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To Matt,

Well, in the book I’m reading...
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Dear Reader
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OF INK & BLOOD CONTAINS some triggers: off-page sexual assault, violence, sexual content, self-harm.

Otherwise, thank you for choosing to read! Enjoy Ivy bumbling her way through a terrible time. 

– GB
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“IF YOU WEREN’T SUCH a dick, I’d let you in,” Luke said, opening his coat and waving the sides around to tease me as he danced and poked his tongue out.

I was freezing my tits off, huddled outside a noisy club on a dirty pavement, in a tiny sequined dress which was doing nothing to warm my skin from the November chill. London was frigid at the best of times, but an unseasonable cold snap during an already bitter month was the wrong time to not wear a jacket.

But Kylie, my flatmate, and I, were decidedly too cheap to pay for the coat check at the club we were waiting in line to enter. We’d made an actual conscious decision to risk frostbite rather than paying the £4 to shirk our coats off to some poor sod at the door. I wrapped my arms around my middle and scowled at Luke, who I also lived with, as he grinned at me from beneath the thick wool, his collar turned up to protect his neck and add another level of smug to his already smirky face. If it wasn’t his birthday, my knee would have connected with his balls... Instead, he got a middle finger waved at him.

His smirk widened.

“Come on, I’ll warm you up good,” he grinned. “You just have to say it.”

“Never.” I stuck my tongue out at him, ignoring a full body shiver as we shuffled closer to the bouncer. “We’ll be inside soon, then who’ll be laughing?”

I eyed the man guarding the door, only a few feet away now, and laughed at my jealousy as my eyes settled on his black fleece and pillowy gilet. Maybe I should give him a hug instead? He looked warm... Luke jabbed me in the ribs and I snorted as he grinned at me.

I peered at him, with his blond hair in scruffy spikes, a grey band tee stretched across his torso, ripped jeans... and that damned coat. He seemed eager, and already a little drunk from the half bottle of Marshmallow vodka we’d mixed with cream soda in a sickening sweet drink we’d choked down while getting ready.

I tugged down the dress I’d borrowed from Kylie. Two sizes too small, it clung against my skin with its stretchy fabric and itchy sequins, riding up over my arse with every single step I took. I refused the high heels she chose for me to wear, ruining the outfit — as Kylie said — with a pair of crusty converse and messy scrapped up hair. I enjoyed dressing up, sure, and heels had their place, but a nightclub where I wanted to dance? Not one of them. I needed to get out of my head and move. Tonight, more than ever.

“You alright, Ivy?” Luke asked, voice low, hand on my hip.

Kylie had, as usual, found a group of people she knew, and chattered away to them as we edged closer to the club doors.

We’d arrived as a three, and despite the terrible day I’d had, I’d insisted on coming. It was Luke’s birthday, and we didn’t miss each other’s birthdays. Regardless of the overwhelming urge to curl up into a ball and sob into an entire bag of doritos, I had allowed them to shove me into a dress, shovel on some makeup, and push me out the door, ready for a night of distraction. I just had to blink away the images from this morning trying to scar my brain.

This club, according to my best friend, had the ‘sexiest boys’ and ‘scary music for crashing about to’ — the latter of which won me over. Music too loud to think to.

“I’m alright,” I said with honesty. He would see right through any lies, anyway. But he would let me fake it for a while. I was fake-okay. Handling it. Just about managing.

His warm hand landed on my lower back, rubbing a small, calming circle. I was sore there, a nasty bruise from falling on my arse still forming, but his touch was soothing despite the pain.

Luke dropped a kiss on my head as we reached the bouncer and thrust our ID’s his way. Kylie rejoined us then, dancing around in a mess of dirty blonde waves and rosy cheeks. The bouncer studied mine for an extra second. My ID was almost 10 years old now; the photo taken when I was seventeen with a blonde bob and a nose ring. Nothing like the mass of brown curls now piled on top of my head. The nose ring remained, though replaced with a small stud these days.

Kylie turned to me for a quick once over. She had spent a good hour picking all the glass and dirt from my knees and hands just a few hours ago, wiping away the speckles of blood with soft movements... both mine and the man I had been trying to shake back to life.

While my dress did nothing to conceal my injuries — a bruised elbow, a grazed knee, dozens of little slices through my palms — they were all hidden in the shadowy night, and the club would be even darker. Despite this, I still wanted to curl up into myself when Kylie catalogued my bruises, honing in on each one — because she knew right where they were. It made me feel under a microscope, made my chest constrict.

I suppose we should consider ourselves lucky to live with a nurse. She had returned from work to find me shaking, bleary-eyed... numb. Luke had been plying me with the too sweet alcohol, but she had used her stern nurse voice and sorted me right out. Kylie’s actions meant I didn’t need to go to A&E. She saved me from hours in a hot waiting room, saved me from having to answer more questions and allowed me home faster. She was our angel. A smile tipped my lips up when I thought about a few weeks ago, when Luke had shown her a ‘weird graze bump thing’ on his ball sack. Kylie had just lifted his dick with a pencil and had a good nosy, declaring it to be dry skin and handing him a massive tub of cream.

No doubt suppressing the urge to mother me further, she hurried me into the club. The bass picked up right away, thrumming through me and doing as I’d hoped. I wouldn’t be able to focus on the images flashing through my mind if the bass was busy making me vibrate.

Brain matter splattered over grey concrete, blood dripping down the white back door... I blinked.

Luke checked his coat, and we walked into the club. The first floor was a pub, small and dusty, with one lone barman and a smattering of sweaty people cooling off from the chaos below our feet.

Contorted limbs, matted hair soaked crimson, a hoarse scream as I slipped...

I shook away the images as a wall of wet heat smacked into us at the bottom of the stairs to the basement club. The stench of BO and stale beer hung in the air as the music thumped along with the clink of glasses and vocalisations of the rowdy clubbers.

Separating another bar area, a row of arches led to a darker, busier, churning mass of people in a pit of light and sound. A balcony with shadowy alcoves wrapped around the dance floor, which is where we headed, having battled at the bar already for a trio of shots and a sipping drink each. Rum and coke for me. Liquid courage to forget the shattered skull on the pavement.

Someone smacked against me, and I stumbled into Luke.

A bloodied, mangled face. Vacant eyes. A gaping mouth. Chunks of white bone...

The singer on the stage, a young woman with green hair, bellowed into the microphone and yanked me back from my mind. Luke’s hand wrapped around mine as he tugged me into his torso, cocooning me in his familiar warmth and scent. He always used the same satsuma body wash, and I loved it. The smell of my best friend. I took a big whiff and nuzzled his chest for a moment.

When I pulled away, the night became a blur of light, movement, sweaty bodies, and fuzzy laughter. The heavy music crashed through my brain, deafening any notions of murders and victims and police. The alcohol helped woolly my mind further, coating all the foulness in a fluffy cotton haze.

I danced and threw my body around, ignoring the pain in my lower back and the throb at my elbow.

I pushed away the morning and most of the afternoon I’d spent in a small windowless room answering the same five questions again and again. And I pushed away the images seared in my brain, the thought that they hadn’t caught whoever had hurt that man, and that I needed to return to the police station. It wasn’t a flash of a moment I could move on from. I had to repeat it for them, recite it, study it. Every observation, every minute of the horror on cycle in my skull.

So, I tapped my feet and sang along as loud as I could to forget about the way his fingers were going grey, broken and bent. I drank endless rum and cokes to forget the way the blood had pooled around his head, the way I could see his brain and his last look of terror. The way his mangled head lolled when I shook him.

Hours in, Kylie had drifted off to the group of women she had earlier found in the queue, and Luke was grinding in the centre of the dance floor with a tall, curly haired man who looked very into him. I watched from the balcony for a while, catching my breath. Then the pull of drunken nicotine had me stalking off to the smoking area.

The icy air of the November night smacked me in the face. It was a relief from the steamy club for just a minute. Then the low temperature caught up with me, and I shivered, rubbing at my arms as I stomped into the small enclosed garden. It was only a patch of pavement fenced off with cheap plastic trellising and two green bins, but a handful of clubbers scattered about it, anyway. Undecipherable conversations carried on the frigid breeze, meddling with the ringing in my ear and the buzz of traffic beyond the trellis. Beeping horns, bus engines and a chorus of footsteps on a busy Thursday night.

I rested against the plastic fence and dug into my bag for that illicit pack of 10 I had bought from the off-licence on the way here. Luke scolded me for buying them, insisting I repeat the words ‘cancer stick’ a dozen times before he would leave me alone. He’d scowled at me with the green eyes we shared. Despite sharing no relation, our irises were the same shade of moss with speckles of hazel. It was one thing I liked most about him. He was like my brother, even though he wasn’t. He held my chin and glared at me until I’d repeated my punishment, a regular game for us. Like all his decisions were health conscious. I’d been there when he’d broken his leg attempting to leap from one bedroom window to the one next door. It was me who took the fool to the hospital.

The shriek from a girl in the corner made me jump as I fumbled in my bag. I watched her, I guessed all of eighteen, as she hollered about her devil-shoes to whoever would look her way. Her friends ignored her, even as she stumbled arse over tit without breaking her diatribe about the blister on her big toe. She held it up, contorting herself into a pretzel to show the poor soul who had accidentally caught her eye.

I smirked and rolled my eyes, digging for the lighter, the cigarette hanging from my lips.

“Dickhead,” I mumbled to myself, realising that yet again, Luke had fucking swiped it. He could be such a bastard. I looked up to find someone to ask, avoiding the girl rolling around on the floor.

An enormous cloud of vape smoke drifted through the air before me, coating my nostrils with the sickly artificial scent of candyfloss. The vapour hung thick in the cold, settling like fog over me and sinking to the ground. It distracted me, so I didn’t notice the flicker of yellow in front of my face for a moment.

A lighter. A flame. A large hand with a lit lighter inches from my face. It was black, with a cheery little cartoon fox, and for a moment I just stared at it. It blinked out, then back on as the man attached to the lighter stepped through the vape smog like a superhero, or supervillain. He glared at a bloke a few steps away, who had a vape pen hanging from his lips and the obnoxious cloud of vapour billowing out from his mouth. I watched as, with one sharp look from the man with the lighter, the other fled, backing up and scampering to the other side of the garden with an audible whimper.

Then, with aching slowness, the lighter man turned his head. Looking like some kind of sexy villain with a slick smile on full lips, intense onyx eyes and pushed back dark blond hair, a glimmer of darkness crossed his gaze. Awareness that I should perhaps fear him soon blinked away.

He towered above me, making me feel tiny, and I was not tiny. I was also not gawping, nope...

He looked down at the lighter in his hand. “Light,” he said in a low growl. It was a command, not a question. So I tilted forward and breathed in, letting the tip of my cigarette catch and glow red.

He didn’t move back, continuing to crowd my space as our gazes locked. I fell right into it, drawn into him almost to the point of pain. His eyes were deep pits, bottomless and hypnotising. I swayed a little and stumbled. His hand shot out to steady me, then remained on my bicep. I ignored the weird thrum emanating from the skin-on-skin contact.

“What’s your name?” He asked me, his voice like coffee. Smooth, slightly bitter.

With a tip of my head, I tried to shake off the alcohol fog rolling over me and focus. I shouldn’t tell him my name. I knew that. A fake name. Or no name at all. “Ivy,” I blurted, pulling in my full lips in surprise at their looseness.

“Ivy,” he repeated. “There’s something... fascinating about you.”

Alrighty, then.

As far as pick up lines go, that was unusual. He wasn’t calling me sexy or offering to buy me a drink. Fascinating wasn’t an obvious compliment. But I still wanted to drift closer. Or rather, I couldn’t stop myself from doing so. I found my desire for him almost jarring.

“What’s yours?” I asked, trying to pull myself back, my voice a little thick as I blinked away the strange interference clouding my thoughts.

He lit his own cigarette and didn’t move away from me. He stood between me and the door, me and any other people, crowding me into a corner. I didn’t feel unsafe, but weird, wonky, and I couldn’t put my finger on why. I watched him take a long draw of his cigarette and then exhale the smoke through his nostrils, closing his eyes for a moment. Whenever I did that, my eyes watered like a fucking shower and my nose hairs felt as if they’d singed to oblivion. But he pulled it off.

I shifted towards the door back into the club, but he kept me where I was with gentle fingers around my wrist. Then he looked at the mess piled on my head with curious eyes. It was a mix of textures, some of it corkscrewed and some just falling in wild waves. I had grown to love it over the years, but it was hard to tame and I always appeared a little windswept. The perusal of my body didn’t end there. No, I felt his heavy gaze drift down every inch of me, across my small boobs, my slightly rounded stomach, my wide hips and thighs... I noted the pauses on the injuries, but he had no comment. Instead, he shifted back to my hair, seemingly satisfied.

“Your hair...” the stranger said, almost to himself. I waited to hear what was wrong with my curls, but he said nothing. His hand shot out and grabbed a corkscrew that had come loose, hanging just in front of my ear. I gasped a little at how suddenly he had moved, pulling the corkscrew until it was straight and about twice as long. He twirled it through his fingers and watched it bounce back.

That ache in my gut was telling me to pull myself elsewhere and locate my friends, but an overwhelming urge to bridge the small gap between our bodies and pounce on him was also growing. I didn’t know what it was; the booze zipping through my veins or just his touch, but I wanted more from him. On the surface, I should find him creepy, overbearing, but those thoughts whipped away as soon as they appeared, replaced with a surprising desire to lean in.

He smiled.

“Lovely,” he murmured and dragged his scrutiny back to my face.

A burning pain in my finger snatched my attention as I opened my mouth to speak. I had forgotten about the cigarette, and it had burned all the way to the filter and caught on my fingers. I swore and dropped it, stamping out the last remaining embers with my converse.

Bringing my scorched finger up to my lips, I tried to suck the pain away, wincing and muttering curse words to myself. The stranger’s eyes flared, and I swear they churned and grew darker. Probably just a shadow from somewhere... He took my hand and lifted it to his mouth, drawing my injured finger in through his lips and running his tongue along the wound. Shivers ran down my entire body and I fought the urge to groan at the mix of pain and pleasure. I hated it.

“What are you doing?” I choked, my voice a little hoarse.

He dropped my finger and smiled at me. “You got hurt,” he explained, like it made total sense to pop a stranger’s finger in your mouth and give it a good suck.

“Yeah...”

This man was intense.

The buzz of my phone pulled my focus away from him, and I found a message from Luke, insulting me gently and asking where I was.

“I’m going to head back in,” I said as brightly as I could, trying to ignore the strangeness of the last few minutes. “Thanks for the... lighter.” Even though my cigarette had been a total waste. My gaze caught on the man, and my belly did a weird pulse as he stepped aside. I gave my head a little wobble and slunk away. As soon as I was out of his presence, the air seemed clearer, brighter somehow. I needed another drink.

I couldn’t shake off the encounter, even once I’d found Luke at the bar with the angelic, gorgeous man from earlier wrapped around him, all but humping him right on his seat. Plastering a flashy smile on my face, I poked Luke on the cheek for attention.

“I hope you weren’t smoking, you dirty bitch!” He yelled at me over the music. I held my middle finger up at him and ordered another drink.

The rest of the night was... blurry. Luke stuck with his new friend, but Kylie came back to me. We spent most of our time together, shaking our butts and jumping around to the heavy rock, letting the crowd push and pull us.

At some point, cool fingers grazed against my waist, tugging me into a firm torso. Turning, I saw the man from earlier, the one with the lighter, as he swayed his hips against mine. Static coursed through my body. I needed to move away, but then I didn’t. It was nice. We moved together in the crushing wave of sweaty bodies. I lost myself in the movements, in his hands. All thoughts drifted from my mind, almost like something violent was washing them aside. But I wanted to dance. I had to. I wanted to be pressed against him, as close as possible. My skin craved his touch, his presence.

When the house lights flickered on in the early hours of the morning, he came home with me. I didn’t remember agreeing to it, but I was happy. We meandered up the road together, walking in stumbling movements towards the flat. His cool hand wrapped around my wrist, his smoky voice filled my ears with words I couldn’t comprehend. Too much rum, too busy a day, too tired...

I giggled and swayed as I fumbled with the front door key, his hands on my waist and his nose in my hair. Kylie and Luke were making their own way back, and it appeared I was the winner. I stage whispered for my new friend to be quiet as we walked through the communal area of our maisonette. It occurred to me I had definitely asked his name, but forgotten it already...

We made it into my flat, and I stumbled into my bedroom while he followed behind. I turned to confront him with a sheepish grin, the wavering of my vision and the darkness making him look like a shadow-man, drifting in and out of focus as he strode closer. He cupped my face, a small breath escaped my lips, and his mouth brushed over mine. Something sharp, something warm, a murmured word.

My mind went blank.
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Chapter Two
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FORCING MY EYES TO open was a challenge. As the desperation for water consumed me, my head throbbed its own tune, and I ached everywhere. I didn’t move for a moment though, attempting to tug back all the memories of the night before. It was all just a fuzz, as I’d hoped it would be. I threw my arms out, only recalling I’d fallen asleep with company when I found the other side of the bed cold and empty.

He was gone.

Whoever he was.

A blur of details, dark eyes, cigarette smoke flashed across my mind. But his features refused to form. When I focussed too hard, it wasn’t the face of the guy who’d accosted me with a lighter and — I assumed — I’d brought home last night. No, it was the mangled face of the man who someone had murdered in the back alley behind my office.

I scrubbed my eyes with the palms of my hands and the world spun like a hangover on the carousel. I groaned and tried to shove away the morning after guilt. If I couldn’t remember it, it didn’t count... right?

At least he hadn’t remained for the awkward morning coffee. I don’t think he’d stayed for long at all, because Luke had woken me up with his stumbling giggles through our shared hallway hours after I’d arrived home, and I had been in my bed solo already.

I cringed as I yanked a baggy t-shirt and leggings on, scraping my tangled hair into a topknot and shuffling across my messy bedroom to the door. A cup of tea was required with a sense of urgency unmatched. And something greasy. I didn’t have to get into work for a few more hours, so no need to look at all presentable. Luke didn’t have to work at all today, a joy of having a job-share.

The flat we lived in belonged to Luke’s uncle, but he let us live here for a low rent on the proviso that we fix it up as we went. When we moved in a few years ago, inch-thick dust coated every surface and the fixtures and fittings were at least three decades out of date. In the time since, each of the small rooms we had remained half decorated. Paint swatches covered most walls, rolled up carpet lay against cupboard doors and the floorboards beneath had only been half sanded.

His uncle never visited — thank god — having a place in the northern part of Wales he preferred, so I suspected he didn’t give a shit. It was a retirement investment. So as long as we didn’t burn it down, all was good.

The kettle bubbled as I stood in our small kitchenette, clicking off as steam billowed under the cupboard we’d placed it beneath. It triggered a slight memory from last night, from my lighter friend. He was telling me something, whispering from above me. His nose was in my hair, his breath against my cheek... it was on the tip of my tongue, touching the edge of my brain almost painfully before drifting away on the wind.

Shit.

I shook my head and tossed a tea bag into my favourite mug. A door creaked open down the hallway and the exposed floorboards groaned as feet shuffled closer. The flat was small, with the front door opening into the kitchen and an open plan living room with just about enough space for the most amazing orange sofa, a little coffee table and a TV bracketed haphazardly to the wall. We had a large window though, with a Juliet balcony that made the space appear much larger... even if our view was just of the houses across the street.

A small hallway led to mine and Luke’s bedrooms and the bathroom. Kylie’s purple-painted bedroom door was next to the TV — she was always too exhausted to be bothered by noise, which was lucky for us and our telly viewing habits.

A stranger appeared in the doorway, stepping over the open nails jutting out from the floor before I could warn him about it. He looked like a damn angel. Luke’s dancing buddy from last night. He flashed a shy smile, his curly blond hair flopping over his sweet face as he moved closer in a faded t-shirt and boxers. The morning light streaming through the window caught his cheekbones and made him seem a gift from fucking heaven. Luke, my man. The urge to take a photo was strong.

“The flat is... interesting,” Luke’s angel said, his gaze landing on the odd drapes framing the glass, and a slight look of disdain at my garish orange sofa. It was a true Gumtree find, and I adored it. How dare he.

And the curtains mismatched because Luke and I couldn’t stop bickering about whose judgement was better, so we had put both up to decide. Mine, the pale blue, looked much more tasteful than his boring grey choice. But whatever.

Ignoring his comment, I waved a mug at him, questioning.

“Hello,” I said.

“Sorry,” he mumbled. “Luke grumbled something about tea, so I thought I would be a good, uh, guest, and make him some.”

He moved next to me in the small kitchen, his eyes moving across the counter island, which separated the cooking space from the living space. With admirable audacity, he scooped two mugs off the rack and set to work preparing tea, not caring one iota that this wasn’t his place. I gawped at him for a minute, but then smiled at his confidence, pleased for Luke.

“The sugar’s in the cow.” I pointed with my head, making an assumption about what he was about to hunt down.

He processed what I had said, then cocked his head a little before reaching for the ceramic cow filled with sugar. It mooed when he opened it, and he snorted.

He closed it and opened it again before looking up at me in bafflement. “Why?” he asked with a smirk as he spooned sugar into the two cups of tea brewing away.

I moved across the room to give him space and leaned on the counter island. It was full of the clutter of our week, letters and receipts mingled with half finished packets of biscuits and a coffee stained spoon.

“We found it in a charity shop, no special story.” I smiled and offered him a custard cream before popping one into my mouth. He took two.

“Can I make you a cup of tea with your own mugs and tea bags?” He asked, and I laughed.

“Yes, please,” I answered with a chuckle. “What’s your name?”

“Hugo.” He poured the hot water into the three mugs.

“I’m Ivy,” I mumbled as I shoved another biscuit in.

“Nice to meet you, Ivy,” he said with such a sweet smile. He was like Luke, but brighter, his hair lighter, his eyes shinier. I studied his movements as he turned to the fridge, leaning over to give the tea a little stir as he rummaged for the milk, before straightening up and giving it a sniff. Satisfied, he got back on task.

A very aggressive alarm blared from the coffee table across the room.

“Ah shit,” I murmured to myself as I rose from my slump on the counter and walked over to turn it off. It was Kylie’s ‘I’ve overslept, please wake me up’ alarm. If she hadn’t turned it off on her way out the door, it meant she was late for work, passed out in her bed.

I stuck my head into her dark room and shouted her name until I saw movement under the bundle of covers. A messy blonde bob popped up with a groan.

“Kylie, it’s eight,” I said, waiting for the usual blurt of curses as she realised she only had 10 minutes to get out of the flat.

She mumbled something I couldn’t hear, but she was moving now, and that was good enough for me. “Love you, bab.”

About five minutes later, while my new friend Hugo and I were gossiping about Luke in the kitchen, Kylie barrelled out of her room and charged straight out the front door without even acknowledging us. She would still make it to work at 8:30 if the gods of the Tube lined up for her.

Hugo raised his eyes at me, as the manic energy from Kylie’s whirlwind exit died down. I was about to explain when Luke poured himself into the door-frame of the hallway and the lovebirds’ gazes met. Hugo grinned at him.

“Did you do the tea?” He grumbled, still half asleep. His hair was sticking up and eyes were puffy and red. He was cute when he was all dozy and hungover.

“Morning!” I said, far more chirpy than any of us could handle. Luke winced and chattered something back at me under this breath. Probably a long line of insults.

“It hurt me just as much as it did you,” I groaned and massaged my temples.

Hugo chuckled, picking up the two mugs of tea, and winking at me as he crossed the short distance to Luke. They disappeared down the hallway and left me alone. I plopped myself on the sofa and browsed the internet on my phone while I sipped my drink.

Before I could get too comfortable being sucked into the cushions, the noises from Luke’s room shifted from chatter to something I did not want to overhear with a Friday morning hangover. I smiled as I chugged the rest of my drink and gathered myself together for a little walk to give them privacy.

Feet in flip-flops despite the November chill, and my thick puffer jacket tugged on, I slipped out and locked up behind me. Scratching my neck as I trudged down the stairs, I pushed out into the fresh air. It was the wrong time of year for mosquitos, but my neck had been stinging like mad all morning.

I walked the fifteen minutes to the canal, settling against the railing of a bridge over the water, to watch the colourful boats bob in the murky water. All the occupants appeared still asleep, no signs of life coming from the gently bobbing houseboats or the smaller, commercial ones. I’d picked up a coffee from a cart on my way over and huddled around it, warming my hands and lips with a little shiver. I enjoyed being alone, enjoyed people watching and wandering the streets in the morning, observing the world come to life.

A shopkeeper clanged their security gates from across the bridge, the metal sound clattering through the silence and making me jump and startling some nearby pigeons, as my coffee sloshed through the little spout, splattering my jacket with brown liquid. The pigeons squawked in indignation before forgetting all about it and settling back into their task of pecking at the ground.

“Shit,” I tutted, patting at my thick jacket with my sleeve. Peaceful moment shattered, I decided it was time to go. I needed a shower before work, anyway.

It was still hours until the market opened, but foot traffic from the traders was picking up. Soon, the place would heave with ambling tourists and busy shoppers. I turned away from the water, but instead of finding empty air behind me, I smacked into a shoulder and tripped over a foot, stumbling and losing a flip-flop.

“Woah,” a deep voice said as whoever was attached to it scooped me up and straightened me out.

“What the hell were you doing so close behind me?” I demanded as I threw myself out of his grasp and shoved my cold toes back in the sandal, muttering to myself about creepy men and personal space.

He didn’t speak or move until I looked up, and then I found myself even more pissed off because the man was far too handsome for so early in the morning... and staring at me with his hands raised in defeat and a smirk on his face. He’d turned the collar of his black jacket up, shielding his ears and jaw from the chill. The hair on the back of my neck prickled as I fought to glare at him. He was masculine, a shadow of dark facial hair and full lips with one side tipped up. His curly brown hair fell over his forehead while he waited for me to stop scowling at him. For just a moment, our eyes met. The cloudy sky hid the shade of his, maybe blue, maybe grey. His brow furrowed a fraction, and I opened my mouth to berate him further, but the buzz of my phone in my pocket distracted me.

Luke: Can you pretty pretty please bring home donuts and orange juice? luv youuuu xx

Not fighting my smile, I responded with a winky face and a thumbs up. It was a very typical message from a hungover Luke, asking me to buy his usual morning after cravings. I rolled my eyes and replied that I’d be back soon with the goodies.

I looked back up to talk to the man I’d collided with, to apologise for snipping at him, but he was already gone. Turning, I searched the bridge, but he’d disappeared.

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎

“Uh, huh,” I spoke into my phone the following Sunday. “She’s welcome anytime. She knows that. You know that. She only needs to get here.”

I perched on the low ledge of the window in my room, scratching idly at my neck as my mother nattered on. It felt itchy and sore, but a quick look in the mirror had shown nothing.

Mum clucked over me, even though I was hundreds of miles away and well out of childhood. She was talking my ear off about my younger sister, Abigail. She was 18, enjoying a gap year, and thinking about visiting me in London over the summer.

It was November.

Mum needed to chill. But she never would. An early planner to the core, she would pester us until we had a plan in place.

“Luke is going to travel with his family over the summer, so she can have his room,” I added. That should placate her. She would now decide how to thank Luke. I smiled. There was so much of her lovely personality I didn’t have.

“Okay, my love,” Mum said in her usual melodic voice. “Abi will be relieved to hear that. I’ll make sure she knows.”

God, I missed my mum. I was travelling back home for Christmas in a few weeks, but that was still ages away and I was counting down the days until I could have a lovely squeezy cuddle from her. Mum had separated from my dad when I was a baby and was remarried by the time I was 5. My sister had come along not long after that, mortifying me at the time.

I was hanging up when Kylie fell through the front door, out of breath and a little panicky.

“Morning?” I said, my voice tentative as she plodded in and lent her rear on the counter, running her hands through her hair. It was in a messy topknot, so tendrils of it came loose with every run of her fingers. She didn’t seem to care.

Her eyes caught mine. “That sucked,” she groaned.

I popped the kettle on and patted her on the back as I walked by her to grab the milk from the fridge. Her job as an A&E nurse was running her into the ground, and like my work, it picked up at this time of year. She had just finished what she called the killer shift, a 24-hour run through in one of the busiest hospitals in the city, on Saturday night. She was a braver soul than I.

Kylie mumbled something incoherent at me as I handed her the tea. She still wore crumpled scrubs, and the bags under her eyes were dark purple. Ten minutes from now, she would be asleep like the dead. The entire reason she lived with us was because it was a cheap room awkwardly placed in the flat, and she could sleep through anything.

“It was horrible, Ivy,” she said, repeating her earlier sentiment and sipping from the hot cup. “I don’t think we’ve ever had a busier night.”

Frowning, I lent back on the counter opposite her, crossing my arms. As I listened, I rubbed my wrists on the fabric of my top.

“So many people coming in near death or having died in the ambulance. It was carnage. Like something was ravaging the city... I half expected to see news reports about some weird roaming gang of cannibals or something this morning...”

“Cannibals?” Luke’s surprised voice came from the hall. He’d dragged himself out of bed because he knew, as I did, how important Kylie considered these 20 minutes before she passed out for the day. He was wearing a pair of low slung grey pyjama bottoms and nothing else.

Kylie snorted and pulled him in for a good morning hug. “It was an awful night at work,” she clarified. “I don’t think it was actual cannibals though... but the injuries were, uh, grotesque.”

Must have been pretty damn grotesque if a seasoned nurse like Kylie was wincing about it. I wrinkled my nose as the images of the dead man popped into my brain again. His body was mangled, but he didn’t look cannibalised. I opened my mouth to complain when a figure moved in the hallway. Everyone that lived here was in front of me, so I tensed for a moment. Then a familiar face came into view.

“Have you even been home yet?” I asked as Hugo emerged behind Luke, wrapping his arms around Luke’s waist and resting his head on his shoulder. Hugo flashed me a sheepish grin and nuzzled Luke a little. I melted as I caught Luke’s eye. They looked so sweet. He looked so happy.

“He’s going today,” Luke murmured, leaning into Hugo. “We’ve been... busy.”

“Yeah,” I said, a massive smile spreading across my face.

Hugo chuckled and removed himself from my friend before plonking himself onto our sofa. He sunk in and groaned. Amazing sofa.

Luke flopped after him and nestled himself in against Hugo’s chest before flicking the TV on.

“No cannibals on the news,” Luke called from across the room.

Kylie smirked at me, but the big purple moons under her eyes shouted for sleep, making her waver.

“I’m gonna go to bed then, if there’s no impending apocalypse,” she said, a twinkle in her sleepy gaze. She trudged around the counter, past the lovebirds on the sofa, and into her bedroom. The door shut behind her, and a few moments later, after I assumed she had shucked off her tunic, I heard a groan of satisfaction. We wouldn’t hear from her again until tonight.

The rest of Sunday went by in a blur of slobbing on the sofa and making many rounds of tea. Luke, Hugo and I lay in a pile, only shifting to free a dead leg or shake off pins and needles. Or so I could itch a random body part that had decided to revolt. It was getting worse, the itchy, tingly feeling across my body. I wondered if I’d eaten something I didn’t know I was allergic to, or had somehow rolled my entire frame in stinging nettles.

It felt just like that. When, as a child, you would be racing for the ball or climbing a tree and fall arse first into a bush of nettles, which would then proceed to leave little white hives that itched a bugger for hours. It was like that, but it wasn’t going away.

Luke, a secondary school science teacher, informed us he had 4 lesson plans to do before the morning and needed to get cracking. He and Hugo disappeared into the bedroom to gather all of Hugo’s things so he could finally leave. Mm Hmm. As their door snicked shut, a knock sounded on the front door. I complained to myself every step of the way across the room. If it had only been 30 seconds earlier, I could have remained half eaten by my sofa.

Whoever was on the other side knocked louder as I neared it, making me still and frown. After a beat, I yanked it open with fury, ready to moan at the eager beaver before I had even seen them. My frown dropped into a huff of surprise. It took me a few moments to place where I knew the man at my door.

“What are you doing here?” I asked the guy I’d crashed into on the bridge a few days ago. He looked pissed, his big — definitely bright blue, like a clear sky — eyes daggering into me as I stepped back and started shutting the door. His presence freaked me out and my neck heated as I sensed danger from him. A tingling itch rippled down my spine. Fear? Anticipation? Panic? Bloody ghost stinging nettles? I couldn’t place it.

I opened my mouth to shout for Luke and attempted to slam the door shut, but the stranger’s foot shot out and blocked me.

“Don’t,” he demanded, trying to step in. “I need to talk to you.” His bulky body filled up most of the doorway as he tried to press into my space. The power he wielded was plain. Even through the thick black jumper he wore, I could see his muscles rippling as he shifted an arm onto the door and rested his body weight against it, holding it open with ease while I remained frozen and gaping at him.

“Get out,” I said, my voice stronger than I thought it would be.

“No,” he spat back, trying again to push into the flat. I knew he could do it if he wanted, but he didn’t force his way past me. “I need to talk to you.”

“You need to work on your people skills,” I sputtered, moving away and yipping when a hand landed on my shoulder.

“Hello, handsome,” Luke said, appearing behind me, squeezing me as he leaned over and eyed up the stranger.

The man was gorgeous. The flop of his dark hair falling over his forehead made my belly do a funny little flutter. I wanted to push the strands back and run my hands along his strong, stubbled jaw line even though he was acting sketchy as all hell. He looked wild... dangerous, but the scant fear guiding me was fading fast.

“He’s not handsome, he’s creepy,” I told Luke, again trying to shut the damn door.

“What do you want?” Luke asked the stranger as his familiar warmth enveloped me. I leaned back into my best friend, my head resting on his shoulder. I rubbed on the fabric of his jumper, enjoying the relief from the itchiness on my scalp. The stranger’s eyes flashed as he watched.

“I need to talk to you,” the man repeated, nodding to me in frustration, pointing a finger.

“About what?” Snapping back, my voice came out with more bite than intended. I had almost nodded and followed him like putty, but that was just my silly ovaries singing for the attractive stranger. I wondered if he’d watched me from the bridge, or if it was a coincidence he’d found himself at my door. He didn’t act as if he recognised me.

“I’ll talk to you,” Luke joked, and I knew he had winked. No ovaries to excuse his behaviour.

The man growled. “It’s private.”

“I’ll tell him whatever you tell me, so you may as well crack on,” I said. “Before I call the police.”

He rolled his eyes and huffed like a dragon, moving to pace the hallway. “Look—”

I slammed the door in his mug, bolting the top and swinging around to stare at Luke.

“What the fuck!” I shrieked.

“Yeh, handsome dude asks for some alone time and you slam the door in his face!” Luke grinned at me, but I could see the worry lines on his forehead. He had sensed the strangeness too. “Who was that?” he asked me, his voice lower.

Shrugging, I pulled him in for a hug. “I have no idea.” I neglected to tell him I had seen the guy before, that he’d been hovering just behind me and stalked off when I’d smacked into him. Something was stopping me from admitting our brief history. I hated the thought that it might be because he was attractive. That made me insane, right? I shook off that unwanted thought.

“Should we call the police?” Luke asked as we moved away and settled in the kitchen, leaning against half sanded counters.

“I don’t think they’d care about a man knocking at the door and doing nothing,” I murmured as I moved to the window, watching the road to make sure the stranger left.

The external door opened and closed, creaking as the intruder appeared to leave the building. He strolled across the street, sat his arse down on the low wall of someone’s front garden, crossed his arms and stared ahead. His eyes almost glowed as he watched our building. Our gazes caught through the window, and he waved up at me, making me shriek and leap back. I just couldn’t help but find him intriguing.

With a huff, I stuck my middle finger up at him and drew the curtains.

Absolute nutter.

He was so... brass, standing there in the street and glaring up with no shame.

With shaking hands, I dialled the police non-emergency number and reported the incident. It felt pathetic, telling the nice operator that a man had knocked and... done nothing. But he was sitting outside the flat, watching us, and that was too creepy. She said to sit tight and wait to hear back, or to call the emergency number if I appeared further threatened.

I promised I would. Then Luke and I settled on the window ledge to watch him watch us. Luke told me Hugo was napping, so it was just us.

Dark and grumpy down on the pavement took a phone call, smirking up as he nodded along to whatever he was hearing. For some reason, fury rippled through me at the sight of his smug face. He hung up, and just moments later, my phone rang in my hand and made me and Luke both jump and screech.

“Hello?” I answered, my eyes on Luke’s.

“Miss Cunningham?” An unfamiliar voice asked. “This is the police. I’m sorry, but we can’t help you.”

“What?” I blurted, double checking the screen in case this was some kind of joke. Luke’s worried face looked back at me. “Wait —”

“I’m sorry, Miss Cunningham. It’s out of my hands,” the operator, or whoever they were, sighed. “Listen. Trust him.”

Then the line went dead. I stared at the device in my hand with my mouth hanging open like an exhausted fish.

“Ivy, look,” Luke caught my attention, nodding down to the street.

He was still there. Watching. Waiting.

Fire in my belly, I grabbed a cardigan, shoved my feet into Luke’s star wars slippers and popped my keys in my pocket, blowing out of the door while Luke yelled after me. I’d had enough.
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Chapter Three
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WHAT THE FUCK DO YOU want?” I shouted as I barrelled down the steps and stormed across the road, waving my hands in the air at him. “You, mate, need to get out of here.” My voice was a little shrill, despite trying to keep it level. I felt riled up, enjoying the flicker of surprise that crossed his face as I charged at him. He cocked an eyebrow, a small smile playing on his lips as I stopped inches from him.

It felt like steam came out of my ears as he stared me down. I was an angry kettle on the boil, with an overwhelming urge to hit him, shout at him, or just... do something.... anything. Instead, I clenched my fists and scowled.

My eyes ran over his face, taking in all those annoying handsome features. He watched me expectantly, almost like he was giddy to see what I’d do. Our gazes locked, his glittering from the light of the streetlamp. My body tingled, begging me to move, but I held it together. I would just have to gather whatever self-respect remained and imagine him from the safety of my bed and my side table of fun.

I blinked, shook my head and stepped back, dropping my face into a glare and ignoring the ridiculous attraction. Luke always said I had terrible taste in men.

“My flatmate is calling the police,” I lied. “So... stop. Stop this.” I waved my arms in between us to gesture what ‘this’ was.

He didn’t stop. No, he strode forward, closing what little gap I had created, that smirk still on his lips. I was painfully aware of how close he was as he stared down at me. Not only tall, but wide and muscular.... his step closer meant I had to tip my head up to see his face. Stupid handsome face.

“Can you speak?” I asked.

His smile widened. “You,” he whispered, “need my help.”

My shoulders dropped.

“No, I don’t.”

“You already spoke to the police.”

Something funny happened in my stomach. “No, I didn’t.”

He sighed and had the audacity to look pissed off with me. Irritation churned away behind his eyes, and I just stood there and watched.

“You. Need. My. Help,” he growled, punctuating every word.

“Tell. Me. Why,” I spat back.

He huffed, ran his hand through his hair and stepped away, pacing a small circle in front of me.

“You know what?” I said. “This is done.” I began crossing the road. “If I see you out here again, I’m gonna call the police.”

“They won’t help you. Protect you from me. I am the protection.”

Scoffing, I shook my head and moved to go back in. “I don’t know what’s happening. I’m going home.”

He nodded at me, and I wanted to punch him right in his perfect chin. My eyes narrowed, trying to decipher what was going on. The police had acted just as sketchy as he was now. He’d had that phone call... looked so smug.

“Are you a police officer?” I blurted.

He shook his head, brow furrowing a bit, though that humour still kept the corners of his eyes crinkled. He could only be a few years older than me; I thought.

“No, not a police officer. Something else,” he huffed, and for the first time I saw a flicker of irritation across his features, like he wanted to say more.

I turned to look up at my flat, and as expected, Luke was curtain-twitching, probably itching to come down as well.

Twisting back to deal with the man, I found he’d moved even closer. I gasped and stumbled, my foot slipping from the edge of the pavement. I was on my way down, preparing to meet concrete when his hand yanked me roughly back up, steadying me as a car zipped by. It would have hit me. That car totally would have struck me if I’d fallen into the road. What the hell was it doing going so fast down a residential street, anyway?

I looked up at the stranger, mouth agape, as he unravelled himself from me, stepping away and wiping his palms on his black jeans.

“See,” he said, voice flat. “You need me.”

I blinked and watched the car as it turned the corner at the end of the road and onto the busier road.

“I would have been fine if you hadn’t been breathing right down my neck like a massive creeper, Mr Cullen.” I glared at him and gave my head a little shake, done with this shit. “Can you quit with the cryptic creepiness and tell me why you are following me, staring up at my flat with absolutely zero shame?” I crossed my arms and tapped my foot, showing him how irritated I was. I scratched the reddening skin in the crook of my elbow, the latest bit of my body to protest. He looked down at my hand and tensed his jaw.

Scoffing, I shook my head, and scrutinising the road for any speeding cars, turned away. “I don’t know what’s happening. I’m going home.”

Marching to my flat, I didn’t turn once. I could sense his eyes burning into my rear, and that, along with the itchiness attacking my skin, made my body feel moments from exploding. I stuck my middle finger up at the man and slammed the door shut. Storming upstairs, I warred with the swirl of emotions. Frustration, concern... fear. And a hefty dose of horniness I should be ashamed of.

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎

After spending the night crashing about in my bed, the sheets twisting around me like we were wrestling; I had to call the doctor. The faint itching on my skin had grown so damn intense I couldn’t concentrate on anything else. Even the grumpy stranger who was stalking the shit out of me didn’t make the cut. I hadn’t even bothered looking out the window to see if he was still there.

My appointment wasn’t until tomorrow afternoon, but I was told if I struggled to breathe or swelled anywhere, I should high-tail it to A&E.

The increase in severity was so significant by the evening that I stood under the shower with the icy spray of water, attempting to soothe my tender flesh.

Kylie was at the pharmacy while I whimpered under the chilling deluge, picking up all the medicated creams and ointments she swore would work. Girl absolutely thrived when one of us was unwell, and me, with a million fire ants crawling over my flesh, had her buzzing.

She clucked and fussed over me, fretting over the lack of rash she couldn’t treat. My skin looked perfect apart from the fingernail gouges now present, the only redness or raised area came from my own clawing. I had to resist the urge to go at my arms with a damn cheese grater.

As the water worked its semi-magic, so cold it was numbing, my mind settled on my friendly-ish stalker. Mostly, I imagined his hands around my waist, and how good I guessed he was at scratching an itch. A literal itch. Not a metaphorical one. Smirking to myself at that thought, I let a shiver run through my whole body and groaned as I dragged my nails across my scalp.

Aaah, I wanted to get a metal scourer and scrub every inch of my skin with it.

“Alright in there?” Kylie asked, making me jump. She stuck her head through the cracked open door, returning from her supply trip.

“Yeah,” I replied, popping my head around the shower curtain and smiling at her. The shower curtain was one of those with a bloody handprint on it. Luke had insisted on it. It was a little mouldy on the bottom, and if we continued to neglect it, it would soon have to go in the bin. I was in it for the long game to be rid of this thing. Never would I bleach the bottom.

Kylie bustled into the bathroom with a full plastic bag. And ever the professional nurse, she didn’t bat an eye at my nakedness, brusquely shutting the door behind her. I didn’t care if she or Luke saw me in the buff. They had plenty of times already and I thought it was harmless, but Kylie had always treated our bodies with respect and privacy.

Luke had given us a drunken willycopter show once, and she had covered her eyes. When I tried to do boobcopters, I had sprained my chest, and she was there in a flash with all these ideas on how to stop it hurting, while Luke cackled from the sofa.

“I got a bunch of stuff,” Kylie said, perching herself on the closed toilet lid, concern etching her face.

“Thank you, Kylie,” I smiled, full of gratitude towards her. And I would bet money on the creams she bought, being identical to what the GP would prescribe tomorrow.

I turned the water off and stepped out of the bath, being careful over the edge and wrapping a pink towel around my body.

Kylie pursed her lips and surveyed me.

“I see nothing wrong at all,” she mumbled, her eyes roaming. “But, hey,” she paused, gaze stilling on my hip. “When did you get a tattoo? That’s new!”

I pulled a face. I didn’t have a tattoo. Not the biggest fan of needles over here.

“What do you mean?” I asked, thinking she must have just seen a weird shadow.

“The tattoo on your hip. The swirling thing.” She leaned forward and patted my left hip, right above my butt cheek. I lifted my towel and craned my neck around to look at what she was referencing. But I couldn’t see it, I didn’t bend that way.

“There’s a tattoo there,” she said, looking up at me like I was bananas. There couldn’t be a tattoo there. That was definitely something I would remember. I needed a better mirror...

“No, there isn’t,” I blurted, letting the towel fall back down over my legs and charging across the hall to my bedroom.

Standing in front of the full-length mirror, I dropped the towel, turning my hip towards the mirror.

There was a fucking tattoo.

What?

On my left hip, starting right above my butt, was a three swirled circular pattern etched onto my skin. I rubbed it, and it didn’t budge. It was black, maybe dark red, and quite small, but it was very much there. I blinked. And again. I had no recollection whatsoever of being tattooed. But I racked my brain for some strange, forgotten memory anyway, and there was nothing. I’d never even visited a tattoo parlour, though, once in university, Luke had egged me on too much and I’d seen through his ploy to have something to mock me for without mercy, so I hadn’t gone through with it.

I knew I had never been tattooed. But there one sat on my flesh.

Touching the small swirls, I half expected them to disintegrate or disappear beneath my fingers, but nothing happened. I pinched it and scratched at it, but it didn’t budge.

I had forgotten about the itchiness on my skin, but scratching the tattoo bought it all back and I scratched up my sides too.

“You can’t seriously be telling me you don’t remember getting that,” Kylie said, walking into the room. I didn’t look up at her, but I heard my bed creak as she settled down onto it. “It looks pretty fresh.”

I closed my gaping jaw, and stomped over to the bed, wrapping the towel back around my body, and flopped myself down next to her, belly first.

“Literally no memory at all, Kylie,” I said into the sheets. “I’m so freaked out.”

Kylie sighed before yelling, “Luke!” making me jump a little. “If anyone was involved in this, it would be him,” she explained and patted me on the back.

I grumbled into my bed sheet as we waited for Luke to unravel himself from Hugo and make an appearance. Hugo had arrived at the flat about five minutes after Luke had returned from work this evening and they’d disappeared right away.

That fire ants all over my body sensation had returned, and I felt like I was burning all over. I shrieked and wiggled around on the sheets to ease the burn. It dulled somewhat, but my skin was still crawling.

“What?” Luke said, appearing in my room sounding all sleepy.

“Were you snoozing?” I asked, lifting my head from the bed and looking up and back at him through my dripping hair. He pulled a face at me and surveyed the scene. Me in a wet towel sprawled on my bed, and Kylie with the concerned expression I’m sure she was wearing.

“What’s up?” Luke asked again, a little slower.

“Uh,” Kylie started. “Ivy has a tattoo with mysterious origins,” she explained, tucking her legs under herself.

