If I hadn’t taken her blood, she’d have had more then, when she needed it most. I only hoped I could get to her before it was too late.

      Then a wolf barged into the cage door, yanking it open as she lay cowering beyond. Red mist clouded me as I sped over to the cage door, ready to rip the biker’s head clean off of his shoulders. Calvin beat me to it. Despite looking worse for wear, he shoved his brother out of the way and slammed the gate shut. It would keep her safe from the wolves… but not from the horrific injury. My heart sank, I wouldn’t be able to get her out until morning.

      ‘Get into the cages.’ Calvin shouted to the wolves. ‘If you don’t want to massacre or be massacred, get in the fucking cages, right now!’

      A quietness settled over the pack as they looked from Calvin to Greyson.

      ‘Don’t even think about it,’ Greyson said, baring his teeth. ‘Tonight we reign over this flea-bitten city. Tonight we take back what is ours.’

      ‘The governors will never let you live. They’ll hunt you down if you show yourself to be animals.’ I said, squaring up to Greyson as Calvin secured himself in the cage next to Rebecca, speaking softly to her through the bars that separated them.

      ‘After tonight, there will be a new governor in town, and I’ll relish the thought of werewolves in the city. Free to take what they desire, free to be who they are. Free to crawl the streets and hunt their prey. Blood will run tonight, vampire, starting with yours.’ All around us, men threw themselves into cages, one by one choosing to disobey their leader. With a furious howl he crossed the room toward me, swiping with his great meaty fists.

      ‘You’ve turned my men into traitors. But I don’t need them tonight. When I come back in the morning, they will have a choice, follow me or face execution.’

      Moonlight streamed through the overhead window in a beam of intense white light, Greyson’s body quivered as a maniacal grin stole over his features. I watched in morbid fascination as the hair on his body grew longer, while his face morphed into that of a grotesquely gigantic wolf. He remained upright on two legs, but his back took on a hunched ridge, while his teeth elongated to deadly points. It was as amazing as it was horrific, but I knew I had to hasten. I sped toward him, fangs extended, and dove for his neck. Greyson batted me away like an errant child while chuckling.

      ‘You’re too late, blood boy. While you out rank us most of the time in strength, you left it too late. I am bigger than you, I am stronger than you, and I will kill you, before taking out your slut.’ And then his body jolted as his eyes changed from their human state to deranged yellow orbs. Greyson no longer remained.

      All I had left was speed, speed and trying to get to the silver bullets, wherever Rebecca had lost them. Or beheading the monster. Before he could behead me. I dashed around the room, leaping out of the way every time he got near. He roared with rage as frustration ate at him. But he underestimated me. A newly fed vampire was stronger than he imagined, especially with age on my side. All around me howls and snarls echoed. In each wolf containing cage, there was an equally horrific werewolf lurking. Calvin was trying desperately to claw at Rebecca in the cage next to him, his frenzied attack only thwarted by her cowering out of reach. My friend was entirely unrecognisable, the human side of him eliminated in the full moon.

      Greyson and I parried, each taking chunks out of the other. I caught him on the shoulder with my fangs, spitting out a lump of hairy flesh as he swept at me with his great claws, catching me on the thigh as I grimaced. I threw him into walls and tore out fistfuls of fur, while he systematically shredded my skin in multiple places.

      We were evenly matched. Either I’d need to outmanoeuvre him until morning brought him back to human form, or lop his great ugly head off. All the while I monitored Rebecca, keenly aware of the blood dripping from her arm as blood thirsty monsters surrounded her. Her blood was distracting, tempting, and hard to ignore.

      I snatched the knife and stormed behind Greyson, throwing myself at the back of his head, knife ready to hack his head from his body, no matter how many strokes it took. The blade bit into his flesh at the side of his neck, causing Greyson to rear backwards, tipping me off balance. I had barely managed a second slash when he backed into a cage where another werewolf tore at my back. I kept hacking desperately at Greyson’s neck, despite the blinding pain engulfing my back from the claws dragging through my ancient flesh.

      Greyson reached back over his shoulder and grabbed me by the neck, his sharp nails sinking into my throat. In a fit of anger, he slammed me into the floor. The hard stone floor caused waves of excruciating pain to throb along my torso.