Luke looked baffled, with the smallest smile teasing his lips. “What?” He asked, with far too much glee sneaking into his voice.

He darted across the room and dived onto my bed right next to me, making me bounce from the force of his landing.

I yelled out in surprise and whacked his leg. He laughed and tickled me.

“Where?” He demanded. “Why’s it such a mystery? When did you get it? Is it somewhere very naughty?” He was loving this far too much. I groaned again as I fought his tickle attack.

Ugh. I had really hoped he would put me out of my misery.

“She doesn’t remember getting it,” Kylie explained as I burrowed my head into my sheets, my cheeks flaming.

“You don’t remember getting it?” Luke repeated. Oh yeah, he was enjoying himself a lot. A giggle exploded from his mouth and I looked up at him, aghast, as he clasped his hands over his face to stifle another laugh. He fell onto the bed.

“Ugh!” I said, flopping onto my back.

“Let me see it then!” Luke said and tugged on the bottom of my towel. I squirmed away and kicked him. He cackled and tickled me again. I shrieked at him to stop and tried to roll away, but his tickling had me a little manic. He caught me on my waist, and I flailed.

I fell off the damn bed.

Luke snickered even louder, and Kylie squeaked and peered down at me from her position, tucked up by my pillows. I laughed too. Luke was infectious. My head hurt.

“I’m going to live here now,” I whinged and rubbed my palms over my eyes. The scratchy floor was helping the itching on my back, which was a bonus.

Luke threw a pillow at me and it bounced off of my stomach and onto the floor.

“Is everything okay in here?” A sweet voice said from my open bedroom door. I craned my neck around the bed to see Hugo standing there. He was wearing a pair of boxers and nothing else. He looked to Luke, then from him to Kylie, and then to me, sprawled out on my back on the floor. His eyebrows flew up.

The towel was askew, not covering me well. I pulled it down and adjusted it.

“Can everyone leave me alone?” I begged.

“No,” Luke blurted far too fast.

My cheeks were so red, and I needed to smother myself in whatever cream Kylie had bought for my itching. I needed to wallow in my shame by my damn self.

“Aah!” I shouted and rubbed my back against the hardwood some more. The itchiness was overwhelming me again. I heard Hugo land on my bed and bounce a little on the springy mattress.

“Everyone just piss off!” I called.

No one did. Kylie joined me on the floor, crossing her legs by my head as I wiggled about like a snake shedding its skin.

“Lets ignore the tattoo for the moment and focus on the itching,” she said, her nurse voice leaking out. I stared up at her, feeling helpless, as she produced a pot of cream and unscrewed the lid. I pulled myself to sit up.

Luke and Hugo were hitting each other with my pillows behind my head.

“I don’t know why you’re so itchy, Ivy. But this will help... I hope.” She looked at me with her big blue eyes. “If not, I’m not sure if we should wait until tomorrow for the GP. We could pop to A&E, anyway? I can get you in and out if there are no emergencies?”

Loving the way she was saying ‘we’, like she was my mum or something, I shook my head. It wasn’t an accident or an emergency. Yet, anyway. I told her as much and she nodded. She scooped a little of the cream onto her fingers and took my hand, rubbing the thick white lotion into my wrist. It was amazing.

Luke and Hugo had finally decided to bugger off, murmuring their goodnights before disappearing out the door and into Luke’s bedroom across the hall. I heard his door open and close, then open again, followed by the patter of feet returning.

“Please, can I see it?” Luke asked, peeking around the doorframe with a wicked grin slashing his face.

I lobbed a bottle of cream at him, and Kylie threw her slipper. He bolted from the room with a chuckle.

I turned back to Kylie. “I’ll be fine,” I said as brightly as I could manage. But it only got worse.

The next day, after the total bust that was my visit to the shitty GP, I stomped along home. The doctor had checked all my vitals and inspected my skin before asking a million useless questions. But there was nothing, nothing at all wrong with me. He had suggested perhaps it was a mental issue rather than physical, and I left with a referral to the bloody neurology department at the hospital.

The cream from Kylie had helped dull the itch a little, but I could still hardly stop attacking my skin. I’d even broken a nail going at my elbow.

As I turned the corner on the way back to work, a heady rush rolled through my body. Everything appeared distant, the beeps from the cars on the road far away. Even the pavement beneath my feet seemed to drift, rushing like water.

I paused mid-step and leaned against the shop window of an estate agent’s. Crikey. I was going to pass out, plummet to the dirty ground in a heap. The street was spinning.

As the edges of my vision whitened out and my heart pounded like it was trying to escape, I pushed away from the shop and began searching for somewhere to sit. A bench, a bus stop, a cafe, anything... but the world around me was a foggy swirl. I couldn’t focus my eyes as I bashed and crashed through the crowd.

I was panicking, frantic, going down, seconds from kissing the gross pavement filled with chewing gum and bird crap.

But then I didn’t.

I was suspended mid fall.

A pair of firm, warm arms wrapped around my waist and hoisted me back up. I gasped. Then I was turning, looking. My rescuer.

The bloody grumpy stalker man had me, his brow furrowed and his jaw tense as he said something I couldn’t hear.

I tried to reply, to fight him off, anything, but I was slipping too far.

“Shit,” he murmured. Or shouted. I couldn’t tell. He looked like he was being sucked through a vortex.

The world went white. I blinked.

There was nothing but a cosy black.

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎

I wasn’t outside anymore. There were no cars or people or chilly winds catching my hair. I was warm, comfortable, and confused.

Alone, in a bed, in a room I didn’t recognise. My panic at fainting in the arms of a stranger morphed into a fresh fear because I was somewhere unfamiliar. I couldn’t remember being moved, and I didn’t know how much time had passed.

Pain ricocheted through me as I sat up in the bed. It was enormous, plush and covered in thick grey cotton sheets. Someone had tucked a charcoal blanket around me, a touch too tight, so that I had to wriggle up to escape the unwelcome cocoon.

The room itself was spacious, with an enormous window letting in lots of evening light, gauzy curtains blew with a gentle breeze, brushing frigid air over my clammy skin. As I sat there, looking for any sign of whose space this was, I realised how impersonal it was. There was nothing, no photos or artwork or dirty clothes flung on the pretty emerald green chair in the corner. It was perfect, like a corner of IKEA.

Frowning, and a little hesitant, I slipped out of the tall bed and padded across the room. They had taken my shoes off, which unnerved me further, and the soft carpet tickled between my toes. Couldn’t kick a groin and flee so well shoeless.

At the door, I paused. I could hear noises. Oddly... domestic sounds. Plates clinking together, the rhythmic sound of what I thought was chopping, a little throaty cough. It sounded like someone in a kitchen.

I couldn’t deny the racing heart and sweaty palms, but this was all too serene. Curiosity got the better of me, causing me to slide the door open and move from the carpeted bedroom to a hardwood floor. I was in a dark hallway, with no windows, a few closed doors, the sounds of cooking coming from the one furthest away. My toes curled at the chill of the wood, and I crept forward.

This door was ajar, and the tiniest push showed me a living area, not a kitchen. Stepping over the threshold, I took in the room. It was much the same as the bedroom, all blank colours and neutral decor. A black corner sofa sat between another floor to ceiling window and a glass coffee table. The windows were open and I swear I recognised the park below. A TV mounted the wall, almost too large for the space, and to the left of me, an archway led into the kitchen.

Unease niggled at my gut, but the only way was forward, so I followed the sounds of cooking. Not sure if I was going to face a friendly or a creep, I held my breath and peeked my head around the archway.

The room was indeed occupied.

The kitchen was significantly smaller than the living area and lacked any windows. There was a row of dark wooden cabinets with yellow walls and a white marble countertop. Colourful tiles above the sink completed the juxtaposing look.

It was all ultra clean, no clutter, only practical equipment. I never knew where people like this kept their junk. Where were all their receipts?

After distracting my terrified brain for long enough, I let my eyes fall on the man at the small island jutting from the corner. Neat piles of food surrounded him as he made sandwiches. His dark curly hair hung over his forehead as he concentrated. He knew I was watching. He must. There was the slightest tension in his shoulders. Though maybe that was a little kidnapper’s guilt. A sandwich was such a kidnapper’s meal to offer a victim.

It was him.

Him.

Creepy, grumpy, stalkery dude. From smacking into each other on a bridge, to banging on my door and now, taking the plunge and locking me in his dungeon, I, well, I turned on my heels and charged away, forgetting to be stealthy.

I shouldn’t be here. I barged through the room towards an open door across from the corridor with the bedroom. I bumped into a side table and I squeaked in fear as my fingers wrapped around the doorknob.

“Wait!” a male voice shouted from behind me.

He was on me before I could yank the door open. Fast bastard grasped a gentle grip around my wrists, pinning me before twisting me to confront him. His eyebrows flew up in question, like he was expecting something from me. It paralysed me. Emotions flickered across his face and I gawped at him as I tried to read them. Frustration. Anger. Regret? Concern...

His grip was tight, but not painful. I pulled hard and wrestled against him, but he was sturdy. Waiting me out.

“Get off of me!” I yelled in his face and tried to kick him. He dodged me with ease though, dipping to the side before taking a deep breath when I tried again. Like I was a petulant child, and he was riding through my tantrum.

I squirmed and struggled and fought against his grip, but he stood there like a tree and took all the punches. He closed his eyes and winced when I landed a blow on his shoulder, but he still didn’t let go. He had me incapacitated with one hand. Fury rippled through me as I screamed in his face. His calm was more annoying than if he would just. Fucking. React.

“Stop, Ivy,” he said, warning in his tone.

I gave my arm another yank and slapped him across the cheek. For all my struggles and exertion of energy, he hadn’t budged an inch. His long fingers were still steadfast around my wrist.

“You... you kidnapped me,” I accused, my eyes wide and damning.

“Abducted, rather... but no, I didn’t.” He shrugged, and I stamped on his foot. He flinched and released my arm with a jolt, making me stumble in surprise. After all that fuss? I rubbed my wrist and took a step away from him, bumping into the door.

“Let me go,” I demanded with a tip of my head, wrapping my hand around the doorknob behind me.

He sighed and shrugged, backing up and turning on his heels. He marched away without looking back. What the...?

“Come and eat and I’ll explain,” he called as he reached the kitchen.

Fuck that.

I turned for the exit and bolted through it. A narrow corridor led to a metal door. I wrenched it, heaved it, and screamed as I tried to rip it open. I searched for keys or a bolt to unlock, but it appeared sealed shut. Strange painted symbols framed above it, too. Not creepy at all. There was nothing. I banged at it, not even denting the shiny silver, and sank to my knees, resting my forehead on the coolness of the metal.

The bastard had kidnapped me. I let tears fall from my eyes and roll down my cheek onto the floor as I tried to brace myself. I’d never been very good in stressful situations, my fight or flight leaned more towards making things worse.

After a few big, deep, gulping breaths, I rose back up to my feet, brushed my clothes off, tucked my hair behind my ears and went to find out what the nutter wanted from me.
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Chapter Four
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HE CONTINUED COOKING, finishing up the sandwiches, putting them on plain white plates with a pile of carrot sticks and an unpeeled satsuma. I observed him from the doorway, thoroughly unnerved.

He moved with composure through the kitchen, popping the plates on a small glass table in the corner, along with two mugs of something hot. I watched the steam ease upward from the large green painted mugs.

He sat down and caught my eye. I recoiled. He winced.

“Come and sit,” he demanded, gesturing to the proffered meal. “Let me explain. Please.”

I shook my head and didn’t budge. No way was I eating his food. No, I was leaving. I moved away again, avoiding the strange intimate setting and drifting backwards through his living room. I grabbed the first thing I could for a weapon, a bloody remote control. Brandishing it, I twirled around, looking for an out.

The balcony. The large window next to the sofa had a small balcony on the other side. No door, though, which was odd. Just a waist height window to scramble through.

“Ivy,” he said my name with his deep voice and I stilled against the glass, my hands pushing the frame up and my body already braced to jump through. When I didn’t move again, fear freezing me, he repeated my name.

I turned and found him breathing down my neck. He was right there. Creepy bastard.

“Who are you?” I asked, glaring and waving the remote at him, panic making my words wobble. I felt so conflicted. Something about him shouted safety, but his actions counteracted it. I knew I should be scared, and my body was vibrating with dread, but that niggle, that thought at the back of my head that he was okay, remained.

“How do you know my name?” I asked, my grip on the remote so tight my knuckles were white. He glanced down at my weapon and his lip quirked, infuriating me. When he grabbed my chin and forced me to look into his eyes, it wasn’t malice that met me. I bared my teeth, my breaths coming out in heavy pants as I tried to hurt him again. He exhaled, nostrils flaring as he studied me. I gulped against his hand as we stared with fury into each other’s eyes. He appeared as conflicted as I felt. I wanted to smack the handsome right of his face. My palm itched to slap his cheek, my fist urged me to land it on his nose. My vulva pulsated when his gaze dipped down to my mouth.

But instead, when he spoke, I did nothing.

“My name is Asher,” he said, stepping back and showing me his palms, an attempt at a white flag, I think. Like he was trying to show he meant no harm. But he still had me locked in this flat. He had already caused harm.

I crossed my arms and looked up at him, demanding more with just a look. A name was not enough. It was clear he wanted me disarmed, attempting his good guy act with food and soft words, but he had. Fucking. Kidnapped. Me. Who knows how long I had even been unconscious? It was evening, based on the low sun, but I couldn’t see a clock to know for sure. Anything could have happened to me, and that no one in the street had stopped him scooping up an unconscious woman increased the rage burning in my chest, all those bastards deserved some time locked away in a shitty dungeon — not that I was in a shitty dungeon, no this was quite a nice flat, but that wasn’t the point. The general public had failed me, and I knew I was spiralling, I —

“You’re not itching anymore.” Asher’s voice broke through my cascade of thoughts, and if I had been sitting on a chair, I would have fallen the hell off it.

I wasn’t itching anymore.

Like, at all.

Holding my palms out before me, as if I would see further evidence of that, I gaped at my unblemished skin. My pulse slowed as I turned my hands over, my racing heart slowing as I took in what he’d said.

“How did you know about that?” I asked in a whisper. He was right, but he was making my skin crawl for a whole ‘nother reason now. I felt so exposed to him.

He took a few beats to reply. “I gave you something to stop it.” He didn’t answer my question. “Let me explain. Please, can we sit down and fucking eat? I’m hungry.”

I didn’t move. But I looked at him with a little less trepidation, my arms still braced outward and my eyes hard. He motioned towards the kitchen with raised eyebrows, and I shook my head at him. No. No, no, no. I held my ground by the window as if I could still make my escape.

“Ivy,” he said my name again like he was scolding a child. A shiver ran down my spine, every muscle jolting at the sound of it on his lips. Shit, I very much needed to not be attracted to a kidnapping dickhead. Luke would be so ashamed.

“Asher,” I spat back at him, snapping out of my stupor somewhat. He blinked at me in surprise and had the audacity to smirk. He rubbed his nose to hide it and chuckled.

“Look,” he said conversationally, masking his patience being seconds away from shattering. “Please, just hear me out. Answer some questions. Let me prove to you that —” He stopped and bit his tongue.

I continued to glare, but I had little choice here.

“Have you had any strange interactions of late? Any odd vibes or peculiar encounters?”

“What, besides you, you prick?” I snapped back.

“Besides me, yes. Weird memory lapses, or...” He sighed. It appeared he was trying not to spook me. “Any one-night stands that ghosted or acted bizarrely?”

My stomach stuttered.

Lighter guy. Thursday certainly had a strange encounter, memory lapses and all. The further away from that night I got, though, the less I could remember of him. The man with the lighter, stepping through the vape smog and seducing me...

“You’re his friend?” I asked. “You’re what? Working with him in some sick little duo?”

Asher shook his head. Like I was such a fool to think of such a thing.

“You’ve been following me since then?” I pushed. I wanted to find this other fucker. Since I’d slept with him, assuming I had — I couldn’t remember — my skin had tried to flee my body and a tattoo had sprung from nowhere. I hadn’t thought about how little I could recall of my encounter with him. I had just assumed alcohol was to blame for my mind lapse. The idea that he’d done something to me made my stomach drop. I dug into the depths of my memory for some recollection of that night, an indication of what we’d done, what I agreed to, but there was nothing. My eyes grew hot when I considered I may not have consented. That I may have been too drunk, or drugged, too unconscious. I couldn’t remember.

Asher remained patient as I dealt with everything. He didn’t move away, but he also didn’t interrupt. He just watched me.

“Tell me,” I demanded with watery eyes, looking him square in the face.

“Put the weapon down and I will.” He nodded to the remote control. I threw it at him. He caught it with no difficulty and chucked it onto the sofa in one swift movement. I didn’t even have it in me to be annoyed. A strong gust of wind would get me on my arse right now, such was my fragility.

“That man. The one you slept with... he did something to you,” Asher explained as we stood there. I felt silly and exposed as his dark eyes studied me with an intensity. He knew I couldn’t remember.

“The itching you experienced?” he continued. “The wooziness? That was him.” I opened my mouth to ask how, but Asher carried on. “The va-man, the man um, he injected you with a poison that... marked you.”

Asher looked uncomfortable as he talked and I couldn’t help but pull a face. What the hell.

“A poison? A fucking poison? How? This makes no sense and you know it.” I hugged my arms around my waist as I spoke. He must have drugged me, the man with the lighter must have slipped something into my drink and I couldn’t remember a thing beyond a cloud of acrid vape smog and someone shouting about shoes.

“Just stop being so defensive and let me explain!” he shouted out of the blue, his voice raising for the first time. For a moment, it made me shrink into myself, but that terrible sense of self-preservation kicked in, and instead of growing meek, I grew angry.

“You are fucking explaining and I don’t like what you’re saying! A poison from some strange arsehole and you know all about it? Don’t be so ridiculous.” I was losing my temper and my voice raised. My stance had changed too, one hand on my hip and the other flailing as I pointed at him.

“You are being ridiculous. Do you realise where you are? What I saved you from? And you’re yelling at me?” His fists clenched. “I loathe this fucking job sometimes. Ungrateful little shits who appreciate nothing.”

With a burst of bravery, I darted past him and towards the kitchen.

“For fuck’s sake Ivy!” He bellowed, chasing me.

I got the knife he’d been using on those sandwiches and braced it before me.

“Let me go!” I demanded again.

“No.”

“You hate this job sometimes? Let me go. I don’t have to be a burden on your day. So let me leave. Unlock that dungeon of a door and let me out.”

Asher shook his head, and my shoulders drooped.

“Why?” I pleaded.

“It’s hard to explain without sounding like I’m in some shitty TV show,” he stated, dipping his gaze. Not afraid of me and my knife at all.

“Try,” I pushed. My resolve was wavering as his eyes burned into me. He seemed to make some decision in that moment, and I heard him mumble something that sounded suspiciously like ‘fuck it’.

“It wasn’t a poison,” he said with his chin up. “The man injected you with his essence and marked you. Not a poison, his... essence.”

“Excuse me?” I asked, my voice incredulous. “His essence? What the bloody hell is that supposed to mean?”

The knife dropped from my hand and into the sink with a metallic clank, making me jolt.

Asher rolled his shoulders like he was preparing for a fight. “Right, shitty TV show explanation it is. He’s a vampire. He marked you as a vessel for another vampire to enter our world. His blood placed in you preps your body for hosting. Do you want me to continue?” He said the whole thing in a monotonous tone, then waited for me to explode.

“Piss off.”

“Gladly.”

I scoffed, and he sighed, waiting a beat before continuing, “I gave you a tincture while you were unconscious, after I stopped you from smacking your head on the concrete pavement — you’re welcome by the way, the tincture eradicates the effects of the mark, you are no longer in danger of that... transformation.”

He was choosing his words with care as he wove me this web of lies. Sicko wanted me grateful. He was on some weird trip, or had watched too many bad horror movies. But he looked so much like he believed it. I stilled. My instincts told me he wasn’t crazy, my body told me he was protective, safe. Too many things were lining up. The tattoo was exceptionally strange. My memory lapse, the wild itching that had now disappeared like it had never existed.

Asher was watching me again, his arms crossed and his expression hard as he skimmed over me with his eyes, waiting for me to catch up. He almost looked bored. Over it all.

“Vampire?” I asked.

“Yes. Vampires.” Asher nodded, frowning.

My face scrunched up. “Like... fangs and bats? Stakes? Do they sparkle?”

Asher just glared at me.

“Are they the kind that go poof? Do they explode? Oh! Can they fly?”

“Do you believe me?” He asked with a flat tone.

“No.” I shook my head. “I’m just trying to figure out which lore you’re going with. Are we Buffy vampires? Twilight? Dracula?” I had to think for a minute. “I don’t know... Lost boys?” I pulled a face.

“You don’t believe me?” He repeated his question.

“Of course not,” I replied. “Vampires aren’t real, Asher. I know you’ve told me some freaky shit, but I can explain that all away with drugs or just like... athleticism.”

“Athleticism?” Asher repeated, an eyebrow raised. He crossed his arms and leaned back against the wall while I paced.

“Yes.” I pointed a finger at him. “Like a... Usain Bolt, Terry Crews mash up. Mixed with some cannibalism and a truck ton of hallucinogenics. Voila.”

“And who’s taking these hallucinogens? Terry Crews or you?”

I frowned. “Either or. Both work. Both of us would be crazy, anyway.”

Asher advanced towards me then. He gripped my biceps and forced me to stop pacing, forced me to look at him.

“A vampire attacked you, Ivy,” he said. “A vampire attacked you. They are real. You have proof, you have a mark, yes.”

“Yeah, but —” I tried to interrupt, but he moved a gentle hand over my mouth with enough pressure to make me halt.

“You don’t have to admit you believe it right now.” His eyes were dark, staring into my soul. A tension rippled between us and I had the almost overwhelming urge to lick his palm and ease some of it. Instead, I just nodded. “Binge-watch every vampire show you can, eat all the garlic bread and whittle some fence posts. Get it out of your system. I will be waiting.”

“You watching, too?” I asked, my voice muffled against his palm. He shook his head.

“I’ve seen enough already,” he said. “Don’t need it for my downtime, too.”

“What about werewolves?” I blurted. “If vampires are real, does that mean werewolves are too?”

He pressed his palm harder into my mouth, so I did lick it, darting my tongue out and giving a good long swipe. He pulled his hand back with a look of surprise and a small chuckle, before wiping his palm on his jeans.

“What about mummies?” I asked. “Um... mermaids? Those... what are they called? Oh, like demons and banshees and —”

“Stop,” he commanded, and my mouth snapped shut. “Eat. Relax. You’re safe here.”

“From the vampires?” I inquired with suspicion.

“Yes. From the vampires.”

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎

Of course, I didn’t trust him, but the sense of any immediate danger had evaporated. I pressed him for an hour, asking as many questions as I could to trip him up. It didn’t work, though. After a while, he encouraged me to eat, to sit at his kitchen table, to relax. There was no getting out of here without him opening the door. I needed him amicable. I could fake believing him.

“There is no reason to lie, Ivy,” he said, sipping at another mug of coffee. He had one of those fancy espresso machines and made us Americanos.

He had plenty of reasons to lie.

“Okay fine, but vampires? If you want me to trust you took me because of some good-natured rescue attempt, why go with vampires?” I felt much calmer now, no more panicky heat at my neck, no more urge to stab.

“Exactly,” Asher bounced back at me. “If I wanted you fawning over your white knight, why run with something so outlandish?”

I was trying to puzzle this man out. He was bulky, filled with muscles, and tall. Looking like he worked hard at whatever he did. He was physical, calm and sturdy.

But I had to ask. “Do you mean a literal mark, when you say marked?”

He nodded, his eyes sharpening. “Where is it?”

“On my hip.” I murmured.

“You don’t remember getting it?” He asked, moving forward like he expected me to show him my skin. I shook my head in response.

He seemed like he was fighting the urge to lunge from in his seat, and was biting his tongue. His fingers looked itchy to reach out.

“Can I see?” He watched me.

“I want to leave,” I replied — demanded. “I want my shoes, and my bag, and I want to leave. Vampires aren’t real. I had sex with a coward who couldn’t even wait till morning to peace out, then I got sick. Then I got kidnapped. Let me go.”

“I need to look at it,” he said with apology. He coiled his reaching hand back and shoved it into his jeans pocket. “The tincture should have shifted it. I need to see that it’s gone.”

“No.” I shook my head. “You can’t come near me.”

He stepped forward, his body crowding me.

“I could have looked while you laid passed out in my bed.”

My stomach dropped. It seemed like an eternity drifted by, with neither of us moving.

“Let me see,” he said again, his voice almost a whisper. I felt like a scared little bunny, frozen in place as a truck barrelled towards me down a dark motorway. God, I was so screwed.

“I will not show you anything,” I murmured. More minutes passed, or maybe seconds, or maybe hours. A stalemate. He wasn’t willing to force me. I wasn’t willing to submit. We just stared at each other across the table.

A small urge to call out to all the AI devices flashed through me. Google. Alexa. Siri. Any of those robot ladies could tell me the time, perhaps even call the police before he stopped them. I didn’t have my phone, and the microwave was just bleeping 12:00.

I caved and broke our stare, huffing and throwing my back against the chair. He had me trapped, but I wouldn’t be a polite prisoner. I stuck my middle finger up at him.

Asher looked royally pissed off. “I need to see it, Ivy. You can leave then.”

“This makes no sense,” I said, straightening up a bit. Maybe I should just allow this weirdo look at my hip. He might follow through on his promise then.

“You’ll let me go?” I asked for confirmation. “If I show you this mystery —” I gestured towards it. “Thing, tattoo...”

He nodded and made to stand. I flinched, but had no space to withdraw from him.

A few more agonising seconds drifted by before I did as he wished. With a scowl on my face, I stood up, and I lowered the top of my leggings, exposing the skin on the rear of my hip. If it got me out of here, I would show him everything. That realisation made me feel itchy all over again, uncomfortable in my body.

I turned a little so he could see better and tried to zone out. If that thing had disappeared, I would pass out from shock. I knew it hadn’t, though, when he sucked in a sharp gasp and sank down to his knees at my side. Eyes level with my hip, his warm fingers brushed along my flesh, making me flinch. My skin goosebumped as he pulled his touch back, leaving tingles with a direct line to my lower belly behind. Stupid body. I told myself it was just a natural reaction to contact somewhere sensitive, and I ignored the fact that it hadn’t happened when Kylie had touched me there. I huffed a breath, and he clenched his fist.

“Sorry,” he mumbled. When I looked down at him, I saw a look of such furrowed intensity, I couldn’t help the panic that grew again. He didn’t like what he was seeing. I imagined my nervous system was shot from all this up and down. After letting him get his fill for a few more moments, I yanked the fabric back up with a snap and prodded him on the skull with my finger.

“You can open that door now, thank you.”

Remaining on his knees, he shook his head. “It didn’t work,” he said to himself, then a little louder, “It didn’t work, Ivy. It’s there. The tincture, it obviously did something because the more... urgent symptoms have vanished, but... the marking, the ink... it’s still there.” He rose to his feet, his expression harsh as our gazes locked.

“What does that mean?” I asked, falling into his stories for a moment. The conviction behind his words made it hard not to, the intensity of his disappointment, the flicker of fear... I sank into his narrative.

“Sorry,” he whispered.

“No,” I said in a panic. “I’m not staying here. You liar. I can see it behind your eyes. Let me go.”

His lips thinned, conflict clear.

I should have punched him in the nuts, tried to slam his nose into the kitchen counter or scrambled for the knife again, but instead, I stood before him, clothes askew, tears filling my vision. “You said I could leave now,” I damn near whimpered.

“Shit!” He shouted, slamming his fist down onto the counter beside me. I jumped and squeezed my eyes shut, my entire body fracturing in anticipation. Of what I didn’t know.

“It’s still inside you,” Asher growled. “The fucker is still inside you.”

“How?” I asked, desperation straining my voice. “Please.” I didn’t know what I was begging for.

Asher moved like he was going to grab me, but he paused with a hand hovering over my hip.

“You’re convincing, you know,” I said with a shakiness. No shame in being scared. A stranger had me trapped, after all. “You expect me to believe in vampires, and that one took a fancy to me, one that looked suspiciously like a regular man? He drugged me or whatever and left me with a nifty tattoo that somehow is also his essence. To what? Body snatch me?”

“Marked for use, yes,” Asher answered, ignoring my sarcasm.

“Marked me for use? That’s insane... say something that doesn’t make you seem insane.” My voice was strained and a little frantic.

Someone that truly believed this shit had to be off the rails somewhere... not in a quite large flat in an affluent area of a capital city. Nothing about his curly hair and stormy blue eyes portrayed an air of madness. I mean, he wasn’t even wearing socks. I could see his feet. Someone with his toes out shouldn’t be scaring me this much.

Asher grumbled a little under his breath. “I will say something, but it won’t convince you of my sanity, Ivy.” Asher shifted. “You’ll just have to trust me.”

I burst out laughing, the dam on my emotions shattered and letting amusement through, rather than terror.

“You’re funny to expect me to trust you,” I volleyed back, leaning a little on the kitchen counter. My hormones were going all wacky with the emotional shifts, and I was feeling damn tired.

“I know,” Asher said with a brief nod of his head and a twinkle in his eye. Somehow, some way, the tension in the room had imploded. “And I’m going to say it again because you clearly have some hearing loss..”

Oh, snippy. I giggled again, looking as insane as he did. But crazy loves company.

He looked me dead in the eye. “It’s all real, what I’m saying. I shouldn’t be saying, but I’m saying.” The twinkle remained in his gaze, his eyes lighting up like he knew it was bullshit he was spouting, but he still had to say it. “One of them has marked you —”

I cut him off, huffing and preparing a retort. He shushed me dismissively.

“He marked you,” Asher said, his nostrils flaring, looking like he was holding in an emotion, or a fart. “He’s going to return within the next two weeks to complete the ritual. His uh... sorry, essence, needs time to...”

“Don’t,” I urged.

“Time to... steep.”

I scrunched up my nose.

“Ready to be used as a vessel,” Asher finished, and when I had no response but to dip my head, I found myself not flinching as he applied a single finger to turn my chin back up.

“How am I supposed to just trust you?” I whispered.

The air charged between us.

“That mark on your hip.”

“I want to leave now.”

Asher ran his hands through his thick hair.

“Ivy,” he implored, the humour of a few moments ago drifting away.

“Let me go. I’ve listened.”

Asher nodded, “I’m going to let you go, because contrary to what you know about me, I don’t hold random women hostage. But he will be back for you. The vampire will find you and kill you and anyone else that gets in his way. He will. He doesn’t care. This isn’t some odd vampire. He will be there, destroying you. There will be your proof when your loved ones die beside you. Is that what you need to believe in me? The blood of your loved one’s dripping from his fingers? Will that do it?”

The pain in his voice was startling. But his sudden movements, turning and charging out of the kitchen, didn’t make me jump. I froze again. I saw Luke dead, Kylie dead, my parents, my sister. The images stalked through my brain.

It was all too... strange? Too much? Too convincing. I shook my head.

No. The tattoo was a mystery. It was Luke somehow. It had to be. He’d tell me when he felt like I had suffered enough. My skin still crawled. But at least it didn’t itch. A positive to come out of this messed up day. I would be in trouble at work for ditching. The doctor had been useless. Someone had kidnapped me.

“You know him? You have a name for this mystery, not random vampire?” I asked, pushing him after his far too specific threats.

Asher called to me. “Vincent. He goes by Vincent.”

“Spooky.”

He reappeared then, brandishing my shoes in his hand and studying me. My eyes were wide. He dropped my shoes at my feet with a thunk.

I wasn’t going to call the police on him again. There was no point. That dumb realisation hit me like a kid on a swing. I would leave here and go home. I was an idiot. He had burrowed himself under my skin.

“I’m not making you stay. But leaving is stupid.” His voice was low, closed off, his gaze guarded again. A muscle in his jaw twitched, his only tell that he cared.

I bent down and slipped my shoes on, scooping up my bag that was now by the door as I passed. I paused next to him, opening my mouth and closing it.

“The door’s open,” he growled at me before shoving his large body through the archway, disappearing through the hallway I had taken from the bedroom.
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Chapter Five
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MY LEGS CARRIED ME away from the flat. I felt so damn confused. The man had kidnapped me, but also cured me. He’d spouted a load of shit about supernatural beings, but also fed me and spoke of protecting me.

Why wasn’t I running to the police or screaming in the road for help? Why was I just going to walk home and deal with the consequences of dropping off the face of the earth in the middle of the afternoon? And why was I tempted to believe him?

Frowning and shaky, I chose a direction and stormed down the street. It only took me a few turns to figure out where I was. His flat was right next to Hampstead Heath, a park Luke and I often strolled through to clear our hangovers. So I knew my way home, I could even walk it.

My phone had dozens of notifications; a text from Luke, a few missed calls from work, Duolingo berating me for breaking my streak learning Spanish and various other apps pinging for attention. I replied to Luke, telling him that yes, I would pick up ‘those caramel waffle thingys’ from the supermarket. It all appeared quite normal. But something was niggling at me. Something wouldn’t shake.

I couldn’t help but imagine Asher creeping up behind me in the bushes to swipe me again. It was almost twilight, making the sparkling pond beside the path look inky with the last of the setting sun. I paused on the shadowy track and looked around. There was nothing, no shady, far too handsome arsehole ducking into a hedge to avoid being clocked. No cars stalking. No vampires with their fangs out in dramatic cloaks swooping to drain me dry.

But I stood there contemplating it all, anyway. Asher was infuriating, smug, and mind-boggling. I wanted to punch him, but something buried deep — very fucking deep — was stopping me from hating him, stopping me from running to the authorities.

My phone rang in my hand and my pulse stuttered, making me yelp and grab for my chest.

I frowned at the private number — usually it was only mum or telemarketers — and answered it.

After a beat, the lady on the other end spoke, the receptionist at the police station. They had more questions for me about the murder victim I had discovered. Murder now, an upgrade from a dead body. I told them I would be right there. So I was going to the police station, after all. I hoped Asher was watching, shitting himself as I bee-lined for the coppers. Though, I remained unconvinced he wasn’t one of them.

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎

Imagining Asher sweating in the shadows as I walked into the police station put a smile on my face.

At least something had, because sitting in the tiny windowless meeting room was torture. I twiddled my thumbs, thinking about my one-night stand. Vincent. A vampire, according to Asher. And not just any vampire, no, a big bad one. I leaned back and blew a raspberry, letting my eyes land on the camera in the room’s corner.

At least twenty minutes went by with me alone in my head before DC Michaels, a detective I had already spoken to, strolled in.

The person I was here to talk about, the dead man I had found, couldn’t have been further from my mind. I felt terrible as I bought his mangled face back to the front, pushing all thoughts of supernatural and grumpy men away.

“Good evening, Miss Cunningham,” DC Michaels said, settling down on the chair opposite me. “I hope it hasn’t inconvenienced you too much, coming here. I have a few more questions for you to answer. Nothing major.”

He was smiling at me. His eyes were warm and hazel, but I dunno... his vibe didn’t quite match up with his words. Something about him was making me tense. He was about the same age as my parents and wore a crumpled blue suit, looking exhausted. I imagined he had been in that suit for an entire day, since the early hours of the morning, judging from his hair and major eye bags.

“It’s fine,” I responded, trying to sound polite and not contrite. “I’m happy to help in any way I can.”

“Just a few questions,” he repeated and shuffled the papers he had bought in with him.

I waited with a weak smile.

DC Michaels allowed himself a frown. He seemed distracted. “I would like you to repeat how it was you found him.”

And so I did. I explained what it had been like to stumble across him while half asleep; I informed him again how I had discovered the scene, what his face and body looked like, and I explained to him I had yelled, fallen and skidded through a slick of blood, then phoned the police. It had been less than a minute between my eyes first laying on him and me dialling 999.

Afterwards, I called my boss and explained to him what was happening, and he closed the back offices for the day, but still kept most of the appointments on schedule. The police dragged me to the station for hours, and I’d told this very police officer almost exactly what I had just said.

I didn’t understand why this was necessary.

D.C. Michaels clasped his hands together and leaned forward over the table, looking up at me through his furrowed brow.

“We believe something was taken from his body at the scene,” he said with a careful tone, his tired eyes boring into me. “Would you know anything about that, Miss Cunningham?”

I shook my head. “No, to be honest, I didn’t pay attention to anything other than all the uh... blood. I didn’t notice anything missing.” Apart from his skull.

D.C Michaels stared at me, eyes narrowed.

“So, if that’s all...” I said. “I’ve had a long day.”

“I will have further questions for you. Please expect our call,” he said. “Please be aware, Miss Cunningham, the streets aren’t safe. Please stay safe.”

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎

The week ending November crawled, endless and exhausting. I remained uncomfortable at work, jumpy outside, and twitchy at home. I looked over my shoulders every few minutes, but saw nothing each time.

Nothing happened. Life chugged along with no more dead bodies, no encounters with creepy men, and no fainting or body horror. I didn’t itch, my tattoo didn’t fade or grow... but I just felt wrong.

When Friday night rolled around, a week after my encounters with Vincent and Asher, I was drained, done in. On arriving home, I’d splayed myself out on the sofa with Hugo, who was waiting on Luke. An old episode of Buffy the Vampire Slayer played on the TV, and I succeeded in ignoring all of my problems. I admit, I’d chosen Buffy because of Asher, but it was a curiosity. I didn’t believe him. No.

Hugo had joined me on my perfect orange cloud of a sofa, but instead of shuffling up and allowing him a whole cushion to himself, I threw my legs over him, letting his forearms rest on my tight-clad shins. It was comfortable — he was fast becoming an extension of Luke. He watched the TV with rapt attention, sometimes snorting at the ludicrous storylines I loved.

Luke, wrapped in only a towel, pressed a button on his unnecessarily loud coffee machine, and I jumped. That thing was like a foghorn, or the monster things from War of the Worlds. Not good for my pulse. Hugo patted my arm when I pulled a pathetic face.

“Sorry, love,” Luke mumbled while his cup filled. “Need the fuel for date night.”

“We’re already on date nights, huh?” I asked, as my heart steadied. Luke looked sheepish and grinned, wandering back into his room to dress.

“Going out for dinner,” Hugo explained.

I was in my happy place, and had no desire to move from it, but I still felt a pang of jealousy. Buffy beating down a giant beast of a snake wasn’t distracting me like it should. Asher, Vincent, the marking which hadn’t faded at all... it was all too weird, too on the nose. What Asher had insisted was true was just too similar to Sunnydale. Vampires marking their prey could totally be an episode, maybe even a two-parter. Ugh, I needed a Giles. Or a Willow. Not a Xander. Maybe a Spike?... I blew a loud raspberry and made Hugo jolt.

While I hadn’t laid eyes on Asher all week, I had never felt alone. I had a sense he was always right outside of my peripheral vision, watching, creeping. The hairs on the back of my neck were permanently prickled, and I was fed up.

I wasn’t scared of him, though, and I still hadn’t contemplated calling the police on him again. If he was going to murder me, he already had me at his mercy, locked in his flat. I had been unconscious, the perfect opportunity for him to lop off my leg or sell my kidney. He hadn’t. He’d spouted a load of nonsense instead.

So I had no remaining energy for company, and was looking forward to being alone. Kylie was already out, so I was just waiting for Luke and Hugo to bugger off. They would be gone any minute, then... crappy food from the corner shop and pre-mixed cocktails in a tin in my sofa cocoon. When Hugo moved, my feet would go in his butt warmed spot and I wouldn’t move until my bladder demanded it.

The giant snake was ripping through the corridors of the high school on the telly when an urgent banging on the internal door had us jumping. Hugo actually yelped.

With a weird sense of déjà vu at the incessant hammering, I got to my feet and pulled the door open with the chain still attached. Hugo slinked past me, presumably to get to Luke as he disappeared down the small corridor.

I rolled my eyes. Asher was there, his arms crossed and a frown on his face, like he hadn’t just damn near smashed my door down with his fists.

I gaped at him for a moment, both of us in a stalemate, before sighing and shutting the door. I undid the latch and yanked it open, glaring at him.

He looked me up and down, and a lazy smirk crossed his lips.

“What are you wearing?” He asked, his tone light.

I drew back a little. “I’m sure that’s not what you came here for.” There was nothing wrong with my outfit. Rainbow striped flannel shorts, a blue cropped jumper with a happy cloud on it, and socks pulled up to my knees with avocados printed on them. Why live in a world of grey when you can live in a world of colour? My hair was in a two second bun and all make up was long gone. And screw him and his black jeans with a black jacket and black boots. Thrilling.

He shook his head, a glimmer of exasperation evaporating.

“Can I come in?” He asked at the end of a sigh.

I glanced over my shoulder, seeing an empty living room with the TV still playing.

“Nope,” I said, popping the P sound with my lips as I turned back to my stalker.

“Just let me come in,” he replied with a huff, his eyes daggering through me.

I shook my head and held firm.

“I don’t have time for this,” he said and then just... pushed me out of the way. It was a gentle push, but he moved me against the door with his arm and strolled on in.

“Time for what?” I recovered and straightened myself out, marching towards the intruder. “Get out!”

I tried to shove the arsehole, but he sidestepped me, smirking when steam damn near came out of my ears.

“Ivy, it’s been a week,” Asher said, turning to me. “You’ve run out of time. Vincent might come for you tonight. Or soon.”

“Oh, please just piss off,” I bit back at him, trying to tug him towards the door. If he wasn’t going to give me more information, if he wasn’t going to prove his words, I wasn’t leaving with him.

He ignored me and barrelled past, through the kitchen and down the hallway towards the bedrooms. I charged after him in time to see him disappear into my room.

“Fucking stop!” I shouted as I rounded the doorway.

Asher was shovelling any clothes he could lay his hand on into a bag, yanking open my drawers and diving right in.

“Get out!” I yelled at him again and raced to wrestle my things back.

Asher didn’t stop or get out. “He might be here tonight and he will take you. Last time, we —” He frowned. “Stop being so stupid.”

I glared at him. “Leave,” I said, my voice low as I yanked my bag free of his grip and emptied it out over my bed.

“Ivy,” Asher warned. He remained at my chest of drawers, poised to tug open another drawer.

I scowled at him, feeling a little useless, defenceless. It annoyed me how relaxed the dickhead looked, staring right back like he often raided stranger’s bedrooms. After a fraction of a second, where the tension bubbled like it was going to suck all the oxygen away, he turned and pulled open the small top drawer.

He paused when his gaze snagged on the contents. Then he pinched a pair of my knickers between his fingers and swung them in the air, a wicked grin on his face. Diving across the room, I snatched them from his grasp and tried to hide my reddening cheeks, betraying my embarrassment.

“Definitely pack those,” he said, and I whacked him on the arm.

Seething, I spoke through gritted teeth. “Get. Out. Of. My. Flat.”

He shook his head.

“I can’t do that,” he answered. “You need to come with me.”

I sighed. “This is so weird.”

He chuckled. “It’s my job.” His job? I guess I had expected there to be something there. It was taking up far too much of his brain, but that someone was paying him to roam around freaking out women was laughable. How were things getting even more ridiculous? This was some Men in Black shit.

Plopping myself down on my unmade bed, I shook my head at him. He sat down next to me wordlessly, and that raging tension in the air returned. He exhaled and scrubbed his hand across his face. It felt like an eternity passed, but I’m guessing it was less than a minute.

I studied his features, the stubble along his jaw, the furrow on his brow, the curly hair dangling over his forehead as he rubbed his temple. My fingers itched to reach out and run across his lips, to tug at the bottom one and squeeze his cheeks.

He turned, and his sky-blue gaze clashed with mine. I saw him gulp, his Adam’s apple bobbing, his fingers twitching. The urge to reach for him grew, the surrounding air tingled, encouraged me closer to him.

“You are a police officer,” I said, my voice hushed.

“The Hive,” he blurted, breaking whatever spell I had been under for just a flash. I hated him. He was stalking me. Spouting nonsense. Right. “I work for The Hive. We hunt vampires. Stop them from turning humans into more vampires,” he pursed his lips for a moment and looked away, staring at half a painting of Luke, from when we’d attended a ‘Paint your Partner’ night, but got too hammered to finish. I wasn’t sure he would recognise the yellow and beige blob on the canvas as Luke, and tipped my head to decipher what I’d been thinking when I’d drawn a purple dildo above his hair. Luke had a similar half-finished canvas of me hanging with pride by his wardrobe.

Asher sighed, “we work with the police, so calling them will not have helped. It would just get transferred over to us. There are certain phrases...” He exhaled, seeming a little defeated, perhaps he was struggling. “Confirm it for yourself though, if you like. They won’t help you against us.”

“When I phoned them before, they seemed scared,” I noted, remembering the abrupt end to the phone call.

With a scrunched-up face, I tried to focus on the purple dildo, and imagined it coming to life to thwack Asher right across the mouth. I didn’t know why I was resisting him so much, why it was so hard to believe him. Plenty had happened I couldn’t explain.

“Vincent will come for you soon, and it is literally my job to keep you safe. So... hop to it,” Asher finished, his voice firm but quiet.

With images of a thousand dancing dildos pushing away the dread and trust, I turned to him, ignoring the niggles that I was being an annoying, ungrateful twat.

“The Hive?” I scoffed. “Seriously? The Hive. You all a bunch of buzzing worker bees?”

He shrugged.

“There’s a logic to the name somewhere.”

“Mm Hmm,” I hummed. “I want to know it.”

“You want to know the logic?”

I nodded my head. He stared at me and I stared right back, eyes wide.

“A group, all working for one goal. Together,” he drawled.

“You have a queen you all shag?”

Asher’s eyes flared, and he stood up. “Pack!”

I jumped to my feet to run. But before I could make it more than a few steps towards the door, Asher was behind me, wrapping his meaty arms around my waist and tugging me back.

“I’m not above using force,” he murmured in my ear, his hot breath tickling my cheek.

I yelped and tried to wiggle free of him, but he held me tight and rested his chin on the top of my head before putting his hand over my mouth and just... standing there. Letting me squirm, letting me stamp on his feet and push my hips back into his.

Nope.

Didn’t need to do that again. Something hot and hard brushed against my arse cheeks and made me still. I shouted muffled curses at him instead.

“I could force you,” he growled into my ear and I shivered. His lips skimmed against my hair as he spoke, and I had to stifle a gasp against his palm. My mind flashed back to Vincent, to the unknown night I’d shared with him, and I stiffened up.

“Let me go,” I said, muffled by his hand. I’d licked his hand before and I wasn’t above doing it again, desperate as I was to get away. A gruff noise from deep in his throat told me he had no intention of releasing me. Panic crept up my neck.

So I bit his palm this time. My teeth scraped against his skin, and I caught a good chunk of flesh in my mouth. I clamped down hard, hard enough to draw blood. His hand shot away from me before I could tear a hunk and he broke out into a cannonade of swears and curses. Darting off from him, I scrambled for some sort of weapon.

“Fuck you,” I spat at him while he leaned on the wall and sucked on the wound I had given him. He was watching me, not looking bothered at all as I flung myself around the room, testing random objects for how hard they slapped across my hand.

I paused after picking up my hair curlers and checking the clamp. Chucking them back to the bed, I looked at him, still casual as ever, though his brow had furrowed as he watched me spiral.

“The whole watching me thing is working well for you, huh?” I said, my fist wrapping around my small bedside lamp.

“I’m not going anywhere, love.”

“Don’t call me that,” I frowned, pointing at him, trying to stop the shaking in my hand.

Asher’s head tilted. “Are you okay?”

“No, I’m not fucking okay!” I bellowed back, though my voice cracked.

“Alright, honey buns,” he said with a smile that didn’t meet his eyes, stepping towards me with his palms up.

“Luke!” I shouted, bloody pissed that he hadn’t come to rescue me already.

Asher shook his head.

“Look, I’m not going anywhere, anyway!” I shrieked at him.

“Clearly,” he nodded down at my outfit.

“Don’t be a dick.”

He opened his mouth to say something, but changed his mind because he slammed it shut and furrowed his brow. I could see the cogs working in his brain. He breathed out and his eyes darkened a fraction.

“You’re insufferable,” he growled. “I should just let him have you.”

I stood firm across the room, lips pursed and entire body tense. He studied me, jaw ticking and fists clenching and unclenching, like he was trying with everything he had to remain calm. Finally, he spoke. “Stay in. Leave the flat under zero circumstances.”

I nodded, though I wouldn’t do that. I had to go to work. But I would say anything to get him to go. Despite my snark, he was still managing to scare me. It was a hot sensation across my chest, making my heart race and my palms sweat. I needed him gone.

At last, looking thoroughly pissed off, he stalked out in silence. I listened to his feet stomping down the hallway, then heard the front door open and slam shut. A breath huffed out of me in relief. I sank to my knees, surrounded by the chaos in my room, and let my lip quiver.

I don’t know how long passed, but after a while, I heard Luke burst from his bedroom with Hugo giggling at his heels. Their lightness snapped me from my mood, and I clambered to stand and headed to the kitchen, walking on pins and needles from resting my thighs on my feet for too long. My mother did not build my body for being folded up for any real length of time. My wide thighs and soft stomach prevented any real acrobatics.

The love birds were bumbling around the kitchen, crashing about and snickering as they whispered like drunk toddlers and attempted to make some food while remaining tangled up together. Their sweetness calmed me, so when Hugo opened the front door with zero concern, I didn’t panic straight away.

No Asher. No vampiric Vincent come to claim me. Asher had demanded I stay in the flat, and that tiny — teeny tiny — piece of me that believed him assumed that as soon as the door opened, evil would attack. It didn’t though, and as Luke bounded over, kissing me on the cheek and scruffing up my hair, my heart rate slowed again. I struggled to take my glare from the empty corridor, though.

They left with a cheery goodbye, and I moved to the window to watch them amble down the street. But Luke’s wallet caught my eye, resting on the back of the sofa. I grabbed it and ran for the front door.

But I yanked it open and found that familiar grump standing across the hall, arms crossed and a stern frown over his beautiful face. That ripple of fear up my neck wrestled with a tug in my belly, and I gasped.

“You’re still here?” I asked, dropping Luke’s wallet on the kitchen counter and forgetting about it in an instant. Hugo would have to pay his way tonight.

“I wasn’t lying when I told you it’s my job to protect you. I have to stay close.”

“Lucky me,” I murmured. At least my stalker was nice to look at, if a little gruff. “Why didn’t Luke see you?” I asked, realising he couldn’t have been there a few moments ago, because there was no way Luke wouldn’t have commented loudly on mister dark and mysterious hovering outside our door.

“I have my ways,” he said with a shrug. God, he was infuriating. “I’m going now, anyway.” He smiled and straightened himself out. I stared at him, puzzled, and his gaze went down the hallway to the stairs.

Another man — a bloody enormous man — emerged from the stairs and walked towards us with a friendly smile aimed at Asher. He looked like a bear. A bald bear. He was fucking huge.

He had the same demeanour as Asher, sullen, and dark-featured with a twinkle in his eye. This dude was bigger than anyone else I had ever seen, and my breath caught a bit when he levelled with us. He was at least two of me, and I wasn’t small. He and Asher looked comfortable with each other, the familiarity of friendship between them as they did a weird bro handshake greeting.

“Asher,” the man huffed, his gaze skating over me. “I see things are continuing to go well.”

I gaped at him and tried to take in his beastliness as he stood before me. His hair sat cropped so close to his skull it was almost nothing. He had dark eyes, killer cheekbones and deep golden skin. Also, the thickest arms I had ever seen.

“Who are you?” I asked, my mouth hanging open.

Asher frowned a little as he adjusted himself. “Don’t look too impressed,” he said.

I smirked. It was nice for him to be the uncomfortable one for a change. This new bloke fascinated me. I kind of wanted to ask him to pick me up... and he also hadn’t tried to force me to do anything yet.

“I’m Roman,” Roman said in a deep booming voice. “Also tasked with keeping you safe... unfortunately” He had an edge of humour as he studied me.

“I’m glad we agree that it’s unfortunate you twats are here.”

I slammed the door in their stupid faces.
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Chapter Six
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I LAID IN BED THE FOLLOWING morning, having shifted over to avoid the beam of light bleeding through my cheap curtains, and stared up at the ceiling. Asher was wrong. My body remained mine. No evil creatures or scary vampires came for me.

It was weird, though, that I’d slept better than I had all week, knowing Asher had someone by my door keeping watch. Other than the two men holding vigil outside, it had been a normal Friday night. I had watched a few more hours of TV and eaten my weight in junk food before sloping off to my bed.

Nothing happened as the morning turned into afternoon, and as the day turned into days. Though I had gained two new brooding shadows, far less subtle than before. If it wasn’t Asher, it was Roman, always there, in the periphery of my life. They didn’t interact with me — even when I pulled faces or tried to trip them up by bursting into a run — but I would catch glimpses of them as I walked out of a shop or closed the curtains at night. It was creepy, but not sinister.

I had actually caved in and phoned the police again after a few days of it, but as Asher had said, they weren’t interested in helping me. The first officer appeared willing, but when she had forwarded my call to someone more senior, they had transferred me again, and the older man on the other end of the line made it clear I was on my own. He’d sounded a little scared. So I grew used to my shadows.

It was a reluctant, strange comfort. Especially late at night or early in the morning when I was heading to work. London in the dark unsettled many, bustling with folk bundled in large jackets and hidden beneath low hats. I almost fell over when, after not being able to see one of them, I panicked. I think I trusted them.

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎

We were the only ones left in the office, myself and my colleague Daniel. It was late, the sun long since down, and everyone else was well home by now. But we had a deadline, a boring but important one. I sipped at my icy mug of coffee and winced, slamming it down with a huff.

“You alright?” Daniel asked, eyebrows raised. He was the same age as me, both hired right out of university and both in our fifth year with the company.

“Yeah,” I replied, standing up. “Coffee’s cold. You want another?” I shook my mug.

“Please,” he said, looking back down at the endless sheets of paper surrounding us. I bumbled over to the staff kitchen, leaving Daniel in the front office hunched over.

The windows only showed the black of night and the occasional light of a car or bus going by, so I couldn’t see my shadows, but I assumed they were out there somewhere. One of them anyway. They were never far anymore.

I walked by the vague motivational posters that lined the little corridor to the kitchen. ‘Nothing is impossible, the word itself says I’m possible’ being a particular favourite of mine.

My stomach grumbled with anger while I rummaged in the fridge, waiting for the overhead light to flick on. No decent food. Just some questionable milk for our instant coffee. As I moved to the boiling kettle, I sniffed it.

I thought of Roman, wondering if he could be a good stalker and bring me some food. I’d seen him earlier, so assumed it was him on Ivy duty tonight.

Surreptitiously, I peered through the small window at the back door, half expecting to see his broody eyes peering in at me, and ignoring the scene I’d discovered in the alley out there a few weeks ago. No such luck. Just when I’ve found a use for the fuckers.

Then, as the kettle clicked off billowing steam, a nearby thud rattled the teaspoons. In the brief silence that followed, my heart stuttered, and I sucked a shuddered gasp in. A sense of dread settled all around me. My skin tingled with discomfort and my pulse pounded. I turned towards the kitchen door, shaking, the walls closing in around me. I don’t know why I had such a severe reaction to a bang, but all my hackles raised up.

Something was wrong.

Daniel screamed. Something heavy smashed to the floor, rattling the floorboards. Then a panicked shout, the shuffle of feet, hitting, punching, breaking furniture.

I didn’t move. Wielding a four pint carton of milk, I just stood in the middle of the kitchen listening. Useless.

My eyes wandered over the furniture, a tiny metal table and two chairs. That was it.

“Ivy! Run!” Daniel’s muffled shriek hit me like a bus. A ripple of shock rolled up my body from my toes, but I still didn’t move. I should put a chair under the handle and race into the alley. I should grab a knife and dart into the main office to save Daniel. I should call the police. I should do anything other than just stand in the middle of the room with the gone-off milk.

Something thumped in the corridor. Daniel’s screams turned into a gurgle, a pleading, wailing final bubble from his throat. He sounded closer.

Horror charged through my veins. Footsteps meandered nearer, sounding casual, relaxed. My brain short-circuited as I forgot how to breathe. I dropped the milk, not noticing where it landed.

The door opened. Terrified.

A tall, dark shadow slipped into the doorway, paused before stepping into the light, morphing into the man I was told to be petrified of.

He smiled, flashing sharp teeth.

Vincent was here.

I recognised him straight away, even though I hadn’t been able to form an image of his face in my mind since our meeting.

I was an idiot.

A whimper escaped my throat.

The man that had offered me a lighter and called me fascinating, the man I had taken to my home and my bed, he was standing before me, blood splattering his white shirt and dripping from his hands, a vicious smirk slashing across his face, his eyes dark and hooded. I was stupid. There was no denying what was before me. A monster.

I tried to scream, but it died on my lips. I was too afraid to move. Vincent stepped closer without turning his gaze from me. I stumbled back, the rear of my legs hitting the kitchen counter.

Vincent raised his thumb to his mouth and drew it in, sucking the blood off, before grinning at me with his reddened teeth.

“Found you,” he said, stepping over the spilled milk.

I squeaked. Every coherent thought was running away from me as he moved closer. The air was being sucked from the room. Everything narrowed in on him.

“I’m curious,” Vincent mused with that voice like coffee, smooth and bitter. “How are you still breathing? Why aren’t you shrivelled up in your warm bed, gasping for your last meagre breaths?” He paused. “I went there, you know, to that little flat of yours.” His angry gaze bore into me. “And you weren’t there.”

He reminded me of a snake as he sauntered over, threat and violence dripping from his every pore. All I could do was gawp and try not to faint as he stepped into my space and smiled. My eyes flickered to fucking fangs, poking out past his red lips. Jesus Christ.

Wait. He’d been in the flat. My eyes widened and his smile broadened at my horror. It was almost 9pm. There was no way Luke and Kylie hadn’t been home. If anything had happened to either of them, I....

I prayed my friends were safe. Felt pretty stupid considering I had never prayed before. But the devil stood before me.

His feet stopped, just inches from the tips of my boots. He was so near now that I could smell the metallic scent of blood on his breath as it tickled my cheek. Like old pennies right at the bottom of your piggy bank. My stomach rolled with nausea.

When his nose pushed into my hair, I stiffened even more. He sniffed deeply and groaned. I closed my eyelids. He was so close. Too close. I was going to vomit. My hands curled into fists, and let my fingernails dip into my palms. I was his prey.

Still too close, he pulled back a fraction and looked down at me. Our noses almost touching so I could see the evil behind his eyes. They... they were changing. Churning black and swimming like swirling oil. There was no white, just pure, deep tar.

“What have you done?” He growled at me.

I opened my mouth to respond, but then I was flying.

He lifted me with ease and threw me into the wall with a hard crunch. Plates slipped from the cupboards and joined the milk in pieces on the floor. The air knocked from my lungs and my ribs felt like they shattered. I tumbled into a pile on the linoleum, choking for breath, coughing and spluttering, trying not to cry.

Then he was there again, monstrous, as he heaved me up by my hair and squashed me to the wall. He looked calm and contemplative as he moved his hands to the sides of my face and squeezed my skull. My eyes felt like they were going to pop out of my head. My entire body raged in pain and I saw stars flickering around my vision as I tried to shut my eyes. I couldn’t stop shaking and whimpering.

“I have to tell you something important,” he said, his voice all too casual and his grip not letting up. “You made me angry when you were missing from your bed. Too angry. I may have taken my frustrations out on whatever I could. I didn’t have the fun I wanted in your small home... but I still managed some. Yes, I found my own pleasure.”

My stomach dropped, and a scream tore from me. An agonising cry of grief. No. He can’t have hurt them. Not like this. Not because of me. No. No.

“Fuck you!” I screamed in his face, my throat hoarse. I started fighting back, punching out and kicking him in the shins. It was absolutely, totally, and completely useless, and all he did was chuckle as I slapped his cheek.

Why was I doing this alone? Roman and Asher had been waiting for this even though I was unconvinced, and now they were missing.

Vincent huffed a light laugh and threw me across the room again. I crashed into the small table, smashing the jug of flowers to the floor and landing on my elbow with a crunch. The skin broke, red gushing down my arm.

Prone on my stomach, I groaned as tears flooded down my cheeks. I couldn’t think straight. I couldn’t think of a way out of this. Blood coated my mouth and my head was on fire.

“Shall we fuck again?” He asked with laughter, slapping my backside. I flinched and tensed. How had I missed how insanely creepy he was before? My skin crawled.

“Never,” I choked out.

“The pretty blonde put up a good fight, you’ll be pleased to know,” Vincent teased. Oh god, images of Kylie or Luke opening the door swirled in my mind, flashes of him attacking them like he had me. You could consider either of them a pretty blonde. Their dead faces staring up at me reminiscent of the man in the alley.

I’m fairly sure I blacked out, too overwhelmed. When he pulled me up, I came back around. I spat blood on his face.

He chuckled and licked his lips. Then pushed me down on the table again, this time with my spine against the cool metal. He climbed on top of me, straddling my hips with his knees and staring down with an evil hunger. I tried fighting, squirming under him, swinging my fists up.

He clucked his tongue and grabbed my hands. He wanted me pathetic and weak, and it was working. I was waning.

Curling his fingers around the hem of my skirt, he pulled it up to my belly, then began working on the waistband of my tights. I wore a pair of knickers over them to keep them up, confounding him for a moment.

My fear had grown to where I was seconds from jumping out of my body, evacuating, going numb.

“No!” I gurgled out, my mouth still filling with blood. This could not be happening. No.

His hands tugged. I squeezed my eyelids shut.

And then it wasn’t happening.

The air above me was suddenly vacant. The pressure from the heavy monster was gone. I prised my eyes open, and they landed on Vincent, back to me, braced with his claws out like he was about to pounce on his prey. I thought I was his prey. But a beat later, two large bodies burst into the room, one charging into Vincent and the other bounding to me without pause. Someone shouted, something crashed. Weapons raised.

Asher’s face almost pressed into mine as he shook me. He was shouting at me, but my head was a fuzzy mess. I’d turtled up inside myself as protection from the impending trauma, no snarky comments or rude words this time. Just fear. I cried out when Asher lifted me, and I rolled off the table and onto the floor, out of his grasp.

Roman and Vincent collided in a smashing tangle of grunts and raised weapons. From my position, peering around the table, I couldn’t tell where one man ended, and the other began. They were moving so fast, a blur of blows and impacts as Roman tried to gain the upper hand with his long knife and fierce growl.

Warm hands cupped my cheeks and turned my wide gaze away from the fight. Asher’s eyes glittered as he studied me. They roamed over every inch of me, down my body and back up, searching for something. When I dipped my gaze, he lowered his face to catch it again, running a thumb along my cheekbone, coming away with a smear of blood.

The edges of my vision blurred, giving the impression the world was slipping from me. The thwacking sounds of the fight sounded distant, like the other end of a tunnel or a child shouting down an empty cardboard roll of wrapping paper. Frustrated, I blinked and furrowed my brow, staring at Asher with an intensity he matched.

When Roman zipped across the room, crashing into the sink and whirling around to pounce back at Vincent, who was stalking towards him, Asher left me, rising to help his friend, his colleague. I watched Roman tense and twirl a knife in his hand before meeting Vincent in a meaty collision.

My head lolled, and the world swayed. Concern niggled at me that I might have some internal injuries, some brain damage from hitting the wall or smacking to the floor. I had to focus all my efforts on remaining upright. Staying awake. I shuffled until my back hit the wall between the table and a cupboard, then I pulled my knees up to my chin and waited pathetically for it to all end.

The grunts and crashes of fighting trickled in, but I couldn’t get my head up anymore to see who was winning, who was hurting. Asher shouted. I knew it was him, but again, it sounded like an alien language.

“I got this!” Roman shout broke through my brain fog. “Go!”

Then I was being scooped up, the room turning upside down for a moment as muscular arms settled around me. My head thunked onto a hard chest, and I bounced a soft rhythm as Asher carried me away from the fray. I peeked over his shoulder, feeling little more than a small child, and glimpsed Roman standing over Vincent. He did appear to have ‘got’ it.

“Don’t look,” Asher murmured, his lips brushing my forehead. “Don’t look.” He repeated, and I swear he gave me a soft, tender kiss on my hair. The rumble from his gentle words lulled me into curling up further into his chest.

But I did look, I had to. As he walked through to the front office, I saw the destruction. A glimpse of an arm ripped from a body, a leg protruding from under a desk, gore and flesh from multiple injuries. The floor was slick with red, like Daniel had tried to crawl away, dragging his damaged body behind him. It was all Daniel, the arm over there, the leg by the door. Vincent had torn him to pieces. Shredded him. I blinked and struggled to open my eyes again. Everything lay broken, bulldozed over by a person made of nightmares. Glass crunched under Asher’s boots, and he navigated through the gore of Daniel’s demise. One man. One... vampire. All this devastation. I was speechless. And I had just stood there, squeezing a carton of milk and listening. Not saving anyone, not even myself. Pathetic. Asher and Roman had come to save only me. Guilt wracked me.

We burst out through the broken front door and Asher hurried us into the adjoining alleyway. The scene of what used to be my scariest memory. Then he set me on my feet. I felt sturdy enough on the hard pavement; the dizziness getting pushed aside by the fresh night air. People and buses rushed past at the end of the alleyway in the street. They did not know the carnage and death that laid just inside the doors. Asher and I stared at each other as we caught our breaths. I wanted his arms encircling me again. I wanted to be pressed up against his warm chest with his steady heartbeat like a lullaby to soothe me. Standing by myself, with the frigid wind whipping around my bloody legs, I thought Vincent would sweep me up with the wind and carry me away.

“We have to move,” Asher spoke, breaking the brief silence and turning to charge up the alleyway. But I remained motionless. “Roman can handle it,” Asher said, jogging back to me. “I need to get you safe.”

“What about Daniel?” I demanded, trying to not sound so afraid. He went to wrap his fingers over my wrist, but I pushed away from him. I wanted him close, comforting me, not manhandling me like Vincent had. I hated that they were all stronger than me, bigger than me, badder than me.

Asher sighed and ran his hand through his dark hair. “There’s nothing we can do for him, Ivy. He...” He killed him. That’s what Asher was going to say. I shuddered, bile creeping up my throat. Shell-shocked. Daniel had died because of me. Luke and Kylie might be dead because of me. An involuntary whimper left me, and I clasped at my neck.

Asher tugged me and I battled against him to no gain.

“I need to go home,” I moaned, remembering Vincent’s gloating words. My friends couldn’t be gone, but I needed to see for myself. If Luke and Kylie, or even Hugo, had got caught up in this chaos, this horror, if they had suffered the fate Vincent alluded to.

“Please,” I begged, my voice breaking. If he wouldn’t let me, I would just have to run. There was not a world I wanted to live in without Luke in it. “Please, Asher. Take me home. Let me see.” Tears poured from my eyes. To be honest, I think they had been this entire time, since that first crashing sound from the office, since I realised Asher was right. It had just taken them until now to fall.

Asher looked heart broken for me, but he shook his head. “Ivy, no.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you until I see my friends.” Dead or alive, I added to myself with an ache in my heart.

“Ivy,” Asher said slowly, like he was trying to tame a rabid animal. “It’s a bad idea.” He glanced back towards the door and frowned, reaching for my hand again. “Let’s move from here, at least.”

With reluctance, I let him lead me from the alley and onto the main road. We walked at speed away from my office. He typed on his phone as we moved. He may have saved me, but I wasn’t his to command. If I wanted to go home, I would. It wouldn’t take long. And Roman had Vincent pre-occupied, so now seemed the best time. With determination, I turned down a side street that led towards my flat. Away from any tube stations or busy roads with black cabs, away from any bus stops.

“You can’t go home, Ivy,” Asher said, jogging to catch up with me. “I see what you’re doing.”

I shivered against the cold. It was almost freezing. My tights had ripped all over, and I was lacking a coat.

“Why the fuck not?” I demanded in anger as I whirled around to challenge him. God, this dude was fucking strong — he grabbed my bicep and squeezed, letting me appreciate it. Letting me know he could overpower me and take me where he wanted without breaking a sweat. He didn’t answer me, instead choosing to study me, watch me. I knew I looked a mess, blood and snot and tears streaked my bruised face. My neck was probably turning purple too, and my lip pulsed with swelling. But fuck, I didn’t care. I didn’t care about myself; I cared about Luke and Kylie and my home.

My heart ached. I couldn’t function for another minute without clasping my hands around Luke’s cheeks and giving him a big, wet, sloppy kiss.

“I need to,” my voice croaked. “I need to get to them.”

“If you go there, Ivy. You will die,” Asher implored. “If Vincent gets away...”

“I don’t care,” I almost shouted, though my already hoarse voice made it come out strained. “Vincent is busy.” I was desperate, shaky, my limbs vibrating from the cold or an adrenaline crash, I didn’t know.

Asher growled and pushed me against the wall of someone’s house. The stone was brisk on my back and a little scratchy.

“You need to not die,” he said as he caged me in. “You need to come to my flat and be safe. Roman won’t be able to hold him much longer.” Again, he studied every inch of me, avoiding looking me straight in the eyes. Then he sighed, conceding something in his mind. “We will go to your flat as soon as we can. You need to be safe first. Please, Ivy. Don’t —” He sighed again. “There’s nothing you can do for them, either way.”

I broke.

I slumped against his body, all the fight draining from me. My legs damn near gave out with the suddenness of it. He pulled me towards him and wrapped an arm around my shoulders, letting me treat him as an anchor.

“We will regroup, then we will help your friends. I can call for additional bodies now we’ve had progress.”

He fiddled with his phone with one hand for a moment. Sending a message to whoever, then summoning a taxi while I collapsed over him. A soft kiss pressed on my head.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Seven
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ONLY AFTER ASHER PUSHED his front door open did my mind flicker back to life, back to the moment. Back to the reality where a monster had attacked me, where my friends might be dead... where my colleague already was. Daniel wasn’t a friend of mine, but he was a good guy. He didn’t deserve to die just for being near me at the wrong time. His death was a guilt I would carry with me forever, perhaps one of many I needed to learn to bear.

Numbness plagued me as I kicked my shoes off and noticed how ripped up my tights were. Blood and god knows what coated my scuffed legs. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath as Asher shut the door behind us. It clicked multiple times, startling me.

He didn’t speak, only shucked off his jacket and hung it up, before moving around me with unlaced boots to place them under a wooden side table. He scooped mine up as he went and popped them safely next to his own with a calm precision. I was a storm below the surface, moments from spilling over. I think he sensed it.

As he pulled off his weapons, I focused on his movements. A leather band criss-crossed over his chest, full of knives and weapons I didn’t recognise. He dropped everything into a large stone bowl on the side table and sighed with relief, rolling his shoulders.

“It’s tight,” he mumbled when he caught me staring. Things remained tense between us. Neither of us had spoken a word since the alley, travelling in the Uber together and climbing the stairs to his flat in a heavy silence. My brain wouldn’t process.

He gave me a terse smile, his eyes hooded with exhaustion.

“Where were you?” I asked, my throat still sore. “All this time watching me, and when he shows, you aren’t there.”

Though I had actively encouraged both of them to back the hell off, a little anger bubbled up in me at their delay. Daniel might not have died.

“We had a report that Vincent was in a nearby pub. I checked it out while I waited for Roman to show. By the time we returned...”

I nodded. I needed no more than that. By the time they’d returned, it was too late.

With heavy shoulders, I sloped off to the living room, hating that I knew the way. I didn’t have it in me to be polite, to wait to be invited further in. I needed to sit. Was I even a guest here? I felt more like a prisoner again. He hadn’t given me much choice, and now I was back behind the locked doors. I was half tempted to try and leave, only to see if Asher would stop me, but exhaustion wrecked me. A sense of despondency was threatening to make me do something stupid.

So screw him and his sofa. I flopped down onto the leather, bloodied tights and all. Then slumped over to my side, letting the events of the evening plough over me, allowing all the fear and helplessness in, the terror for my friends drown me. After a few moments of the horrors washing over me, I would be strong again. A sob wracked through me and I tucked my knees up to my chest.

At some point, once it became clear that my breakdown wouldn’t be over in a few quick minutes, Asher placed a cup of tea on the coffee table in front of me. He hesitated for a second before walking off again without a word. I needed to let it all overwhelm me, then I would push it all away again. Or pull it all in and let it eat at me, slow and insidious. Either one. I only knew it couldn’t remain as it was.

I heard Asher’s voice as he spoke low on the phone, but I didn’t listen to the hushed conversation, even though he leaned against the wall close by. The sofa cushions squashed against my ear muffled his words, and I made no effort to move. Then the entire sofa bounced a little, and I peeked at my feet to find Asher sitting there, his hands clasped and his eyes on me.

“Roman is on his way,” he said, more gently than I would have thought possible from the grumpy man I had before me. “He’ll be about twenty minutes. So now is the point for the questions you have for me.”

Time to pull myself back together. God, I wanted a cigarette. Just needed to be drunk, too. Maybe then I could cope.

I had so many bloody questions, and they were all fighting their way to the surface of my frazzled brain. While it was still hot, I sat up and had a long sip of tea. I raised an eyebrow at Asher over the lip, finding it spiked with whiskey and honey, a pleasant burn down my scream-tendered throat. My hand moved to my neck, where I prodded at the flesh, discovering it sore and a little rough, like road rash. I lowered my hand back down and dipped my gaze.

“You were right,” I croaked out, my voice thin. I was shaking, my arms heavy. He had a black eye forming and a cut over his eyebrow. The cut looked small, reminding me of those action movies where the hero got a sexy little wound for the half-dressed heroine to pat clean in the next scene. It made me smirk. He was undamaged from the fight — and just as annoyingly handsome as an action star. I didn’t even care to catalogue my injuries.

“About what?” He asked, being so damn patient it was quite irritating. I wanted the gruff, forceful Asher to pull me through this shit show. The one who was always rolling his eyes at me and teasing as he trailed behind me. He watched me come down from my anguish without comment.

So I rolled my eyes at him. “You know exactly what, you dick. All of it. Vincent. Fucking vampires. Those black orbs. That insane level of destruction.”

Asher scoffed at me. He scoffed.

“What?” I blurted.

“You only needed proof?” He asked. “All I had to do was let you get hurt and witness a bunch of life altering shit. You would trust me after that? I told you, Ivy. I told you.”

“I don’t trust you now.”

“You were more than willing to come into my home this time.”

“Hardly willing,” I scowled. “Don’t be an arsehole.”

He smirked and leaned forward. “I see what you’re doing,” he said, resting his arms on his knees. “You’re taking it out on me. And that’s fine. Go ahead. I quite enjoy your snark.”

I narrowed my eyes. “You have to understand how hard it would be to take the word of some random creeper that vampires exist, Ash. This isn’t Sunnydale, or fucking...” I struggled to think of another show with vampires and scrunched up my nose with a huff instead.

I got a blank look back from Asher before he shook his head.

“Don’t like Ash,” he murmured, shuffling closer.

Ash, it would be. Forever.

“We need to check your injuries,” he said, changing the subject and eyeing me up again.

I shook my head. “No, we don’t. I’m fine. Nothing’s broken. I need a shower.” My body was okay. My ribs were a little sore, my brain hurt and my throat was hoarse, but most of the pain was mental now, not physical. I could not reconcile with the fact that Kylie or Luke might be dead, injured or traumatised somewhere. My injuries could wait. I didn’t have my phone to contact them. I couldn’t get to the flat. The waiting for news was hideous. The idea of patching up the cuts on my knees, or rubbing a balm onto my bruised flesh, gave me a block. I should suffer if they are. My safety here, my stalker turned bodyguard, Roman battling my attacker, it just created an overwhelming sense of guilt. They should be tucked safely behind Roman’s hulking shoulders, too.

“Please, check yourself over soon, and let me know what you need,” Asher said, not pressing the issue. I nodded. “It’s important to take care of yourself, even if your mind is making it difficult.”

I dipped my head, shame rippling through me at how easily readable I was.

“Vincent left a piece of himself in you, Ivy. When he marked you, a small part of his soul stayed behind, burrowing into your veins through a pigment in your skin. The ink, for the tattoo, it’s their blood. It sits there, a gradual absorption to prepare your body as a host. The Hive have studied it extensively. It’s how we developed the tincture to hold back the changes, but...” Asher spoke, but I interrupted him.

“Where exactly?” I asked, and he met my eyes in surprise. “Where are they from? Where are they being brought forth from?”

I could almost allow myself to believe there was a group of evil vampires stomping around London and killing at random, but the idea of there being somewhere different, a place separate from here... that was too much. I couldn’t cope with that. That made no sense.

“There is another realm,” Asher said, a glint in his eye. I think he, too, heard how ridiculous it sounded. “The place they’re from, it’s... different to here. They have been steadily making the journey over for hundreds of years. But it’s been picking up for the last decade or so. More and more of them have been emerging in the bigger cities across the world.”

A different realm. A realm? Nah.

Nope.

Couldn’t believe that.

I shook my head.

“That’s bananas,” I murmured, and Asher chuckled, nodded.

“I’ve seen it happen, Ivy. Been too late with the tincture and I’ve watched a vampire crossover, but yeah, it’s bananas. I agree.” He lent back on the sofa and crossed his arms. “I don’t know what to tell ya... it's mad.”

I looked at him with my eyebrows knitted together and my mouth turned down.

“This happens a lot?” I asked.

Asher nodded. “It’s not supposed to be like this, though. Usually after the tincture, the victim has to go into hiding, so the vampire doesn’t seek them out or, you know, get revenge. Vincent has more power than I’ve ever seen. He seems to have an intense interest in you.”

Well, that’s just great. Not just a vampire after me, but a more powerful one than the vampire hunter had ever faced before. This was all so ridiculous. I gave my head a wobble.

“Can you explain how I’m supposed to deal with this?” I asked, my palms open. He looked over with sadness in his eyes. He had as much of an answer as I did. “What did Roman do? What did he tell you?”

Asher exhaled, chucking his elbow on the arm of the sofa. It occurred to me that he didn’t fit in a space like this. It was too bare, too lifeless, like a show home or a corner of IKEA. I imagined him in a more earthy place, a dusty cabin in the woods with animal skins and shit. I kind of wanted to be there with him, away from the world, with trees and bears between us and civilization. Nothing could hurt us in our dusty cabin.

“Roman had been in touch with our contacts in the police and informed them of what happened. He will have helped organise the uh, clean-up crew and start the cover up. CCTV will have been wiped and any survivors... briefed. No one can know the truth. You understand that,” Asher’s voice was empty as he spoke, almost clinical. This really was an everyday thing for him, his job. He was all business.

“I’m a survivor. Are you briefing me?”

Asher shook his head. “No point. You’re too compromised.” A hint of a smirk crossed his lips.

“What about my friends?” I asked, keeping my face flat.

Asher dipped his gaze. “We should learn something soon. We will include them in any... covering up. Their families will know they died, but we will adapt the truth of how. “

A pained groan left my throat, and I grabbed my hair into fists, trying to keep it together. I’d had my moment to sink. Turning to glare at Asher, I noticed his curls shielding his view with his head tipped forward. I couldn’t help but hope he was a little ashamed. All the lies and manipulation, all the terrible, fantastical things they hid from the world. It was insidious. If I had known. If, that night in the bar, I had been aware of rogue vampires and their weird rituals, I could have protected myself. Instead, I’d found out about it after it had already happened. After I had already put my friends in danger. The urge to have Asher protect me warred with the urge to hurt him.

Hot tears and prickles of shame and fear crept up my neck, burning my cheeks and making me want to scream. Vincent had been looking for me. He had come to the office for me, to my flat — no one would be dead, or injured, if it wasn’t for me. Asher’s interference had made everything so much worse.

“They died because of what I did,” I whispered. It was like a hot knife was being stabbed into my chest every time Luke and Kylie crossed my mind. “Can you ask Roman to stop by my flat? Please,” I choked out, taking a big gulping breath. I needed to know. There was no way I could cope with the repeated shock to my system when I wondered about them.

Asher nodded and typed a quick text out on his phone. It binged a moment later, and he nodded again.

“It’s not your fault, Ivy,” he said, moving nearer. I moved my feet from the sofa to the floor, allowing him closer access to my upper body. “Please don’t blame yourself for whatever the outcome may be. This is on Vincent. Not you.”

I acknowledged his words and had another sip of the spiked tea to calm myself. It was room temperature now and soothed my scratchy throat as I gulped.

“Some of it’s on me,” I countered, placing the cup down and scraping my nails along my scalp. “It’s short sighted to say otherwise. If I hadn’t... If I’d never taken him home.” I shuttered on the words. “I was the catalyst at least...”

“If you hadn’t slept with him. You would be dead,” Asher stated, and one of his arms dropped over my shoulders, tugging me into his warmth. I curled into him and let the comfort seep through my clothes. It felt right to be pressed against him, and I had no energy to pretend it didn’t. “He would have just killed you. Once he had his eyes on you, only two outcomes were possible. Death — draining your blood — or marking. He would have coerced you into his bed or used your body for another gain.... thankfully he saw the benefit of keeping you around.”

“It’s sick,” I sputtered.

“It’s demonic,” Asher’s voice rumbled into my ear through his chest. “They aren’t renowned for their virtue.”

I snorted, and Asher chuckled at his own joke.

It was so weird, sitting here wrapped up in Asher, his hand lazily drifting up and down my arm and talking with such frankness about matters that felt like a nightmare. Vampires, magical marks, multiple deaths. Black, creepy eyed snakes who stalked the night and enthralled unsuspecting victims. Vincent’s eyes would go to that place in my brain where I locked away the things that would break me. It was a shit place, always rearing its ugly head eagerly whenever I was at my lowest, but into the place I sent them.

I could see them now, his coal pit gaze burning as he moved above me. Choking me, devouring me, fucking me. I squeezed my eyes shut as the images shone, not knowing if they were real or imagined. It was violating. I wanted to claw out of my skin or stand under pouring lava to remove every suggestion of his influence. Asher’s arm tightened, his touch making my insides glow and battle away the insidious iciness from Vincent.

“I don’t know what he did to me,” I murmured into Asher’s chest. He felt tense beneath me for a moment, then relaxed, like he was battling his own internal demons.

“We’re going to end him,” he growled.

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎

Roman had a lot to say when he showed up at Ashers, about forty minutes after Asher had sent that text. He let himself in, and bee-lined for the kitchen sink to scrub his skin clean, running the tap while Asher made him some food.

Roman said he’d visited my flat, and from the grim expression on his face, he hadn’t come with good news. But he refused to talk about it until his hands were washed and his belly was full. This appeared to be a normal occurrence because Asher didn’t bat an eyelid.

Asher boiled some pasta, grated some cheese, and spooned pesto from a jar onto the pasta in the pan. Roman was starving, apparently, and grunted in appreciation when Asher handed him a massive bowlful. He offered me some, but my stomach was too knotted up to consider filling. My whole body was the same. I couldn’t decide whether it was from injuries or pure anxiety. It was a strange day indeed when I didn’t even want to stress eat.

I leaned against the wall while they had their fill, nodding at Asher when he handed me a second cup of spiked tea.

“We followed him down into Camden,” Roman said through big forkfuls of pasta. “It was just too bloody busy through the markets. We lost him near the station. He’d doubled back. That station is a bloody health hazard. It was like a fucking stampede.” He grumbled.

Camden was only one tube stop away from my flat, like he was tormenting my neighbourhood, slinking about in the shadows and haunting me. That he’d escaped, that he was loose and free to hurt more people, made my heart ache. Roman had been on top of him. This massive bulk of a man, all muscle and brawn, had been bested. It was frightening.

Roman looked down at me with a real, unashamed disinterest as he refuelled.

“We’ve put a spanner in his plan for now, at least,” Asher said pointedly. “Ivy won’t be leaving our protection again.”

Roman rolled his eyes.

“He will be back, though,” Roman continued. “He knows we stopped the marking. Was shouting about how we were all dead. It won’t be long. The vampire is too proud.”

He was stalling. He knew what I was waiting for. As soon as he’d come through the door, I’d asked about my friends, but the grave look was all I got.

I looked at him pleadingly, and he sighed.

“He had been to your home.” Roman dropped his gaze. “Like you said. But the police were there when I arrived. Not our people. Not yet, anyway... but I couldn’t get in.” He scratched his eyebrow. “There was a dead person, Ivy. I overheard that much. Just one, I think. But I have no more information than that.”

“I’m sorry, Ivy,” Asher murmured, stepping closer. I saw his hand lift to comfort me, then drop back down before he did.

A single dead body. One of them was gone. Luke, or Kylie, or even Hugo. A small, dark place in my soul hoped it was Hugo... I sank, groaned, and didn’t stop the tears that rushed from my eyes. No. No no no. Not Luke. Not Kylie. My legs wobbled, threatened to give out beneath me. I tried to suck in a deep breath, but it was ragged, aching.

“You heard nothing else?” I asked, my voice high and thin. “Gender? Anything?”

Roman dipped his head, “Male.”

Luke.

Or Hugo. One of them was dead.

I needed more.

“Can you please try to find out more? Those people are... were... no, are like my family.” I peered at them both with wide, watery eyes. Asher looked uncomfortable and Roman winced. “Please?”

I was on the brink of a panic attack; I think. But when I felt the warm pressure of a palm on the small of my back, the storm calmed. Asher was behind me, and I fought every cell in my body, as it called to lean into him.

“I’ll do my best,” Roman said with this quiet rumbling tone.

I looked at him with gratitude and managed a weak smile. “Did you grab my phone? I can call them and see if they answer.”

Asher and Roman glanced at each other, frowning. A silent conversation.

“You don’t have it?” I deduced. Roman shook his head.

“I haven’t seen it,” he said.

Shit.

I thought it was on the floor of the office, easy for Roman to scoop. Did that mean it was with the police? Or Vincent? That made me uncomfortable.

“If you left it in the office, it would have been destroyed by now. We’ll get you a new one,” Roman said, before filling up a glass with water and downing it in one long gulp.

I murmured a thank you, feeling useless, pathetic. I had to rely on them now, considering I was stuck here. Exhaustion wracked my body. I was growing overwhelmed and could barely stand or think straight, let alone process the potential deaths of my friends.

“I’ll inform The Hive you have Ivy safe.” Roman nodded his head at me as he spoke to Asher. “Expect a call tomorrow.” When he turned to focus on me, his gaze softened. “For today, Ivy. Rest. There is nothing you can do tonight.”

With that, Roman marched from the room and made his way to the front door.

“Wait... how come Vincent isn’t busting in here right this minute and doing his thing? I saw how strong he was. I saw you bolt the door but—”

“It’s warded,” Asher interrupted. “Vampires can’t get in here. They won’t even come close to the wards, it hurts them. They know where we are, but they won’t get close. None of them.” I recalled the strange symbols above the front door. Asher opened his mouth to continue his explanation, his thumb rubbing against my lower back, but I halted him.

“I don’t even want to know how they work,” I sighed, done with new information.

Roman nodded goodbye and headed out. Some oxygen returned into the room. He really took up a hell of a lot of space. His arms and legs were like a bodybuilders.

Asher dropped his hand from my back, and I found I missed it. 
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Chapter Eight
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I WANTED TO CEASE FUNCTIONING. And arriving at Asher’s flat should have allowed me that relief, but he insisted on checking my injuries. I didn’t want them tended to. I deserved them, deserved infection and pain. But his insistence grew more annoying, so I let him drag me to the bathroom to look over my body and patch up the cuts, rub cream over the bruises and clean up the dried blood. It was clinical, focussed, but his hands were gentle. He questioned me about my head, but seemed satisfied when I told him to piss off in twelve different ways. He was thorough and neat, never overstepping or treating me as anything more than a patient. But when his calloused palm settled on my thigh while he leaned over me to reach the sink, warmth radiated from the spot, and I wanted to lean in further. I wanted him. Wanted to forget everything and be consumed by something else, a novelty to sink into. But that feeling blinked away with the lift of his hand and the sting of the water seeping from the cotton wool now pressed to my lip.

Soon after, we landed on the sofa and finally, I could let my mind turn blank as the TV settled on a chaotic cooking competition. We sat on the same sofa, at opposite ends, in a heavy silence. Both too exhausted, physically and mentally, to attempt courtesy. It was too overwhelming to allow the questions and new information rolling around in my head out; my brain would leak through my ears if anything else penetrated.

Mindless TV did its job well, and it was the early hours of the morning when Asher spoke, causing me to blink in surprise and tear my gaze from the man shoving an entire whisk in his mouth to lick off the cream.

“Can I tell you something?” He asked, shuffling to watch me. A lock of his curls had fallen over his forehead, making him look a little scruffy in the cutest way. I suppressed the urge to push it back, both pleased and horrified that I had an emotion at all, let alone a vaguely good one. Instead of manhandling him, I nodded, ignoring my budding saviour fetish with a frown. He was just so strong and he’d rescued me and I was too tired to address it. Instead, I rotated to confront him while he turned the TV volume down. He looked both uncomfortable and annoyed; the tension warring on his face. A common occurrence when talking to me.

“The Hive have been trailing Vincent for a while. I was following him the night you two met. I was in the bar. They instructed us not to intervene, only observe. He’s unique as far as vampires go, seeming more interested in playing with his victims, using them, like he thrives off their fear. Most vampires are more simple, most can’t make others quite like Vincent can.” Asher winced, but he had me enthralled. This was all so strange, so much bigger than me alone. “I watched him lure you, which, by the way, you stood no chance. I watched you smoke and dance, and that’s when I should have stepped in. Pulled you away. Gone against my orders,” he huffed. “But you both disappeared. It took us hours to track you down. But I was too late. I broke into your flat. I found you and Vincent together. He was leaving. He looked so damn smug. You weren’t just sleeping, you were unconscious. Right then, I wanted to kill him. I wanted to end him for what he had done to you. I almost did, too. But he’s stronger than me. It’s not as plain as a stake or piece of silver. It wasn’t my orders. It was —”

I blew a loud raspberry, interrupting him, stopping him from trying to apologise. He’d loomed over me while I was unconscious in my bed, interacted with Vincent that night. He could have stopped it all. He had followed me to that bridge, not a coincidence.

“Why were you standing so close to me on the bridge?” I asked, ignoring the more pertinent questions.

“Looking for the mark,” he winced. “You have to understand —”

“That creeps me right out, Ash,” I responded, flopping myself back onto the sofa and blowing another raspberry to relieve some tension.

“More than Vincent and his murderous possessiveness?”

“No.”

Asher continued, “if the marking is complete before we can stop it, we find and protect the victim. Cure them. Keep them in a safe house like this one, surrounded by wards and guards until the vampire loses interest.”

“If he’s so evil, why didn’t you just kill him that night? Why follow him? Why watch him with me at all when you were clearly aware of what he was going to do?”

Asher was quiet, so quiet I craned my neck to look at him, finding his mouth tense and his brows turned down.

“I don’t know,” he murmured. “I don’t know. Orders.”

“Orders,” I repeated, scoffing at the word. “The Hive sound like a real stellar bunch.”

“I — “ Asher started, but I wasn’t finished.

“No one else is safe,” I muttered, clambering out of my slouch just a fraction. “The people he killed to get to me aren’t safe. My loved ones don’t get to sit in a flat warded against him.” I hugged my arms around my waist. “You didn’t protect them. Why shield me with such fierceness, but at the same time, let my attacker roam free?”

“We — I fucked it up,” he replied.

I nodded. “This is madness.”

“This is my life.” He fell back with me and kicked his socks off, pulling one leg up onto the sofa. “The Hive, they’re... I don’t know. I was following orders.”

“Maybe think about those orders next time you so blindly follow.”

We slipped into silence again, shoulder to shoulder, both our gazes glazed over. I had nothing left to say, and neither did he. I only knew that I had switched off. Until the moment I could get to my friends, to find out their fate, I was switched off. Whenever it slipped, this cold mask I’d forced down on my own mind, it fell to darkness. Flickers of imagined carnage, the hope that it was Hugo’s body and not my people, the notion of sacrificing myself... I had to remain icy. Blank.

I was hopeless on my own. Without steadfast Luke by my side, teasing and encouraging in the same breath. Without Kylie and her sturdy, mothering presence. An age passed in that numbness.

“What will happen to me now?” I asked, my voice hoarse, rubbing my sore eyes. “Am I going to be a missing person?”

There was an attack at my home and my work, and I was nowhere to be found. There was no way The Hive could cover that up from the people who knew me. My parents would hear about it. They needed to be told something about where I was, that I was okay. This was my mess, not theirs. They didn’t deserve the grief of their child disappearing.

With a slight turn of his head, Asher stared down at me. “We’ll keep you in hiding, as I said before. The police won’t list you as missing. There will be no big search for you. Your family doesn’t need to learn anything. No one does. What happened tonight... won’t be in the news.”

I wanted to call mum, to hear her voice, but it was nearing 2am and I didn’t even have my phone. I didn’t know her number without it. We only talked on Sundays unless we had important news, so it would be awhile before they knew something was up. If I phoned now, she’d only be worried.

“I don’t understand how this big organisation could exist under our noses,” I said. “There had to have been loads of witnesses tonight, once the police arrive and... the office is a mess. They’ll see it tomorrow. All that blood. The broken shit.”

“It’ll all be taken care of,” Asher assured, “and yes, you are the only one we — The Hive — are offering protection to. You are the only one he wants. He doesn’t care who sees.”

“I want to know more,” I whispered, despite the brain fog.

He sighed, “I shouldn’t,” but carried on, “The Hive isn’t only people like Roman and I, fighting on the streets with the enemy. There is an abundance of other departments, a lot of specialties. One of which is the clean-up crew. They handle the literal clean-up, and the aftermath. And they do it bloody well,” he ran his hands through his hair. I had a feeling he had seen plenty of places that needed the clean-up crew. He looked haunted for a moment as some dark memory flashed across his mind.