      Greyson pinned me to the floor beneath his hulking weight and his snout pulled into a wolfish grin, the row of razor-sharp teeth bared in full.

      ‘We could have run this city together, the vampires and werewolves together. The paranormal should have united to put the humans where they below. Like rats kept as playthings. The eat, to fuck, to kill at our leisure. If your bitch doesn’t die tonight, I might just keep her around to grow the litter, replace all the wolves you took tonight. A communal pack mate to be enjoyed, and bred, by all.’ His voice made my stomach churn, not the sane musings of a man but the wild growl of a beast.

      Rage gave me renewed strength as I reached up and pulled Greyson down on top of me, sinking my teeth into the already bloodied gouge on his neck. I loved her, and if there was thing I wouldn’t let him do, it was ever to lay a finger on her again. The price she’d paid to be with me was already too high.

      The acrid taste of his blood went through me, bringing me a jittering, toxic response rather than the sublime energy human blood gave me, but I infected him with my paralysing venom, as the repulsive beast quivered on top of me. It was worse knowing I’d be giving him supreme pleasure he didn’t deserve.

      I drained as much as I could, but he was too big in his werewolf state. There was nowhere for the rest of the toxic blood to go. I couldn’t absorb it, I couldn’t regurgitate it. I had to release him.

      The moment I did, he pinned me to the floor by my throat and hissed at me.’It’s time to die. I’ve got too much to do tonight to be playing with you any longer.’

      His beastly fists gripped either side of my head and pulled upwards, my spine creaking at the intense force he created. Taking his blood had weakened us both, but me more than him.

      ‘I love you,’ I muttered through the pain, hoping that Rebecca would hear me before Greyson decapitated me.

      ‘I know,’ she replied as the pain tripled in the based of my neck. I closed my eyes, ready for it to end. Ready to give up after three hundred years of death and misery. Rebecca had come like a bright light at the end. It was enough.

      Shots rang out, echoing around the cavernous room as Greyson’s eyes widened and his grip loosened on my throat. It took another two shots for his body to fall forward, landing heavily on my face and chest. His body jerked on top of me, twitching in the last throws of death. The pupils in his yellowed eyes dilated, as blood streamed out of his wolfish nose, landing in a patter of drops on my chin. Slowly, his body shrunk to that of his human form, the wolf driven out of him at the expense of the human beneath. He laid, curled in a naked foetal ball with a chorus of wounds marring his human flesh.

      All around us the werewolves howled in a joint grief, mourning the loss of their alpha, the pack leader. Even the were-Calvin joined them in their sorrow. I pulled myself out from beneath the dead man and crawled over to the bars which held my love.

      She’d crumpled against them, both Calvin and the vampires still overwrought by her blood on either side. I cradled her head in my hand and kissed her through the bars.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, ‘I’m so sorry.’

      ‘I love you too…’ she whispered before her body went heavy in my arms.

      ‘No, Rebecca, don’t you dare. I’m getting you help, you aren’t allowed to die. Let me turn you, I can save you.’

      ‘No,’ she said as her eyes fluttered to a close. ‘Never.’

      I placed her down and ran to find a phone. I dialled the club number and waited desperately for someone to answer. Where were they all?

      ‘Dad?’ It was Emmeline, hope fluttered in my chest.

      ‘Emmeline, it’s over, but Rebecca is injured, I need to to get a doctor to me now, a surgeon!’

      ‘Where the fuck am I going to get a doctor to come to a club full of, I’m guessing, wigged out werewolves.’

      ‘I don’t care where you find them, use compulsion if you have to, but get them here now. She needs blood, and surgery, right now.’

      ‘Okay. I’ll find someone sympathetic. Hang in there. Is my dad okay?’

      ‘Yes. Locked in a cage, but safe.’

      I lay on the ground and pressed myself up against the bars, cradling Rebecca in my arms as best as I could despite the metal separating us.

      All I could do was wait.

      And hope.

      

      The trauma surgeon Emmeline convinced to come into the club worked all night, struggling through the bars of the cage. He did what he could under the gaze of baying werewolves, his pale face quivering as he stitched and repaired and transfused blood all night. Rebecca’s face was white and blotchy as she laid still on the floor for hours. Despite the blankets I’d shoved under her, through the bars, and covered all but the arm the doctor worked on, her skin was deathly cold.