Then his phone buzzed in his pocket, and he pulled it out, the darkness blinking away.

“I’m going to take this in the bedroom,” he rose to his feet. “Please eat,” he gestured to the coffee table before darting off. There were a few untouched bowls of food on it, popcorn, chopped fruit and mixed nuts. I listened to him say a muffled hello as he shut the door behind him.

I didn’t hesitate once the door clicked into the frame. I was on my feet before I even realised why. But as I raced across the flat to the exit, it became clear. I needed to find out. That numbness had thudded out of me the moment I was alone. I had to go to the police station or the hospital and find out who had died. I didn’t think I could rest until I learned if he was still in the world with me.

Standing beneath the door, I studied the symbols above it for a moment. They didn’t stop there, though. I noticed them painted along the entire corridor in a very faint colour, too. They were swirling, all different, reminded me of doodles. Nonsensical to my untrained eye. This was ridiculous. I shoved my feet into my shoes and yanked at the handle. The thing didn’t budge. It was stupid; I understood that. Even if I could convince myself Vincent wasn’t a legit vampire, he was at least a dangerous man after me. I’d seen him, dripping in blood, stalking towards me, attacking me, hurting me. But Luke. Kylie.

I rattled the door handle, but nothing happened. My eyes caught on a little pile of keys next to the murder bowl overflowing with weapons. I shoved them into the lock one at a time, and the second one worked. It swung open. I turned for a moment, shoving one of Asher’s knives up my sleeves before running without looking back.

We weren’t too far from my flat. I remembered the way. I could be there in twenty minutes, I could be there and... and... I don’t know. Find Luke? Observe the carnage? Watch a shady clean-up crew mop blood from my kitchen floor?

The icy air smacked into me as I raced down the quiet street towards Hampstead Heath. Asher’s flat overlooked the park, but I had to walk down the road to the entrance. I may have been frantic, but I wasn’t about to fight my way through a bush to get there quicker. It was dark; the tree-lined path throwing shadows across my body as I charged through. If I had my phone, I would use the torch function, but all I had was the moon. Lucky for me, it was a cloudless night.

Hugging my chilled arms around my stomach, I barrelled along. Coatless, with only adrenaline keeping me from turning into an icicle.

“Hey!” A voice called. I walked faster. “Wait! Miss!” I didn’t recognise it, not Asher. His voice was too gravelly, and this was a woman. He’d told me The Hive was massive and everywhere, but I couldn’t imagine him mobilising them so fast.

I was about to turn a corner when a hand landed on my shoulder, fingers digging into my skin as they whirled me around to confront them. They were strong. The silhouette of the person who grabbed me showed a feminine shape, but their face remained in shadow.

“I knew I recognised you,” the woman gripping me scowled. “Vincent is going to be so pleased.”

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎

My hackles shot straight up as her nails dug deeper into my skin through my jumper. They pierced through the fabric and right into my flesh, making me wince as my mind tried to catch up.

Vincent. Ah, for fuck’s sake.

Stepping forward and pushing me back to the side of the path, the moon illuminated her face, revealing anger marred features and straggling brown hair. Sharp teeth filled her smiling mouth, not two fangs for canines, but every single tooth filed down into daggers like a shark.

“Call him,” she said, not taking her horrible gaze away from mine. Her eyes were black, reminiscent of Vincent’s, but she seemed more wild somehow. I stuttered, momentarily frozen. “Now!” she yelled, turning her head a little.

From behind her, another body emerged as if from smoke. He looked like her, savage, unwashed, feral. When he pulled out his phone, I jerked into action.

I kicked the woman square in the vag, forcing her to let go of my shoulder long enough to dart away. She tripped me up before I made it even one full step, recovering from her vagina bashing quicker than any sane person would have.

I fell, landing hard on my knees and palms. The gravel dug into my skin, making me yell out. I was shit at this fighting business, as proven by the absolute beating I took from Vincent earlier. The bitch kicked me in the kidney, then hoisted me up by my collar with a grunt and tried to drag me off the path before anyone came by. It was so quiet this time of night she needn’t have bothered.

Vincent had left injuries all over my body, so it had taken little effort for this woman to tear me back down. My ribs sang with pain and blood tinged my throat again. She threw me with force against a picnic table just off the path, and all the wind knocked out of me as I landed in a heap. I heard her laugh and say something to her friend while I tried to get my bearings. Her voice screeched through the dark, as icy as the night. I was woozy, feeling the hot prickles of panic up my neck and the telltale signs of imminent passing out. She stalked towards me and I narrowed my eyes.

The man tapped away on his phone, murmuring something my brain couldn’t make sense of. She reached me and I booted her in the shin as she opened her mouth. She winced. “Don’t do that,” she warned, grabbing a fistful of my hair. I kicked her again, and she fucking hissed.

“Who are you?” I asked her with slurred words as I dodged a swipe of her claw, making her release my hair. Her nails were jagged and long, moonlight glinting off of them as she brought them down. I slipped off the picnic bench and clambered underneath it, crawling to the other side in seconds and standing up to run, but straight away someone grabbed me around the waist.

“He’ll be here in minutes,” the minion growled as he held my body to his. I squirmed and fought, but he was too damn strong.

“Good,” the woman said, right up against me. “We won’t have to look at her ugly face much longer.”

“There’s no need to be so rude,” I murmured back at her poor attempt to insult me and continued to struggle. The hands around my waist squeezed.

Her eyes held steady on me, and this close, shimmering like black treacle, I couldn’t see pupils. No iris, nothing, only blackness. Vincent. His eyes. Black eyes hovering above me. Groggy in my bed, he hushed me and everything went dark again.

These were vampires. It was anything but a revelation, but still sank into my gut like stale bread.

More vampires.

“Shall we have a little taste while we wait?” The man asked, and I felt his lips on my nape as he came up behind me. I recoiled and yelled out, throwing my elbow into his stomach. But it made no difference. He sniffed me, his nose digging into my neck.

“Get the fuck off me!” I shouted and squirmed. I smashed my head forward, colliding with the woman and making her stagger.

“Erica!” Minion dude said, shoving me away to get to his friend.

I stumbled a few steps, almost crashing into the picnic table, before rushing back towards the path. The darkness made it hard to see where I was going. It was all useless. I wasn’t built for fighting or running. Within seconds, hands wrapped around my throat and they threw me to the ground.

Groaning, I tried to roll over, but a body settled over mine, straddling my waist.

The woman, Erica, leaned down. She snarled and rubbed her broken nose. Oh, I had pissed her right off from the venom spewing from her eyes. She opened her mouth and lowered down to bite my neck. Her powerful arms held me still even as my legs kicked and flailed. It was unnatural. I was bigger than her, taller and wider. She should fly off me.

Pinned to the damp ground, all I could do was whimper as her teeth scraped my shoulder. Her friend paced around us, grinning, salivating for his turn. Then something pinched into my wrist and I remembered what I had grabbed when I left Asher’s flat. I shook my arm until the knife fell out and scooped it up, slamming it into her back with ferocity.

I was expecting her to slump forward, but she didn’t. She didn’t even cry out in pain. She screamed in my face in pure anger as I yanked the blade from her stomach.

“You —” she yelped as something pulled her off of me, like an invisible string had snatched her. Her body smacked to the ground, then saw a third shadow. Someone else was with us.

I held my breath.

The silhouette of a brawny man stepped before me, facing away. He gripped a long knife in each hand as he stomped over to Erica’s prone frame. He brought both knives down into her chest with a bellow.

She screamed something in a guttural language I didn’t understand, and my saviour laughed.

Recognition rippled through me. I knew that laugh, even though I’d only heard it a few times.

“Asher?” I squeaked, ashamed of the relief washing over me.

He swung down on the woman with his knives again and grunted, before straightening out and looking at me, stepping into the moonlight. Yep, Asher. God, he was angry. I was so pleased to see it was him, though, and not Vincent come to finish the job. He looked so beautiful and avenging as he stalked the vampires.

The male vampire wailed and buckled to his knees. Asher was moving towards him now. The woman was... well; she was folding up. I pulled myself up onto my elbows to watch as she crumpled into herself, her arms and legs twisting into her stomach and sinking inwards. Her head lolled forwards and her face contorted in pain. She gargled something, before sort of flaking away. It only took a few moments before naught of her remained. Absolutely nothing. I blinked and tried to let that new piece of information settle in me. They flaked away like Thanos had snapped his meaty fingers.

“Shit!” Asher grunted as the vampire charged and landed on him, struggling to grab at his head. It looked like he was trying to twist and snap Asher’s neck.

Tearing my gaze from the spot where the woman had just sort of evaporated, I scrambled up to help. I didn’t know what I could do, but I had to try. Asher had followed me out here and now was in danger — saving me, yet again.

I tore the blade from Asher’s grasp and after a moment’s hesitation; he relinquished it. I heard a muffled shout and paused.

“The... heart,” Asher repeated with a grunt as he kneed the vampire in the stomach. He retaliated by slamming his shoulder into Asher’s throat.

Hesitating, I grasped the knife tight. I knew what he wanted me to do. So I took a deep gulping breath and plunged the knife into what I hoped was the vampire’s heart. It sliced through his flesh like butter, my aim true. He made a sound that was far from human — a mixture of a hyena and a bear. I stumbled back, leaving the weapon in his rib cage as he collapsed inward like his friend.

Asher pushed him away and turned to me with grace. The vampire’s body jerked and twisted as it disappeared. My mouth hung open as I watched it happen. It took just a minute before Asher and I were alone in the clearing. I stared at the spot where the vampire had been, my chest rising and falling rapidly.

“What were you thinking?” Asher bellowed at me, charging forwards until he was looming over me. I had to crane my neck up to stare him down.

“Getting away from you!” I spat back after a few seconds, angry even though he’d just rescued me again.

He pulled a face at me. “Getting away from me? I was keeping you safe! Ivy, that was so so stupid. They know right where you are. This area is teaming with vampires waiting to get a taste.” He was so pissed off steam was almost coming out of his ears.

“Well, no one told me that,” I argued. Asher had explained a lot about the wards, but not that the vampires would bang down the doors like bloody zombies sniffing out their next brain fix. None of this made any sense.

“Ivy,” he said, his voice a little softer. “You shouldn’t have done this.”

His more gentle tone froze me to the spot. I looked at him and frowned. I had killed someone. Or something, anyway. No human died like that. The way they crumpled away was like something out of a film, but it was so much more brutal, it wasn’t a quick puff of dust you could stroll through while quipping. These guys took their time.

“Ivy, we have to move,” Asher said, his eyes darting around.

“They called Vincent,” I blurted, the icy chill of the November night creeping into my bones and chattering my teeth.

Asher exhaled and clenched his jaw. “Then we need to go right now,” he grabbed my hand and pulled me. “Come with me now, you stupid idiot.” His words were harsh, but the tone softer. He cupped my elbow and forced me along towards the footpath. My heart was racing. Vincent was going to pop out and go boo at any second.

“Fuck you,” I said with no oomph, as we stormed to safety. Mist was settling over the tops of the hills, the air heavy with moisture, making me shiver even more.

“We need to get home fast, Ivy. Save being angry with me until we’re behind those wards,” he grunted, shooting me a glare. His voice was low as he surveyed every inch of our surroundings while we marched along the path. He was walking slower to accommodate me and my shorter legs. I could tell because he kept speeding up, huffing, then slowing back down.

I must have trusted Asher to stay hyper focused, because my mind wandered as he pulled me by my hand. Vampires.

Actual vampires.

I had seen proof multiple times tonight, and I had killed one. I had never killed anything before in my life. Even bugs, I would trap under a glass and wait for Luke to come home and release while we both shrieked. My heart panged. He needed to be alive. It would be the other way around for spiders. I could happily pick them up and pop them out on the street. That was one of the many reasons Luke and I worked so well. I needed him to get rid of wasps for me. He needed me for the spiders.

When we reached the lit pavement and I focussed again, I found myself snuggled in under Asher’s arm, his hand resting around my shoulder. I was wobbling, tired, scared. He’d grabbed me and comforted me without me even noticing. I don’t think he’d noticed either, but we seemed to gravitate towards each other.

Splashes of blood across the concrete, grey brain matter, Vincent pummelling into me, folding, wailing bodies... Luke, dead on the floor of our flat.

“How long ago?” Asher asked in a murmur, his breath in my hair.

Huh?

I looked at him.

“How long since they phoned Vincent?” He repeated.

“Oh, maybe like two minutes before you found us?” I thought. “How did you find me, anyway? You don’t have some sneaky tracker on me somewhere, do you?”

“No,” he said without flinching. “You have a loud scream. We have to hurry.”

Asher remained tense with his arm around me until we were safe, tucked behind his locked door. We didn’t run into any more vampires, and there was no sign of Vincent. I think I would have about keeled over if he had popped out of the shadows.

Asher released me and stood back, not looking me in the eye as he stormed away.

“I’m sorry!” I called after him, but heard no response. The heat of his anger burned through the air, making me recoil.

I slipped my shoes off and followed him. He was easy to find, brooding over by the big window next to the sofa. The curtains were open, so he could look right out over the park where we had just fought and killed two demons. I say we, but he did all the fighting. I only swooped in at the last moment and used his weapon to end a life for the first time. If it counted as a life... I needed to ask.

“Asher,” I started as I padded across the room to him. I couldn’t believe he had made me feel bad.

“Don’t, Ivy,” he breathed, not turning to look at me as I reached him at the window. I rested against the glass and looked up at him. He was facing out, and I was facing the flat.

He met my gaze, and my belly did a little flip. His jaw clenched as he pushed some curls away from his forehead. I liked them, but wondered why he didn’t just cut them shorter. They softened his brutishness and were far too tempting.

“What?” He asked with a sigh, and I tried to smile at him, but it wavered. He closed his eyes for a moment. “Are you still a flight risk?” his blue eyes opened and looked down at me, fanned with thick eyelashes.

“Hah. No,” I said with a shake of my head. I really wasn’t. I wasn’t leaving this flat ever again. Five minutes in the outside world and all the craziness had come rushing back to me. Within moments, actual real fucking vampires had accosted and tried to kill me. Again.

“Good,” he retorted, and his face softened a fraction more. Something wicked crossed his gaze. “I obviously needed to prove it to you. Or you know, tie you to my bed.”

I think my labia fluttered.

“What were you supposed to prove?” I croaked out. My heart rate had kicked up a notch, and I wanted to shut the gap between us. Adrenaline and arousal appeared so close together. It was sickening, really.

“Vampires. That I wasn’t lying, and that there were more Vincents? I guess it’s a lot to take in.”

I nodded. “Yeah, I believe you now. You don’t have to worry about that anymore...” I felt a bit embarrassed. I had seen Vincent’s eyes, and his impossible strength... my brain had just sort of short-circuited on it.

Asher put his hand on my shoulder, and I flinched a little in surprise. His fingers rested on my collar, over where the female demon had been clawing into me, but I hid that from him. He noticed my flustered reaction and moved his touch across. He brushed his long fingers along, and his gaze grew headier. His brow furrowed.

He pushed the collar aside and revealed the skin on my shoulder, along with the five half moon shapes pressed in.

His face fell.

“They really are such bastards,” he growled.
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Chapter Nine
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THIS FLAT AND I WERE about to become one. I was never leaving. It was safe. No vampires. Just bad TV and Asher’s food.

He’d patched me up again and left me alone, throwing some heavy side eye my way as he did. There was no need for words or warnings. I wasn’t going anywhere.

But I did feel uncomfortable, squirmy, like my flight or flight was screaming at me to go go go. I had an overwhelming burning to just do something. To prevent my idiotic self from barreling back out the door, I jumped up and plodded into the kitchen. It was a mess still, from Asher and Roman’s dinner, so I cleaned. Washed mugs, wiped the sides, mopped the floor — burying myself in a simple domestic task to keep distracted, numbed.

The shower had switched on when I started, and as I chucked a load of laundry in the washing machine, I heard the water switch off. I was putting the kettle on when Asher strolled into the kitchen in a pair of grey pyjama bottoms and a white t-shirt, with his hair sticking up and a towel scrubbing behind his ears.

His eyebrows flew up at the sight of me, surrounded by sparkling clean surfaces, and not actively trying to escape or hurt him — or myself.

“What are you doing?” He asked, leaning against the archway. The t-shirt clung to his still damp skin. Damn. My cheeks heated a little, and I ducked my gaze away with a smirk, staring at the kettle and willing it to boil. I’d never been too reactive just to someone’s appearance, but with Asher, even when I was going through hell, he triggered a fizzing warmth in me. Something I would ignore.

“Cleaning up,” I said curtly, frowning down at my clothes, very much not clean. I was still wearing my tatty skirt, muddy jumper and bloodied tights. And from the state of my arms, all manner of bodily fluids and dirt covered me. It hadn’t even occurred to me to change or wash myself.

The bottom of Asher’s mouth turned down. “Well, thank you. You didn’t have to do that.”

With a shrug, I looked at him. “It was make myself busy or stare at the wall... I need to be busy.”

He dipped his head, and I mustered a smile. Things remained tense between us, but there had been a clear shift. Perhaps because I believed him now? He didn’t have to fight my stubbornness anymore.

“Your shoulder okay?” He asked, dropping his hand with the towel and running it through his fingers without thinking.

“Doesn’t hurt at all,” I lied, but he took my words at face value.

“Shower?” he inquired, his gaze drifting over me. I could tell from the look he wore I for sure needed one. But I had no clean clothes to put back on, and something about the soiled rags against washed skin skeeved me out. “I put some of my clothes on the bed for you. They should fit fine. Once you’re decent, we’ll tend to any wounds I missed,” he added.

Relieved to have another task, I headed to the bathroom, patting Asher on the shoulder as I ducked by — not awkward at all.

The hot water was transformative.

After spending too long under the spray, I dumped my clothes into Asher’s laundry basket, finding it jarringly intimate to have our dirty things mingle — my bra and undies in there with his socks... I shook myself off and, smelling very much like a man from Asher’s body wash, pulled on the clothes he’d laid out for me. A grey t-shirt and a pair of drawstring shorts. I imagined him wearing them. They must be tight on him because they weren’t that baggy on me.

My chest flushed at the thought of his bulge in the shorts, and I rolled my eyes at myself. Yes, he’d rescued me, and he was handsome and we kept getting thrown together, but it was ridiculous to be getting the downstairs tingles when I was still so raw. Silly thing had a mind of its own. I suppose I should feel grateful that I couldn’t remember what Vincent had done to me that night in my flat. I’d only had flashes of memories, but I didn’t want them. I wanted to forget it all. Focussing on Asher, on the nicer side of bodies touching, coming together, helped.

Back in the living room, I found Asher reclined across the sofa, his legs on the coffee table and a beer in hand, while he talked in hushed tones on the phone. I hesitated for a moment, wondering if I should give him some privacy. But he motioned for me to join him, shuffling his body up a little to make space. He smiled at me, and as his gaze drifted over me as I crossed the room, he looked pleased with himself. I suppose because the clothes fit well enough.

Sitting at the other end of the sofa, I tucked my feet underneath my butt and watched Asher. I was a little exposed with my lack of underwear, my boobs free wheeling under the thin cotton.

“And you’re still refusing to give me a time frame?” He said. His tone was harsh, and I figured he was talking to someone from The Hive based on the work voice he was using. He met my gaze and held it while the man on the other end of the line spoke. From the muscle twitching in his jaw, I could see he was pissed.

“This can’t last forever, she —” he was cut off, and huffed as the other person shouted down the speaker. I could hear the squeaky sound of their voice from here, but I couldn’t tell what they were saying. He listened with impatience before speaking again. “No. No, that’s unacceptable. Look. I can’t come in right now and talk to him, so get him to call me as soon as possible.”

He hung up with the fury of a teenager slamming her flip phone closed in 2004, before chucking it on the sofa and sucking in a sharp breath.

“Alright?” He asked after a beat. He studied me, eyes roaming over my body. My hair was still a tangle because of the lack of brush. The scraps of makeup I had on earlier scrubbed away with a bar of soap and a flannel, and the clothes I wore were ill fitted.

“I’m okay,” I said with a weak smile. “What was that about?” I nodded to the phone discarded near my feet.

Asher fidgeted a little more and sat up better, swigging his beer. He wiggled it at me, offering me my own, but I shook my head. I needed a cup of tea or a frigging hot chocolate, not a beer.

“The kettle was on, but you took such a long time in the shower...” Asher ignored my question. He smirked after I apologised, with no genuine regret for my drawn out wash. “No, don’t apologise,” he shook his head. “You need to get comfortable here.”

That caused me to stiffen, and I waited for an explanation.

“They won’t move you,” he said. But that confused me more. What the hell did he mean by moving me? Like I was a package to stick in the post. “The safe houses,” he explained, straightening out and leaning towards me a little. “Places for individuals like you to hide, you know, people the vampires have marked or, um, yeah. They’re warded, like here, but larger, more private. Entire communities can exist within some of them. People can shelter there for years and live in comfort. It’s nice.”

“And they won’t let me... stay... in one?” I asked. It was a strange question. It’s not as if it’s something I wanted to happen, but I dunno. That I was being refused irritated me. I’d already been through so much shit and I couldn’t help but think that if this Hive group had just killed Vincent that first night, none of it would have happened. I could have continued my ignorant bliss to this secret world of vampires and hunters.

“It’s your mark,” Asher said, nodding towards my hip. “It should have faded by now, after the tincture. Your symptoms stopped, but I think I’m right in saying the marking on your hip is still as dark?”

I nodded. It was.

“I’m sorry, Roman and I saw it when Vincent...” he trailed off. He saw it when Vincent had me pinned to the table with my tights pulled down. I pursed my lips. Remembering Vincent’s touch made me shiver and want to curl up in a ball. Maybe a ball on Asher’s lap, with his brawny arms around me again... I was just replacing the terrible memories with good. Definitely. It wasn’t an inappropriate crush. Nope.

“They suspect that means there is still a small part of the possession remaining, like some of the vampire’s essence is hanging out in there.” He looked super uncomfortable as he spoke. “Can I see it?”

“Yeah,” I agreed with ease, nodding. Despite everything, I trusted this man now. It didn’t even surprise me the way it should. I just lent back on the cushions and jutted my hip out a little, pulling the long grey top up and tugging the waistband of the shorts to expose the marked area.

Asher hissed through his teeth and climbed over, hovering over my bottom half. He had one hand between my waist and the sofa, and the other brushing over the mark. His fingers grazed over my skin and I shivered a little.

“What’s it like?” I asked, craning my neck. “I can’t really see it.”

He looked up at me and brown curls tumbled over his forehead as gazed through those eyelashes. I enjoyed seeing him down there.

“It’s bigger. I think,” he murmured.

I tensed up. It couldn’t be bigger. “Bigger?” I squeaked.

“Let me take a picture,” he said and climbed across me to reach his discarded phone. His face was inches from mine and we shared the same air as he grabbed it. Our eyes met and my belly did a little flip. Asher returned to his spot at my hip and snapped a few pictures. He scowled while looking at it, then handed me the device.

In my awkward position, my hip still bare and my back twisted, I forgot my dignity and stared at the screen. It was different. The three swirls of the pattern were longer than I had seen in the mirror, and the ink was just as dark. If anything, it was maybe a little maroon, not a pure black. I didn’t want to think about why the colour was tinged red.

“Blood,” Asher said.

“Hmm?”

“Ink of blood. It’s how they do it. Impart a piece of themselves. It seeps into the body slower this way... Tricks the body into not rejecting it.” His voice was gentle, almost distant.

I shifted up onto my elbow and handed the phone back to him. I’d seen enough. He was still straddling me, his gaze remaining on my hip.

“We need to remove it,” he whispered, not looking up.

“What will happen if we leave it?” I muttered.

He put his phone in his pocket and rose away from me. “I don’t know.” His face flashed with a confliction of emotions before he shook them off. “Cup of tea then?” He asked, smiling a little. His brown remained dipped, though.

“Sure, thank you,” I nodded, and he wandered off to the kitchen, leaving me half laying on the sofa. I straightened myself out and corrected my clothes. Since Asher had given me that tincture without my consent, my body had been totally normal. I hadn’t itched at all, no strange sensations or wooziness remained. Just like regular old Ivy. It bothered me a whole lot that some part of Vincent was chilling out in my skin. It made me want to scream and tear at the marking. I had so many more questions, but I didn’t even know how to ask them.

And the idea of The Hive considering me dangerous riled me up. It all seemed so unfair. That fight-or-flight instinct bubbled up again, and I had to suck in some deep breaths to stop myself from running off into the night. I don’t know why my body had such an overwhelming urge to get out, but I wanted to claw my skin off with it. I ran a little mental check on each part of my body while I waited for Asher to re-emerge. Everything appeared normal, from my toes to the top of my head. The injuries I’d sustained were only minor, there were just a lot of them. My mind was the only thing that felt wrong. There were too many things to grieve, too many scary, devastating events to process.

Asher returned with a spiked cup of tea for me and another beer for himself. I quite enjoyed watching him pad across the room like that, and the slight smile he gave me made me like it even more.

“We’ll figure it out, Ivy,” he said earnestly, noticing my frown. “I won’t let this be the end. The Hive will help.”

“What do you mean, the end?” I asked, a little surprised. I sipped the tea, despite it still being too hot, letting it burn my tongue.

“If The Hive won’t help you, you’ll either have to remain here forever or, well, it will just be a matter of time before Vincent finds you. He obviously has an intense thing for you.” Asher looked pissed off as he spoke.

“I can’t stay here, though. When do I need to leave?” I asked, making to get up. I hadn’t considered the fact that I would be stuck literally right here.

“No!” he almost shouted at me, causing me to jump a little. “No. Ivy. This is my flat, I own it. You’re welcome here for as long as you need.”

Welcome here. I sighed and smiled at him in thanks. He was inviting me into his home with no clear end date. It made my belly do a strange tango. We looked at each other for a few beats, trying to find our next move.

“There’s a lot you aren’t telling me,” I observed.

“I don’t agree with what they’re doing,” Asher acquiesced with a nod. “They shouldn’t be... Vincent needs putting down. Full force. But I can’t make it happen on my own.”

They had no obligation to help me. I knew that. I had bought this on myself, really, and it seemed it would be up to me to find a way out of it. But for this moment, I was safe. Thanks to Asher.

“Could I take the tincture again? Would that work?”

He ran his hands through his hair, then glanced down at my tea and nodded. “You are,” he smiled at me with apology.

I gulped it down even though it was still too hot.

“What even is it?” I asked after a few swallows. I couldn’t taste anything different about it.

Asher shrugged, relieved that no anger remained at him for sneaking something into my drink again. “I don’t know. Someone else makes it. It’s a mixture of herbs or similar, blended into alcohol. But mostly, it’s foolproof. It almost always works.”

“Guess I’m the lucky one then,” I said with a wiggle of my eyebrows.

Asher smirked, “as long as it’s taken before the final transformation begins, I haven’t seen it fail. Until now, that is. Let’s save the theories as to why for a different day.”

“Final transformation,” I parroted.

“You’ll know it.”

I drained the mug and plonked it on the coffee table. Asher put his feet back up on the sofa and lent against the arm so he was facing me.

“Are you tired?” He asked. Exhaustion made my eyes heavy, but I didn’t want to go to sleep, so I shook my head. Before I went to bed, I needed some semblance of normality. I would need to find a book or something without my phone to distract me. It was still night, and so much had happened since the sun set, but I wasn’t ready for it to end. Waking up to a new reality felt worse than continuing to live through it.

“How about a movie? I have Netflix. Anything you’ve been meaning to watch?” He asked, switching on the TV and adjusting himself so he could see it more clearly. I think he wanted to stop the conversation as much as I did.

We sat in a comfortable silence on opposite ends of the sofa, watching a stand-up comedian on the screen. Whenever I glanced at Asher, he was staring at the screen, but as soon as I looked away, I felt his eyes on me, studying me. I didn’t mind, though. I wondered if he was afraid that I was going to turn into a vampire and attack him. It almost tempted me to leap on him and pretend to, but I didn’t think we were quite there yet. The thought made me smirk, nevertheless.

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎

Asher’s bed was pillowy and warm, piled with soft knitted blankets and more pillows than necessary. I opened my eyes after a restless night, stretching out and waiting for the brain fog to lift. Guilt made my stomach ache for taking it from Asher, but not enough to do anything about it. I’d tried to argue half-heartedly with him, but he won when he told me he wouldn’t be able to sleep if I was closer to the front door than him. Asher had taken a pile of blankets and a pillow off to the sofa with an unhidden frown.

It was about 4am when we had caved in and drifted to bed. It had been a long arse day, but ending it seemed wrong somehow. Like it would solidify what had happened, make it part of history. Waking up to the memories caused a sharp stabbing pain across my forehead, like my brain was trying to reject the images flashing through my head. I wished it would.

There were no clocks in here, so I had no clue if I had been asleep for four hours or fourteen. So I groaned, rolling out of bed and stumbling to the en suite to brush my teeth with my finger and splash my face with water to look a little less groggy.

Noises came from the kitchen, so I followed them.

“In here!” Asher called when the living room door creaked. He beamed at me from the oven, and I almost fell over at the sight. I could smell bacon and mushrooms sizzling away on the hob.

“She has risen from her slumber!” Asher said with a cheer.

My eyes were large, looking at him. He smirked. This happy version of him was a little unnerving, especially when I was having an internal battle with all the events of yesterday, which were threatening to turn me into a blubbering mess.

“Sorry,” he said, his smile wide. “There’s always about an hour after I wake up where I just feel... great. Roman calls it my witching hour.” He chuckled to himself. My eyes must have been like saucers. What the hell was this?

He met my eyes, and we smiled at each other. I did not have a happy hour in the morning.

“How did you sleep?” He asked, as he chucked the kettle on, leaning across the counter.

“Fine, thank you,” I drawled. I couldn’t not look at the usual broody Asher flitting about the kitchen with a hop in his step. He whipped around and winked at me before stirring the mushrooms. It was actually the funniest thing. Once I was over the shock and could relax, I found myself genuinely laughing for the first time in ages. He caught my eye and winked again.

“How was the sofa?” I asked him, leaning over the counter.

He shrugged. “Just fine.”

I wanted to bug him about it some more, but the vibe shifted. Asher’s face grew a little starker as he reached into the cupboard for a fresh mug and popped it on the counter. I tensed.

“We are going to find a way through this, Ivy,” he said then, his tone low. I sucked in a breath.

“I know,” I said as brightly as I could, trying to coax back good mood Asher, but my smile wavered.

He marched over to me and lifted my chin up with his thumb. With his deep brown eyes just inches from mine, he stared into my soul. I pulled my bottom lip in and pressed down on it with my teeth.

“Ivy,” he said my name, his gaze flicking down to my mouth.

“Okay,” I murmured. “Okay. I agree.”

We stayed that way for a moment, then he sighed and stepped away fast, back at the stove, swearing under his breath before I had even blinked. The whiplash from having him in my personal space to across the room left me in a brief state of confusion.

It wasn’t hard to trust Asher anymore. He had proved himself to be nothing but solid and dependable. But... I don’t know. I couldn’t shake the sense that things were too fucked up to go back. That my life would forever be different.

While I was still standing there recovering from his closeness, Asher plopped the mushrooms and bacon onto two plates with some buttered toast and demanded I eat.

Good mood Ash was very much gone for the day.
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Chapter Ten
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SMOKE, HEAVY AND DENSE, choking me. Vincent’s sharp black stare. Luke wailing, contorted, dying. Vincent raging. My scream. A heap on the ground. Blood spurting. Kylie begging. My sister Abigail’s frightened eyes. Whimpers. Bellows. Laughing. Bared teeth.

A warmth enveloped me, and my hair smoothed off my face with a soft shushing in my ear. Something wasn’t right, the smoke wasn’t right. Vincent seemed to blur with it, lifting and churning with the grey plumes. Abigail’s limbs extended beyond what was natural. They were stretching towards me, her skin like rubber.

Her fingers brushed my cheek, and I screamed.

Then I jolted awake.

Of course I had been dreaming. I think I had known that the whole time, but my heart was racing and my head pounding. I jerked and flailed, but found myself pinned to something solid and breathing.

Asher had a muscular arm wrapped around my shoulders, and my face had burrowed into his soft cotton top. A little pool of dribble dampened the fabric right on his pec. I sat up and looked at him while wiping my lip.

We were on the sofa, having spent a day doing nothing but bicker, and I’d passed out and fallen into a nightmare.

“You good?” He asked.

“You’re hugging me,” I blurted.

He moved to let me go, but I gasped and he wrapped his arm around me again, the hint of a smirk on his lips. I glanced away, but snuggled deep into the warm crook of his armpit. It should have been embarrassing, but it was so cosy and comforting and the human touch was grounding. After squeezing my eyes shut for another moment, I looked up at him through my messy hair. He was looking down at me with warmth in his gaze.

“You slumped over me when you conked out, then you started mumbling,” he explained.

“You comforted me.”

He nodded, grunting and shifting his weight but keeping his arm tight around me. I was near enough on top of him. The smell of his laundry powder and body wash flooded my senses.

“Long day,” he murmured, stroking my hair again.

It was like I was on a strange sort of holiday with Asher. Days had passed with just the two of us scuttling about in his flat, trying to find a balance and not snark at each other. It was hard. He was annoying. Always busy. Apart from the times we killed watching TV together after dinner, he spent his time reading or working on his laptop or exercising by the window. I felt a right lump spending most of my time horizontal, and I knew he was judging me for it. But soon I would have to confront life outside Asher’s flat. Roman had made that very clear on his visit on the night of the attack, and Asher still hadn’t been able to persuade The Hive to move me somewhere else.

Asher was in the kitchen making breakfast when I stumbled from his bed on the third day.

“Ro’ will be here soon,” he said while he whisked eggs in a glass bowl. He never asked what I wanted, just served me delicious dish after delicious dish. I wouldn’t complain. Most mornings for me were a banana and a coffee. Asher looked up at me, then back down to his eggs without pausing the whisking. “You wanna get dressed?”

“Ro’ huh?” I teased, noting his relaxed shoulders and slight bop in his step. Morning Asher.

“Ro-ro,” Asher smirked. “Pisses him right off. Get dressed, please.”

Frowning, I stared down. I still didn’t have any of my own clothes, and was sporting a pair of Asher’s boxers and a vest top that showed off more side-boob than was polite. Three days locked away with someone goes a long way in forcing too much comfort with them.

“You don’t want Roman seeing me in your undies, hey Ash?” I wiggled my hips and shoulders, making my entire body jiggle with a chuckle. Asher stared, stuck for a moment, with the whisk dripping runny egg onto the counter. The temperature in the room seemed to rise.

Then Roman walked in with his own key, jolting Asher back to his cooking. In silence, he tipped the eggs into a pan and soon; he served us bowls of scrambled egg and toast.. We hovered around the kitchen. I climbed onto the counter and crossed my legs, resting the warm bowl on my thighs. Asher’s jaw ticked, but he said nothing.

“The police investigation will not involve you. We diverted it away before they began looking into your history. Your family will not, and have not, been contacted. They have not classed you as a missing person,” Roman explained between massive bites of food.

“I’ll need my phone back, or at least a new one. Mum will call me soon,” I said, and Roman nodded. “Any news about my flatmates?”

It had been days, and still no one had told me if Luke was alive, or where Kylie was. I felt on the precipice of collapse, my world crumbling around me — but never quite caving in or tumbling over into a pile of rubble for me to pick through. My body and brain had bubbled over from the stress, and now I just felt a little insane. Luke was my comfort, Kylie my mini-mother. I needed them something fierce, especially right now, especially when things were as fucked as they were. After days of a pounding heart, night — and day — mares, I had fallen into a state of deranged numbness. I didn’t think I was of sound mind anymore, but I hid it well. Annoying Asher went a long way in distracting me.

They weren’t telling me everything. Asher and Roman had both coughed and shifted the conversation a few times, before whispering to each other or sending furious messages while I glared at them. It didn’t sit right that they would still know nothing. They’d both told me they work with the police, and it was clear they had plenty of resources, but they hadn’t found a simple piece of information? No, they were hiding things from me, and while I was growing to trust them both, that little bubble of suspicion was ever present.

When Roman refused to meet my eye or answer my question, I huffed. “If you don’t tell me, I’ll have to leave and find out for myself.” I pointed my fork at both of them in what I hoped looked threatening. Neither of them paid me any attention.

“You haven’t quashed this yet?” Roman asked Asher, jabbing his chin in my direction. I scoffed.

“Speak to me about my friends or I’m leaving.” I hopped off the counter and tried to look menacing in a man’s baggy vest and boxers. It was becoming too much. The numbness was leaking away into something I didn’t want, something that hurt my chest.

Roman grinned, flashing all of his teeth, and stepped towards me. “It would take me two seconds to tie you up and leave you in Asher’s airing cupboard, little girl.”

We glared at each other for a few moments. Perhaps it was because he was the first person I’d seen in days other than Asher, but he was so bloody irritating. He was so much bigger than me, so wide and brawny and stony faced and I wanted to twist his ear or bend his fingers back.

“Try it,” I murmured, debating all the little jabs I could get in before he would inevitably subdue me. Maybe a knee to the bollocks or a thumb in the eye... he was keeping me from my friends, keeping me from knowing their fate, and I hated it.

Roman’s smile grew goading, and he stepped closer still, looking ready to engage with my madness. But Asher moved between us, holding his hands out.

“Alright, children. Calm down,” he said, his hand landing on my bare shoulder. Heat radiated from it, skin on skin, and I fought the urge to lean in. I was losing my mind.

Without turning his gaze away from me, Roman spoke to Asher. “The angle I’ve been using to get her help is working, by the way. They haven’t gone right in for the idea of testing her to see why the tincture failed, but they’re going to discuss it.”

“What about the fact that I have a bit of vampire essence hanging out inside me?” I asked. “Don’t they care about that?”

I broke our stare off first, moving Asher’s hand from my shoulder and turning to the sink to fill a glass with water in an attempt to slow the adrenaline battling my stupefied emotions. I didn’t want them to wake up. It scared me. I didn’t think I would survive letting the grief in. Neither of the men replied, but Roman did cough and I heard a minor scuffle like one of them had hit the other. I took a few steadying breaths before marching to the fridge for something unhealthy.

“They might,” Asher finally answered. “Vincent might, too. As I said, this is very unusual.”

“The fridge is empty,” I blurted, frowning and yanking open a cupboard door instead.

“Grocery delivery today,” Asher replied as I tore into a box of cereal and started shovelling in the little grains. It was muesli though, and needed a healthy dose of sugar to make it somewhat edible. But I just needed my jaw working, distracting me as the raisins and dry-arse oats got stuck in my teeth.

“Right. Well, if you have nothing else to say to me, Roman. I’m going to shower,” I said, and he shook his head when I raised my eyebrow, so I left them to it. I was looking forward to brushing my teeth with something other than my finger. Roman had bought a few essentials, but everything else would come with the groceries. I didn’t know how long I’d be here, so I’d added some tampons. The good, expensive organic kind, seeing as Asher was paying.

Later, when Roman returned to whatever pit he resided in, Asher found me in the bedroom, lying on my back and listening to music. I’d chosen some early 00s emo. It reminded me of Luke’s birthday, of jumping around in the dark with him and watching him kiss Hugo. Tears threatened to spill from behind my eyes. They had been imminent for days. In each quiet moment when I was without distraction or sleeping, there they were, heating my eyeballs and itching my nose.

“I have to go to work in a bit,” Asher announced, hanging by the door. “I’m going to talk to my superiors, plead your case in person.”

That so much effort was having to go into just getting them to help me did not fill me with hope. I wished there was another way. I hated it here. Or rather, I hated that I didn’t. And I hated that it wasn’t home. That Asher wasn’t Luke, and Roman wasn’t Kylie. I missed my orange sofa and my half painting of Luke. I missed the paint swatches and the unorganised chaos. Asher’s flat was sterile, too clean, too show room, no personality. I wanted to mess it all up, throw colour on the white walls and slash the sofa cushions. Rip up the floorboards and tear down the matching curtains. That spiral of emotions was beating down the doors.

“You’re leaving me alone?” I asked, sitting up to meet his face.

He nodded as his eyes ran over me in his bed.

“I don’t see a way around it. I can be quite persuasive in person, and I have pull there that they can’t ignore if I’m in front of them. Just give me a couple of hours and I’ll be back.” He paused and a playful smile broke on his lips. “Why?” He said as he strode into the room and plopped himself on the bed. “Will you miss me?” He wriggled his eyebrows at me and I burst out laughing.

“I’ve seen enough of your face to last a lifetime,” I commented, bopping his nose with my thumb. “I’m going crazy here. Can’t I come?”

Asher frowned. “You need to stay here. It’s too risky.”

“Please,” I begged. “I’ll be good. Safe. Careful. Good little body for you to protect...” I winced, turning away from him to stare up at the ceiling some more.

When his warm hand grasped mine, intertwining our fingers, it surprised me.

“I can’t let you go,” Asher murmured. “Stay here and safe. Bored it better than unsafe.”

“It’s more than boredom at this point,” I noted, but the conversation fizzled.

He hummed his agreement before settling his head on the other pillow and staring up at the ceiling with me, listening to Gerard Way scream his feelings.

Asher left me once the food delivery was safe piled in the hallway. I busied myself putting it all away, nosing at everything he had ordered and opening a packet of bourbon biscuits. I shimmied a little at the pack of toothbrushes and the conditioner. There was a good shower coming my way later.

He had warned me, under threat of death, to stay put and not open the door for anything or anyone. He didn’t lock me in, but I knew he’d wanted to bolt the doors and chain me to the radiator. The trust he had for me was misguided. I needed a distraction. I needed to not feel this wave of pain creeping up my neck. Acting out was childish, but there was nothing he could do about it.

Grabbing a sharpie from his stupidly neat junk draw, I moved towards the blank walls of the living room, studying my canvas with a frisson of glee rippling across my chest. I wanted to fuck some shit up. I pulled the cap off the pen and let it fall to the floor with a clatter, then I drew one thick black line upwards, taller than me. Curved it round, down, two little circles at the bottom. A fountain at the top.

I stepped back and snorted at the 6 foot cock marring Asher’s wall, right by the TV I had spent too many hours staring at. It helped. Something fluttered in my chest like relief.

So I went wild, drawing penises, boobs, swirls of flowers and knives and fangs and moustaches on every surface I could. I was manic with it, cackling until the ink started to dry out, and I hadn’t even got to his bedroom yet. The chaos eased me.

I threw the drained pen on the hallway carpet and yanked open a cupboard, the one Roman had threatened to lock me in. I don’t know what I was looking for. Maybe something else to cause some destruction. It was ungrateful of me. Asher was only trying to help, but I just needed to fucking do something, something to stop the grief leaking in and turning my brain to jelly. Or further to jelly...

A wooden box sat tucked behind the boiler, like someone had wedged it there in haste. Frowning, and a little rattled, I tugged at it; it came out with no fight. I had an uneasy sensation in my stomach as I sank to the floor and opened it.

My heart damn near stopped. With shaky fingers, I pulled out the familiar smooth black object.

My phone.

Asher had my phone. Hidden away, switched off and cold. It hadn’t gone missing at all. He had taken the conscious effort to hide it from me and keep me from communicating with anyone. Tears welled up in my eyes and my cheeks grew hot with betrayal. Laughable, considering I was just a job to him. Lucky for me, the traitorous dickhead battled forward in my head and it squashed the heartbreak over Luke and Kylie back for now. Anger beat at my chest instead.

Asher had lied to me. Both of them were bastard liars. Whatever guilt I might have had regarding his dick decorated flat disappeared as my fingers curled around the cool metal as I held down the home button and watched my lifeline spring awake.

A moment after the logo faded, I could see the remaining battery. 20% wasn’t terrible. I gulped. Messages and missed call notifications started pinging in rapidly. Hundreds of them were from my mum, from as soon as a few hours ago. I would dial her next. First, I needed to try Luke and Kylie. I had to know. Feeling like a complete fool for trusting Asher and even Roman, I clicked through to the messaging app and saw the dozens of messages from Kylie. Nothing from Luke. I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to shove down the fury ripping through me. Asher had no right to have done this to me.

I fought back a sob as I read everything from Kylie.

There was one from just an hour ago.

Ivy, please. He’s coming for me. I’m hiding but he’ll find me. Please help me.

Pressing call on her name, I held the phone up to my ear and took in a shaky breath. It rang only once.

“Ivy!? Oh my god, Ivy!” Kylie sobbed through the speaker. She was whispering and sounded so afraid. My heart ached at the sound of her cry.

“What’s going on?” I asked in a rush of words. Now was not the time for pleasantries. I wanted to sob down the phone at her and tell her how happy I was to hear her voice. But I wasn’t pleased, not when she sounded as scared as she did.

I heard her sniff. “Where are you?” She whispered. “Where have you been? He —”

“He what? Who what? Kylie please.”

She cried and my heart damn near ripped in two. She was fraught.

“Where are you, Kylie? Are you safe?” I asked her, clambering onto my knees, bracing to run.

She whimpered a little. “No. No, I’m not safe. Are you?”

I squeezed my eyes shut and responded. “Kind of.” Truth was, I didn’t quite know if I was. I felt awful that they’d kept me isolated.

Kylie didn’t answer me right away, but when she did, her tone was hoarse. “I’m so scared.”

“Tell me where you are!” I demanded, rising to my feet, my breaths coming in ragged pants.

“My bedroom,” she said, but I struggled to even hear her. “Under my bed... hiding under my bed from the scary monster.” Her speech was bland, like she’d removed her mind from the situation. But she was at home. She was in our flat.

And I was totally going to break the one promise I had given to Asher. Shit. He had threatened to kill me if I dared disobey his order, but screw him. My trust in him was shoved behind his boiler with my phone.

I charged through the flat, leaving the box open and the cupboard door hanging wide.

“Kylie, stay put.” I demanded. “I’m coming to get you.”

She blubbered something as I hung up the phone and reached the front door. I hustled my feet into my shoes, stole one of Asher’s coats, and unlocked the door. I left the key in the lock, surprised he hadn’t actually gone ahead and hidden them to keep me trapped.

With a sigh, and exceptionally vulnerable, I started the quick journey home.

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎

My flat was... well; it was unrecognisable, trashed.

I’d run the entire way from Asher’s place to mine, scared that any second a vampire was going to leap from the bush and devour me, or drag me to Vincent for him to do the devouring. But I made it without incident. I didn’t think my soul could take much more stress.

It broke my heart to see the home I loved in such disarray. They had strung yellow police tape over the doorway and then draped it at random over the disaster zone. And there was no other way to describe it, it was a catastrophe. All over the main room, furniture lay in shatters. My lovely orange sofa was upturned and ripped cushions bled feathers and stuffing onto the floor. Cracks spread across the TV like spiderwebs. The coffee table was now just shards of cheap wood. The kitchen had fared no better, with cupboard doors off the hinges, like Vincent had looked for me in amongst the old cereal boxes.

I whimpered when I saw my mooing cow ceramic smashed over the counter. It was a violation. Holding my hand to my stomach, I began searching the space for Kylie.

Splashes of blood up the walls and dried brown stains on the carpet gave me pause. I gulped down the urge to cry or vomit or break down into wracking sobs.

I moved through the kitchen and crunched over glass and china as I turned towards Kylie’s room. Her door was hanging off its hinges, so I could see right away there was no way she was under her bed. The metal frame was up against the wall, like someone had lifted and thrown it. That sensation of dread grew stronger.

I searched everywhere, finding every room much like the first. My mattress looked like a wild tiger had taken a disliking to it. The shower in the bathroom hung off the side, with broken tiles all over the linoleum. Gulping and shaking my head to force out all the thoughts churning through me, I turned to Luke’s room. His door remained shut, but it was the only place I’d refused to go.

My gut was telling me not to go in there. I just knew it would be more than I could take. Luke hadn’t tried to contact me at all. He was probably dead. He would have sent millions of messages, phoned non-stop and called me all the names under the sun until I answered if I’d gone missing.

I pushed away the gloomy thoughts and opened his creaky door and peered into the dark room. Beams of light streamed through the dark, showing flecks of dust dancing in the air. I let my gaze settle onto his bed. It was undamaged, but there was blood everywhere. Red and brown and black soaked his white sheets. Untouched. The police hadn’t cleaned up the scene, and neither had The Hive. It was just here. Left to fester. It was too much. There was too much blood. No one could have survived that kind of loss.

My body curled in on itself and I let all the emotions break free and consume me to my bones. Sobs and gasps flooded out of me. Kylie wasn’t here. Vincent had murdered a person on Luke’s bed. He had been through here and destroyed everything he saw.

Snotting all over the place, I debated staying where I was, curling up into a little ball and awaiting my fate in a cocoon of Luke’s satsuma scent. If I stayed here, I knew it wouldn’t be long before someone showed up. Either a friendly or an enemy, they would come, then it could end.

Kylie wasn’t here. I didn’t know where she was. But I had my phone now. I rose to my feet as the adrenaline drained from me. My initial burst of action and drive was gone, leaving behind a wobbly, feeble little human who couldn’t even stumble across the hall without gripping the wall, let alone fight any monsters. My grief and anger and despair crippled me.

I ignored the state of my room and tried to shove clothes and belongings into a bag. I changed my outfit too, throwing off Asher’s vest, shorts, and coat, ignoring where they fell. It made me feel more human, wearing underwear that fit, a bra, black leggings and my favourite thick blue jumper. I flung my backpack over my shoulder and turned to leave.

Asher was going to flip his shit when he realised what I’d done, where I’d been. But I wouldn’t hide it. He wasn’t my captor; I wasn’t his prisoner, even though that’s what he seemed to think. He treated me like a happy little pet, assumed I would sit tight and comfy in his lair while he sorted all my problems out. I couldn’t stay hidden forever, wearing his clothes, eating his food, sleeping in his bed.

As I crossed towards the door, something rustled.

I stalled. My heart skipped a beat. A shadow moved in the hallway.

Someone was out there. I instinctively took a step back. But there hadn’t been a need.

As the form appeared in my doorway, the blonde hair and wide eyes came into view. Kylie stood before me and relief sank me to my knees.
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Chapter Eleven
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SHE LOOKED DIFFERENT, and she was peering at me with an expression I hadn’t seen on her face before. A creeping sensation that something was wrong tempered my urge to run. She appeared cold, her blank gaze staring into the middle distance, her mouth flat. Blonde strands matted around her head, tangled clumps of it singed and short. Her eyes were ringed with red, and her hair looked almost yellow with dirt. She was sallow, her chest heaving unnaturally, like she didn’t know how to breathe.

“Kylie?” I murmured, my tone breaking as I studied the mess of a woman before me.

Her eyes flickered up to me, and she gargled something before taking a few tumbling steps closer. I reached to catch her, but that tiny instinct in me that held me back earlier prevented me.

“Ivy,” she moaned my name. Her sing-song voice was gone, the sound that came from her now sounded gravelled and unnerving. Tingles of panic rushed across my chest. She moved like a marionette, all jerky and unnatural.

“Kylie, are you okay?” I asked her. There was no way she was okay. That was plain to see. Something was very wrong with her. She gave me a glassy look and I repeated her name again. Pleaded it.

She seemed to peer right through me. “You came,” she said with surprise. Her reactions delayed.

I nodded. “Of course I came.”

She studied every inch of me, gaze roaming over my body. What the fuck was she doing? I was about to ignore my instincts and cross the short distance between us to shake her, but she paused on my left hip and her lip twitched. That sensation of dread churned my stomach and boiled my blood. Fear flooded through me and my eyes grew wide as I tried to make sense of what was so obvious. Something was very, very wrong. Kylie spread her body out, blocking the door further.

“Kylie?” I said, hoping to snap her out of this trance she seemed to have fallen into. Her bewildered look turned into a slow smirk. My stomach dropped.

She growled. “He’s coming now.”

I understood. This wasn’t Kylie before me. This was something else. My legs finally did what I wanted them to do, and I darted for the door. Kylie’s hands flew out wildly as I neared, and she grabbed me by my hair, yanking me back into the room.

“I’m so damn fed up with people grabbing my hair!” I shrieked as I stumbled towards my trashed bed.

“We need to wait a little while and he’ll be here,” she spoke, her voice lacking emotion.

“Kylie, please,” I said, as I clambered up. She wasn’t attacking me, just stopping me from leaving. I tried to edge to the exit again, but she hissed and shook her head, holding her hands at her sides like claws.

“No, no,” she mumbled. “We need to wait and he’ll be here,” she repeated in a ramble.

I held myself steady for a moment, then went for it, diving for the door and fleeing into the hallway before she could grab me. She pounced on me as we reached the living room, and we both fell to the floor in a heap. My cheek smashed into some glass, piercing the skin and making me yelp.

Kylie wrapped her hands around my head and lifted it, before smashing it down to the dirty floorboards. A sharp pain zipped from my nose stud as the backing pressed inside my nostril.

“You can’t leave!” She bellowed, trying to repeat the movement. She was strong now, but she was still only little. I swung my arm backwards and connected with her jaw, then twisted onto my back to throw a stronger punch. Fighting her felt all kinds of wrong, but I wasn’t about to let her take me to Vincent. My fist hit her chin, and she flew off me. I was under no illusions that it was because of my strength — she had a new, unnatural muscle — but she was feral, unfocussed. Not Kylie.

I pushed her off me and stood, ignoring her yell, when I tried anew for the door. I really didn’t want to cause her any real pain, but she was making it damn hard.

“Kylie, stop it,” I pleaded. But she reared herself back and launched at me again. I jumped out of the way and she ploughed into the kitchen counter, flying over it and smashing into the floor between the counter and the fridge.

When her arm shot out and grabbed my ankle, I had almost made it to the door again. I stomped on her with my other foot, but it caused me to lose my balance and I fell into the wall. In a blink, she was crowding over me. She stalked forwards and kicked me in the stomach before leaning down and wrapping her hands around my throat. I couldn’t let her get the upper hand again, so as she squeezed, I smashed my fist as hard as possible into her nose. Releasing me, she hissed and recoiled.

She spat at me.

She actually spat blood at me and smirked. It splattered over my face and made me wince as it dripped down my chin, mingling with the blood from the cut on my cheek.

“Was that necessary?” I asked her as I wiped the back of my hand across my cheeks, grimacing. When I tried to move, my stomach screamed in complaint.

“Vincent is going to eat you alive,” she grinned, her voice far from her own. “He’s going to chop you up into little pieces and cook you for his dinner.”

“Kylie, please,” I begged again. But it did nothing. She placed each hand over my arms and pressed down, straddling me.

“What did he do?” I asked as I struggled against her. “Did he mark you? Is that it?” I bucked my hips up and wrapped my legs around her waist, pulling her to the ground and swapping, so I was the one pinning her. She made that hissing sound again and flailed, not answering my question. I began searching her body for a mark, ignoring all I’d learned about the process and praying there was something there, or something not there. I didn’t even know. I wanted proof, evidence that this wasn’t my Kylie.

With an abruptness that made me gasp, she stopped fighting and relaxed. Her rage disappeared, and she turned limp. For a moment, I debated trying to pull down the dirty jeans she was wearing to look for the mark, but that seemed a little molesty.

Her smile widened into a full-blown grin when our eyes met, and alarm bells rang through my head. Why did it feel so much like I’d fallen into a pit of tigers and they were all stalking closer?

“It’s too late,” she said, her voice melodic and singing despite the deadness behind it. Fucking creepy. I sprang up, forgetting my hunt, and bolted for the exit again. This had all been a distraction. She had been slowing me down. Shit, shit, shit. I heard her laugh as I charged out of the door and down the corridor.

I turned towards the stairs and smashed right into a hard chest. Oofing, I bounced and rubbed my nose. My heart was pounding as I looked up. Two firm hands grasped my shoulders and steadied me.

“Hugo,” I gasped, taking in his wild, angelic curls and bright eyes.

His gaze flickered over me, and behind me, his brow furrowed before he pulled his focus back to me as I tried to drag him away.

“You’re here,” he said, dumbfounded. “Are you okay?” He asked, his features scrunched up with worry. Relief flooded me. It was just Hugo. Vincent wasn’t here yet. There was time.

I grabbed his hand from my shoulder and tugged him towards the stairs. He stumbled behind me.

“We need to go,” I urged. Kylie would catch us any minute, and Vincent was almost here. We needed to get out of the building and as far away as possible. Hugo seemed to understand, because he didn’t argue as we flew down the stairs. I swear I could still hear Kylie’s creepy chuckling as we crashed into the pavement and pounded our feet along it. Something awful had happened to her.

As I tried to cross the road, I stumbled over the pavement’s edge — I hadn’t even checked for cars. I slipped, but Hugo caught me before I fell arse over tit and ended up splayed across the asphalt. Hugo twisted me around and set me steady on my feet, facing him. We weren’t running. I lunged to start, but he held me to him.

My heart was pounding in my chest, roaring in my ears.

“Ivy, let’s pause for a moment,” Hugo said. But I shook my head. I could still see the windows of my flat, the damaged glass of the window and the half hanging off curtains. We were only at the end of the road. It wasn’t far enough. I don’t think I would ever be far enough...

“We need to go,” I urged again.

Hugo’s face dipped, his blond hair falling over his eyes. He reminded me of Luke. If I unfocused my eyes, it could be him. I needed to hear him say it. He’d been in the outside world, he might have heard something, might have been around. For a moment, the danger fell away, and all I focussed on was my friend.

“Luke?” I asked, my voice only a whisper.

Hugo looked surprised, and his hands relaxed a fraction. He shook his head. My lips turned down, and I took a slow breath. Luke was dead. My chest, throat and entire fucking soul grew heavy with the grief battling at my doors, a lump formed in my heart, hard and dull, unmoving.

“I wasn’t there... but they told me...” He whispered, looking as full of loss as me. Luke and Hugo had only been brief, but it had been intense. He would feel the loss for sure. I looked at Hugo, seeing a tiny part of Luke remaining behind in him.

“We need to go,” I said, trying to tamp down my emotions until I was somewhere safe. But the drive had fallen out of me. Hugo dropped his hands from me and we walked at a slower pace. Other pedestrians filtered around us, cars zipped down the road. It was busy, safety in numbers.

“I... I just needed something of his Ivy. Why were we running from the flat? I came to grab a t-shirt or his pillow or whatever,” he paused. “How lame is that?”

It was lame. But I wanted the same thing. I wanted a small piece of Luke to carry around with me. But I didn’t have time to console him. I didn’t even have time to console myself. So I squashed down my overwhelming emotions yet again and tried to focus on the more urgent problem of getting the fuck out of here.

“I don’t live too far from here,” Hugo said, nodding towards the main street with all the shops. “We can talk more there.”

I nodded. The opposite way to Asher’s, but right now, it was more important to get inside. Vincent was nearby, and I felt so exposed and like such an idiot. I would have to contact Asher and hope he will take me back to his warded flat. Though I was furious with him, despite my idiotic actions, I valued my life enough to go back to him with my tail between my legs.

I went with Hugo. It would do for now. I was fairly sure Vincent couldn’t like, sniff me out or anything, so Hugo’s seemed a safe bet for the time being. We legged it across the busy street and around a few corners. I wasn’t paying too much attention to the route, but my hackles raised far up, looking for any suspicious, lurking dudes. Hugo turned us down a narrow alleyway between two buildings.

There... there didn’t look like there was anything at the end. It was only another building. I couldn’t see any doors or gates or anything. Hugo stopped moving and twisted to face me. My brows furrowed. He wore the same shit-eating grin as Kylie, the same blankness shuttered over the angelic, dewy man I’d known only weeks.

Oh fuck. Oh, no no no.

I couldn’t cope with this anymore. I shook my head and stepped back as my pulse heated my body, flavoured my throat metallic.

“What are you doing?” I asked, trying to backtrack down the alley. But he blocked my way. None of this made any sense. He looked so different, in such an instant.

“He’s coming, little freak,” Hugo said, his entire demeanour changing. “He’ll be here for you soon.”

“Hugo, no,” I whimpered, pleaded for this to be some sort of psychotic break on my part. No no no, this man wasn’t one of them. They surrounded me at every corner. My mouth turned down and I couldn’t make it turn back up. “Was any of it with Luke real?” I needed to know for his sake if his last decent thing had been a ploy.

Hugo shrugged. “He was a good shag.”

My heart flumped to the dirty ground. How could I have been so stupid and trusting? No matter where I turned, there was evil. Vampires, enemies, betrayals, secret lives... it was too bloody much. Hugo wasn’t the safe, sweet guy I’d hung out with on the sofa, the affectionate new romance with my best friend. No, he was a soulless, demonic monster. Moments ago, I would never have believed it, but the man before me now could be described in no other way. It was incongruous against his curling blond halo, but the twist of his features was undeniable.

I ran from him with everything I had in me, my thighs rubbing together and my calves burning. I didn’t know for certain who he was, or what his intentions were, but I was sure they wouldn’t be good. His face had said it all.

He was fast, his strides long and easy, and it wasn’t more than a few moments before he was right behind me. But he hadn’t taken me too deep into the alley before revealing his evil, so we were near the road, near people. He should have just waited for Vincent. I would have been none the wiser to his scheme if he had been able to keep his mouth shut.

I stumbled and ran like a clumsy elephant when he grabbed the back of my top and I yanked free. No grace or athleticism in me at all — my throat tasted like copper and I was breathing painfully heavy. All those hours spent horizontal on the sofa mocked me. Now I fought for my life and I was shit at it.

The tube station was near, and always buzzed with activity. I made into a crowd of people nattering about where to eat lunch tomorrow and when their coursework was due. So grotesquely normal. Such mundane thoughts while I was battling with my heart turning upside down again.

Had Hugo been working for Vincent this whole time? Or had someone turned him into whatever Kylie was? Something awful had happened to her, probably a successful marking, like Vincent had tried and failed to do to me. Was it even Kylie I’d been talking to, or a vampire wearing her skin? I felt sick. I didn’t know what it all meant. For all the time I had spent with Asher, he hadn’t told me to expect this. I hadn’t asked. As the crowds undulated around me, I twisted and turned for the right place to go.

Hugo’s hand tightened over my throat and pulled me back against his front before I could decide. I struggled and squirmed against him, kicking out to catch him in a sensitive spot.

It was busy outside the tube station, and it wouldn’t take long for us to gain an audience. There were dozens of people milling about, flying past without looking up from their phones or distracted talking to their friends. We were in London, where most folk kept their heads down unless something terrible was going on. A man walked straight at us before swerving at the last moment. He glanced at me but looked down, not acknowledging what was happening. Coward. I wanted to scream that something terrible was happening, but Hugo’s fingers squeezed out any sounds from my mouth.

I slammed my heel down on his foot and struggled to twist my body around to face him. He chuckled against my back. I tried to scream out for help, but it was useless, my throat hoarse and constricted. Fury rolled through me. Fuck this.

“Get the fuck off of me!” I screamed against the press of his grip, ramming my elbow into his stomach. The mixture of the impact mixed with a crowd of people jostling us, dislodged me and I flew forward.

Hugo whirled on his feet and stared down at me. He seemed so different. His face began contorting and darkening. I gasped. He looked truly demonic. I turned to run, but he was back on top of me in seconds. He pulled me round and punched me in the face. My eyes watered and stung as I saw stars.

That got the outside attention I needed.

A tall, burly man in a dark grey hoodie swerved, so he was blocking me from Hugo. He faced me, looking down with kind eyes that grew into four eyes, then six, then back again as my brain swam.

“You alright, miss?” He asked, his voice low and hard.

I shook my head and pleaded with him with my gaze. He opened his mouth to say something, but then he disappeared from in front of me. Hugo had lifted him and thrown him against a wall, a man at least twice his width and at least a foot taller. He threw him like he weighed no more than a toddler.

“Help!” I screamed to anyone that would listen as Hugo stalked back towards me. Grey Hoodie slumped lifeless on the ground, and a group of tourists gathered to assist him. One of them was on their phone, hopefully calling the police and an ambulance.

I pushed through the gawking crowds as swiftly as I could. There would be transport police in the tube station. If I could just get to them, Hugo might stop. There would be CCTV in there, too. I forced my way towards the barriers and looked for the familiar uniform.

A hand wrapped around my neck again and lifted me off the floor, turning me in the air to meet my assailant. Hugo grinned up at me wildly and I clawed at his face, dragging my nails in deep gashes down his cheeks.

“Stop strangling me!” I gasped, as I desperately tried to cause him any pain at all. He seemed immune to it, letting blood pour from the claw marks without a care.

“Just give up, Ivy.” His voice dripped with warning, and he squeezed my neck tighter.

No fucking way I going to make this easy for him, not for a second. I bucked my hips and kicked my legs up, using the ticket barriers as a springboard to push against. When his hand loosened, I brought my knees up to his stomach and booted them out hard. I let myself fall over the barriers. I rolled and gracelessly clambered to my feet.

He stared at me for a few moments from the other side of the barriers, then, without taking his gaze from me, leapt over in one swift movement. Tears streamed down my face, and my throat stung as I stumbled away, drained and desperate.

But then he was gone, blocked from my vision by a group of students. I slumped into a stranger’s arms as they surrounded me. Four or five of them, men and women, guarded me. Whoever it was I had landed on held me firm, and lifted me back to standing. I turned and their hands grasped my cheeks. A concerned face came into view. It was a boyish face, handsome and narrow.

“Are you alright, love?” He asked, and I nodded, though it wasn’t true. His dark hair reminded me of Asher, but he was about half his age, only a teenager.

“Back off!” A female voice shouted, and I twisted to see a young woman squaring off against Hugo. My heart swelled, but it terrified me. She wasn’t safe.

Sirens sounded, breaking the tension, and they weren’t far.

Me and my protectors turned to face Hugo as one. The young man put protective hands on my shoulders and I fought the urge to lean into him.

“Leave her alone, mate.” He said. “There are too many people here now.”

A slow, strained grin spread across Hugo’s face and I didn’t know how I had ever considered him angelic. He was a traitor. He disgusted me.

“Hiding behind innocents again, are you, Ivy?” He mocked.

I shook my head. No. But his words punched me in the gut as good as any fist.

“Well, watch me use the bones of your saviours as furniture in hell.” He growled. My lip twitched.

“Really?” I said, my voice steadier than I felt. “You can’t come up with anything better than that?”

We had a full crowd now. It wasn’t just the small group of students, but the entire tube station. Everyone stood and watched. The transport police were on the edge of the crowd, making their way towards us, and the Metropolitan police were outside. I could see their yellow and blue car parked on the busy road, blocking traffic.

Hugo saw it too. He looked at each and every person like he was committing their faces to memory, then drew his lazy gaze to me.

“I can and will kill every person here,” he said, his voice low. His iris’s had turned completely black.

“No, you won’t,” I said. Though I didn’t know what he was capable of. His eyes bore into my soul as they narrowed.

Then he reared backward and pounced, sweeping my protectors aside and smashing his fist into the nose of the man with his hands around my shoulders. They all fell, gasping and screaming. I could see the police over his shoulder now, but he didn’t care. He grew rabid, his teeth bared in a snarl, and his stare cold.

There was no doubt about it that Hugo was a vampire. He looked just like Vincent and the goons in the park had, animalistic, violent and terrifying. I tried to run from him, but he swept his hold around my waist and threw me to the ground. He climbed on top of me and laughed as I squirmed beneath him. Someone struggled to pull him off of me. I saw hands and arms tugging and pulling, but he didn’t budge.

“Did you do it?” I asked in gasping, squeezed breaths. I needed to know. If these were the minutes of my death, I needed to know just how bad my evil radar had been. I needed to know just how terrible Luke’s last moments were. If the guy he fell for had turned on him and killed him.

Hugo relaxed a fraction. My question surprised him. His knees kept digging into my sides, but he leaned close.

“I gutted him,” Hugo snarled. “I danced in his blood.”

Whoever was trying to yank him off me stopped. I looked around. The bloke had a face full of what the fucks. They were realising how dangerous this man was.

Hugo had killed Luke. I saw red.

Screaming, and with every ounce of energy and strength I had left in me, like a rabid raccoon, I brought my knee up into his back, then slammed my heel into the soft part above his ankle. He flinched, and it was enough. His hold loosened, and I punched down to where he’d pressed himself against me. Right between his legs. He shouted and jumped up, and I followed.

“You are such a fucking bitch. I don’t care what Vincent says, you’re going to die.” Hugo spat at me. The crowd heaved and thronged, trying to pull me away and block him. The police flew in then and tried to calm the crowds. For a moment, I couldn’t see anything but people’s backs as the crowd shifted. Someone cried out in desperate pain and everyone charged.

People ran and scampered through the barriers or down the escalators, presumably to get away from the danger. Finally, I debated running with them, but before I had decided which way to go, Hugo came back into view. His eyes locked onto me as he stood over a prone police officer.

The police officer, a man, cowered on the floor, holding their head and shouting into a walkie talkie. They were calling for more help.

In a shocking suddenness, we were all but alone. Vincent, me, and three police officers in the cavernous ticket hall.

“Miss!” One of the officers, a woman, shouted. I realised she’d aimed her command at me, so I snapped my head to her. “Don’t move!” She called and ran towards me.

I... I thought she was coming to help me... but then the handcuffs glinted in the light and it dawned on me what she was intending to do. I tried to focus on what she was saying to me as she closed the gap between us, but I was so confused. Everything was blurry and distant. I think I was going into shock.

Looking over towards Hugo, everything fell away. He was gone. The police officer slumped on the ground now, his colleague leaning over him and holding a cloth to his forehead, and something cold clicked around my wrists. Handcuffs.

I panicked and lashed out, throwing my head back and connecting with a hardness. No! This wasn’t right. Holy shit.

I was being arrested.

Hugo attacked me in the street, and this is how the police feel it’s best to behave. I shouted and gasped, fighting against my restraints.

An uninjured police officer stormed towards me, his features stern with intent. He had something very different in his hands. The shot of electricity raged through me, and I fell to the ground in convulsions. The bastard had tasered me.
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Chapter Twelve
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AFTER 5 HOURS IN THE police station, protesting my innocence and yelling about Hugo and Vincent, Roman and Asher showed up and got me out. Showing their clout and the power of The Hive, I walked out of that station with an apology and my name cleared of any charges or infractions. The questions they’d asked seemed leading, like they wanted me to confess to the crimes at my flat and at my work. It was only when Roman burst through the door to the interrogation room, in his fancy navy suit, that the mood shifted.

With a wink thrown my way, he’d demanded my immediate release, and after a few minutes of kerfuffling, I’d got it.

We stepped out into the frigid night, and as Roman popped his coat around my shoulders, Asher emerged from the shadows with a grim smile just for me. When our eyes locked through the light of a street lamp, conflicting emotions warred in me. I was still so furious with him, with both of them, for hiding my phone, controlling me, lying to me, but even so... I was relieved to see him. He would protect me. It shocked me to realise I could trust that about him, that despite all the issues we had, I trusted him.

I gulped and opened my mouth to say something. I didn’t know what, but Roman beat me to it, breaking through the icy tension in the frosty night.

“Come on then, you plonker,” he murmured, nudging me with his fist and making me stumble and hiss at the lingering pain from one of the many fresh injuries that had joined the old. It was a miracle my body hadn’t fallen apart yet.

“What was that?” Asher asked, appearing in front of me, a hand on my cheek as he studied my expression. I pushed him off.

“Hurts, is all,” I mumbled, feeling a little pathetic to once again have wounds that needed tending. I shoved past both of them and stomped down the street, hoping they would follow. It was towards the main road, towards public transport and other people. Though I knew now not to rely on that to keep me protected. Hugo had proven that I wasn’t safe anywhere, with anyone. But those two men behind me? The two grumps with big muscles and growly faces? I was safe with them. They weren’t vampires out for my blood, or a villain’s lacky worming his slimy was into my best friend’s life to destroy mine. They hated me almost as much as I did them.

I just didn’t know if it was very much at all...

“Hey, Firecracker!” Asher huffed, catching up to my not very quick walking. Roman stopped a few steps behind, but I could sense his sweeping gaze over every dark corner or suspicious bush. “Slow.”

“Why should I? We’re only going back to your flat, right?” I asked, my voice shrill from panic and adrenaline. “Or am I no longer welcome? I’ve more than proved that I’m not an obedient prisoner to have. Obviously, I’m just an enormous burden upon you and your people.” I stopped walking abruptly and Roman almost collided with me, swerving at the last moment and moving a few feet up the road to give us a semblance of privacy. I whirled to face Asher, whose tense jaw and irritated expression made it plain how he felt.

“Why not just let me go?” I asked. “Why continue fighting to keep me safe when I’m such a failure at it myself?” I paused, and with a whisper, added, “you hid my phone. You lied.” I struggled to even look at him as the last words fell from my mouth.

His warm finger tipped my chin up to force my eyes on his bright blues, though they looked more navy or grey in this light. He stepped closer, moving his palm to cup my cheek and running his thumb along my cheekbone.

“You’re cataloguing my injuries again.” I whispered, and his lips tightened.

“I don’t want to see you hurt anymore,” he admitted.

“You stole my phone,” I reiterated.

“Keeping you safe,” his hand roamed up into my hair, firm fingers fisting the curly strands to hold me steady. “I was keeping you safe. Needed you tucked away from the world while we figured out our next steps.”

“Did you know Luke was dead?”

His eyes dipped from mine for a moment before coming back and scoffing. “You knew everything we did. I didn’t turn your phone on. Just kept it from you.”

“That’s not fucking fair,” I said with no passion, leaning my head into his grip, enjoying the ministrations on my scalp. I was so tired, so exhausted and ready for collapse that even his hand on me felt like enough to doze off on. My eyelids flickered shut for a moment and I sighed.

“Let’s get home and I’ll explain some more,” he replied, moving his hand free from my hair and dropping it to my shoulder to pull me under it and into his warmth.

I paused, eyes wide, “have you been home today?”

“No, why?” He asked, looking down quizzically at my wincing face. “Roman phoned to tell me you were missing and we’ve spent the last however long digging for where you went. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I squeaked, and Roman snorted. “Let’s just get back to the flat before we’re accosted again.”

“Car’s right round the corner,” Roman told me, his voice still hinting at humour in his tone.

We piled into the vehicle, which was indeed just around the corner. It was a big, black, shiny thing I had to climb up into. Roman took the driver’s seat and Asher surprised me by climbing in beside me in the back. I looked at the interior, studying all the corners and the ceiling.

“If you’re looking for markings, they’re on the floor. We like to keep them hidden in case someone else uses the car, or we get stopped by the police,” Asher explained, and I nodded, turning to look out the window instead.

The radio flickered on as Roman pulled away from the quiet road and into a busier one. We were still in my neighbourhood, the police station and tube close by, but in the sparkling lights of the passing traffic and shop fronts, it looked foreign. It was no longer home. The tube station no longer made me think of rushing for the morning train or bartering for fruit from the grocery stall out front. No, it made me think of Hugo slamming his fist into my face.

The corner of my road didn’t make me think of the relief of being almost home. It made me think of running in terror, made me feel exposed and weak. Only darkness lingered here for me now.

Asher’s hand landed on my thigh when I whimpered and I turned to look at him with tears in my eyes.

“Can I have a hug?” I asked, breaking down.

Faster than I’d ever seen him move, he unbuckled my seatbelt and swooped me into his arms, wrapping me up tight in his comforting scent and his cosy warmth. I sniffed as I squeezed my face into his chest, ignoring the pain from my tender body and the awkward positioning of the cramped back seat.

Asher grunted and scooped under my arse, lifting me and plonking me onto his lap, so my legs fell around his. He pulled my head to his shoulder and stroked my hair, but the move had our crotches connecting, and the growing heat from him rested against me, making me squirm. I supposed it was as good a distraction as any.

“Asher...” I murmured into his throat before peering up as he looked down. Our faces were mere inches from each other, our noses almost brushing. We drove through the light of a street lamp, and his eyes briefly illuminated, showing a need it surprised me to feel, too. Yes, I’d found the man attractive from the moment I’d seen him, but it was just a silly crush. He was looking at me now like it was so much more, like he never wished to let me go. Maybe I’d let him keep me. Whenever I left, I got hurt.

His eyes dipped to my mouth, his tongue running along his bottom lip as he contemplated me. I wanted nothing more than his mouth to meet mine. A pleasant distraction. That’s all it was. I was no longer worrying about anything outside of this car. My entire focus was on this man, this infuriating, grumpy, and captivating man. I breathed out, parting my lips and wetting them in the anticipation rippling through me.

“So who attacked you?” Roman asked as he stopped at traffic lights. “We figured out that one of Vincent’s minions grabbed you, but from the CCTV we saw — and wiped — it looked fucking personal. You fought well though, love, you know that? He was a powerhouse, but you got one up on him more than once.”

Asher and I slipped back from each other as Roman rambled, and I shifted off of him to plonk next to him instead. Much more sensible. He still kept me tucked under his arm, his hand running up and down my bicep in a gentle rhythm.

“I knew him,” I agreed. “He’d been hanging around Luke, met him the same night that... that Vincent...”

Asher growled beside me.

“Calm down, mountain man,” I patted his chest, then carried on, “When I got my phone back, I heard from Kylie and went to get her, but she was all fucked up, mentioned Vincent, so I ran, and ran right into Hugo. But he was working for Vincent, too.” I played with my hands as I spoke, digging my nail into a small cut on my palm to try to relieve some of the stress threatening to make me shake. It seemed I was unable to stay calm for more than a few moments, my body was so up and down, so confused, like I was high, full of energy and caffeine, but also day-dreaming, days without sleep and half-starved. It couldn’t make its mind up, and neither could I.

“Shit,” Roman swore, and the car swerved. I straightened up and peered out the front window to see the problem. I recognised that we were almost at Asher’s, but even in the dull streetlights, I could feel something was wrong.

A woman lay prone in the road, and another was being held by the neck in Vincent’s grip. He waved at us and I yelped, shrinking into my seat, immediately overwhelmed by a pounding pulse and the sound of rushing blood in my ears.

“What do we do?” I breathed, my voice wavering.

Roman reached under the passenger seat and pulled out a gun. Without a word or warning, he rolled his window down a fraction and stuck his hand out, aiming the weapon towards the vampire.

Asher was moving beside me, likely digging for weapons of his own.

“You know you can’t shoot me without this lovely young lady losing her throat in the process, little bumble bees!” Vincent called, and the woman sobbed. She already looked beaten, her cheeks red with blood and her clothes shredded. I dreaded to think about what had earlier taken place, what had happened to the prone form on the floor.

Shadows moved around the car while Roman swore and pulled his hand back in, getting the window up a moment before a scowling face pressed against the glass.

“It’s warded. They can’t get in,” Roman reminded me when a little scream left my throat. The vampire opened his gaping maw and licked up the glass at my side, flashing sharp teeth and blackened gums. He cackled and stepped off, thumping the roof.

“We need to help those women,” I begged. “I can’t have more —”

Another thump on the top of the car broke my words off with a scream, and Asher shouted at Roman to drive away before diving out of the car, slamming the door shut behind him before I could so much as blink.

Without a moment’s pause, Roman reversed, the tires screeching on the road and leaving prints as he swerved up onto the pavement to turn around before zooming off, leaving Asher behind. I saw him strolling closer to Vincent from the rear window and shouted for Roman to go back.

“You’re our priority,” he grumbled, his anger making his whole body tense. “I’ll get you safe then help him.”

As he made a call, I listened, but my fear for Asher overwhelmed anything else. I worried I’d left a piece of myself behind with him, with those women. Someone else to suffer at my hands, even if it wasn’t my hands causing the pain. It was all my fault.

We drove for a few minutes before Roman turned down an empty road, breaking free from the mounting traffic.

The radio stopped playing music, and the news came on. I listened with only half my attention as the presenter spoke of the spike in vicious attacks. Kylie had spoken of it too, before. She’d seemed quite shaken by the brutality. And the dead man I’d found, who, to my shame, I had almost forgotten about, looked like a bear had attempted, and failed, to have him for dinner.

“Ivy, I —” Roman started, but the screaming sound of metal cut his words off, followed by an almighty boom as a bus smashed into us. The impact threw me up from my seat, the seatbelt snapping into my chest and belly as I screamed and rattled like a rag doll as the car flipped over, and over, and over.

When we finally stilled, the metal around us groaned and creaked, and I tried to call out for Roman. I struggled to unbuckle my seatbelt and scramble free. If I’d learned anything from action films, it was that you get out of a damaged vehicle as fast as your injured legs could carry you, lest it blow to smithereens. With a gurgling breath, I shouted for Roman.

Then someone pulled me from the wreckage. I didn’t even have to open my eyes to know who it was. Vincent grasped my chin with his hand and turned me towards him. He came close, just an inch from my nose. The image of him moving on top of me in my bed pushed its way to the surface, and nausea rolled my stomach. A sly smirk spread across his smug face as I sobbed.

“I have you now,” he said in a low voice before licking my cheek. “Let’s get her home.”

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎

Hours later, I sat cross-legged on a small bed with a lumpy mattress, contemplating my life. I’d sunk back into that cold space in my head, where my emotions and fear had grown so big my brain had just popped like a balloon, and it left me with the flappy remnants to pick through. Numb and checked out.

Vincent had dragged me into a car, then into a building, and then into this room. With decades of mildew and dust settled on every surface and hideous red satin sheets so thick with white it looked like snow, the place was foul, unloved and unlived in.

The glimpses I’d caught of the house while Vincent had carried me through showed broken floorboards and a haphazard double staircase that curved up in two directions like we were in a grand mansion. I suppose it sort of was, with wide hallways, a foyer and at least three stories. I had been upside down, though, and it was dark, so my view hadn’t been great.

The only window in this bedroom was single paned with bars nailed across it. No curtain. And the only other furniture was a black leather loveseat full of rips showing the fluffy padding beneath. Lucky for me, I suppose, there was an en suite bathroom, so I wouldn’t have to worry about finding a corner of the room like a caged animal. They’d given me no indication of how long I would be in here, though. I just stared at the stained wall and waited. And tried to stop the guilt and rage from consuming me.

Roman better be alive, Asher better be fine. That Vincent had walked away from whatever fight they’d had did not mean he was dead. It couldn’t. He’d probably rescued that woman and taken her to the hospital or something. I had to tell myself that. I couldn’t let another bit of grief or pain in. I was at capacity. Full to the brim. No more space. Nope.

So I sat there, trying to think my way through my predicament. No one would know where I was. They might not even care. They must consider me such a liability at this point. Not worth the risk of more lives, more resources. I studied the cracks in the faded wallpaper and sighed.

I knew we hadn’t travelled far from the police station. I hadn’t been knocked out and they made no effort to hide where we headed — that alone was a concern — and while I didn’t have an encyclopaedic knowledge of London; I recognised the street of often abandoned, but insanely opulent mansions. Billionaires Row; houses beautiful, expensive beyond reason — too unaffordable for damn near anyone. A strange phenomenon that most people who wanted such properties had so much money that these homes were just one of many and they would sit disused.

I guessed we’d squatted in some Saudi Prince’s forgotten London pad. If I could get out, I could find my way home. That hadn’t worked for me before, though, as Vincent seemed to have an uncanny ability to hunt me down. It was hopeless. I wanted nothing more for Luke to be alive, for Kylie to not be insane, for none of this to have happened. But something there didn’t sit right, because when I imagined a perfect moment, Asher was there, too. Even Roman. Asher wrapping his arms around my waist, chin on my shoulder while Roman joked with Luke and Kylie giggled. My orange sofa was there too, and a mountain of Chinese food and cold beer. That would be perfect. Out in the sun, not a shadow to be found.

The lock clicked, a sound I’d come to dread, and the bedroom door swung open, pulling me from my daydream. Every muscle in my body stiffened as Vincent strolled into the room, looking as if he owned the place. Perhaps he did. Or maybe he’d killed the person who did. I didn’t acknowledge him, though. To be honest, I froze like a baby bunny, too stiff with fear to move or even flinch. I braced myself for whatever he was about to do. I expected his hands to land on me, or vicious words to fly from his mouth, and I held my breath to wait.

He smiled. 
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Chapter Thirteen
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“IVY,” VINCENT SAID with a voice dripping with malice. He prowled across the room to me, taking his time as he slipped the key into the front pocket of his black trousers. When he stopped before me, he crossed his arms and looked down, like he was watching an animal at the zoo. He repeated my name and my heart stuttered. Still, I couldn’t look up.

Fingers came out towards my face and I jolted, flying back across the bed and letting my gaze land on my captor. I winced when he flashed me his fangs. My organs quivered in terror. His eyes were like the flashes of memory I’d had from our first meeting, impossibly black, wild, consuming. Almost human. But deadened, the light and colour sucked away.

“What do you want?” I asked him.

He smirked and retracted the hand he’d meant to touch me with.

“To talk,” he answered. Then, after a few pondering moments, “I killed your little blond friend. The handsome one. His insides weren’t as pretty as his outsides.”

My heart squeezed and for a moment, all I could see was Luke. He flooded my vision; I heard his laugh; I remembered his hug. Then it was all ripped away and Vincent was staring at me like dinner. He was trying to scare me, rile me up — so I didn’t sob or scream. I glared back. Hugo had told me he’d been the one to kill Luke, not Vincent, so one of them was lying. His eyes narrowed.

“He screamed for his life while I gutted him. I pulled his intestines out with my bare hands and wore them like rope. They were warm... sticky.” He was growling again, his gaze hot on my face. “I enjoyed the moment he realised what was happening. The terror crossing his beautiful face.”

I blinked.

He spoke with such conviction I was moments from vomiting all over the floor in horror, but I held it in. My lack of reaction was pissing Vincent off and that gave me a suggestion of power. So I held his gaze and slowed my breathing, remembering the yoga Kylie had forced on us.

“What did you do to Kylie?” I asked before I could stop myself.

He sat down on the bed, resting his back on the headboard, and stretching his long legs out. I shuffled over as far as I could, but I knew if I jumped off, he wouldn’t be long behind. Like a predator, I thought it better to be slow, not trigger his chase. He ignored my question about Kylie.

“What was his name again?” He asked, his voice conversational. Perhaps more unnerving than when dripping with malice.

I remained silent.

“Tell me,” he snarled, and moved too fast for me to track, his hands seizing my cheeks and turning my face so it was just inches from his.

“Tell me what you did to Kylie.” I said through scrunched lips.

He ran his tongue along his bottom lip before sucking it into his mouth and flashing his fangs. They pressed against the red flesh and looked moments from piercing the thin skin.

I didn’t let my eyes fall from his.

“His name was Luke.” I admitted, the words sitting like wool in my mouth. Hard to say around a stuttering heart.

A slow smirk tugged at Vincent’s lip. “Luke tasted great.” He licked his lips again, and my stomach roiled. “He would have made a fine vampire if he hadn’t been in my way. Did you know he barely even fought? Hugo punched him and he just curled up into this little ball and took it all.”

I tried to let my lack of reaction talk for me. The tears misted my vision, but I would not cry. Vincent studied my face, his gaze caught on my watery eyes, and a look of satisfaction spread over his features. I remained stony. He pulled back and rose to his feet before pacing the small room.

“The girl, on the other hand... she fought,” he grinned. “That’s why I kept her. I admire the fighters. It makes things more interesting. She’s taken to the marking quite beautifully, too. Not slow like you, no, almost immediately she fell. Very susceptible.”

I stiffened a little. I wanted to know what had happened to her after our confrontation at the flat, but he confirmed my suspicions. He’d marked her. Or some vampire had, anyway. The guilt threatening to overwhelm me would have to wait.

“She’s here, you see,” Vincent continued, nodding his head towards the door. “And she’s thrilled. She’s transforming into something incredible. I marked her myself. She is just as honoured as you will be. The transformation will take hold in days.” His grin didn’t reach his dead eyes.

My lips turned down, but I held steady.

“I’ll bring her to see you when she’s complete.”

I shook my head. “No, thank you. Bring her to me now,” I demanded. “Let me talk to my friend.”

Vincent chuckled. “She’s not your friend, Ivy. Well, she’s not the friend you knew. You two could be firm friends again soon, if you just give in to me.” He moved closer to me again, and my hands fisted the grubby blankets.

The smile on his face was so, so evil, and he grew a little glazed over as his attention lingered on the bed I was on. He let his eyes drift from the headboard, down the sheets, and then to me. He was perusing every inch of me. I wanted to dart under the covers and curl up. He made me feel itchy and dirty.

“I haven’t forgotten about the night we spent together,” he muttered.

“What do you want, Vincent?” I asked, sure he hadn’t come here just to antagonise me.

“Touching your skin, marking it with my hands and my blood, enjoying your warmth...” he ignored me. “I will do that again one day. And you will be willing.”

I laughed, I managed a laugh. It came out as a choke, but still. “That will never happen again, you dick. You sexually assaulted me. It was all a lie. It sickens me, the thought of having you that close to me again.”

My obvious rejection did not bother him at all. He just shrugged and smiled again before sitting back on the bed and twisting to watch me. I wanted to kick him in the face.

“If only you knew how special you were,” he said, almost wistfully. I frowned at him and, tense, waited for him to carry on.

“You, Miss Ivy Cunningham, rejected the first marking. We have been waiting for a vessel. Waiting a long time. You need to be strong enough. The marking should turn you or kill you. For you, it did neither. I believe you could be our Hallow.”

My breath kept getting caught in my throat, despite my desperate attempts to appear cool and unafraid. I listened as he continued rambling, spilling all his secrets. He must be sure I would never escape him.

“She is ready to arrive. Ready to wreak havoc upon the world and ready to begin the descent into our madness.” His smile grew wild as he looked at me with reverence. “She is nearly here. The Hallow will arrive. I’ve been preparing for a long time.”

An insanity crossed his gaze, his entire body twitched like he was going to lunge for me. I’d never felt more like a slice of cake or a delicious steak, ready for devouring. It was horrifying.

“I’m not your Hallow,” I murmured, not knowing what that could possibly even mean. It sounded almost biblical, especially with the reverence he used to speak the word. His answering smile was almost serene, as if he was in the presence of his deity.

“You will be,” he said. “But I need you amenable.”

I laughed unbidden. “I will never be willing for you. You should just kill me now rather than waste your time. Or better yet, don’t kill me. Let me string you along and waste endless amounts of your time so you can’t be out there harming anyone else.” I sucked in a breath. “That sounds good. Prep me, do whatever you want. Waste your time on me.”

“I have all the time in the world, Ivy. You will be willing,” He hissed.

The bed pricked like needles beneath my skin. I wanted to get up and run as far away from it as possible. I could spout all the bravery I liked. Didn’t mean I felt it, though. It was an act. If he scratched just a millimetre below the surface, he would find a quivering mess, sobbing on the floor and begging for her saviours to arrive.

But I scrambled off the bed, landing awkwardly and facing Vincent as I backed away. He watched me but stayed still. I pressed against the opposite wall, with no other option. At least my back was unexposed. I glared at him to hide my fear. Unhurried, he rose and followed me, his movements reminiscent of a panther, his onyx eyes never leaving me. I wanted to be strong and brave, but a whimper escaped. I felt like a gazelle being stalked by a lion. When he was just an arm’s length away, he stilled and tipped his head to the side, considering me.

I gaped at him, shaking and trying not to cry. My mouth opened and closed as he watched. He was waiting for me. I failed wholly at appearing brave. Weak, weaponless, and bloody tired, I met his eyes and raised my eyebrows in defiance. Do it. Just fucking do it.

This monster had done so much, killed so many, hunted me despite being a stranger. I knew he had me.

“I’m going to mark you again,” he spoke, his tone low. He ran a finger down my cheek. “And this time, I’m going to make sure it hurts.”

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎

Eyes like an oil spill in a dark ocean, a crushing sensation, being buried alive, claws burrowing into my skin, piercing white hot pain.

I had been unconscious for this part the last time. But thrown on the dusty satin sheets, my face burrowed into the fabric and Vincent’s body pushing into me, I felt it all.

“Last time we were in this position, you were so very willing,” he cooed. “It would be much easier for you if you just sank into it. It’s happening either way.”

I bucked my hips, struggling and wrestling against his hold, but it was bloody useless. He grabbed my hands behind my back and squeezed, the pressure enough to make my bones creak. My nose squashed into the mattress, my nose stud catching on the fraying fabric.

The fingers of his other hand were on my hip.

“I can still sense myself inside you,” he whispered before yanking my leggings down, revealing my entire arse and causing another wrack of terror to wash through me. He crushed my flesh and exhaled. I squirmed, fighting it, but he was so, so strong. “Did I ever tell you about how happy I was to find you?” he asked, voice casual. “That day at the park, you were wearing a yellow sundress, playing frisbee and laughing with such freedom. I knew then who you were. When the frisbee landed at my feet and you ran to scoop it up, I smelled it. I knew. You are our Hallow. You’re the one, Ivy.”

I cried out, sobbing now, wracking my brain for the memory. “But that was six months ago!” I shrieked in horror. “That was summer.”

His knees squeezed against my thighs and I screamed into the bed, my voice muffled and hoarse. Desperate, while he laughed. “Yes, it was! You think you’ve been in my clutches mere weeks? Pathetic. That night wasn’t even the first time we’d spoken. Human minds really are so weak.”

I was spiralling, his words making no sense. But then a burning heat radiated from his cool palm as it settled on my hip, right where the mark was, and I screamed, the pain searing through me. Tears streamed down my cheeks unchecked, soaking the satin as I flailed and fought. Sharp shooting fire coursed through me, pulsating from the mark and flaming through my veins. I howled, my throat joining the inferno that was the rest of my body. I was being consumed.

The low chuckle above me sounded distant, like it was at the end of a tunnel or the bottom of the ocean. The grip around my wrist tightened, and the legs squeezed harder.

Oil slick eyes, mud pouring into my lungs, fire licking flesh. My hand bloody, my tongue metallic.