      ‘You can do this,’ I whispered near her ear, ‘Come back to me Rebecca.’

      But she was heavily sedated, and though the doctor claimed - in the early hours of the morning - that he’d done all he could, she hadn’t yet roused. The werewolves stalked their cells, ready to rip into anyone who ventured within claws reach. I’d watched Calvin through the night, ranting and raving and desperate to wreak destruction, the polar opposite from the man I knew. As morning drew closer, they fell asleep one by one, returning to their former human selves as the moon disappeared for the day.

      Emmeline used strong compulsion - after we’d downed the extra blood bags the surgeon had brought to heal our wounds and renew our strength - to erase the doctor’s memory, leaving him believing he’d had a heavy night drinking at the biker’s club, and that it would be a bad idea to ever return.

      He was long gone by the time the sun came up and the releases on the cages opened, letting their occupants stumble out, mostly naked and confused. Pres, Emmeline, the other vampires and I had to wait it out in their club until sunset before we could go outside, sit amongst the mourning and bad feeling, taking up space in their clubhouse.

      All the while I wrapped Rebecca in my arms and poured my soul out to her. I whispered my past in her ear until my throat grew hoarse, wanting her to know me as intimately as I’d grown to know her while infusing myself with her blood. It had allowed me a brief glimpse into the depths of her humanity, and what I’d found there only made me love her all the more.

      Despite some grumbles from a few of their pack members, life in the Sons of Cerberus went on around us, Calvin becoming the new pack leader. Pres had a lengthy discussion over the phone with the governors, who were satiated, for the time being.

      And as that day, the first day of the rest of our lives, came to a close; I carried Rebecca out into the night.

      To bring her home.
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      Lamplight glowed in the corner of Jed’s room as I opened my eyes. Everything hurt. Sharp pain, dull aches, throbbing and thumping seemed to emanate from every part of my body.

      I reached for a glass on the bedside table and brought it to my lips, letting the lukewarm water wet my parched mouth.

      ‘Easy there.’ Jed came over to the bed and sat down on the edge. ‘If you take too much you’ll throw up.’

      ‘What happened?’ Then it hit me, I pulled my other arm out from the blanket as tears filled my eyes, dripping down over my cheeks. There was an emptiness where my hand had once been.

      ‘No. No!’ I squealed while my heart thumped in my chest.

      Jed gathered me in his arms and kissed my temple, rocking me as I gave way to the torrent of grief which encapsulated me. Not just at the loss of my hand, but at the loss of so much life. At the taking of so much life.

      ‘You should never have come,’ Jed whispered into my hair. ‘I’m sorry, they tried all they could do to reattach your hand, but you were losing too much blood. If I hadn’t taken some, you may have been strong enough for the surgery, but you weren‘t and it’s my fault. I’ll be sorry for the rest of my days.’

      I looked up at him through wet lashes. ‘ I’d rather have you than have my hand. I can live without it. I can’t live without you. What am I going to do?’

      ‘We’ll do whatever you need to do to get this. We’ll find a way, Rebecca. I’ll be here to help you every step of the way.’

      ‘How long have I been out?’ My words were intersected by sobs, as the previous days came crashing back to me in waves.

      Jed handed me a tissue to mop my wet face. ‘Three days.’

      I sniffled and leaned back into the pillows, cradling my stump, it seemed impossible to be true. Everything that had passed had changed my life, changed me, completely. Rather than agree to everyone else’s plans, I’d done what I had to do and stood up to a real-life monster to save the people I’d cared about. I’d taken charge of my destiny, and though I’d sacrificed a literal part of me, I had a man who adored me, a new family and a home where I felt I could be myself, at last.

      ‘Did Angus make it?’ Last I had seen him, Emmeline was fang deep in his throat.

      A dark cloud passed over Jed’s face. ‘He did. In a way.’

      ‘Emmeline wasn’t draining him, was she?’

      Jed shook his head, and my heart sunk. I’d hoped that Angus would live, not become the living dead. He’d said no.