Nails pushed through my skin, piercing the membrane and sinking into my body. Needles dragging across my bones, skin pulled from me, layer by layer, my organs stamped and crushed.

Torture.

The world around me blackened. My breaths became harder to gasp in, my vision fuzzed and my screams muffled. Vincent spoke above me, and his nails dug in further. Asher’s face pushed into my mind as I tried to force something good in. He was smiling, fresh from sleep and slightly rumpled.

I passed out.

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎

The setting sun streamed through the curtain-less window. Twenty-four hours had passed since Vincent had marked me again. I waited for him, or anyone else, to come and harass me further, but no one did. There was no food or water, no one was checking I was alive or well. I only had the cracks in the ceiling, the stains on the carpet and a thousand questions for company.

My mind shook, my body jumpy — exhaustion rattled me. But physically, the symptoms hadn’t emerged. There was no itching. My skin was fine. The fatigue and dizziness I put down to the lack of food and water, the lack of sleep, the trauma. Last time, the itching had begun after just a few hours. This time, an entire day had drifted by with nothing.

I was stuck in a mental debate with myself, deciding whether to fake the scratching so he wouldn’t try to mark me again, when the door flew open, making my body judder.

I forgot to tense up or shake with fear when a woman strode into the room with an armful of things. Watching as she locked the door behind her and slipped the key into her rear pocket, I found myself fascinated for a moment. If anyone could look more like a stereotypical vampire, I was yet to see them. This woman had slicked back raven hair, bright ruby lips, skin thin as paper and an outfit of red and black leather. She ignored me as she dumped a plate of food, a bottle of water, and a plastic bag on the bed. I had been drinking water from the bathroom tap, and grew concerned that I wasn’t supposed to... but it had tasted fine. I winced at the thought, then looked up.

The woman was watching me now, so I reached up to the crook of my elbow and gave it a little scratch without dropping our stare.

“Eat the food,” she spat, pointing to the plate on the bed, its contents half sloshed onto the sheets. There was a sandwich, ham, I figured out, an apple and a chunk of cheese. The cheese was just meager crumbles now, but despite how unappetising it looked, my stomach growled in anger. I was starving.

Not much put me off my food, and right now, I was yearning for one of Asher’s cooked breakfasts. The only time of day he was happy — the length it took him to shower and cook a meal.

But eating here was giving in to something, accepting my circumstances. “No,” I said.

She tensed, “don’t misread me, Ivy. I don’t care if you eat it. But Vincent does. He wants your strength up.”

I scoffed at her and laughed a little. “Like one insufficient sandwich is going to make me magically stronger.” I glared at her, my voice haughty. “I intend to starve myself, thank you very much.”

It was not that exceptional of a surprise to find she was not a pleasant lady, her face contorting with a barely controlled rage. “Fine by me. But I’m not taking the plate away. The food can rot on your pillow.”

After a breath, I opened my mouth to snap something back, but her expression halted me a beat before she lunged across the bed, scattering the meal further and crushing the poor ham sandwich beneath her knee. One of her hands wrapped around my arm and she yanked it to her, studying my skin.

“You aren’t itching,” she accused.

“Yes, I am!” I retorted a bit too fast.

“Your skin...” she murmured, almost to herself. “It should be separating...” her eyebrows pushed together.

The itching sensation was my skin separating from my body? Holy shit. My mouth hung open, and I forgot to free myself from her grasp. I needed to thank Asher again for that tincture. It was torturous to think of my skin being separated from my body.

The vampire’s burning, accusatory gaze flicked up to mine and flickered between that demonic onyx and the more human pale blue. The blackness in such enormous eyes was bloody unnerving, and I recoiled back as far as I was able.

“Oh, Vincent is going to be so pissed,” she scowled, but a small smile crept over her face as she released my arm and jumped to her feet off the bed. She stormed across the room, with almost a skip in her step.

The key went in the lock, and she paused and turned. “Change into the clothes in the bag. You stink.” Then she opened the door and slammed it shut behind her. I listened to the key turn and the sound of her footsteps drifting down the hall.

Surrounded by the remains of food, I sat there on the bed, frozen as my brain tried to catch up with all that information. I wasn’t itching. Vincent would know soon. Something awful was about to happen to me. He believed I was The Hallow, whatever that was. He’d been toying with me for months. Haunting me. I was having flashes of memories I couldn’t recall. Or nightmares.

I reached for the bag and tipped the contents out. Frowning, I lifted the thin white material up and inspected it. I scrunched up my face and ran the gauzy fabric through my fingers. It was pretty see through and light, it would be like wearing a fucking net curtain. Nah. No bloody way. I flung it onto the floor and stayed put in my stench. I wasn’t becoming his little doll. Vulnerable and all but naked.

Gathering up all the food, I chucked in on the plate and plonked it by the door. Then I sat on the carpet under the lone window, facing it, and let the slight breeze from a gap somewhere along the frame tickle my cheeks. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the tiny amount of fresh air on my face, and I took a deep breath, awaiting the next horror show I knew was just moments away.

My heart dropped as Vincent and Hugo let themselves into my prison cell. I hadn’t even had more than a few minutes. The woman from earlier accompanied them with a smug look on her face, her hands at her hips and her lip tugged up, but Vincent and Hugo looked grave. I cocked my head and sighed, staying on the floor and waiting for whatever bullshit was going to come next. Vincent didn’t pause on entering the room, bounding right over to me, grabbing me and pulling up the sleeve of my jumper.

“It didn’t work,” he said, his face incredulous. “It didn’t take.” He was talking to himself as he ran his icy fingers over my skin. I tried to pull away, but his claws dug in.

He glared at me with an intense curiosity, his dark eyes hooded and cold.

“Why didn’t it work?” He asked, but I don’t think he’d aimed the question at me. I noticed Hugo and the woman shift on their feet behind him. Vincent looked enraged. The anger radiated out of his pores as he straightened his spine. His jaw set firm as the thoughts churned around his mind. His eyes flickered before landing right back on me, like he had realised something.

“What did you do?” He scowled. “It didn’t work again!”

I shook my head, my eyes wide.

“Nothing,” I said dumbly. I had done nothing, and he had to know that.

His eyes narrowed. I shook my head again in a panic, squeezing my eyes shut, expecting him to hurt me, but he lowered himself to his knees and knelt before me. His hand settled on my hip as he tugged my leggings down. Stiffening, I whimpered at his touch. He pulled them down to just below my hip and I felt his hands on my skin. He made a growling sound in the back of his throat. The marking was still there, and from what I could see of it, it didn’t look any different. Vincent ran his fingers over it again and again.

“Why didn’t it work?” He snapped more forcefully and my eyes locked with Hugo when he too, jumped. He looked as afraid as me, and for just a moment, I saw something like genuine concern. Vincent tipped his head a touch towards his stupid little minion, and Hugo stepped forward.

“It could have been the uh, connection,” Hugo said, failing to hide the wobble in his voice. “The um, the desire... you’re marking her for The Hallow. It’s possible the connection has to be stronger between you. Like before. When you two...”

He trailed off, and the realisation struck me at the same time it did Vincent. He rose back to standing, staying so close to me he was pretty much sliding up my body. A wicked grin was on his face. Oh, hell no. It had worked before because we had been having sex when he marked me. I felt hot tears in my eyes but quashed them down. There had been some level of willingness from me then, even if I didn’t know he’d manipulated me into it.

Vincent considered me for a few more moments but then turned, prowling towards Hugo, leaving me with my back to the window. I pulled my leggings up and watched the predator stalk away.

“What was that?” He asked. His voice was creepy and calm, and Hugo had the intelligence to look frightened.

“There has been some evidence that when bringing forth a stronger being, a stronger connection with the vessel is required,” Hugo spoke. “Maybe it was working before because of what you did. Perhaps it failed this time because of what you didn’t do.” Hugo stumbled on his last word.

I was definitely going to vomit everywhere now.

“I also, uh, think the union has to be consensual. Mostly, anyway,” he added.

Mostly consensual. What the hell did that even mean? How could I sort of consent? Pushing my back against the cool glass of the window, I willed myself to disappear through it. I stayed there, my eyes closed and my body tense, while they continued discussing the ins and outs of their ceremony — they were talking like I wasn’t even there.

I think I must have gone into a little daze, because the next thing I noticed was Vincent prowling towards me again and the other two vampires leaving the room. It was clear they’d decided something while I wasn’t paying attention. They didn’t lock the door behind them, and Vincent didn’t lock it from the inside either. I begged the wall to swallow me up, or the glass to shatter and send me plummeting to the earth. But of course, it didn’t. I had nowhere to go, so I squared my shoulders and stared him down.

Vincent stopped a foot in front of me, and touched the neckline of my jumper, running his fingers along the stitching in a slow caress.

“Our night together was good, wasn’t it?” He asked me. His eyelids were heavy, and he was looking at me through thick eyelashes. My mouth turned down. I remembered nothing about that night. I slammed my eyes shut, and a chuckle rumbled his throat. Shaking my head to answer his question, I knew he could tell I was shivering. I wanted Asher to come and rescue me. I wanted to be the princess in the tower, being saved by a handsome prince. The safety of his arms screamed out to me, and I begged the universe to find myself in them when I opened my eyes.

Vincent laughed again. “Ivy.”

I hated it when he said my name. It was far too intimate and made my skin crawl.

“Do this, and I won’t end the lives of everybody you have ever known.” He was talking through gritted teeth, leaning closer to my face. “I’m sure you have family... I’ll kill them all. All of your friends? Everyone you grew up with? Family friends... the person who served you a coffee or sold you this jumper. Everyone. Everyone will die in the worst ways imaginable. I will bathe in their gore and use their bones to build a fucking throne. And their blood will be on your hands.” He paused, and I winced. “Do this and only you will die.”

I took a deep breath and let all of his words sink in. He wasn’t done.

“You won’t die... your body will continue to walk this earth once the marking is complete.”

His hand moved down my arm and jumped over to my hip. He began rolling his fingers around it in a lazy circle. Every inch of me tensed as his touch roamed up to my waist. He tugged me towards him.

“Just let me in,” he whispered in my ear. “And this will all be over.”

I sighed and relaxed a little. It was hilarious to me he thought he could seduce me after all he had done. I let him have a moment, then I murmured into his ear through gritted teeth.

“I would rather rot.”
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Chapter Fourteen
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TWO MORE DAYS. THEY left me with the bathroom tap and the mouldy ham sandwich for two more days before the door opened again. I’d grown faint with hunger and mad with cabin fever.

Hugo walked in holding a plate wrapped in cling-film and a bottle of orange juice. A plastic bag hung from his elbow. Someone outside pulled the door shut and locked it while I watched him saunter over to the bed and chuck the plate and bottle down without ceremony. I scowled at him even though the room was swimming, the betrayal still so fresh, hitting me each time I laid eyes on him.

“Eat,” he said, gesturing vaguely towards the meal.

From my spot under the window, enjoying the tiny draught of cool air, I glared at him. I was starving beyond belief, so whatever food was on that plate would soon be in my belly, but I didn’t want him to see my desperation. I hated that I had to cave and eat. It seemed like the first step to caving in fully, and I wanted to scream at him and claw his eyes out for helping put me in this position. But all I could do was stare at him and will my sight to turn into lasers to strike him down. They’d kept me locked up and alone to drive me to madness, and unfortunately, it was damn near working. I shook my head at Hugo as he crossed the room and heaved me up by my armpits, standing me on unsteady feet.

“You stink,” he declared.

“You got my stench all over your hands now.” I spat back, and he released me with a cry of disgust as I laughed, crumpling back to the ground. “Better get me some soap, lackey!”

“Eat. Change your clothes,” he said, pacing away from me, ignoring my taunting. I flopped onto my back and kicked my legs in the air, giggling to myself as the madness overwhelmed me. The wash of grief had overcome me days ago, and all I was left with was a half-bleeding brain and a pit of hot vengeance in my tummy. As soon as I had my strength up.

“Never never,” I sing-songed. “I will never wear his clothes.”

“Yours are foul.”

I sat up and frowned, looking down at my jumper and skirt. Blood covered them in splodges, rips slashed through the jumper, and stains blemished the skirt from the tube station floor. I could also damn near see the green stink lines radiating upward from me. I was more animal than woman now, beaten and squashed into submission they would never gain. It felt like I was just biding my time until I could be with Luke again. Stuck in the quiet by myself, I missed him so dearly.

“I’m foul.” I grumbled, pinching at the fabric of my jumper. “Let me shower.” My voice shook as I looked up at him. “And give me soap. Can’t have a shower without soap!”

“Stop it.” Hugo rolled his eyes and I could see his internal debate about what to do with the madwoman at his feet. “Why Vincent is so convinced you’re capable of being The Hallow, I’ll never understand.”

“What even is that?” I blurted, scruffing up my hair with my fingers on my scalp. “The Hallow is a stupid name and I don’t even know what it’s for.”

“It’s not for anything,” Hugo rolled his eyes, hovering near the door. “It’s — so much more. Something we’ve been awaiting for a long time. “

“Right.” I snorted, mania rumbling through me. “I’m yer magical, mystical, mystery Hallow beast... thing. Yep.” It was pathetic. I was nothing but a girl caught up in a web, slowly losing the plot. Too much piled on me. Too much trauma and grief and pain and loss.

Hugo didn’t reply for a while. He watched me as I stood and ambled over to the bed, nosing at the plate. A cheeseburger and chips that looked like they’d come from a cheap takeaway and sat on the kitchen counter overnight. I had flashbacks of huzzing a very similar meal down my gullet while the room swam from too much alcohol. That old friend, a pang of pain at the thought of Luke, reared up and joined the hunger in my gut. It was almost comforting, as familiar as his face to me. I was in the spider’s web, desiccating to a husk in Vincent’s silk trap.

I laid my body on the satin sheets and curled up into a ball. The bed had been disturbed so often now that no more dust marred the crimson. Most of it settled in my hair, I think. My prison was once something grand, with its expensive drapery and soft furnishings. It was almost funny to consider how it was being used now. A prisoner surrounded by half-destroyed finery.

“I’ll get you some soap,” Hugo murmured before turning and banging on the wooden door with his fist. It didn’t even make me jump anymore. The door swung open, and he disappeared.

I ate the cold fast food and guzzled the orange juice before the lock had even clicked. My stomach attacked right away, squeezing and rolling as it tried to process the sudden grease. I buckled over and groaned, trying not to cry at the physical pain. It left me so distracted I didn’t notice the company I’d gained until a hand wrapped in my hair and tugged me up. I winced and cried out as Vincent glared down at me.

“You’re not soap!” I shrieked. He moved faster than I could track, and in the blink of an eye, I was on my back and he was hovering over me, resting his arms on either side of my head.

“Have you decided whether to rot in here or work with me yet?” he asked, casual as anything. “I need not remind you it will be a slow and painful rot. Years. Decades. I will make it hideous. You’ve had a taste,” he paused, studying my broken form beneath him. “Just let it happen. Slip away. No rot.”

He ran his hand along my cheek as he spoke, and I tried to pull away from him. But it was futile. He was so much stronger than I could ever imagine. The pressure of his weight across me was sickening, like my very skin was rejecting his touch, burning and tingling to push him off. If my brain had switched off to the horrors, my body was still reacting. My fight-or-flight warning me a predator was near. It was too late, though; we were already nose to nose.

“Hugo’s coming back with some soap,” I said. “I hope it smells like bloody pomegranates.”

He frowned down at me, appearing perturbed, before running his icy hand down my neck and collarbone. “Isn’t that nice?” he whispered. His flat hair brushed along my forehead as he closed in. It smelled smoky, a bonfire of death and decay, and made my stomach recoil.

He thought he was winning. He thought my relaxing body was a sign I was about to cave, and he loosened his hold a fraction in anticipation as I shifted my legs open to allow him in a little closer. My skin crawled when he sneered down at me. Our noses brushed. His lips tickled my cheek. A flicker of surprise crossed his face when I didn’t so much as flinch, then he closed the last of the distance and his lips mashed into mine. Cold and slimy. I wanted to turn inside out, to burn up and disintegrate into ash rather than let him, but he relaxed more. His grip lessened. I could use it.

So, despite each cell in my body needing to be as far away as possible, I kissed him back. He forced my mouth open with his tongue and I let him in. It was hard and demanding, sickening. I had to distance myself from what I was doing. Every fibre of my being was urging me to push him aside and vomit up the cheeseburger. But I didn’t. I moved my palms onto his cheeks and then up to his eyebrows, running my fingers along the fine hairs there. He growled and pressed his crotch against mine. Flashes of the night he’d come into my flat rang through my vision, blinks of him above me, of his hands tugging on my clothes while I laughed. My bloody hands thrusting into a chest. A conversation I hadn’t had. A scream, ferocious and pained. Metal on my tongue.

I lowered my fingers from his eyebrows, and with a burning fierceness, forced my thumbs into his eyes. I pushed and pushed with every ounce of strength I had, screaming an anguished bellow and sobbing as I pressed in in in until I felt something give. A pop and a squelch. Crying out and laughing maniacally, I dropped my arms as he shot back, punching me hard across the cheek and bellowing for help as he held his palms to his face. Black sludge poured from his eye sockets as I glimpsed stars speckling my vision from his hit. The black splattered down over me, raining death and vengeance across my chest. Asher would be proud. Or perhaps Roman.

“You stupid bitch!” he yelled, staggering off of the bed. I leapt up and kicked him in the balls as hard as I could. Perhaps the cheeseburger and orange juice had been all the energy boost I needed, or maybe I was working below empty, about to collapse alongside my captor, but a bubble of excitement rocketed through me. I’d actually caused him pain. I studied him for a moment as he slumped to his knees, cradling his face. Eyes, balls, ankles. A self-defence lesson I’d attended with Kylie still paying for itself even years later as I stamped down between his legs. I grinned wildly and wondered when Hugo would return with my soap. Maybe he’d bring one of those posh ones with rose petals nestled in or some shit. I was losing myself. I needed to get out of here, to Asher, to my mother or the beach or a hospital, somewhere far, far from here, where I wasn’t about to lose my mind. Perhaps then I could claw back my sanity.

The inky fluid ran in rivulets down Vincent’s cheek. He said something in a deep, guttural language and put his hands on the floor, leaning over and letting the black liquid seep and drip.

“Fuck you,” I spat at him. “I will never let you near, you utter prick. Never.”

Boiling over with fury, I bit back a slew of other insults. I had so much more I wanted to say. But instead, I slammed my foot into his head and watched him wobble. He began chanting something under his breath again, which couldn’t be good. So I booted him in the stomach, basking in his weakness, enjoying overpowering him far more than I should. I had never been in a fight before all this shit had started. I had punched no one, never kicked anyone or even pulled someone’s hair. It scared me that I was enjoying myself in some sick way. I was revelling in the violence of it. Seeing Vincent tense and slump beneath me when a blow landed was satisfying as fuck after all he’d put me through. I wanted to end him. For all those he’d ended in pursuit of me, and before me. But I needed to get free.

So as he continued his manic chanting, I raced away, my hand extended to grab the door handle. But when I was just a few steps away, the handle tilted, causing me to stumble and slide so I didn’t barrel into whoever was about to come in.

Vincent’s face shot up, making me gasp. His eyes were gone, only gaping, seeping holes. That seemed impossible. I was already weak before the starvation and deprivation. My thumbs shouldn’t have destroyed him with such ease. He gargled something and slumped down as I stared at my black stained thumbs, a sudden sense of dread sinking back over me.

The door creaked into the room at the same moment I picked up shouts and screams from down the hallway. I stilled. This house had remained silent except for when someone was coming to torment me. There was a crash, and a loud thumping bang like doors were being slammed open. Then the sound of rapid gunfire ricocheted through the hall and I heard what I thought were bodies smacking to the ground. What the —

The door flew open the rest of the way, smashing into the wall and bouncing. My eyes locked with the person in the doorway.

Asher. Asher was here. His eyebrows shot up as he looked at me, then darted to Vincent’s hunched body.

“What —” He said.

But all I felt was relief. A huge, overwhelming sense of clarity washed over me, and I rushed over to him, jumping and leaping into his embrace, trusting him to catch me. His warm arms wrapped around my waist as I sunk my face into his neck and shuddered, trying not the break at the last hurdle.

“Ivy,” he murmured into my head, grasping at me with an urgency to pull me even closer to him. I wanted to burrow into him. When I thought I heard him murmur, “oh thank fuck,” it was so quiet and muffled into my hair, I couldn’t be sure it was anything more than a fever dream. My sanity was on the brink, and really, I shouldn’t trust anything until a decent meal and a full night’s sleep. And medical attention.

Asher’s chest was heaving with panting breaths, and I tried to calm myself down against him. He was sweating and sticky, but so sturdy, so safe. I squeezed my eyes shut and wished us away, but after a quick kiss to my hair, he settled me on my feet.

With his gun drawn and pointing at Vincent, he quickly took in the room. His beard had grown in, and purple shadows smudged under his eyes. He grasped my hand in his, squeezing like he was afraid I would disappear. It was such a relief to see him alive, to see him unaffected by the fight with Vincent. I needed to ask about those women, about Roman. But based on his all black camo and leather strap of ammo criss-crossing across his broad chest, now wasn’t the time. He appeared ready for war.

I didn’t know how long Vincent’s eyes would keep him incapacitated, and I didn’t want to hang around to find out. He garbled a noise in the centre of the room, and Asher stepped towards him, dragging me closer to the man I needed to get further away from. I tugged back, and Asher studied me.

“We need to leave,” I said with desperation, still pulling at his hand.

My chest was rising and falling as I tried to catch my breath. Just moments ago, I was about to race for my life. I had fought for it, beating my captor, and now I was supposed to be running through his mansion and attempting to defeat anyone else that crossed my path. I looked up at Asher as he looked down at me. For a moment, it was like we were the only people in the world. We existed in a bubble of eye contact and hands grasped together. His hand landed on the back of my head, and for mere seconds, I sank into the comfort.

Then dozens of other bodies dressed like Asher flooded into the room. The Hive were here; I realised with a sinking feeling. Bodies jostled us as they poured towards Vincent, voices shouted words I didn’t care to listen to.

Asher was here.

He was rescuing me. A tiny part of me was afraid of that, afraid that now I would have to feel my feelings, that I would have to grieve and survive. It seemed impossible. Insurmountable. I didn’t know if I wanted to live anymore with this swirling, insidious, looming tornado of pain heading towards me.
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Chapter Fifteen
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THE ROOM SWARMED WITH bodies, all wearing such heavy, thick clothing it was hard to even tell their genders, let alone learn anything about them. Most wore masks over their noses and mouths, with hoods pulled down so only their eyes were visible. Only some showed their faces, Asher included. It was unnerving, a faceless swarm.

Two of them had Vincent pressed into the carpet, squashing his damaged face into the dirty fibres and patting him down roughly for any weapons before securing his hands behind him. I watched with a quiet glee at seeing him manhandled, seeing him weak. This devil had caused me so much pain, some of it I couldn’t even remember, and I’d struck back. My body hummed with it, with an unfamiliar weirdness, not myself, like someone else had taken over and I’d given them the reins. As I sunk down now, snug in Asher’s arms, with his chin resting protectively on my head, I knew I was walking away a different woman. Again. There was only so much changing a person could do before they exploded.

I relaxed into Asher with a sigh, despite the creeping heartache and sense of wrongness. We watched the chaos from the door as the two guards? Soldiers? Uh... Hive members yanked Vincent to his feet once it satisfied them he was weaponless, and wrapped a heavy chain around his body, making his arms squeeze into his sides.

“Fucking half-breeds,” he growled, his destroyed face tipped down. It surprised me that I had caused anything close to the harm in front of me. His eye sockets had caved inward, and it looked like the rest of his face was going to follow. I watched in awe as they dragged him away. Just my thumbs and a bit of pressure were all it took? I was missing something huge, and I didn’t have the capacity to figure it out. If it was that easy...

“Fuck you,” I spat at him as they moved him through the door. I expected a snide remark back, but got nothing. With his exit, the room grew brighter. My prison for the last few days, my place of dread, meant squat in an instant. I wasn’t afraid anymore.

“Ivy,” Asher murmured my name against my ear. He was clasping me, and I didn’t know if it was for his benefit or mine. He squeezed me and his forehead dropped to my shoulder for a moment. His relief rolled off of him in waves.

The room emptied of Hive members as they followed Vincent and his guards out. From the excited chatter bubbling around, I think it was a big deal for them to have him. I couldn’t puzzle out why they’d been told not to apprehend him before. It would have saved a lot of grief.

I got the impression of a well-oiled machine, a family. The Hive moniker made a little more sense. They seemed cohesive. One of them murmured something to Asher as he or she passed, and all of them appeared to respect him based on the polite head nods and small smiles.

“I’m sorry,” I croaked once we were alone, turning in his arms to peer up at him. “I know I was an idiot to leave. Trust me, I know. You don’t need to tell me. I don’t need to hear it.”

His jaw tensed, but his eyes remained warm as he studied my face. I knew I must look like shit, from days of little food and water, and the pain and torture Vincent had put me through. But a warmth bloomed in my rib cage and I let my eyes fall closed to enjoy it. Asher’s arm around me was grounding me, bringing me back. I let my head drop onto his chest and listened to his steady beating heart as I reached up and stroked a hand along his new beard growth.

“Can we leave now?” I asked him, voice muffled. I wanted fresh air and rain and a bath and food and to not breath in eras of dust.

“Let them finish the sweep, then yes,” Asher replied. So we stood there wrapped up in each other, listening to the sounds of a raid. Shouts and bangs echoed from down the hall, from below and beneath, and we just stayed pressed together as his heat seeped into me. Asher told me they were checking every room, rounding up all the bodies in the house — there was an occasional scream or sound of scuffling, but the noises were drifting further away from us. Vincent would be out of the house and probably bundled into a massive black reinforced van with strings of garlic and crosses and holy water dripping from a little hosepipe. Or just contained with that length of chain and a weakened body. I blinked away the thought of his hands on me as the memories threatened to push me back down.

“Are you alright?” Asher asked, noticing my sudden tension.

“I want to get out of this room.” Vincent’s teeth scraping against my neck, his hand grasping my hip, my flesh, my body.

“Let’s go then.” Asher cupped my elbow and guided me from the bedroom and into the buzz of the hallway. Most of the hubbub had died down as we barrelled towards the stairs and I kept my head down, not wanting to see any more of the disused mansion or the devils within it. We flew towards the exit as The Hive swarmed and pushed through wide double doors and onto a low porch.

Massive black cars and vans filled every inch of the driveway. Dozens of bodies moved about, shoving what I could only assume were vampires into the back, or patching up the injured. I stilled and watched the scene. So many people, so much time and effort and weaponry to rescue me. So many vampires caught in the house. And not affected at all by the daylight. Another myth busted.

“Ivy?” Asher queried beside me, having stopped right when I did. The fresh air pounded my face and stung my eyes as I tried to get used to it.

“I’m okay,” I said, “I’m just — I’m scared, I think.” I looked up at him, blinking away tears. “It’s weird. He got me. He did terrible things to me. But I still have so much shame and guilt... I still —”

“What did he do?” Asher interrupted me, turning me to face him with a rough pull.

“He didn’t get as far as he wanted to,” I answered, understanding his implication and surprised at his reaction. Vincent didn’t rape me. I wasn’t clear if he ever had. I couldn’t remember, but I did know that I felt violated and sick to my stomach at the thought of the night we’d spent together. At every touch he’d placed on my skin. I wasn’t sure if it was a good thing or not.

A darkness crossed Asher’s gaze. “What happened?” he asked, his voice a low growl. “What did he do?”

“Now’s not the time,” I pleaded, but his face was so stern, something like protectiveness making him look fierce. So I told him. As we stood mere metres from the location of my nightmare, I told him everything that had taken place. From the failed marking, to the theory about consensual sex. All of it. Including pressing my thumbs into Vincent’s eyes moments before Asher burst through to rescue me.

“I’ve never known of a marking failing,” Asher murmured, though his mind appeared elsewhere. “Not on its own, anyway. Only when we get to it.”

I just shrugged. “He did it a day ago and I’m... fine. Fine enough anyway. No itching or weirdness beyond the symptoms of being kidnapped,” I paused for a moment. “He mentioned something about The Hallow? Have you heard of it?”

I only knew he’d tensed because our bodies pressed together, otherwise it would have been infinitesimal enough to fly under my tired radar. Vans and cars began to leave, a procession of gloom as they ferried their new captives to wherever-the-fuck.

“No.”

He was lying. That was obvious. I was sick of lies. I wanted to berate him, and I opened my mouth to do so when —

A bang ricocheted through the driveway. Then another. The sound of gunfire echoed and voices raged, shouting and commanding from everywhere. I’d never heard it before, but it was unmistakable. Asher pulled me down and behind a pillar before glancing around, trying to figure out the problem. It sounded like it was coming from near the road, far from here, but every Hive soldier was braced, ready, weapons drawn and waiting for instructions.

Asher lifted his wrist to his lips, and I noticed a watch there for the first time. He spoke into it and paused, listening, though I couldn’t hear anything. He wore a little earpiece too, another thing I hadn’t spotted. I wondered if he could have a frigging unicorn horn implanted that I wouldn’t see in this state. My eyes dipped down to his forehead, but all I found there was a furrow.

Before I could ask him what he thought had happened, a youthful Hive member bounded up to Asher and what he said made my heart plummet as that now familiar fear riled up beneath my ribs.

Vincent had escaped. A tall blond vampire and a female had appeared out of the shadows armed with guns and killed a few guards (guards! — the young guard telling us had confirmed to me what they called themselves). They had taken one of their own vehicles and freed Vincent before driving through the fencing and disappearing into the busy street. There were multiple losses of life.

“He had severe injuries, though. Whatever happened...” the young guard said, his gaze darting between Asher and me, as if he didn’t quite know where to look. Asher had crowded over me without either of us realising, like he was shielding me from the entire world. “His eyes had massive damage. He’ll be out of commission for a while.”

“Powerful vampires hold a lot of their power in their eyes. Without them, they can’t manipulate their prey or their inferiors. Damaging his eyes was the right thing to do,” Asher explained.

The memory of Vincent’s eyes popping beneath my thumb made my stomach roll again, and I frowned. “It was just the softest spot nearest to my hands,” I mumbled. “I would have gone for his balls first if I could have reached them.”

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎

Trying to claw back some semblance of self, I sat in Asher’s bathtub, letting the hot water soak off all the grime and horror from the last few days. Several layers of filth had already sloughed away in the shower, but when I sank to my knees and sobbed under the cascade of water, Asher suggested a bath instead.

He’d informed me that Roman was alive, in the hospital, but healing well. That was more than I could have hoped for. He was going to be fine, just grumpy, with a slight wound to his pride from being beaten by a bus to car collision. He also explained that when The Hive realised Vincent had me, they were all of a sudden very willing to help if it led to his capture. It made little sense, and I could see it played on Asher’s mind.

“It was so stupid, Ivy,” Asher’s voice raised as we marched into his flat. I didn’t even have a snarky remark about being his captive again. I knew what that was like now, to be a prisoner, to be held against my will and forced into situations I didn’t want, things I begged to stop. A laugh threatened to bubble over when the feeling of safety washed through me at the sight of his hallway, his murder bowl, the wards along the crown moulding. “Have a damn sense of self preservation.” He’d spat, surprising me at his shift from the steadfast wall of warmth to the angry soldier.

So without saying a word, not entertaining his mood, I’d stomped into the bathroom and peeled out of my ruined clothes, discarding them where they fell. I wanted to burn them.

Through the door, once I was crying on my knees in the tub, Asher told me to run a bath instead, and then said he was going out. Heading to The Hive HQ for a debrief and to see Roman.

It didn’t even surprise me. Surely now I had learned my lesson about leaving the flat? I’d turned the taps on and let the burning hot water fill around me as I picked at the black liquid numbly from my fingernails and contemplated what the hell I was supposed to do next.

I bellowed at the smart speaker in Asher’s bedroom to put some music on nice and loud. My plan was to drown out the entire world. The beat of the song kicked up as the hot water lapped at my nipples. The bass and the rush from the tap overwhelmed my senses. Perfect.

My aching muscles soothed, but all the little cuts and scratches I had gained stung and caused me to wince. I closed my eyes and drifted down so my scalp was under the water, my hair fanning around my head, just my nose in the air. I could still feel and hear the thumping bass of the music from here, a heartbeat to focus on. It was like being curled up in a womb, warm and fuzzy. I was a whirling, swirling mess of emotion; fear, panic, anger, grief and sadness all rocketed through me and made me take in a huge, gulping breath. I squeezed my face up and tried to slow my breathing. I wanted the womby water to work, but it didn’t. So instead I brushed my teeth and scrubbed at my scalp with shampoo.

It was useless. As a sob broke from my throat, I was an undulating mess of strength and weakness as it all attacked me, just trying not to shatter. I needed to stay numb. The reprieves where I felt dead to the world were only brief. I wanted permanence.

I stayed in the water as it cooled; the bubbles popping on my cheek as I cried my heart out, curled up into a little ball with half my face poking out. The music shifted from the upbeat song I had put on and grew more melancholy. A male singer’s voice was fraught with some love lost or gained, which only made the tsunami of grief hit me that much harder. Down to my bones, I understood that my life had changed irrevocably. There would be no going back to my home, to that gorgeous silly half decorated flat, to the office I loved or the job I was good at. I didn’t even know when I would be safe to leave this flat, let alone live any kind of life.

The water had long grown cold, but I didn’t move. I must have been in that water for an hour. All the bubbles were gone and my skin was pruney. The music was still booming, drowning out all over sound as it played ABBA- Angeleyes, a song I would find irresistible to bop about to on a normal night, but today was hitting different. I loved ABBA, but their mixture of joy and melancholy hurt my brain.

Moving from my foetal position, I sat up with my knees under my chin and curled my face down onto them, resting with my hair plastered over my face. I needed to get out of this bath or I was going to end up half mermaid.

Sighing, I moved to rise out of the tub when I noticed the small vibrations of footsteps in the adjacent bedroom. I cocked my head and listened as those footsteps crossed the room and turned the music off. The sudden silence rang through my ears and I stiffened.

There was a long pause, then a faint knock on the bathroom door.

“Ash?” I called out, pressing my knees further into my chest.

After a moment, the bathroom door creaked open, and I held my breath. If it was anything other than Asher with his eyelids closed, I was going to lose it.

But it was him.

And his eyes were open.

I relaxed a fraction despite my nakedness.

“Do you mind?” I asked him, raising my eyebrows and shifting to make sure all my important bits stayed hidden. He shrugged, eyes twinkled a little.

“ABBA?” He queried, his eyebrow raised.

“Hey, don’t diss ABBA. I’ll never forgive you if you tell me you don’t like them.” It was easy to banter, to bicker, but it seemed hollow.

Asher smirked and moved through the room, settling on his knees beside the bathtub. He rested on the lip of it, nestling his arms in his hands, spreading out and studying me.

“Your forgiveness won’t be necessary,” he said, looking at me a little too closely.

“What?” I asked. He was unnerving me. I was butt-naked in the tub and he’d walked right in. He smiled up at me through his eyelashes and ran his fingers along the top of the water, letting it ripple around his digits.

“It’s cold,” he commented, withdrawing his hand a fraction and pulling a face.

I gasped at him. “Get out!”

“I wanted to talk to you.”

“And that couldn’t wait for me to be... ya know, not naked and wet?”

He shook his head. “It seemed a good idea to do it while you’re vulnerable.”

“That’s sick, my guy,” I said, but I smirked a little, leaning into his brand of weirdness. I liked that he hadn’t treated me like a fragile flower. He had a point, but... “I’m always bloody vulnerable at the minute.”

He puffed out a scant breath and tried to smile at me, but it fell flat. His curly hair was all messed up, and the beard scruff on his face made him look gruff. A heaviness settled between us, and I had the urge to splash him, but then I would probably flash a tit, and that didn’t seem appropriate.

I sighed.

He copied me.

“Ivy, when I came back here, and you were gone, I felt much... bigger than I expected to. I was scared, Ivy. And that surprised me. I need you to not do that again. Please.” He dipped his head and I could tell that had been hard for him to say.

“What were you afraid of?” I asked. I understood why he had preferred me vulnerable, as he put it, he was opening himself up to me, he was exposed, too. It was easier for him this way, even if it was all twisted up. I hugged my knees closer to my chest.

“I should say all my time and energy being wasted. All the food you’ve eaten. All the nights I’ve had to sleep on that sofa,” he frowned, “that’s what I should say.”

My heart pounded against my ribs as I waited for his next words. I was desperate for them. I hated that I was, that my life could progress, that fresh feelings could develop, that I could find anything good in this horror show.

He shot forward, splashing water as he leaned into the tub, and pausing just an inch from my face with a question in his eyes. Permission. He was asking for permission. His lips parted, and I crossed the last of the short distance, letting my mouth press to his, showing him how much I cared. He groaned and kissed me back, his hand moving to the nape of my neck to hold me still as he shifted even closer. It felt healing, a welcomed kiss rather than by force. I craved his touch to my body, I trusted it.

And I came alive under his hand, my fingers tingling as I ran them up his neck and my lower stomach aching pleasantly for more as our lips moved together. But as quickly as he’d leaned in, he pulled away to look into my eyes. It was all over too fast. I wanted to tug him back to me, exposed body be damned.

“I’m glad you’re okay,” he whispered, still gripping my hair. I nodded lamely and shivered as the cold water caught up with me. I needed out of the bath to wrap myself up in some cosy clothes before crawling into his amazing, cuddly bed and forgetting the world for an hour or 48. “I’m sorry I did that.”

“Don’t be,” I murmured, feeling a little breathless. I wanted him to do it again, but he looked conflicted. “Ash,” I said his name to hurry him along. It was clear he hadn’t made up his mind, so I was going to sit in my icebox and wait for him.

He stared right at me, his eyes bright and churning with light. He gaped at me like a fish for a few seconds before leaning in closer again. My heart fluttered. Stupid thing.

“Ivy...” He said my name in such a delicious way, it made me not care about being starkers in front of him. It made my skin awaken with shivers. I tried to smile at him, to pull him closer to me and embrace him again, but something was wrong.

My heart was still fluttering, my skin was still alive, but it wasn’t pleasant.

I frowned and looked at Asher, withdrawing my hands from him and holding them to my throat. My skin was raging hot all of a sudden and burning like the water had turned into flames. I gasped and tried to gulp in a breath, but my lungs constricted and my heart raced. It was going too fast, pounding into my rib cage and trying to leap clean out of my chest.

“Ash, I —” I spluttered. I wanted to tell him something was wrong, but my voice caught in my throat and panic waved over me.

My entire body jerked, and I flailed, sloshing water all over the sides of the tub and all over Asher. I wasn’t in control anymore. Pain roared through me as my head slammed into the edge of the tub and my bones cracked beneath my skin. I screeched out in pain and fear as the ache intensified. It was like my skin was peeling from my muscles, my bones pulling apart, and my organs trying to evacuate.

I cried out, aware of gentle hands scooping me out of the bath. The bathroom blinkered in and out, lights flashed and dimmed. There was movement above me I couldn’t make sense of. My entire world was misery. I forgot all else.

I think I screamed, my throat hoarse.

Pressed against something warm, the pain peaked and I convulsed. Asher swore as everything faded to black. Then I was gone.

Really gone.
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Chapter Sixteen
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SO I HADN’T REALLY gone. It wasn’t the end. I blinkered back to life and grew painfully aware of my surroundings as I fought consciousness.

Machines beeped an irritating rhythm, voices echoed over a loudspeaker and someone talked in a hushed voice above me. My skin pinched at my inner elbow from what I assumed was a needle or an IV. I was in a hospital. I recognised the sounds, and the smells of disinfectant and antiseptic were a memory blast from when I’d broken my collarbone as a kid. The bed beneath me was hard and uncomfortable, my limbs stiff as I tried to move them.

I had survived what felt like my entire body breaking. From my toes to the top of my head, I’d fragmented. My body had failed all at once and somehow, almost positively because of Asher, I was still here. Always swooping in with the lifesaving, that guy. He was my first coherent thought as my mind clawed its way back. He’d been my last, as my eyes had closed with a certainty they would never open again. His voice screaming my name as he pulled me from the bath ricocheted around my brain as I orientated myself.

“Miss Cunningham?” a gentle voice said above me. I didn’t recognise it, so I ignored it. “I know you’re awake, Miss Cunningham. Please open your eyes.”

The voice was female and tender. She was firm but sweet as she spoke again.

“Miss Cunningham, it’s time to get up.”

I sighed and tried to force my eyelids apart, one at a time.

Yeah, hospital. But it looked different. It certainly wasn’t an NHS accident and emergency department. This was private, and not vibrating with the too-bright lights that ran along the ceilings of public hospitals or the background hum of too many people. There was no natural light, but I couldn’t move to look around the room to see further. All I saw was the ceiling and some of the dark brown walls. It was like we were underground, the walnut toned paint mimicking mud and the darkness as gloomy as a cave.

The woman above me smiled down. My eyes squeezed shut again. I didn’t want to be awake. I didn’t want to confront any kind of reality right now. My warm bubble of unconsciousness beckoned me back.

“Miss Cunningham,” the doctor said my name with a lot more firmness. Frowning, I looked at her. She had black hair, tucked up into a bun and a stern face. She sort of reminded me of an emu, with eyes far too big and wrinkles on her neck. Her lips pinched as she waited for me to adjust. I was on my back in a high hospital bed, wearing a white gown with a thick cream blanket pulled up under my armpits. The doctor pressed a button and my top half rose with the bed, settling when I was almost sitting, allowing me a wider view of the space. A single door with a narrow window was the only way out. There was another, ajar, showing the small bathroom that lay behind it.

“Where am I?” I croaked. Yikes, my throat was dry. I winced and tried to swallow against the gravel, hacking and coughing to catch my breath.

Placing her hands on her hips, the doctor answered my question. “You are at a Hive operated hospital. Agent Jacobson brought you in last night after you suffered adverse effects from the marking.”

An effect of the marking... I shivered, the now familiar creeping dread sinking back over me. I hated having a piece of Vincent inside me in any form. It made me want to claw my way out of my body and find some new skin. That’s what it felt like was happening when I lost consciousness, as if I was shedding every organ and limb trying to split apart.

“Agent Jacobson?” I asked, the name unfamiliar.

“Asher Jacobson,” she elaborated. I squinted at the lanyard she had hanging around her neck. She was Dr Miranda Evans.

“Asher?”

She nodded with pursed lips. Realising I hadn’t learned Asher’s second name struck me as odd. It seemed like something I should have known, considering how much time we’d spent together, but it had never occurred to me to ask. Dr Evans waited with patience for me to get my bearings on that. My mind was racing faster than I could keep up and she appeared to recognise that, unflinching as she watched me flounder.

“The Hive are helping me?” I asked. They had swooped in on Vincent’s mansion to capture lots of unsuspecting vampires. I had considered them freeing me as just a consequence of that. It made no sense to me that I was here. “I understood they weren’t going to...” I murmured, lost in thought.

“Yes, well, Agent Jacobson was very persuasive according to those who dealt with him.” She cocked an eyebrow, and I sensed there was more to the story. It made me smile to think of him aiming his withering stare at someone else. I found I wanted to see him something urgent.

“Is he here?” I asked, my voice breaking because of my dry throat.

Dr Evans shook her head, and a little strand of black hair fell out of her bun. She appeared pissed as she tucked it behind her ear.

“He will be unavailable until tomorrow at the earliest,” she said.

“Why?” I pushed, but then there was a firm knock on the door. Three loud raps.

Dr Evans frowned and looked over to it before gazing back down at me. “It would be best if we left it to Agent Jacobson to explain what happened. It’s... it’s unprecedented these days, Miss Cunningham.”

At that, Dr Evans strode to the door and pulled it open, sticking her head around without letting me see the knocker. I strained to watch what I could, and after a moment, her shoulders relaxed.

What the hell did she mean by unprecedented? What on earth had Asher done after I had collapsed? Right now, I felt fine, maybe a little weird and tingly, but okay. The need to see him piqued, despite everything, despite his lies, I trusted him.

Dr Evans pulled the door wide open and stepped aside, her face turned down. My heart picked up as Roman strolled in. He wore loose grey joggers and a white t-shirt, and apart from a minimal visible bruising, he looked well. Just grumpy.

“Hello, trouble,” he said with a little smirk and sauntered himself across the room towards me like he owned it. He plonked himself on the end of the bed and squashed one of my feet. Once again, it seemed like he’d sucking all the air away, filling up all the space with his massive body. I pulled my foot out from under him and kicked him with it.

“Oi,” he said, grabbing it and grinning at me.

“Miss Cunningham,” Dr Evans called from the door. “I will be back soon to check your vitals. Try to rest.” Then, with pinked cheeks, she scarpered.

Eyes wide, I looked to Roman for answers. “What was that about?”

“Ah, nothing,” he smirked. “She’s my doctor too. She doesn’t like me.”

“I think you’ll find she likes you a bit too much.” I noted, wiggling my brows at him and smiling. He laughed a little and nudged me. It felt good.

“It’s nice to see you awake,” he said, causing my eyebrows to shoot up at his sweetness.

“Back at ya. I didn’t know if you were okay after they dragged me away.”

He reached over to give my hand a squeeze. “That they got the better of me will forever spur me to train harder. It won’t happen again.” His voice was low and serious, almost vulnerable.

“It wasn’t your fault, Roman. No one can compete with a fucking bus. How did they even get a bus to drive into us, anyway? I haven’t asked anyone...”

“You also got yourself arrested for public brawling. Don’t forget about that,” Roman pointed out, interrupting my thoughts, letting go of my hand. I stuck my tongue out at him and he laughed. “Smooth.”

“But you’re okay?” I asked again. He looked healed, maybe a little tired.

He nodded. “Yeah, I will be. A couple more days and I’ll be back on patrol. The worst of it was a big old smack to the skull when it met the pavement.” He smiled and tapped his fist against his head.

“Good,” I murmured. “I was worried when I didn’t know. I didn’t want to be adding your face to the growing list that haunts me whenever I shut my eyes.”

Roman shuffled up the bed and ruffled my hair. I eyed him through my lashes as he leaned back again.

“My face isn’t one that has to concern you,” he said with a wink. “I’m tough to kill.”

Smiling, I studied him a little. The man was holding something back. He looked at me so differently than normal; there was an openness. Everything about him was usually so hard and distant, but the person before me almost seemed sheepish. It was comical on him.

“Why do you keep helping me?” I asked. It was plain that he didn’t have to. It had only been after Vincent had abducted me that The Hive had stepped in. All the work he was putting in, including busting me out of the police station, it must have been voluntary. Or I thought it was, anyway. He always seemed so reluctant, put upon.

“Asher,” he replied, like it was obvious. “He asked for my help, so I gave it. I would do a lot for that man. He’s my brother in all but blood.”

I nodded, wanting to push for more history there. I knew little about either of them, and that was starting to seem all kinds of wrong. These men were fast becoming important to me. Roman turned to look at me with such intensity I almost looked away, but I held his gaze, sinking into my pillow. His hands were fisting the sheets as he spoke.

“He sees something in you he cannot explain. He has already sacrificed so much for you. Don’t let it be in vain for him. I won’t hesitate to show you my opinion if you do.”

I nodded, eyes wide, and the tension seemed to lift from the room.

“Can I ask you a question?” I murmured.

“Shoot,” Roman said, meeting my gaze.

I shuffled a bit, relieving some of the ache in my hips from being still for too long, then opened my mouth to ask, before scrunching up my face and trying again. I couldn’t think of how...

“If this is something you should raise in private, do us both a favour and wait,” Roman interjected when I attempted again to phrase my thoughts. I snapped my jaw shut and nodded.

“Something isn’t right. Is that correct?” I asked, voice soft.

“A lot isn’t right.”

Roman left soon after, when a porter delivered some food and a nice large pitcher of cucumber water, but not before taking the little pot of diced fruit in jelly on his way out the door.

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎

I sat on the bed, feeling close to normal, and flicking through a magazine while I waited for Asher. The doctors wouldn’t discharge me until he’d been round, and it was reaching twelve hours since I’d woken up. The speed at which my body had healed wasn’t typical, but when I asked any doctor or nurse or porter or even bloody cleaner that came through, they all told me to wait for Asher.

I’d about given up, and was preparing to stomp from the room and demand they release me when he appeared at last. He knocked, and assuming it was yet another medical bod, I grumbled something like come in and turned back to my trashy magazine. A porter had lent me a handful of them, and all were of the ‘My psychic dog reads minds and tells me when I’m hungry’ variety. Pure bonkers. Perfect distraction. There was a reason these nutty magazines existed, and it was for moments just like this. I could lose myself in someone else’s crazy story and ignore my own.

“Hey,” Asher’s familiar voice startled me as he strode into the room. My heart did a super weird thing at the sound of it. More than just the usual belly flip. Like it wanted to jump out of my chest to reach him — it ached a little, but it wasn’t unpleasant. I looked up and smiled in relief as he closed the door behind him. Everything fluttered and my stomach dipped in a strange thrill at the sight of his curls and wide shoulders, at every part of him as he moved closer.

He sat in the same spot Roman had, right by my feet. But when he ran his hand along my ankle, I didn’t kick him. I wanted more of his touch. He looked tired, worse than when he’d found me at Vincent’s, worse than after the few fights I’d seen him in.

“Hi,” I responded, studying him brazenly. He faced away from me for a moment, letting me see his profile and the darkness under his eyes. “They won’t let me leave.”

I saw him smile and then he turned to me. His movements were a little slow, and a heavy tension sat in the air that I couldn’t place. Something had happened. A pained look flickered over his features, but it winked away. His adam’s apple bobbed. He patted my leg and frowned, toying with the thin sheet draped over me.

“I sort of did something stupid,” he flashed a grin, though it didn’t quite meet his eyes. He took in a slow, deep breath. “I healed you.”

“Healed me?” I asked, giving my head a shake. “What do you mean? You brought me to a hospital and thank you for that, I —”

Asher interrupted me, holding a hand up to still my words. “It’s more than that Ivy,” he drawled. “We don’t know each other very well yet, but I see that’s changing. We’re growing closer, I think... And when you were taken, as I said, it affected me in a way it shouldn’t have...” He was showing his vulnerability again, but this time I wasn’t naked in the bath. I was in a thin hospital gown tucked under an itchy blanket. “There’s something about me you don’t know.”

“I’m sure there are a lot of things about you I don’t know.”

He paused, his eyes full of trepidation, mouth pursed a fraction at my snark, before he shook it away. “I — I’m going to just have to come out and say it... and hope you don’t hate me afterwards.”

My body tensed in anticipation. I had never seen him anything but self-assured. He was choosing his words with such care now, like he feared my response. I braced myself.

“Ivy, I’m not human. Not fully anyway.” He paused again and took a deep breath as my heart stuttered, dread building. “My father was a vampire. I’m what The Hive calls a cross. Cross breed, I suppose. We, uh, we all are here. Most of us, anyway.”

I opened my mouth to tell him how absolutely fucking nuts that was, but he shushed me, holding his hand up and waving absently. I knew it wasn’t nuts, though. If I had accepted vampires, then half-vampires weren’t beyond the realm of possibility. I suppose that meant nothing was. Everything from the stories could be real and I would just have to accept it as fact. Still, a flicker of hurt crossed over me. I didn’t have it in me to try not to believe.

“I’m not finished,” he said, before continuing. “My blood, in vast quantities, can heal you. Small amounts can repair cuts and grazes, but in large amounts, it can restore a human’s life. You were near dead, Ivy. It was the only way I could think of to save you, to stop it. We did it via transfusion. You needed a lot, almost all of it, they told me.”

He snapped his mouth shut then and bowed his head a fraction. I shimmied my butt up, so I was more upright, and tried to process what he was telling me. I had so many questions battling in my mind, I just made a weird noise in my throat. The weirdest realisation of all was that I didn’t feel violated, not like when Vincent had done things to my unconscious body against my will. No, this was different. I trusted Asher. Asher the half-vampire. The Cross.

Asher who looked so uncomfortable, like he’d laid the darkest secret bare for me to shred to pieces. I’d accepted vampires, though. I could accept this. Asher wasn’t evil. Roman was a dickhead, but he wasn’t evil. But... I had his blood in me. It sounded like they had done quite a clinical medical procedure to make it happen, but it still seemed primal. Intimate.

“That’s why you’re weak?” I asked. “You seem... you look like shit.”

He smirked. “You don’t look so hot yourself, princess.”

Smiling, I asked him, “Why did you do it?”

“I didn’t want you to die.” He admitted, and our eyes locked for a few seconds. My heart appeared to lunge for him, which was quite weird. The powerful feelings weren’t coming from my brain, but my entire body wanted him closer. I ached for his hands to wrap back around my ankle, to move up my legs, to dip beneath my clothes... I shook my head, flustered. Asher watched me knowingly.

“You often bleed yourself dry for randoms off the street?” I asked, ignoring the strange sensations rippling through me.

Asher frowned. “I’ve never done it before,” he ignored my tone and told me straight. “It’s actually very uncommon. We weren’t sure it would work. I got in a lot of trouble.” He didn’t seem too beaten up about that.

“I don’t know what to say.”

He smiled again.

“As long as you don’t despise me, then you don’t have to say anything.”

“No, I don’t despise you.” I shook my head. “I couldn’t hate someone just for what their makeup is. But I can hate for their actions. And I do.” I paused and looked at him. He was looking right back at me, his hand extended towards me. I took it in mine and squeezed. “But your actions — how could I despise you for those?”

Of course, I didn’t hate him. He had saved my life. Yet again. He’d acted with instinct and broken a ton of rules to help me. He had given me a massive part of himself and has suffered for it. Relief flooded across his face, and he looked down at our hands before shuffling closer. I was aware of how I must stink — I hadn’t even got to the washing part of my bath before collapsing, but I was glad for his closeness. He made no comment on it.

“I’m a vampire, Ivy. That doesn’t bother you? Considering what you know of vampires to be?” he muttered.

I had a lot more questions for Asher, but I lacked the brainpower to process them all right now, not when my body was misbehaving again and my mind wavered with fatigue. His actions spoke louder than his heritage.

“I don’t care who your dad is.” I said, and I meant it. “I don’t remember mine, so I know it’s not important.”

Asher pulled his bottom lip into his mouth with his teeth. He just watched me as I narrowed my gaze a little at him, studying him. The room was dark with no natural light, so his eyes fell into the shadows of his brow.

“What’s going to happen now?” I asked. “No one has told me anything about it. I saw Roman yesterday, and he didn’t say a word.”

I realised then that Roman was a Cross too, as were all the doctors and staff. So many questions.

“My blood will be in you for a while, healing and strengthening you. Like I said, it’s been a long time since it was done, so I don’t quite know what effects to expect — but they shouldn’t be negative.” Asher’s calloused thumb ran circles on my wrist. “And Vincent has vanished.”

I stiffened at Vincent’s name. Asher must have sensed the change in me, because he moved, shifting up the bed and turning, so his back was next to mine and his legs stretched out in front of him. He gestured for me to shuffle in, and I did. He settled his arm around my shoulders and I sank into his chest. Our bodies fit together, like slipping home. He was warm and firm and my soft curves moulded to him.

I breathed out a gentle sigh, and he nuzzled the crown of my head with his nose. My belly did that annoying little flip-flop thing again, and I closed my eyes.

“The more clued up folk at The Hive reckon he’ll be down for a few weeks at least. That eye gouge you did was epic, the talk of the compound.” He kissed my forehead, and tingles ran across my flesh.

“Weeks?” I asked, and he nodded against my head.

“I’m glad you’re okay,” he whispered into my hair.

“I’m glad you’re okay, too.” My body squeezed a little closer to him, and his heat was so comforting. I almost laughed at the idea that I was snuggling with a half vampire... and I had half vampire blood coursing through my veins. Weird that it didn’t seem weird.

“Hey, hang on —” I said, jerking up a fraction. “Why did I get so sick? No one explained that.”

“The second marking.” Asher looked down at me. Our faces were so close we were sharing breath, but neither of us made any effort to move. It was grounding in such an unexpected way. “I think it must have damaged you in a new way. We don’t know. But vampires can’t mark vampires. I hoped my blood might counteract the effects. Crosses had done it in the past, and it’s all I could think of. When we got here, I was sure you were already dead. Your pulse was so faint. I may have threatened the staff with violent death if they didn’t help me.”

Alrighty then.

“Will I be part vampire now, too?” I must have looked very concerned, because he laughed and touched my cheek with his hand, stroking my jaw with a gentle brush.

“No. You might continue to heal faster while my blood is still in your system, but that should fade in a few weeks,” he answered. “Only a marking can turn you.”

“Just in time for Vincent to be back to full health, then,” I paused. “Perfect timing.”

Asher snorted a laugh.

“There’s something else, though,” he said, looking me in the eye. We were so close I could see every fleck of the colour in his irises. They were such a pretty mixture of light and dark blue glimmering under the harsh bulbs above us. He looked amused. “Our bodies. They might... need each other for a while, too. I can’t explain it. But my blood, it will be sort of... reaching for what’s in you. The sensation passes, but I’m not sure. We might find we sense more attraction until then.”

My breath caught in my throat, my belly was flip flopping like crazy. Could that be what he was talking about? I needed to close the tiny space between us and kiss him firmly on the mouth. I guessed he wanted it too, because his eyes drifted down to my lips, then back up again.

“Just being near is enough. Our bodies will enjoy the touching.”

I craved to be more than just near him, but his words stopped me. The last time I had slept with someone it hadn’t been quite real, it had been a manipulation. I needed to get my head on straight before I dived into anything new. I couldn’t tell if these feelings were honest, but the way my body thrummed when we touched was comforting.

It was home.
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Chapter Seventeen
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THE DOOR SLAMMED SHUT behind me. The multiple locks clicked, and I spied the familiar wards on the walls. But it was different. It wasn’t Asher’s home. We were in a safe house, sent by The Hive because the vampires had attacked us near Asher’s too many times.

It was supposed to be temporary, but I was learning to distrust that term. Asher had insisted on coming with me, even sharing the same flat in the small block, rather than being across the hall or at a different safe house altogether. Roman was staying too, though he had claimed his own space with relief, leaving us on the third floor to climb to the fourth. They explained that while this entire four floor block of flats was Hive owned, not all the spaces were for relocations or protection. A lot of guards and other staff were permanent residents here.

Asher’s hand brushed over my lower back as he moved further into the space, leaving me in the hallway to catch my breath. This was yet another change for me to bear, another step further away from my former life, from my home, my friends, my responsibilities. At least I had a phone now, a new one Asher had insisted on buying as an apology because, once again, we couldn’t find my old one.

I’d had a very emotional two hour call with my mum, full of tears shed over my friends and promises to visit as soon as possible. She knew I’d been through a rough time, but I couldn’t bring myself to tell her the full extent of the trauma. I also needed to ask how she knew what had happened, after the assurances that she would never.

“It’s not bad!” Asher called from the depths of the flat, so I followed his voice into the living area/kitchenette, dropping my half-empty bag to the floor. He was right, it wasn’t awful. I found him fiddling with a glass door, which led to a small balcony, and I moved across the space to see the view. They’d decorated the place like an elderly lady was moving in. An ornate white and gold sofa sat against magnolia walls, with a pine and glass coffee table covered in dusty candles and coasters. Everything was at least 30 years old, but looked well kept.

Asher got the stiff door open and grinned as he stepped outside. “If you look to your right,” he said, “you can see the Thames.”

I did as he told and found a view of a marina and the grey river covered in bobbing boats. I leaned out to see more, and Asher settled behind me, popping his chin in its spot on the top of my head as we observed a canal boat dip and sway with the rough current. It drizzled that annoying spitting rain, a storm blowing in later, making the wind strong and the whole city rattle. We watched people on the marina tie their crafts in more securely as we soaked in each other’s warmth. It had only been two days since our blood share, two days of resisting taking our small touches and warm embraces any further. We had been busy; we had been in company; we had been healing. I was also very aware of the fact that these feelings weren’t wholly my own. The intense pull in my body towards the man at my back was temporary. Acting upon it now could lead us somewhere bad. I’d found him attractive before, but it had become a burning, consuming ache for more. It was lucky our bodies appeared content with just touching. My heart thrummed with satisfaction anytime our skin pressed together.

We were in the eye of this strange storm; I knew that. But I couldn’t help but enjoy it. I figured I deserved some joy, and this grumpy, frustrating half-vampire was good enough for me. It would all come crashing down around me soon, anyway.

Later, we sat perched on the sofa, a pile of sushi on the coffee table and surrounded by a scattering of books. Roman had smuggled a few from The Hive library about vampiric lore for us, hoping to find something about The Hallow. Anything would help. We had been so far unsuccessful.

“I think he made it up,” I said around a mouthful of salmon nigiri. “He’s a big enough prick to do it just to confuse us all even more.”

“Mm,” Asher said, distracted by his ancient looking tome. We sat with our backs on opposite ends of the sofa, our legs tangled up, my bare feet shoved halfway up the outside of his shorts to keep them toasty. The storm was raging outside now, the wind whistling through the old creaky windows, making the curtains billow every so often, like a ghost was playing hide and seek. I wriggled my toes against his outer thigh.

“You found something?” I asked him, shuffling up a little and popping the chopsticks down, splashing soy sauce across the glass topped coffee table. He looked serious. His brown dipped and his mouth turned down. “What is it?”

“Not The Hallow,” he said, his voice absent and his eyes still scanning the page. “Roman is such a bastard,” he huffed, looking up at me. “There’s a section here about blood bonds and the negative effects they can have on the receiver.”

“Like what?” I asked. Noting my growing stress, Asher wrapped his hand around my ankle and began stroking little circles into the bony flesh there.

“Just that you may crave it — my blood. You may need more to save going mad.” Asher and I both winced, him in trepidation and me in disgust.

“I like you and all, but I can tell you categorically I will never lust after your blood.” The thought made me want to gag. The idea of biting into him and sucking the fluids from his veins sickened my stomach. “Hey, do you drink blood?” I asked, the thought suddenly coming to me. Why I hadn’t thought to ask before, I could only blame on the many other things I had to contend with.

Asher gave a tight smile, “no, we don’t. We can sustain ourselves as either vampire or human. Both food and blood nourish us in equal measure.”

“Have you ever...”

Asher shook his head. “Never had the need.”

Nodding, I pulled myself into a more respectable position on the sofa and began packing the sushi away. The storm outside was making me sleepy and the words on the page were blurring beyond comprehension.

“I’m gonna head to bed,” I said, carrying the food to the fridge. Asher shut his book, but not before bookmarking his page with the menu from the sushi place.

“Let me just grab some spare sheets and I won’t need to bother you,” he said, standing. His words made me pause. They didn’t seem right. I stood with the fridge door half open, contemplating why. No, it just wouldn’t do. But all of a sudden, I’d grown shy. The back of my neck heated, and the blush on my cheeks bloom. Then beefy arms wrapped around my chest from behind, and Asher’s breath tickled my cheek. “Unless, of course, we can share,” he murmured.

A full body shiver rolled through me, and I turned to watch him, still encased in his arms. Without letting me go, he pushed the fridge door closed. I gazed up at his face, attempting to unravel the mysteries within. He was doing the same. With a slight cock of his brow and a smirk on his lips, he was waiting for me. My boobs brushed against his chest, eliciting a thrill that ran right through my belly to my clit. I wanted to lean in and kiss him like nothing I’d ever wanted before. I knew it was wrong, that this was the blood bond talking, or at least cheerleading, but it was easy enough to switch that off.

“What if it all goes away? What if the bond fades and we hate each other again?” I whispered.

Asher moved to cup my cheek, running a thumb along my jaw. “I never hated you, Ivy.”

“I never hated you either,” I conceded, “even when you were leering at me from the pavement outside my flat.”

“You mean when I was keeping you safe from the magically appearing car? What was it you called me?” he mused, his eyes twinkling through the dim light.

“Mr Cullen. Sparkling bastard? I guess it’s more fitting than I realised,” I smiled.

“Hey, I’m only half sparkling bastard,” Asher noted, then leaned in, pressing his lips to mine. Immediately, my senses came alive. Every part of me fired off with tingles and sparkles and I was meeting his kiss, pushing my tongue into his mouth and running my hands over his body, pulling him in and groaning with the pure joy of it all.

He growled, biting my bottom lip and scooping his palms under my arse, forcing me to wrap my legs around him as he took a few stumbling steps to the counter. I thumped on the surface with a groan and tugged him closer, using my ankles on his back for leverage.

My heart beat faster and faster as he ran his lips along my jaw, down my clavicle, and across my shoulder. He grunted my name and fisted my hair, forcing my face towards his where he met me with another ravaging press of mouths and tongues and teeth. It was almost feral, consuming, and desperate. I needed more. I wanted more of this man more than I wanted to breathe.

When I rolled my hips forward to meet his, the sound from his throat was animalistic, the heat from his cock causing a rush of wet from me as my pussy ached to be filled. I did it again, the friction perfect, but not enough, never enough.

He tugged his t-shirt over his head, our mouths separating for a mere moment. Before he crashed his lips back down on me, he flashed a wicked grin. His tongue licked a path beneath my ear and I shoved him away, sliding off the counter and pulling my jumper from my body. Underneath, my thin vest left little to the imagination. It wasn’t mine, a product of some of The Hive’s female staff pooling some spare clothes together, and my boobs sought to burst from the fabric. Asher’s eyes shone with hunger before cupping them both in his rough hands, squeezing and rolling my strained nipples between his fingers as I threw my head back in pleasure. I fell against the fridge as he pulled the vest down, my breasts freed at last. His mouth replaced his fingers, laving over the peaks as he moaned with male satisfaction and I tried to stay upright on my wobbling legs.

“Ash...” I panted his name, overwhelmed and flustered. I needed his body on mine fully, I wanted him inside me, claiming me, clawing his way under my skin and into my bones where he could live forever. “Asher.” He growled and continued his ministrations. One of his hands meandered down my stomach, squeezing at my flesh and kneading my hip as he played with the waistband of my leggings, running his fingertips along the elastic, teasing me. I willed him to slip beneath, to press his thick fingers into me, to drive his heavy cock as deep as possible and leave me feeling him for days. I wanted nothing between us, everything shared and given and fertilised —

Like a bucket of water, my desires jolted me. “Stop,” I said, yet even then I couldn’t bring much force into it. Even then, my stop sounded a lot like carry on.

Asher didn’t continue, though. As soon as the word left my mouth, he withdrew, popping my boobs back beneath the vest and looking at me with an ache in his eyes. His hips shifted against mine, our bodies acting even when our minds were trying to shut this down.

“Holy fuck,” he breathed, running a hand over his flushed face. “Holy fuck,” he repeated.

“That was...” I tried to make sense of it, of the overwhelming desire to crawl underneath his skin and cocoon under his bones. “Ash I was —”

“Yeah,” he stepped away. “Me too.”

“Maybe we need to build a pillow fort between us tonight.”

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎

Asher and I spent two weeks in the safe house, avoiding touching each other as much as possible. Though we had a few other close calls where I was about to let the man impregnate me and tie me to him for the rest of time. My ovaries damn near throbbed when we brushed together or I caught him looking particularly sexy. Like fresh from the shower or just awake or cooking or —

So it was with relief today that Asher hung up the phone and looked at me with a grin.

“They’ve got him,” he said, voice tense. “The Hive have Vincent.”

My stomach plummeted as I stood, moving towards him from my spot by the windows. “You’re sure?” I asked.

“That was my superior,” he added, gesturing to the phone still in his hand. “He confirmed it.”

“Holy shit,” I breathed.

It was overwhelming, I didn’t know what to do with myself. The news was... well, it was everything we had been waiting for, yet anti-climactic somehow. I gaped at Asher, threw my arms up, and shook my head.

“You wanna go for a walk or what?” Asher asked. He’d been in and out of the little flat, leaving me with Roman while he went off for official Hive business, but I hadn’t left once in the fortnight since our arrival. The stir-crazy cabin fever had come and gone, burning out when I realised that at least I was safe. The idea of stepping beyond the walls scared me so much, I thought I might become agoraphobic. It was unsustainable.

“There’s something I want to ask you, actually,” I murmured, realising that it was now an actual possibility. I was almost giddy with it as a smile grew across my face. “I want to go home.”

It was just a few days before Christmas, and I wanted nothing more than to spend it with my family. I craved the normality like it was Asher’s blood — which, by the way, had started to entice me. Not his blood, so much as his entire body, mind and all. And based on the hungry stare I caught him giving me whenever he thought I wasn’t paying attention, it was the same for him.

“Let me look into it,” Asher responded, shocking me. I’d anticipated outright refusal. “The threat from Vincent is gone, but there are still vampires out there. His friends are still out there.”

I nodded, but quietly began planning the trip back. I’d ordered presents, including one for Asher. I would need to pack, find a car or book a train. A bed would be waiting for me, though, I knew that much. Mum would be thrilled.

After an hour on the phone, a heated discussion with Roman and lots of cursing, it was agreed. We were going to spend Christmas with my parents. It felt like a dream. A slice of normality, of something I had done every year, a glimmer of excitement in my dull, hideous life. I didn’t realise just how desperately I had been craving it until Asher confirmed it was going to happen.

There were strict rules I had to follow, of course, and as we packed our clothes for the trip, Asher explained them to me. We could only go for two nights, we could not leave the house, we needed to pop up some wards and I could not have my image on any social media. Like I was fucking Taylor Swift, and the paparazzi would have camped outside. I nodded along, knowing I would have agreed to anything.

If I thought about it too much, the idea that I was bringing an actual half vampire to celebrate a Christian holiday with my parents was super bloody funny. It kept making me giggle as we made our way to the basement car park. We did nothing religious, apart from taking the little ones in the family to Christingle and maybe shoving a few Jesus ornaments on the mantelpiece, but still... funny.

We decided that to them, Asher would be my ‘boyfriend’. It was the quickest way to explain our strange relationship to my prying mother without raising too many questions. She would want to know why I was staying with him, why he was coming, and why, after Luke’s death, he had been enough for me to not need her. Boyfriend fit. Even though we were something else entirely, something I couldn’t describe... didn’t want to. Poor Asher. They were going to torture him.

My family’s home right in the south of Cornwall was a good six hours from London, so after Roman and Asher’s hurried risk assessment, we decided that if Vincent’s friends, as Asher had called them, did happen to reemerge, we would be far enough away that they couldn’t sniff me out. If they even wanted me anymore. The Hallow stuff was still unclear, still sounded made up to my human brain.

So, under the watchful military vibe of Roman, I loaded our baggage while Roman and Asher muttered under their breaths. The car was Hive issues, a small blue thing that would blend in easier than the massive black trucks I’d seen before, and warded up the wazoo.

“What the hell is in this bag?” I asked, straining as I heaved a navy carry-all up.

Asher glanced over. “Weapons,” he said, voice flat, before turning back to Roman, who had asked a thousand questions a minute about the route, the location and every member of my family like Asher would know. I interjected when I overheard, telling him that no, my sister didn’t have any weapons training and yes, my mother knew how to use a phone. It was sweet, I supposed. I cared for Roman too, in the same way I would care for a vicious old dog.

After far longer than I thought necessary, he conceded and let us go, and we bombed it down to Cornwall with the windows open and the cold air whipping me in the face as the city flew by. The safe house was close to the centre, and as Asher drove over a bridge, I could see the Houses of Parliament and the London Eye in the distance. It was still dreary. It was December in the UK after all, but somehow it all seemed to glitter. Perhaps only because it was outside the walls of the safe house. The bins behind a bowling alley would probably shine just as bright to me.

“So why did we have to tell them I was your boyfriend?” Asher asked me yet again as we neared the M25 and were out of London.

He had not agreed with my assumption that it would be the simplest. “It was easier, Asher. They would ask questions about Luke if I appeared with another male bestie. I told you that.” It was the truth, too. The wound of Luke’s death remained so heavy and my family would know that. I couldn’t think of him without that broken part of me twanging and causing real, physical pain in my chest.

Luke was still listed as a missing person, so there hadn’t been a funeral yet, but my mum would be there when there was one. She loved Luke. Almost as much as I did. Still do. She would feel that loss, too. I frowned and flushed with grief. Asher must have noticed, because his touch drifted over onto my knee and gave it a little squeeze, causing a thrum of happiness to radiate up my body.

“You okay?” He asked, keeping his eyes on the road.

That knee squeeze helped calm me in a way no knee squeeze should. It was so bizarre. I patted his hand and smiled. This was another reason I told them we were dating. I didn’t want to not be able to touch him. I needed it. Sleeping without him curled around me was unfathomable. Despite the nightly pillow fort we built, we always woke up squashed together, our bodies hot and turned on. Cold showers were a regular morning occurrence.

“Yeah, I’m alright. I was just thinking about Luke. I hope we can give him a funeral soon. He used to speak about how he wanted it to go. He wanted everyone in black, but exclusively Britney Spears music...”

“They’ll still be holding out to find his body,” Asher responded.

I turned the music up on the radio. It was Wolf Alice- Don’t Delete The Kisses, which seemed fitting. I sang along and bopped my head. The song was soothing. Asher returned his hand to the wheel as the traffic picked up. Bringing him home to mum felt right in a bizarre way. I reached out and brushed his cheek. He smiled against my palm and my belly flipped with joy.

I didn’t know how I was ever going to unravel myself from him.
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Chapter Eighteen
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THE JOURNEY DRAGGED on as we moved through the southern counties, and our conversation shifted into something deeper. We talked about our childhoods, I told him about my sister’s birth when I was nine, how horrifying I’d found it, and how little I wanted to live with David and what I’d called ‘his sticky barrels’ — he brewed his own cider and I’d been convinced I would get drunk by osmosis if I was in the same room. We laughed as I blabbed on about all the funny stories I could think of just to pass the time.

Asher spoke of his childhood with a lot less affection.

“The Hive raised me,” he said. “Cross babies are always raised by them. The only purpose they allow us is to fight one side of our heritage and protect the other.” His face grew stern as he spoke, and my hand found its way onto his forearm. “They always find and remove us from our families... it wasn’t an awful childhood, though. We have to train and grow strong, but we’re all together. Roman has been like my brother since we were tiny.”

“All members of The Hive are crosses?” I asked, and though I had many more questions, I could sense the small amount he was sharing was already tough for him.

Asher nodded.

“Apart from those right at the very top, they’re just plain old humans.” He smiled without it meeting his eyes and glanced at me for a second before turning back to the road. Down here they were much windier and way more narrow than those in London, so required more focus. Asher was handling it fine, though.

“It all seems kinda barbaric,” I murmured, “forcing little babies away from their mums and giving them no choice in their lives.”

A muscle twitched along Asher’s jaw and he winced.

“There isn’t an alternative for us,” he said, “and when you reach my age, you pick up a lot more freedoms. We aren’t forced into servitude like the young ones. It’s only temporary.”

“How old are you? When you do you get the uh, more freedoms?” I had guessed him to be a few years older than me, but had never confirmed it.

“30,” he replied. “If we make it to 25, we have more paths to follow. More time to choose. They no longer tie us to the compound and can live on our own wherever we like as long as we abide by their rules.”

“If you make it?”

“Many don’t.”

We fell into silence again, his words weighing heavy. We were only about thirty minutes away, and I started pointing out little landmarks that signified the end of our journey. I had a lot more to learn about The Hive, but it was information I didn’t want.

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎

“Why did you leave here?” Asher asked when we were 5 minutes out. We were driving along the coast now, and although the sun had set and we couldn’t see much, it was still beautiful. The stars were reflecting off the waves as they rippled, and the lights from the town were illuminating the air. While I loved it here, it never felt like home.

“I was born in London,” I told him. “We moved down here when I was eight. My mum married my stepdad, and they had my sister down here. I always planned to head back to London when I could.”

I went to the capital aged 18 to start university, met Luke on the first day, lived with him throughout, graduated, and stayed put.

“What about you?” I asked. “Where is this compound? Where were you born?”

He smirked at me then. “I’m not allowed to tell you that, he said. I gave him a gentle little whack as we turned onto my parents’ road.

They lived in such a beautiful house. They had moved since I’d left, so nothing of it was mine. I wasn’t returning to a childhood bedroom, but I was still excited. Where my mother was, I could always find warmth and safety. We pulled up onto the large drive and stepped out.

The house was a white, two story detached cottage with loads of land and private access down to a sandy beach cove. From the top windows at the back you could see the ocean, which I’m sure doubled the price when they bought it, but my mum spent so much time in the office up there, just gazing out with a cup of coffee. She said it was worth every penny. I had to agree when I came to visit.

I was out of the car stretching each muscle in my body when the front door yanked open and my mum flew out, charging down the steps of the porch and enveloping me in warmth. There was nothing like it.

“Ivy!” she squealed as she squeezed me. She held my face in her hands and studied every inch of me. She gave me a big kiss on the cheek. “How are you?” She asked, ignoring Asher, who had come up behind me. She asked in that way only a mother could, and I knew she was thinking of Luke with that question. Mum looked like me, with dark wild hair and a curvy frame, but my eyes were all my dads. Or at least that’s what she told me.

“I’m okay, mum,” I mumbled. “Let’s just get inside. It’s cold and I’m starved.”

Her gaze rose above me then, and I saw the exact moment it landed on Asher. He was impressive to look at, with his height and dark features, and her surprise showed on her face. He could intimidate, of that I was very aware, but mum only grinned.

“Good evening, Mrs Winters,” Asher said so politely I had to hold a snort. I was also impressed he had remembered her surname. I had my dad’s last name, but she had changed hers on remarrying. Mum’s grip dropped from my face then, and she held her hand out to Asher, stepping around me a little. He took it, and they shook like they were committing to a business deal while I sniggered.

“Asher,” she cooed as a greeting to him. “Please, call me Melissa.” She rubbed her hand over her arms, withdrawing from him. This was so weird, such a clash of worlds. It made it all seem so much more real. It also triggered a wave of protectiveness in me. I wanted to bundle my mother inside the house, lock the door, and stay vigil at the window, studying for any threats. But Vincent wasn’t loose, he wasn’t looking for me. We were safe. She was safe.

“So Ivy says she’s been staying with you since Luke and Kylie...?” Mum asked, leading us up the steps and in through the porch. Asher draped an arm over my shoulder as I kicked off my shoes. Mum noticed it and smiled at me with joy. I smiled right back, wrapping myself around Asher’s waist and sinking into him. Who would have thought I would seek genuine stability from the man who I’d wanted arrested for stalking only a few weeks ago?

“Yes, Mrs — Melissa. She needed a place to stay. She couldn’t go back there,” Asher said, without a hint of a lie.

“I was staying there a lot, anyway,” I interjected, lying my arse off.

Mum nodded and wiggled her eyebrows a little. We followed her as she padded down the hallway and into the large living room. The brick fireplace on the far wall was raging away. The hot air from it whooshed as we stepped in and flushed my cheeks. My sister lay plopped in front of it, by the TV and under a blanket. One of her socked feet was poking out, dangling over the arm of the chair. She turned to peer at us as we walked in and a massive grin broke out on her face. She shared the same bright green eyes as mum and me, but her features and skin tone was all her father’s, brown skin, wide smile and natural coiled hair tucked under a red silk wrap.

“Abigail,” I said, and she waved.

“Ivy,” she responded, never one for the touchy feelies, and it didn’t offend me at all to see her shift back to the TV. I knew she was happy to see me.

My step dad appeared from the kitchen with a tray of drinks balanced in both hands, a big smile across his jolly face as he looked Asher and me over. “Merry Christmas!” He greeted, putting the tray down and pulling me into a rib-crushing hug. He was a good stepdad, treated me as his own as soon as he came into our lives. I snuggled further into his arms.

“Merry Christmas,” I muffled into his jumper as he squeezed, smelling of cinnamon and cloves. When he withdrew and hugged Asher, I wasn’t surprised, but Asher sure was.

“David. Call me David.” My step dad said, his Jamaican accent peeking through, not at all bothered that he only came up to Asher’s chest. He handed us the drinks he had ready, a hot buttered rum, he explained. It was rich and sweet and perfect. I took a long swig as we exchanged pleasantries, describing our journey and the recent weather. David and Asher disappeared to bring our bags in after a little while, nattering all the while, and I settled onto the sofa with my mum and sister to gossip. It was clear from the way she was bouncing Mum was bursting.

“He is gorgeous,” she declared in a stage whisper and I chuckled, only nodding in agreement. “If I were 20 years younger...”

“Mother...” I said with mock shock, feigning grasping my non-existent pearls.

She just giggled. It was clear she was already a few rums in from her volume and the redness staining her cheeks. “Those arms!” She laughed and pretended to grab them. Abigail sipped her drink and smirked.

I grinned at them both, enjoying pretending at normality. When I’d told them about Asher a few days ago, and asked if he could come celebrate with us, Mum hadn’t left me alone. Constant texts, requesting photos, asking for more details and drilling me about every aspect of his life and personality. It was fun to pretend. I had kept it all as vague as possible, but thanks to her pestering, I now had a picture of him yawning on my phone — the best I could do without facing his wrath.

When the men returned to the living room — Asher looking a little flustered — he came and sat on the floor in front of me, leaning on my legs and grinning up as I ran my fingers through his hair. My skin buzzed at the closeness, like all my cells were saying ‘yay!’ because of the connection. His shoulders relaxed a fraction and knew that contentment had rippled through him too. When his cheek rested on my knee, I heard a slight squeak and looked up to find Mum staring.

I stuck my tongue out at her and she shrieked a burst of laughter, grinning with sparkles in her eyes before nudging at David. She was always my biggest cheerleader, always so pleased when I found something that made me happy. So I could never begrudge her for finding her own joy, for finding another man in her life, having another daughter, moving to a tiny village on the very tip of the country. She lived an amazing life down here, and I’d had a great childhood full of fresh air and undivided attention. Being back, bringing Asher, it spread a warmth through my chest.

The rest of the evening went by in much the same way. Mum pushed the boundaries on the questions she asked, but we all chatted together in the warm living room, drinking whatever David produced from the kitchen and just enjoying each other’s company. At some point Asher had shifted onto the arm of my chair and slunk down, so I was now half on his lap. It was too comforting to care.

Mum never cooked in the last few days before Christmas, saying she was saving herself for the big one, so at about 9pm an Indian takeaway came to the door, and we ate it while watching Love, Actually in the living room. It was perfect.

The chaos and the noise of all the children and masses of family would come tomorrow, but for now, calmness filled the house. I loved the way Asher seemed to just... fit. I enjoyed having him here, without vampires, The Hive or the stress of being hunted. Though I knew it hadn’t gone away, I could pretend. Sitting surrounded by my family, warm from too much rum and the blazing fire, with a movie I’d seen a hundred times on the TV. I could pretend.

It was after midnight when we peeled ourselves out of the chair and headed to bed. Asher and I had one of the back rooms, and I couldn’t wait to show him the sea view in the morning. It was stunning when the sun came up.

I left him sitting on the bed, digging through his suitcase while I popped across the hall to brush my teeth and wash my face. When I returned, he was in a pair of low slung pyjama bottoms and nothing else.

“This is a hot house,” he said, noting when my gaze dropped to his chest with an eyebrow raised. It was a hot house, but he just looked indecent. My mum kept the radiators raging all night, along with the fireplace and the bloody AGA in the kitchen — even though I had already turned the radiator off in our room and cracked a window, it was still stifling.

I nodded at him, my mouth a little dry, and when he nipped out to the bathroom, I shoved on a pair of shorts and a vest top. He had seen me in less, in fact, he had seen me naked, but I found myself a little self-conscious.

I was busy kicking the stack of blankets off of the bed when Asher came back in. He did the same thing I had, pausing at the door and gawping at me. Granted, I was on all fours, sprawled across the bed, trying to untuck the impossibly well tucked in sheets and throw them on the floor. I laughed and blushed a little when I realised I had confronted him with my arse waving in the air. So much for being self-conscious.

“Need a hand?” He asked, sauntering over. I had got myself all tangled up.

“It’s like a fucking hotel,” I said, giving up and flopping onto my back. “That woman knows how to tuck.”

Asher snorted and pulled the blankets out, depositing them in a chair in the corner. It faced the window, allowing for that blissful view to be soaked in. I was so landing in that chair at the first sign of dawn.

Asher slid into the bed next to me and smiled, lifting an arm out for me to slip underneath. Not bothering with our usual pillow fort of protection that always ended up tangled up in the sheets or on the floor anyway, we needed that touch tonight. I needed to press myself close to him, to thank him for being so good with my family and soak in the smell of him I had only noticed after the blood bond.

I gazed up at him, and he looked at me right back, his brown eyes tender in the lamplight. We shuffled down the bed and I settled into that lovely, soft, warm area between his shoulder and his neck, my leg thrown over his. I heard him sigh, then he kissed the top of my head. It didn’t take long to drift off wrapped up in him.

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎

Asher’s chest hair tickled my cheek as I woke up to the sun streaming through the gauzy curtains. I winced and tucked myself into his armpit, and he pulled me in, shuffling a little in our shared groggy state to get more comfortable.

“Morning, sleepy,” he rumbled, running a hand through my hair and picking apart a knot he’d snagged with his fingers. These moments always seemed special, just the two of us in our own quiet little bubble, our bodies humming with approval and joy to have spent 8 hours touching. It didn’t even freak me out that it was because I had his blood in my body. It wasn’t like with Vincent. No, it wasn’t insidious, meant to harm and claim. This was a gift, this was a sacrifice he’d made for me. It filled me with a warmth, and even if it was fake, even if it would fade, I would never forget what he’d done.

“You’re still here,” I mumbled. While we usually woke up together, more often it would be when he slipped out of bed to do whatever early birds do. I would zonk back out and miss his body heat for another hour or so. He grumbled something and nuzzled into my hair. A little hum of contentment rumbled through me from him.

Wriggling, I squeezed in ever closer and threw my leg over him, so there was no space between us at all. I could feel every inch of him. Parts of him were awake and to attention, even if his brain wasn’t. I smirked into the pillow and tried to turn around. As I did, he manoeuvred himself on top of me, twisting so his arms fell on either side of my shoulders. Leaning down, his wild brown curls tumbled over his forehead. He looked adorably rumpled as he gazed at me. I shifted my legs a little to let him rest between them. Yep, wide awake.

“It’s never going to get old, waking up with you like this,” he whispered, his eyes roaming my face. I moved my hands to his chest, wanting to touch him.

“Is this connection ever going to fade?” I asked because I don’t know how much longer I can not take this further, I wanted to add, but didn’t. “Because I like it,” I clarified instead. We were keeping our hands to ourselves as much as possible because the blood bond, the connection our bodies felt, wasn’t real. There was an intensity between us, but it could only be temporary. I had my wits about me enough to recognize that if I fooled around with him, and it meant nothing further down the line, I would suffer. It would mean a lot, so we needed to not.

But when he lowered his face and brushed his nose against mine, it certainly appeared real, and I didn’t stop it. I sighed and nuzzled him.

“I’m not sure,” he whispered against my lips, and I closed my eyes. My whole body was singing for him, and there was very clear evidence of what his body wanted from me. The heat from his cock resting against my belly through a thin layer of fabric made me shift my hips, desperate to rub on it. I ran my hands up his chest and wrapped them around his neck, tugging him even closer to me, causing the tip of his cock to press into my clit and run shivers up my spine.

“Well, good morning.” I grinned at him. He nipped my lip with his teeth and groaned when I wiggled against him. I told myself I was adjusting, but.. ah. I wasn’t. Warmth rocketed through me from where we connected. My clit tingled and begged for more friction. This was going to be impossible. I rolled my hips without thought and smirked against his neck when a full body groan rumbled through him.

He shifted away a little, his gaze heated with desire and desperation. We’d tried so hard to resist, so hard to not take it all the way and irrevocably change our relationship. I wasn’t sure we could claw it back now, though, regardless of if we took that last step or not. I wasn’t sure I wanted to.

Our eyes locked, and I felt it. There was intention there on that handsome face. I brushed my fingers along his bottom lip and —

“Ivy!” Abigail bellowed from the other side of the door. She thumped on it and shouted my name again. It broke the spell, the blood bonds call for connection. Asher slipped off of me and landed on his back with a groan.

“What!?” I snipped at her, rubbing my palms over my eyes as I tried to cool off.

“Mum said to wake you up. The hoards will descend in an hour.” She called from just outside the door, sounding a little taken aback at my tone. I heard her patter down the hall, not waiting for an answer, and I returned my attention to Asher, finding him looking up at the ceiling with clenched fists and a raging hard-on.

“I’m gonna have a quick shower. You enjoy the view,” I said, nodding towards the window. Glancing at the clock, it was only 7:30... god it was going to be a long day.

I heard Asher say something and chuckle to himself as I slipped out of the room, feeling like I needed an ice cold bucket of water dumped on my head.

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎

The next two days passed in a festive blur of presents, overindulgent food, laughter and sugar-crazed children zooming around the ankles of tipsy adults. They weaved between the furniture, giggling and shrieking at the joy of it all while their parents hid away for five minutes of peace.

When my 6-year-old second cousin, Theo, smashed into a side table and made a glass lamp wobble a few too many times, Asher took one for the team and escorted him to the conservatory to build his new train track. I enjoyed watching Asher set up the track, complete with loops and junctions and tiny wooden people, and seeing him treat little Theo with such patience and enthusiasm. It warmed a deep part of my soul, this grown man sat cross-legged, laughing at something a child said, while they played with a toy. A sensation tickled in my chest at the sight, and I found it hard to tear myself away from the kitchen counter that overlooked the conservatory.

It was only when my stepdad announced he was slicing the fruit cake that I could pull my gaze off. But not before Asher looked up and caught me snooping. He grinned and winked, making a blush creep up my cheeks. Fruit cake was essential to hide my fluster.

Later, well into Christmas night, all the adults sat to exchange presents. The children were all huddled on the largest sofa watching a movie, so at last, we had calm.

“I almost miss the chatter,” Asher told me as we sank into an armchair together. It felt normal to settle onto his lap, my legs draped over his and dangling over the arm.

“It’s been like twelve hours. I’m over it,” I sighed, nuzzling my head into his a little, sleepy from the busy day.

“You want me to pop you over there with the rest of the snoozers?” He asked, his sandpaper chin prickling my forehead as he leaned into the nuzzle. I glanced over at the kids to find half of them passed out. Theo was the only one wide away, his eyes glued to whatever the cartoon people on the telly were doing.

“I’m good where I am.” I smiled. “You know you make an excellent pillow.”

“Mattress, duvet, chair —” Asher began listing, but my mother interrupted him by plonking a handful of presents on my lap. Varying in shape and size — and wrapping ability — I shuffled up to rifle through them. There were things for me and for Asher, my mother worked quick. He looked a little blown away to have anything and lay his whiskey at his feet with a quiet air. The socks and box of fudge were set at the bottle’s side, then he thanked my parents profusely before nodding to one of the gifts at my mother’s side. He’d bought, and placed under the tree, a gift for them too.

It was all so strange, so normal, so -bring-your-boyfriend-home. It was almost overwhelming. I wanted to scream that he was a vampire, that I was being hunted, that everything was screwed up and I’d about died a bunch of times. The urge to mess up the peace grated at me, and I failed to realise I was showing it until Asher turned my face towards him with his fingertips on my chin. He didn’t say the words, but I could tell he was asking if I was okay by the look in his eyes.

I nodded, then, meaning to break the weird tension, handed him a present to open. It was a kitchen apron with a picture of a cartoon vampire slashed across the chest, bought on a whim, not anticipating anything back, just a product of late night boredom internet browsing. So when he produced a little box for me, a dark red gemstone on a dainty chain nestled within, I couldn’t help the surprised grin that had spread over my face. He told me it was a Garnet stone, for protection, for strength. The stone was pretty, small, and simple on a thin gold cable. It sat warm against my breast as he tied the chain around my neck, and I never wanted to take it off. I rubbed at it between my thumb and finger, enjoying the warmth buzzing from the gem.

Once the movie finished, the children were shuffled to their beds, and we weren’t far behind, falling into bed soon after midnight. Our last day arrived too fast as we woke a few hours later to the sounds of someone throwing dozens of empty glass bottles into the recycling bins outside.

I rolled over, wincing and grumbling as I stretched out before seeking Asher. It was still dark, not quite morning, but he’d woken too. Our gazes caught through the shadows and he smiled at me, his eyes warm and sleepy. We listened as my mum’s voice drifted through the window. She was berating my overzealous stepdad, trying to be quiet as she hissed at him to pack it in. I stifled a laugh and Asher’s mouth kicked up at the edges even further.

We laid there together in the dark, grinning and listening to their hushed argument, full of colourful insults and jovial chiding. The sound of gravel crunching was followed by the back door slamming shut as they stomped inside. But we could still hear their whispered squabbling as they meandered around downstairs.

As the waning moonlight trickled in through the window, I studied Asher’s face. Half illuminated, half in shadow, but intense, studying, his eyes bright as they roamed over me. We were in our own world, silent and drifting together in that halfway time before the sun rose, before the day brought responsibilities and words. I reached out and stroked his cheek without thought, running my hand over the stubble on his jaw and into his mussed up hair. He leaned into my touch, his eyes shutting for a moment as I scratched my nails through his scalp.

Then I moved down to the planes of his face, along his eyebrows, down his strong nose, fluttering my fingertips over his lips. Just exploring this man before me. It didn’t count in this bubble we’d created, this dreamland we floated through in peaceful quiet. When I tugged his lip down, pulling it until it released back with a pop, I couldn’t fight my grin. His warmth soaked me, so real, so whole. I wanted him. This. Us. And in that darkness, in the magical hours before the day, I couldn’t think of much else. Or why this was a bad idea.
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Chapter Nineteen
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WHEN ASHER’S HANDS cupped my cheeks, I knew he felt the same. When his fingers danced down my neck and along my collarbone, our thoughts lined up. His tongue dipped out, running over his bottom lip, and his hand went behind my head, gripping into my hair with a zing of pain, and holding me steady.