      ‘Emmeline did what she had to do to hold on to an old friend, but Angus is a new vampire, he his hungry, he is blood crazed and more than anything, he is furious with Emmeline.’

      ‘Will he be okay?’ I asked, closing my eyes as my head throbbed.

      ‘That depends how you define okay. He knows more about vampires than most people who are newly turned. He knows what to do, and what not to do, the rest is down to him. It’s up to him whether he will join us, or whether he’ll become a lone predator. Will you be okay?’

      ‘I think so, eventually.’

      ‘Rebecca, for as long as I live, and that’s a very long time, I promise to let no one hurt you again. I will spend my life protecting you.’ Jed’s face was dead serious, his eyes set in grim determination. I pulled my aching body up to his and kissed him gently.

      ‘Just promise to love me, that’s all I need.’

      ‘I’ll love you for the rest of your life, and mine. And I’ll show you again, and again.’

      ‘I can think of some ways,’ I said while raising my eyebrows and planting a series of slow kisses along his jaw.

      ‘Oh no you don’t, strict bedrest for you. Doctor’s orders.’ Jed placed me back down in the bed and tucked the soft blanket back up around me. ‘You’ll be lucky if I ever let you leave the damn bed again.’

      I giggled through my sobs. ‘I could deal with that.’

      ‘I really do love you, Rebecca, I don’t know if you remember…’

      ‘Before I shot Greyson. I remember.’ I reached out with my remaining hand and held his fingers in mine. Butterflies returned to my stomach, and though I’d been to hell and back, though my body lay bruised and mutilated, my love for Jed had only solidified. ‘I meant it too. I love you Jed, damned vampire or not, you’ve stolen my heart.’

      He kissed me, gently, but his touch flooded my body with warmth. ‘I’ve searched for you for centuries, Rebecca. I didn’t know it was you I needed, but now I do, I want to spend the rest of your life showing you how much you mean to me.’

      His words filled me with hope for our future, as unplanned and unmapped as it remained.

      ‘I can’t promise a life without danger though, so I’ll understand if you leave.’

      I sat back and eyed his face, the rim of dark lashes framing those questioning green eyes. His cheekbones and firm jaw, and his mop of mahogany hair. The way his tattoos glimpsed over the top of his tee-shirt. ‘I can cope with a little danger,I think. Though let’s not go hunting for it, huh?’

      ‘Deal.’

      ‘Deal. And you think you’ll be able to resist sucking me dry again?’ I asked, remember the pure explosion of delight as he’d bitten me, and feeling the draw of it flickering somewhere deep inside.

      ‘Oh, I’ll suck you dry forever, just not your blood.’

      I blushed at his words and shoved his shoulder. ‘I’m serious, Jed. It was intense… and I need to know I can trust you whenever you are near my neck.’

      ‘You had a lot of transfusions, your blood is not the same as it was. It’s a muddle of many peoples, and we’re not linked by it. Any more than we were before. I’m not the worry, it’s whether you’ll want to beg for it remembering the pleasure it inflicts.’

      ‘And if I beg?’

      ‘I must find some inventive ways to please you just as thoroughly.’ Jed’s cocky smirk returned until I yawned, and with all the bossiness of a three hundred-year-old, he ordered me back to sleep. ‘Though I’ll enjoy the begging,’

      As I lay, he curled round me protectively.

      I drifted off, one arm less, but an entire heart more.

      It was strange at first, living openly amongst the Guardian’s of the Underworld MC club. Not only was I new to the vampire way of life, but I was new to the biker way too. After the losses, and with Angus going AWOL, I took on a lot of the roles he had fulfilled. I learned to enjoy the sun on my face as I walked alone during the day, and I learned to enjoy riding into the night on both the chrome and the flesh beasts which rocked my world. Adventure beckoned, and life with Jed was easy, mostly.

      Over the months that passed the vampires accepted me, though Emmeline, and I mostly avoided one another. I still blamed her for forcing Angus into a life he did not want, even if a tiny part of me was glad he was still around. Somewhere.

      I relaxed on the sofa, with my feet in Jed’s lap, the TV still playing old game shows, despite their instigator being missing. The strife between the governors and the werewolves had gone to a truce, and with each passing day, normality resumed. Pippa still came, ignoring her issues with a greater and more risky high with each bloodletting. There was no way she’d be able to sustain the amount of blood she was giving for long before her heart would give out.

      Pres walked into the room, the tiniest hint of a smile crossing his lips as he threw a leather jacket into my lap.

      ‘What’s this for?’ I asked.

      ‘Think you earned your place in the club.’ The leather jacket was stiff, not yet worn in by years on the road like the others. I grazed a finger over the intricately embroidered cat’s head, the bloodied fangs still sending a chill up my spine.

      ‘Thank you,’ I whispered, hugging the jacket to my chest and inhaling its leathery scent. ‘Does this mean you like me now?’

      Pres coughed and looked at Jed with exasperation. Jed shrugged in response and grinned.

      ‘I don’t hate you, if that helps,’ he responded, finally.

      ‘It’ll do, for now,’ I said. I tried on the coat, and pride sifted through my stomach. I finally belonged.

      ‘Going somewhere?’ Jed asked as Pres headed for the door. The elder vampire turned around and faced us, a wicked grin on his face. ‘It’s her twenty-first birthday, it’s time to go hunting.’

      ‘Good luck.’ Jed waved him off.

      ‘I don’t need luck, I’m a mother fucking vampire.’

      After he’d gone, I stood up to look at my jacket as best as I could in the mirror-less room.

      ‘Check the pocket.’ Jed’s eyes glinted as he looked up at me, waiting with bated breath.

      I slipped my remaining hand into the pocket, and my fingers closed around something hard. I pulled it out and gasped; the ring was ancient, and stunning, a black diamond set in an ornate golden surround. By the time I blinked up through misty eyes, Jed had dropped to his knees.

      ‘Rebecca, I love you, and I want to be the man you call your husband. Your life partner. The man, the vampire, who cherishes you above all others. I love every inch of you, and I will find you in this life and next, as soul mates, destined forever to belong to one another. Will you marry me? '

      I glanced down at the ring as he took it and held it at the tip of my ring finger. ‘You’ll love me even when I’m a one armed senior citizen and you are sporting abs of steel? Can you even get married?’

      ‘I’ll love you even more and where there is a will, there is a way. We have connections in high places.’

      And without pretence, or ultimatums, or restrictions, Jed laid his heart on the line.

      I was all in.

      ‘Yes, god yes!’

      He picked me up by the waist after slipping the ring onto my right ring finger, being that I had no left one, and pressed me tight to his chest, kissing me with all the fire we’d shared all those months before.

      ‘I love you,’ I said, as he kissed my neck, tendrils of desire sprouting from his lips.

      ‘And I, you, my love.’

      With that, he dragged us back into the bedroom, ready to ravish one another, yet again.
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      Calvin waited by the fuel pump, decked in leather and leaning casually with a foot resting against the side. We pulled up beside him, Jed waiting patiently while I got off of the bike and stretched my legs. It would be a long night. Adjusting to life without my left hand had been a long and frustrating challenge, but at last my new normal was feeling, well, normal. It was hard not to be reminded of that night and what could have been whenever I saw my injury, but I learned to deal with it by being thankful that it hadn’t been the end of our lives and our city. It nearly was.

      ‘All right, meat lump? Calvin said, grabbing my shoulders and pulling me into a hug.

      ‘Yeah, we’re good.’ I smiled at Jed as he filled up the bike. ‘Better than good, we’re great.’

      ‘How’s things as the alpha dog?’ Jed said while looping an arm around my waist.

      ‘We’re starting to find our way as a group again. There was a lot of division over Greyson’s death, and some members left to start their own club elsewhere. I dread every full moon, sure there will be reports of killings, but so far, they must be laying low. So where are you two off too at this time of night?’

      ‘Vegas,’ we answered in unison before grinning at each other.

      ‘No shit?!’

      ‘Yep, he’s going to make an honest woman of me.’ I laughed at the prospect.

      ‘I don’t want nothing to do with an honest woman, I like you the way you are, a little filth bag in the sack.’ Jed smirked and grabbed my ass.

      ‘Oh, dude. Too much info.’ Calvin screwed up his face. He held out a hand and dropped the tooth necklace into my palm. ‘For you. We found it in the cleanup, and I didn’t know what to do with it. Maybe your witch friend can fix it for you.’

      Jed’s face darkened as his arms tensed around me. ‘We still haven’t located her. But when I do, she’ll burn for giving up Rebecca and breaking the spell.’

      ‘Jed,’ I breathed, laying a hand on his arm and looking into his green eyes. ‘She did what she had to do to help me and save herself. She didn’t have to give me the charm, and she doesn’t deserve to die for what she did.’

      ‘She gave you up for gold.’

      ‘They’d have killed her. She had no choice. Please, Jed, for me?’ I kissed the base of his neck and felt the tension release in his tight muscles.

      ‘Okay, you win. I won’t burn her. But I won’t forgive her either.’

      Calvin snorted. ‘She’s got fucking magic. I don’t think she’ll be all too worried.’

      Jed scowled as he paid for his gas, nudging his friend as he passed to enter the shop.

      ‘Thank you for sliding the gun to me Calvin, I know it must have hurt you to take them with you. None of us would be here if you hadn’t.’

      Calvin shrugged and looked at his shoes. ‘I had to do it. I picked it up thinking Jed would need it, but you were the one in the position to fire. I’m impressed you didn’t wimp out to be honest. You’d barely known we existed for a week, and there you were tearing into a werewolf den like a pro.’

      ‘Love will make you do insane shit.’

      ‘That it will,’ Calvin said, while getting on his bike. ‘Look after him all right? As much as he’s a foul-mouthed blood sucker, I’ve grown kind of fond of him.’ The beam of light from his bike illuminated Jed as he stood waiting by the store.

      ‘I’ll do my best.’ I had a feeling, wherever Jed went, trouble soon followed.

      I joined Jed at the fuel station store and we went inside, hand in hand. The sun had only recently settled, so it would be hours of riding ahead before we’d stop somewhere to sleep the daylight hours away. It was a good job the chapels stayed open 24/7 in sin city.

      As we passed the aisle containing the pregnancy tests and condoms, I realised how far I’d come. It had been a few months since I’d been in the store alone, praying my life would change. Praying for a man who wanted to be with me.

      I’d never expected it to be a vampire.

      Jed saw me staring at the blue and white packets and raised his eyebrows. ‘Do you need one? I was sure that vampires couldn’t… not without a demon’s help.’

      ‘No,’ I said, smiling at Jed. ‘They just reminded me of an old life. I used to come to the store at night, so I’d feel less lonely. During the day families and couples would surround me, and Ben never came with me. Did nothing with me. The night we first spoke in Louis’ place, I’d been on my own again, buying that last test which would launch my life down this whole new path. I remember watching a couple together, and jealousy burning in the pit of my stomach that I didn’t have that connection. I was in a relationship, but lonelier than I had ever been single. And now here we are, together.’

      Jed pushed me against the shelf, sending the pregnancy tests scattering over the floor and pressed his mouth to mine, his groin to mine, his heart to mine. He kissed me like there was no tomorrow, like everything in his life depended on that one hunger filled kiss.

      I groaned as his body lit mine up with an array of fire filling every inch of me. His fingers gripped my chin as he tilted my face up to him, and with the disgruntled throat clearing from the checkout guy ringing in my ears, I wrapped my arms around Jed’s neck and kissed him back with fervour.

      ‘We need to get to that motel already…’ I murmured, tempted to just let him ravish me on the spot, checkout guy watching or not.

      ‘Go get your ass on that bike. We’ll make her sing as we ride, I know how much you love it.’

      And with butterflies in my stomach and vibrations in my pants, we sped into the star-filled night to begin our lives.
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      Thank you so much for reading ‘Once Bitten’, my first foray into the paranormal side of romance (bar a brief dalliance with possession in ‘The wicked Prince’). I hope you loved it!

      If you’d like to keep in touch, please head over to my FACEBOOK page and join my reader group. I host contest, hunt for beta readers and am available to chat to in there.

      I’d really appreciate a review if you loved the book, and feel free to pick up one of my others if you are searching for your next read.

      

      Much love,

      Tilly x
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