He moved closer, our noses almost touching, his gaze fierce as he squeezed his fist, pulling strands and causing a sharp ripple to shoot down across my scalp. The moment lasted an eternity and an instant.

Then he heaved in a breath and pressed his lips to mine. No, he consumed me. A deep groan rumbled from his throat as he forced his tongue into my mouth and I welcomed him in, sucking and licking and grinding together to get as much of him as I could. He tasted like toothpaste and whiskey, hot and irresistible.

My skin was on fire, my lower belly aching and scorching with the desire to remove all barriers, to give in to this urge we’d been plagued with for weeks. I dragged my hand down his back, reaching the hem of his top and tugging, a clear sign I wanted it gone. He whipped it away before removing mine, too, and then our chests pressed together, my boobs crushed underneath his hardness.

We never stopped kissing, never stopped exploring. Our tongues clashed, nothing chaste about it, nothing gentle. We were a mess of lips, teeth and tongue as he turned me onto my back and rose above me, putting his whole face into shadow as he loomed above, studying my naked torso before dipping down to kiss along the soft flesh there. His tongue rolled over my nipples, his teeth biting gently at one while he squeezed the other with his hand. My hands tangled in his hair as I writhed beneath him, little zaps of pleasure shooting straight to my clit as he kneaded and lavished at me.

Without a word, I pulled his mouth back to me, and using my feet, pushed his boxers down to his thighs. I wanted him closer still. It would never be enough. Even now, every cell in my body was screaming for more, more, more. So I wrapped my hand around his dick and pumped, squeezing a little at the top and making him groan. He closed his eyes, kissed me hard, rolled his hips against mine as I worked him. A bead of pre-cum coated my fingers and I rubbed it down his length.

He opened his mouth to speak, pressed against mine, but seemed to think the better of it, because the next thing I knew, he was flipping us over, settling me over his hips, pressing my most sensitive part against his. I couldn’t help but grind over his dick, letting the head thrust against my clit and almost making me cum right there. Intense ripples of pleasure zinged through me as I rode him, our eyes never drifting apart. His mouth was slack as he watched my shadowy figure, as I played with my own nipples, as I used his body.

With a sudden growl, and using his unmatched strength, he lifted me by the waist to pull me closer. My legs dragged up his torso and settled, so I was straddling his shoulders. His eyes stared with intensity as he nudged my sleep shorts to the side and plunged his tongue right into my entrance, fucking me with it and groaning deeply as he tasted. My palms flew to the headboard to keep steady, the touch of his rough tongue plundering into me, exploring my folds and inching nearer to my clit, making me feel like jelly. Making me high. His calloused hands gripped my arse cheeks and forced me into his face even further, letting me ride him, letting me fuck his face and damn near suffocate him as I writhed.

But as I leaned back and grasped his dick, from the way it throbbed and leaked pre-cum, it was clear he was enjoying himself as much as I was. So I carried on rolling my hips and grinding my clit into his nose as he tongue-fucked me into oblivion.

I came, barrelling through a tunnel, like I’d sprinted off a cliff and landed in a storm-rough sea. It overwhelmed me, blinded me, and I only knew I’d cried out because Asher’s hand secured roughly over my mouth to silence me.

As I sank down, I flopped back, rolling off him and collapsing in a heap to gain my breath. My head emptied of every thought except the elation from my entire being that he had never been closer, never been more mine. I pushed down the insidious thought that this might not be real, and enjoyed the gorgeous man above me, the one with whom I had shared so much.Weeks of lingering looks and misbehaving bodies had led us to this moment, and I never wanted it to end.

I reached for him without looking, gripping and tugging at anything I could reach, to just pull him closer, get his body pressed back against mine. And then he was there, settling himself between my flopped open legs and running his nose down my neck, flickering his tongue along the shell of my ear. He was breathless, like he too was coming down from something so intense, so incredible, the world had ceased to exist for a moment.

This was what our bodies craved over anything. I wrapped my thighs around his waist and encouraged him in.I needed him now. As if sensing my urgent desire, he pressed his cock at my soaked entrance. The precipice.

“Is this okay?” He whispered, his voice strained, like the thought of stopping now would break him.

I couldn’t speak, couldn’t demand he thrust himself into me, couldn’t express how deeply I desired this, so I rose my hips and guided myself down so the tip of his cock was inside me. I groaned, and he shivered before driving himself down to the hilt, filling me wholly. Fireworks went off behind my open eyes and I grasped at his skin as I stretched around him, sweat and fluids coating us as he pulled away and plunged back in, slapping his hips against the rear of my thighs as he pounded again and again. Right away, it was frantic, and our union was rough as we clawed at each other, breathed each other in and tried to keep our moans and groans quiet. Our kisses were dirty, raw and sloppy as we panted together, moved together, consumed each other. I needed him deeper; wanted him to swallow me whole.

With ragged panting, he lifted his body up, breaking eye contact to look between us, to see where we joined. The early sun was beginning to stream in, our bodies coming into more detail. I watched the tension in his muscles, the ripple of his jaw and the bulging in his arms as he focussed on getting us both off. He began rubbing rough little circles into my clit, his tongue running along his lips as he stared at the motion. My hips rolled, and I came again, flying away as I sensed him join me, pump into me, felt his come fill me.

As we breathed into the silence, my pulse galloping and my body both exhausted and satisfied, we grinned at each other. As he slid out of me and flopped down beside me, pulling me into the crook of his arm, I planted a kiss on his chest and wallowed happily in his warmth, in his smell, in his sweat-slick body. I listened to his racing heart slow down and his breathing steady. As the sun finished lightening the bedroom, we stroked each other. I ran my fingers across the hairs on his chest and he played with my hair.

After about ten minutes of lying together in the quiet, I untangled myself from him, slipped into my pyjamas and crept from the room for a quick wee and clean up. I still struggled to find any words to say to him, I was still too dick-drunk to come up with any coherent thoughts. So, when I climbed back into bed with him less than a minute later, stripping my clothes away again so as much of our bodies could touch as possible, I remained silent. The low level, pleasant hum whenever I was near him was screaming out in joy as I snuggled in.

Closing my eyes, I smiled against his chest.

“That was...” Asher trailed off, the one to break our hush.

“Yeah,” I agreed, voice croaky. That was... a different level. It had been a hard, fast fuck, with no thought or preamble, and I’d never been so satisfied. Or excited. We had either been beyond foolish, or were at the beginning of something earth-shattering.

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎

It was only a little under two hours later, when climbing out of the bed, that my stomach sank, realisation striking me and sinking me back onto the mattress. We hadn’t used protection. Like, at all. It hadn’t even crossed my mind. Couldn’t get any dumber than that. Especially considering how much my thoughts had been drifting to horrifying thoughts of breeding and his seed since the blood bond. Our bodies craved more than just sex, they wanted something permanent. It was creepy as all hell, and never intentional, always a surprise that made me want some brain bleach. A crazy side-effect of the blood bond and the urge to merge into him, I hoped. I wondered if, on some stupid level, we’d ignored contraception on purpose.

Bloody hell.

I mean, I assumed as vampires and humans had the ability to procreate and make crosses, so could half vampires and humans. Flopping my head into my hands, I let out a slow sigh and considered my options. A pharmacy in the arse end of nowhere, on Boxing Day, for the morning-after pill. A long, dramatic groan left me. I didn’t want anything marring how incredible our time here had been.

“What’s the matter? You okay?” Asher asked, coming up behind me on the bed, his hand settling on my naked waist as he tugged me into his cocoon, my back to his warm chest. He ran his fingers in gentle sweeps along my skin, soothing the rising panic heating the nape of my neck.

“Yeah,” I said, and it was an honest answer. I was okay. I was just annoyed at our stupidity and the inconvenience we would have to face because of it today. What had happened this morning was.... everything to me. The world had shifted when we caved in to the weeks of tension. Even hearing his voice behind me, having his skin on mine, it made my mind blank with a lust I had to fight off.

I frowned, despite the renewed shiver at our connection. “We need to go to a pharmacy today so I can get the morning-after pill.”

His hand stiffened at my side, halting the lazy strokes.

“Shit,” he said, as it dawned on him, too. “Will one be open?”

“Somewhere, I hope. We might have to drive a little while. This is a student town, though, so facilities for screw-ups are pretty solid. If not, we can stop at one in London.”

He dropped his forehead to my shoulder. “I’m clean, if you were going to ask.”

“Me, too. Living with Kylie —” I started, but that wash of grief stopped me.

Asher nuzzled my shoulder. I think he had more to say, but a knock on the door jolted us away from the conversation. My sister was hurrying us downstairs. As I rose and pulled my top back on, a nice gentle ache settled in my lower stomach. I twisted to face Asher as he got out of the other side of bed and straightened out, stretching his muscular torso. My eyes grew wide and my cheeks flushed as he turned, stark naked, letting me study every inch of him, including the impressive morning wood. He appeared amused to find me watching, but smiled with a preen. I wanted to lick him.

“We just did that,” I blurted. It seemed more real in the light. His body had been inside mine, all that tension had released with a world-altering pop and now we were in post. I couldn’t help but wonder about what would happen from here.

“Wanna go again, baby?” He asked, wiggling his eyebrows and giving his hips a cheeky little thrust.

I laughed loudly and waggled my index finger at him to indicate no, even though all I wanted was another round. Before I could react, he was back on the bed, pushing me down and kissing me. His tongue brushed mine, his hands skimmed over my flesh, his nose nuzzled into mine.

“There are so many other things I need to do to you,” he murmured against my lips, and I shivered. Me too. I pulled him closer to me by cupping his arse and tugging, and he chuckled against me, his hips moving to grind into mine, his hard cock rubbing against my clit as we made out like teenagers.

A vibration on his side table caused him to still and groan.

“I told Roman to only call if there was an emergency,” he murmured. “I better check.” How he knew it was Roman calling, I didn’t know.

Shifting the upper half of his body to reach over me to the bedside table, he kept our bottom halves entangled. I watched as he tried to focus on the bright light of his phone screen and ran my hands down his chest as he pressed the screen and put the device to his ear.

He frowned and answered with a grunt. My hand drifted lower, tangling briefly in the hair beneath his belly button before cupping his balls. He stiffened. But not in a good way.

“Say that again,” he demanded. I withdrew from him, sitting up, and pulling the duvet with me. He jumped from the bed, striding across the room with the phone still pressed to his ear. “Roman, stop! Explain,” he growled, shouting over Roman’s voice, which I could hear coming from the little speaker despite the distance.

“They what?” Asher was attempting to shove his feet into jeans one-handed, sans boxers. Seeing a terrible outcome of his distraction, I raced over and zipped him up with care, trying to slow my racing pulse. Our eyes locked as Roman continued to rant through the speaker, and he pulled me into him, cupping my head and kissing my hair. Panic was making my skin tingle, and I could hear his heart pounding with my ear squeezed to his chest.

“Fine,” he said at last. “But Roman — yes, fine.”

He hung up the phone, threw it onto the bed and watched it bounce before dropping to the floor, then tilted my chin up to face him. I was wrapped in his warmth, pressed into him, but I felt like I was falling. The look on his face... something dreadful had happened. My mind whirred, my pulse sped up. He kissed my cheek, thumbed across my jaw.

Then, looking pained, confused, frustrated, he released a breath. “The Hive lied,” he said. “Vincent was never captured.”
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Chapter Twenty
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IT WAS MID-JANUARY before there was another sighting of Vincent.

Once we’d finally had sex, Asher and I had struggled to keep our hands off each other, even more so than before. After taking the morning-after-pill from a pharmacy in London at the end of our six-hour drive, we collapsed on the bed with his warm hand rubbing circles on my cramping belly, and that had felt almost as intimate. It had been perfect, and waking up together to a tender fuck filled with hugs and whispered endearments helped, too. Considering it had been weeks since Asher had pumped his blood into my veins, the intense feelings hadn’t faded one single drop.

Roman had phoned a fortnight after that, letting us know they had a suspected sighting of Vincent in Hackney, but they’d lost track of him. I’d almost snarked that The Hive didn’t seem very good at their job, but I could tell from the tension along Asher’s jaw that he wouldn’t appreciate it. He wanted this all over as much as I did. They’d lied, and Asher had spent a lot of time trying to figure out why. It was clear to see his faith in those who’d raised him had shaken, perhaps beyond repair.

While Vincent had proven hard to track, vampire activity was picking up all around London. Asher told me the man I’d found outside my office was likely a vampire attack, too, based on the injuries I described in a vivid picture I’d hoped to have forgotten. But his broken body still flashed across my mind. Each injury catalogued in a horrifying list.

Asher returned to normal duties, leaving the flat in the morning, and arriving back almost every night covered in black gunk or dirt from rolling around on the floor battling something or someone. He said it was nothing to do with Vincent, the increased activity, but it still made me uneasy. It seemed more than a coincidence, and a dread settled in my stomach that something big was coming. And it wasn’t just Vincent we needed to be worried about.

The Hive wanted to bring me back to the hospital for some tests, and were growing antsy at Asher’s refusal. The marking remained on my skin, though it bothered me less, despite still looking dark and fresh. This, along with the desire to study the overall effects of the blood bond, led to them calling me in. It was a trip out, so one chilly January morning, after lots of persuasion, Roman picked me up. I hadn’t left the safe house since Christmas, so I would have committed to anything for a change of scenery. I soon grew to regret that, though.

“You know,” Roman said to me as he parked in an underground car park about an hour from the safe house, somewhere in west London. “This blood transfusion thing hasn’t been successful in a long time. Asher told you it hadn’t been completed in a long time. He meant it hadn’t been done and worked.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, eyeing him with narrowed lids. This guy liked to shit stir. He was always slipping in snarky comments or trying to provoke us.

“I wanted to warn you,” he said. “They want to learn why it succeeded this time. They’re going to ask you a lot of intimate questions. Questions about Asher. Don’t expect it to be anything but brutal.”

“Like what?” The idea of them asking me questions like that made my skin crawl, but I resisted the urge to demand Roman turn around and drive back. I trusted The Hive about as far as I could throw them, but curiosity still won.

“They’re going to ask if you guys have, you know, bonded in different ways...” He wiggled his eyebrows. He knew very well what Asher and I were to each other, having caught us in bed one morning with not a stitch of clothing on our bodies when Asher had been late meeting him in the foyer. He laughed, clapped his hands together, and marched right back out. I don’t think anyone in our company for more than a few moments could miss it, and I actually craved him when he wasn’t beside me. I wished he was my chaperone to the hospital, but his superiors had requested he remain away. Roman told me he was close by, though.

“Why would they care?”

“They wish to study the connection. I just wanted you to be prepared.” Roman said. “Asher hasn’t told them anything, so it’s up to you to fill in any blanks you prefer.”

“Why doesn’t he want them to know?” I asked. “Do I need to lie?”

Roman shook his head. “Just an issue of kissing and telling, I should think. It’s weird talking to the people who raised you about who and how you’re fucking.” He pulled a suggestive face, and I whacked him on the arm with a burst of laughter.

“Come on,” I said, opening the car door. “Let’s get this over with.”

The hospital was how I remembered it from what little I’d seen before. Gloomy, dark and underground. The car park was at the highest point and everything else sat underneath it, so we took a lift down.

It was quiet as we exited, with only a few doctors in their white coats and nurses in green scrubs milling about, busy with their own shit, not interested in mine. It reassured me to find it not packed, because despite the influx of vampires into London, The Hive weren’t getting overwhelmed. I hated the thought of Asher and Roman out, in danger, every time they worked.

I peered at everyone with fresh eyes, understanding now that they were all crosses, as Asher had called them, beholden to the lives they lead. They looked at me with curiosity as we passed them by, but I didn’t see any malice, only thoughtfulness. I wondered how they determined who would do what, and why they insisted upon it. The Hive seemed a huge organisation, with a large body of workers, but very little to show for it. I was missing something, something Asher had decided not to share.

Roman navigated the dark corridors with ease, and within about five minutes, he was knocking on a door labelled ‘examination room 2’. The word examination freaked me out a bit, but Roman had assured me they just needed some of my blood, and a far too detailed chat.

“Come in,” a stern voice called, and we stepped inside.

The room was like the rest of the place, an alternative reality hospital with dark walls and floors, modern equipment and no natural light. There was a hospital bed in the centre of the room, along with a computer in the corner and a middle-aged man typing away at it. He glanced up over his glasses and smiled. He had scruffy, deep brown hair and a bit of scruff over his chin. He looked tired and dishevelled. Two nurses were busy preparing something near him, both looking down at their work and not acknowledging us.

“Miss Cunningham,” the doctor said as he hammered away on his keyboard. “Please take a seat on the bed. Mr Richardson, please feel free to leave.” He didn’t even look up at us as he spoke, his attention on his screen.

I stiffened, not having anticipated Roman going, but was thankful he read my vibes when I shot him a panicked expression.

“I think I’ll stay,” he declared, leaving no room for discussion. “If that’s okay with Miss Cunningham, of course.”

The doctor stopped typing then and looked over the monitor at us, peering over his glasses.

“It’s for sure okay with me,” I said, perhaps with a little too much enthusiasm. I could tell it was a problem for the doctor based on the scowl. He wanted me on my own. But this wasn’t happening unless Roman stayed. I crossed my arms and made no move towards the bed, feeling even more of a fool for being excited to leave the flat. I’d grown uncomfortable here so fast it was almost giving me whiplash.

“Mr Richardson can stay. But he must remain by the door.”

Relief rippled through me, and I shuffled over to the bed, plonking my butt down on the hard mattress, trying not to show my lingering trepidation. My legs swung down and didn’t touch the floor, making me feel a little like a child, not helping my soothe bitterness at my lack of judgement. I looked at Roman as he studied the doctor, not bothering to hide his distaste. It unsettled me further. Why had neither of them tried to stop me? Or rather, why hadn’t I listened to Asher’s concerns?

The speedy tap tapping of the doctor’s typing stopped, and he rose to his feet, walking over to me and holding out his hand for me to shake. I took it. His hands were cool and smooth against mine, almost to the point of making me flinch.

“My name is Doctor Hall. I am to be administering your tests today with the aid of my nurses. Also, asking you some questions of which your answers will be passed on to our directors.” His voice was flat, rehearsed, lacking emotion. I nodded and clasped my hands together, trying to rub some warmth back into them. Why did it feel like I was being scolded?

“Who are the directors?” I asked, but he ignored me. These faceless figureheads seemed shady — I still had a nasty taste in my mouth regarding how they treated their children. Asher had spent a little time going over the hierarchy of The Hive, and the directors were at the top, descended from the founders. Roman caught my gaze, and I wished I was telepathic. Already this wasn’t working the way I thought it would, seeming less voluntary with each passing moment.

And so proceeded the next twenty minutes. Between the nurses and the doctor, my heart rate was checked, my blood pressure taken, and my reflexes tested. They looked in my ears, in my mouth, and checked my vision. It was uncomfortable, but all pretty normal as far as examinations went. They didn’t mention the results to me, but all three jotted down their observations in a brown folder. Once they had drawn four small vials of my blood, I watched them put handwritten labels on the little jars and pack them away on a metal tray table, ready to be whipped off to a lab with no indication as to why.

Roman remained stoic by the door, watching everything with piercing eyes but not interfering. It was only when they asked me to remove my clothes so they could get a better look at the marking that he moved towards us.

“You will be capable of studying her marking while she remains dressed,” he growled. I was about to say the same, but I appreciated him stepping in nevertheless. His protectiveness gave me a stronger sense of safety. And he was right. There wasn’t a chance in hell of my clothes coming off.

Instead, I leaned back on the bed and tugged the top of my leggings down, showing them it would have been unnecessary to strip. Doctor Hall pursed his lips, but then got to work studying the marking. He took a few scrapings of it, which hurt quite a lot, and photographed every inch before drawing a small vial of blood from beneath the deep maroon. It shocked me to see the fluid was almost black. It reminded me of a fountain pen cartridge, inky and wet, unlike thick viscous blood.

I completely, and outright, utterly refused to allow an internal examination. There was no bloody way, and at the suggestion of it, Roman was right at my side, growly and intimidating. Not a chance. It took a few minutes for the doctor man to relent and move on. I did not like him one bit. What he hoped to learn about my reproductive system, I didn’t want to know. Gross. The thought of his hands prodding up my vag made me want to turn inside out.

Roman, my scary bodyguard, settled on the bed next to me, arms crossed and a warning of death on his face.

“Are you sexually active?” Dr Hall asked me with a sigh as I scowled at him.

“I’m not answering that,” I replied. “I don’t see how it’s relevant. Move on.”

Dr Hall raised an eyebrow at me. His pen poised in his hand to tick a bunch of far too personal boxes. “It is relevant, Miss Cunningham,” he said, exasperated. “We need to ascertain what may be affected by the blood exchange.”

“Oh,” I said, voice dripping with sarcasm. “Do you think Asher’s blood could’ve destroyed my lovely, innocent virginity? Or triggered a severe case of genital warts? Which is it?”

This dude was pissing me off. Roman snorted and stifled a chuckle. I glanced at him and he winked. But Dr Hall didn’t rise to my jab, and instead ticked off a box on his form with a tense mouth.

“I think we’re ready for the next phase of the testing,” Dr Hall said to the nurses. They nodded, one turning as white as a ghost as she disappeared into the hall.

I frowned at Roman, but he just shrugged. What else was there to know? A sense of unease settled over me as Dr Hall scrawled something on his sheet, and the remaining nurse pushed the medical carts towards the back of the room.

The sound of frantic shouting down the hallway broke the heavy silence.

“Please stand back,” Dr Hall said, his rear to me, his tone tense.

I did as he requested, stepping off the bed and walking to the far end of the room. I couldn’t tell what the hell was going on, but the air was sluggish with dread, and the grunts and shouts from the hall were right outside.

“What’s happening?” Roman asked, but at the same moment, the door swung open and everyone stiffened. The nurse squeaked.

Two guards, decked out in the now familiar thick black uniforms and masks that covered their necks and faces, walked in, gripping a man between them. This man was... shaggy. Black bruises and gashes coated all visible skin, and his hair fell over his face in a dull grey halo, straggling down his neck and over his shoulders. His eyes, when they met mine, churned ebony like an oil spill.

I gasped.

They had bought in a damn vampire.

“What is this?” Roman demanded, trying to shove me further into the wall. His hand drifted down to the gun in his back pocket.

The guards had the vampire in chains wrapped around his arms and held tight. His body slumped, his shoulders down, and his head lowered like he had no more to give, evil or not. He wasn’t paying attention to anyone in the room.

Dr Hall moved beside me, pressing a stethoscope to my chest with a look of concentration on his face. I tried to shoo him off, but I wasn’t paying much attention. My eyes locked on the vampire by the door. I had a horrible sensation in my gut again, that feeling of being seconds away from disaster growing stronger.

“Interesting,” Dr Hall murmured to himself. With a huff, I shoved him and moved away, crowding into Roman’s large back.

“I’m done with this,” I drawled. My chest was bubbling and crackling with unease, and it was unsettling. I needed to get far from this doctor, to make sure he couldn’t touch me again. He concerned me much more than the docile vampire.

But the doctor ignored me, following and trying to put a blood pressure cuff on my arm. I pulled back away from it, but he persisted. So I shoved him, jumping to Roman’s side as the doctor stumbled and crashed into a medical cart filled with creepy looking equipment. I saw the speculum and shuddered.

A few things happened at once as the Doctor’s collision caused a racket of noise.

The vampire, who had remained so still and unflinching, startled and lurched forward, pulling the two guards with him so they lost their footing and tumbled to the floor. One of them let go of the chains and the other landed on his knees with a crunch. The vampire kicked him in the back of the head and then stamped down on his skull with a heavy, booted foot. There were cries and shouts, panic.

Second, Dr Hall attempted once again to measure my blood pressure, ignoring his crash and bee-lining straight for me, so I elbowed him in the stomach as he tried to force the cuff up my arm.

And third, Roman shot forwards and struck the vampire with his fist, before pulling out his gun and shooting it in the forehead. This finally made Dr Hall pause in his pursuit of my blood pressure, and the entire room jolted to a stop. The crumpling happened almost immediately. The vampire had been in terrible shape already, so he was gone in moments as silence settled, ringing in my ears.

Dr Hall appeared shaken as I stomped away to Roman. The nurses appeared frightened, and the guards were a mess. One lay on the floor, unconscious and bleeding, and the other was climbing back onto his feet, a scowl on his face. He murmured something into his walkie talkie and rubbed his forehead.

Roman looked pissed off and was making his way to Dr Hall when I stopped him, putting my hand on his chest. He glanced down at me and I shook my head with pleading eyes. I just wanted to leave. He nodded.

“Fuck you all.” I said, turning to face all the arseholes in the room. Then I stormed out as a renewed fury kicked off inside my gut. How dare they?

Roman caught up with me, following a step after as I replayed the last half an hour in my mind. They’d brought a vampire to me, testing me for some reason, Roman had killed it, the doctor wanted my reaction... I was spiralling.

We had almost made it to the end of the hallway and the exit up to the car park when a shout called out from behind, asking us to wait.

“Miss Cunningham!” Dr Hall shouted frantically. I turned as we waited for the lift to open to find him barrelling towards us. The lift didn’t come quick enough, and he reached us, his breath heavy in his chest. I wanted to throat punch him, and I knew Roman would cheer me on. He placed a hand on my lower back as if to steady my growing anger, but I sensed his brewing, too.

“Please don’t leave,” Dr Hall said through gulps of air. “No more tests. But the results won’t take long and I’m sure you would prefer to be here to receive them.” He paused and studied my face. “You desire agency over your body — if you stay here for the results, you will hear them before the Directors.”

He spoke as if having agency over myself was some foreign concept, and it made me wince.

“Who wouldn’t demand agency over their body?” I asked.

“Miss Cunningham.” Dr Hall said with a warning in his voice.

I sighed. While I did like the idea of hearing the results first, there wasn’t any value in it. It was a trick on his part. I shook my head, knowing I couldn’t remain down in these halls any longer than was necessary.

“Please, just contact me or Asher... or Roman with the results when you can.” I decided. Decision made. I wasn’t spending a second more in this hospital. I had visions of them throwing me into a gladiator style pit of vampires or draining every bit of my blood to test. This was my first real experience of The Hive outside of high-pressure situations, and it made me uneasy.

Dr Hall looked very disappointed, which solidified my decision.

“Come on then, Ivy,” Roman said, dropping his hand and guiding me towards the lift. He pressed the button, and this time, it came right away. We were back in the car and on the way to the flat in a flash. I was sure Dr Hall was still standing there by the lift, looking crestfallen and bitter. That was how we had left him.
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Chapter Twenty One
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THE STRAGGLED, NOW dead, vampire in the examination room played on my mind. The events at the hospital had left me rattled, angry, maybe a little violated.

“I don’t know what they were playing at,” Roman growled after we’d sat in awkward, fuming silence for at least half the journey home. “I don’t know where they got that vampire from. Something wasn’t right there.”

“You mean there aren’t a bunch of stray vamps locked up somewhere to scare unsuspecting patients?” I jabbed back, aiming my irritation at the wrong man. His jaw tensed and he shook his head without looking away from the road. It was mid-afternoon, and for once the sun was shining.

“I’ve never heard of any such thing.” His nostrils flared. “I need to talk to Asher about it.”

The Hive only seemed shadier by the minute, my confidence in them already fragile and now threatening to demolish what little remained. Dr Hall had been a massive creep, stropping like a petulant child when I wasn’t happy to spread my legs for him to prod about, and it was clear he held a significant position within the organisation. If he could drag a vampire from whatever pit, one who looked weak and beaten, then what else did he have up his sleeve? I knew I would make sure never to be alone with him, never to trust a word. A rush of cringe rippled through me when I thought of his hands on me, thought of all those little scrapings and blood samples of mine in his possession.

“You alright?” Roman asked, making me shudder in surprise. We were driving along the river again now, so would be back at the safe house soon. The way the sunlight was bouncing over the murky water was soothing. I watched it often from the small balcony with a coffee and headphones blaring whatever I was in the mood for.

“You have full trust in the organisation that raised you?” I asked, my voice meek.

Roman rolled his lips. “It’s more complicated than that,” he murmured. “It’s not like we’re given a choice.”

I opened my mouth to probe further when the car lurched to a stop. For a second, my pulse thudded in my ears and I fought a cry of fear, but a kid with a skateboard weaved away from us, having shot out from the busy pavement, making Roman break suddenly.

“Quick reflexes,” I huffed, and Roman smirked.

“Helps with the job.”

As my heart pitter pattered back down to a safe rhythm, Roman turned down the radio and pulled into an empty driveway before turning to me with a serious look on his face, leaning one thick arm on the steering wheel and the other on his chair. I was used to his overwhelming presence for the most part, but sometimes, like when confined in a car with him, he still sucked all my air away. It wasn’t attraction, just a curiosity I couldn’t be sure I would ever learn the reason for.

“Are you about to tell me you’re breaking up with me?” I blurted, and he chuckled before running a meaty hand over his face and huffing.

“I see why he likes you so much. There’s trouble behind those green eyes.” He murmured to himself, then looked back at me with a tense jaw. “We’re taken as babies, according to The Hive, from parents willing to have us raised well. The Hive tells us no other way. Asher and I have aged out of the mandatory service they require, but we remain. Something isn’t right, something we want to find and fix.”

I nodded, rapt by his words.

“It’s not a poor life they give, just involuntary. But it is not as simple as killing vampires who wish to kill us, to kill humans. There’s more. The longer your service, the higher your rank...” Roman continued, but the obnoxious buzzing of his phone ringing interrupted us. I jumped, and he scowled, fishing the device from his pocket and staring down at the name on the screen. I couldn’t see it, but he rejected the call and started the engine back up. A blast of hot air hit me in the face as the radio burst on and the car rolled away.

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎

The bathroom was dirty. Was. I had spent the last few hours scrubbing at it with an unrivalled fury, desperate for a distraction and a mind-numbing task to dull the raging swirl of questions in my head. It was late, later than Asher usually arrived back, and I was getting antsy.

After Roman had dropped me off and sloped off to his flat above, I hadn’t been able to settle. If I could’ve, I would have taken myself off for a long walk along the river, or meandered round some shops, burning all the excess energy until I could do nothing but sleep it off. Instead, I cleaned a frigging bathroom.

My hair was up in a messy bun, and I wore an old t-shirt of Asher’s with a pair of bleach stained leggings. I’d added to the little orange splodges staining the cheap black fabric in my energetic cleaning. But I felt better for it, my mind more at ease, my limbs not as shaky. It seemed, with every day living this nightmare, I fell deeper and deeper into a confusing oblivion. Asher was the only one that could bring stability and warmth, stop me from spiralling.

So when I heard the front door creak open and shut, I abandoned my task and rushed to him, bleach splatters and all. It didn’t matter that it made me look a little needy, a little pathetic. When I saw his grouchy face and dark hair as he pulled his boots off, my heart kicked up a notch. He had already peeled away his leather jacket and weapon-belt thingy, so I found him in his usual uniform of black long-sleeved t-shirt and heavy black trousers. He grinned at me as our eyes met, warmth crossing his gaze as he strode across the room.

It was unnerving how attracted I was to him. It hadn’t lessened at all, and each time we had sex, or woke up together, or snuggled on the sofa, I fell a little harder. My lower stomach pulled me towards him, like we had waited all day to touch, and now that we were a mere few feet apart, it was urgent. Every cell in my body pushed me to him, and from the look on his face, his body was doing it, too. It happened every night when he came back from work, or when he returned from the shop, sometimes even from the shower.. I just had to feel him, be close to him, and kiss him.

Without a word, we met in the middle of the room and I jumped up, wrapping my legs around his waist as he scooped his hands under my arse, and we crashed together in a mess of mouths and lips and teeth. For a few minutes, we did nothing but make out and grind against each other, my hips undulating over his, pressing our crotches together so I could feel his erection straining against his trousers.

He took a few stumbling steps forwards, bumping my spine into the wall with a grunt. I leaned away, legs still encasing him, and grinned wickedly as he whipped his top over his head, exposing his thick torso to me. My fingers drifted from his neck and down, squeezing, exploring his pecs, his shoulders, his toned stomach. Our bodies were so different. He was dense and muscular, strong from years of hard work and fighting. I was softer, my stomach not flat, my thighs big enough that he enjoyed grabbing fistfuls of flesh when he fucked me. And as I rested back, letting my arms flop by my sides, that’s what he did. Kneading my skin, running his hands under my shirt and tugging it over my head to expose my bra-less chest. He looked at me with reverence.

I didn’t care that I had stretch marks from a growth spurt in my teens, I didn’t care that you could see the junk food sitting on my hips. I was normal, healthy, strong in my own way. And from him palming my breasts, caring about it hadn’t even crossed his mind.

I just loved feeling him explore me as I explored him. Unbuttoning his trousers, I went to reach inside, but he gripped my wrists and shoved them up above my head. My back arched from the angle and I moaned as he shook his head.

“I need to taste you,” he growled, dropping my shaky legs as he fell to his knees. “It’s been a long day.” Running his nose along the seam of my leggings before his fingers found the waist and tugged them down and off, he discarded them somewhere in the room. I was standing before him, naked, panting, as he looked up into my eyes before dipping them, his gaze passing leisurely down my body before stopping at my bare pussy, wet and waiting for him. My hands balled up into fists and he groaned, lifting one of my legs and draping my thigh over his shoulder.

His tongue plunged into me, sweeping and rough through the folds of my labia, about making me buckle as he reached my clit, swirling brutal circles. He was feasting on me, overwhelming me. He placed a steady hand on my stomach to keep me from falling while he devoured. It was almost too much. He grunted against me, dipping down further to run his tongue from my clit, to my entrance, to my back hole and back again. My hands flew to his curls, fisting the strands just to have an anchor as fireworks exploded inside me. The familiar warmth and pressure built in my belly, the ache and zaps of pleasure working through my veins as I chased the high.

My hips undulated unbidden as I rode his face, rode his mouth. His satisfied growl reverberated through me as he feasted and I heard his trouser zip pull down.

He tongue fucked me while getting himself off, and I saw stars, the fleshy sounds of us meddled in the air with our joined moans and heavy breathing. I wanted to see, to grab him, wanted his mouth and his hands everywhere. His tongue rolled in circles around my clit while he thrust two fingers inside me, curling them and pumping. I crested, peaking over the top of my orgasm and tumbling through it, blinded as he came with me. The now familiar noises of his peak sounded beneath me as he wrung the last few moments of pleasure from my body before we both drifted down as one. I slumped to the floor, my legs still tangled up with his torso, and grinned with satisfaction. He gave me a thorough kiss, our sweaty bodies sticking together and my taste mingling on our tongues.

“Good evening,” I mumbled with a smirk, my whole frame flushed and panting. He laughed at the state of me and kissed me on the cheek, nuzzling his nose into my neck as he enjoyed the closeness. His teeth scraped deliciously against my skin, sending shivers down my body. His canines pressed against my veins and he groaned deeply.

When my phone vibrated on the coffee table across the room, we ignored it. It buzzed again almost straight away, but we didn’t hesitate to let it ring out as Asher’s mouth sucked on my throat, as his hand came up behind my head and held me steady, almost painfully so.

“Ash,” I murmured as he pepper nibbles and bites down my neck and along my collarbone, he was focused, intent. “Ash,” I repeated his name, shoving at him a tiny bit. It felt good, somehow more intimate than anything else we’d done, but I needed to look at him.

His hand drifted up to my chin, forcing it to tilt up and give him better access as he pressed his teeth into my neck. He froze like that, with the pressure stinging, taking it no further, and his entire body tensed. I couldn’t move, trapped in his hold.

Then Asher’s phone chirped in his pocket, his ringtone blaring and difficult to ignore. He finally moved, exhaling roughly and swearing. He kissed where he’d bitten and pulled the device out, answering it with a grunt.

His eyes stayed sharp on me, a shadow shuttering over his gaze, turning his expression unreadable, stony even. We were still tangled together, close, but I couldn’t hear the other side of his conversation. His side was all grunts and sounds of agreement. But I could see something settle over him, a darkness.

When he hung up the phone, he grasped it tight in his fist before throwing it across the room, letting it clatter on the floor near the sofa. My heart rate picked up and I too, felt a tension sink into my muscles. I opened my mouth to ask what was happening, but he interrupted me.

“I need to take you back to the hospital,” he said, tone flat. He pulled away, standing and buckling his trousers up while I gaped up at him, naked at his feet. The anger and vulnerability that came rushing through me had me up on my feet and glaring at him. But he ignored me, turning and striding towards the hallway without word.

“Just tell me,” I shouted, voice empty of emotion as I tugged my leggings on. I was still rather... wet, down there, and needed to clean up before we went anywhere. Otherwise, there would be major chafing, and I was in no mood to be yet more uncomfortable.

His jaw twitched as he paused and turned so I could see his side profile. “They have your test results, Ivy.”

I didn’t move. His reaction was telling. Something was wrong. Wrong enough that he couldn’t even look at me.

“What is it?” I demanded. “What’s the matter with me? Why are you —”

“We need to go. They can explain,” Asher grunted before leaving me alone. He was different, like he was in work mode, like he’d received bad news or had learned news about me he didn’t want. He wasn’t looking at me, but I had no intention of moving until he spoke to me. Flashes of us together beat at my brain, a sensation I didn’t recognise making my chest ache.

When he came back into the living room, I hadn’t shifted. I stood my ground and glared at him, hands on my hips and heart racing. He wasn’t going to be another to force me into anything, to keep secrets from me. Asher would talk, explain, before I moved. He stilled at the door and turned, shoulders tense.

“You will tell me what’s happening. This isn’t fair,” I exclaimed.

He was fuming, his brow furrowed and anger radiating off him in waves. “Stop being so difficult and come on.”

“No!” I yelled back. “Tell me what you just heard on the phone. Right now. This is my body! My life!”

Flexing his arms, tension making his jaw flutter, he met my eyes. “It’s complicated.”

“I don’t care.” My head shook. “I deserve more than this. Surely, I —”

It’s not something I would admit to him, but my heart was straining, threatening to break. This was him, showing me how little I meant. Not the blood bond, not the sex or the friendship we’d built. No, this was Asher, a vampire hunter and Hive bod. Just moments ago, we had our naked bodies entwined as we both came down from shattering orgasms. Now he was glaring at me as if I was an irritating stranger. A flip had switched somewhere, and I didn’t recognize why.

“It’s my body. My life, Asher,” I repeated. “Don’t make me stew for an hour in the car when you know what they’re going to tell me. Don’t be like them,” I pleaded, throwing my hands out. “Please be on my side.”

His jaw remained hard, and I almost collapsed forward at his lack of reaction. He had always been so honest and open with me, well, apart from at the very beginning, but looking at him from across the room as he closed up, nausea roiled through me. It was like I didn’t know him at all. What we’d been doing only moments ago seemed lifetimes away. A chasm stretched between us, both shocking and saddening me.

“Asher,” I begged. “Don’t keep anything from me.”

He did nothing; he said nothing. A little piece of my heart broke.

“Call Roman,” I demanded, betrayal wracking me. He looked confused.

“Ivy, come on.” Asher appeared unsure for a moment, his brows dipping as something like shame played on his features, but that mystery switch flipped up again and he gestured for me to have at it.

So I grabbed my phone and called Roman, my eyes never straying from Asher’s. He answered on the second ring.

“Roman. Can you take me back to the hospital? My results are in.” My voice shook as I spoke. Asher glared at me, his brows furrowed and his fists clenching, still not moving. It was making me so mad. But he didn’t stop me.

“Isn’t Asher there?” Roman asked, and I told him yes, Asher was with me. The discussion paused, Roman mulling it over. “Hell. Give me 10 minutes,” he said and hung up the phone.

Eyes wide, I looked at Asher with challenge. He exhaled and moved, marching right past me. His footsteps echoed down the hall and the bedroom door slammed shut. What the hell. What had I done? What was wrong with me? Gulping down the threatening sobs, I tried to steady myself. He’d marched off like a bloody teenage girl and I didn’t see him again before Roman picked me up.

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎

Being back in the hospital so soon was unsettling my already overwrought mind. It had only been a few hours since I had fled the place, vowing never to return, but here I was, Roman once again at my side, stalking through the halls towards a conference room in silence. My heart ached from the way Asher had treated me, but it drove me forward. I needed to know what he knew.

There was no Examination Room 2 this time. Thank god. This room was for meetings, not injecting and prodding. But still, I stalled at the conference room door, wavering and wobbly. I took a hard breath and looked at Roman for support. He didn’t give it, instead he gave me a little push, opening the door without knocking and shoving me through in one swift movement. The space was narrow and dingy, matching everything else in this underground hospital, with a long table taking up the length of the place. Four people sat at the far end, and Dr Hall stood in front of a white board, in deep conversation with them. It stilled as we shuffled over, and all five sets of eyes landed on me, like I was a reduced steak at the supermarket.

When I slowed down in trepidation, Roman gave me a scant shove. I scowled at him as I steadied myself and walked closer to the hungry looking faces. He just looked a little smug. Git. I was trying to appear brave, trying not to show the fearful sensation in my gut, in this underground hole of doom, and he was teasing me. Still, better than Asher and the confusing way he’d flipped on me. At least Roman remained the same old dickhead.

“Miss Cunningham, please sit,” Dr Hall said, gesturing to a chair next to a woman with auburn hair and freckled skin. The urge to punch him or throw a middle finger at him threatening to beat out any thread of decency I had. Roman stood behind me as I sank into the seat, and no one acknowledged him. This was all so odd.

The five looked at me, none of them with warmth. I raised my eyebrows at them in expectation of what... I don’t know. God, I was so nervous, like I had just walked into my prison cell. Such was the oppressiveness of this space. I was also very fed up with hearing this man speak my name. His voice dripped with distaste for me. I was so over his shit, but too conscious of the impending announcement to say anything.

“Miss Cunningham,” Dr Hall repeated once I’d settled, and it sank over me like a big wet elephant tongue had licked every inch of me. I shuddered. “Let me introduce you to some of our directors.”

The Directors, the leaders of the entire organisation? The news must be bad. They sure looked official. All of them wore dark suits and had a snooty air about them, and they all glared at me without a shred of shame. If they wanted to intimidate me, it was working.

Dr Hall introduced them as Cybil Channing, the woman I sat next to, Yvette Sullivan, a woman who was about forty. She had her hair down, her dark skin the same colour as her curly hair and bright hazel eyes. He introduced the two men to me as Hendrix Laurier, a skinny man with classic features and short brown hair, and last, Glenn Godfrey, who appeared to be the leader based on the way the others deferred to him. He was broad, with salt and pepper hair and an unsettling smile. I found it difficult to tear my gaze away from him, but I didn’t know why.

He held his hand out for me to shake, and I did so, our palms gripping together and making me shiver. Everyone else just eyeballed us, no one else shook my hand. It almost felt like a test.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Cunningham. You are an interesting creature indeed,” Godfrey said as he sat back down. An interesting creature? Seriously? That was icky. That elephant tongue up my spine returned, and I struggled not to comment. Dr Hall gaped at him for a moment, but shook his head and turned his attention back to me.

“We summoned you back in so soon, Miss Cunningham, because we found something very unusual in your test results. Namely, the swab of your marking. We have certain methods to determine the DNA sequences that marked your skin, considering they do it using the blood of the vampire,” Dr Hall said like he was telling me about the weather.

I nodded along, but I just needed him to get to the point already.

“A part of the vampire has made its way into you, we believe. The vampire who marked you was powerful, and we think he attempted to summon something even more so through your person. You took the tincture which failed to discharge it, the blood transfusion with the guard failed to remove it. We have concluded that it is unlikely anything will. There is a uniqueness in your body make-up. The vampire is sitting there, burrowed in, but not overwhelming your body. It’s fascinating.”

Just great. I wanted to claw my skin off, or take a fucking sander and rub my hip until it was raw and the mark was no longer there. I took a deep breath, though. It was clear Dr Hall hadn’t finished.

“We believe Vincent was completing the end of his plan to bring forth a stronger being into our world and wreck untold damage,” Dr Hall paused. “We need to know more about the connection you formed with him. A marking of this magnitude is almost unheard of.”

“Have you heard of the Hallow, child?” Godfrey queried, interrupting the doctor.

The Hallow. The word jolted through me, taking me right back to my time in Vincent’s house. Flashes of the pain he’d inflicted on me assaulted my mind.

“What does it mean?” I asked, deciding to play ignorant, desperate for as much knowledge as possible. We’d struggled to find any information at all about The Hallow. It also surprised me that neither Asher nor Roman had disclosed Vincent’s claims to their bosses. They all acted like this was the first mention of it. Dr Hall cleared his throat, pulling me back to his question. “I have no connection with Vincent. He did this to me only hours after we met.” I gestured to my hip.

“Yes, well, your blood test results show the DNA of more than one vampire in your veins. It is not just Mr Jacobson’s you have mixing with your very human blood. Another vampire’s blood is running through your body.”

“His essence? Like from the tattoo? The thing we tried to remove?” I asked, voice stuttering.

Dr Hall shook his head. “His blood, too.”

“But he didn’t give me — that makes no sense.” I said, wracking my brain for anything that could have caused this. But there wasn’t a thing. The time I had spent in the mansion, I had slept little. The marking then had failed. It hurt, but it had failed. He hadn’t put his blood into my body, fed it to me or injected it like with Asher. A memory pressed at the edges, a blur of movement, maybe of pain, but it flittered away before I could focus on it.

“We need to understand more about the two attempts at marking you that occurred. The first, we believe, was under the influence of alcohol and, um, sexual contact? Is that correct?” Dr Hall asked. The directors were all remaining very silent.

I nodded, embarrassment heating my neck. The only person who could have told them that was Asher, and while I know it was probably necessary that he did, it made me uncomfortable that he had shared so much. I had to remind myself of how it had been with him in the beginning. We hadn’t been friends or... whatever this was, when he first starting stalking me. I was just a reluctant job at that point.

“And the second time? Sexual contact then, too?” Dr Hall asked, implying the answer was yes. What the hell?

“No!” I yelled. “That bastard pinned me down and forced his hand onto me. He hurt me when I didn’t comply. I would never willingly sleep with a —”

“A what? Miss Cunningham? A vampire? Because you did.”

“Yes, a vampire. And I didn’t know then,” They also didn’t know I had very willingly slept with a half vampire, but that information would stay with me.

“Well, it doesn’t matter now. He clearly did more. I will need a full report of your time with him. Something unique has happened to your body, the likes we haven’t seen before. We would like for you to remain with us for a while as we conduct further tests.”

“Uh... no, thank you,” I drawled, going to stand without thought. Roman stiffened behind me, his grip landing on my shoulder and pushing me back down. I looked at him and tried to talk to him with just my eyes. This was growing out of control.

“Miss Cunningham, it’s unfortunate, but we must demand it,” Godfrey pipped up. My gaze whipped to him.

“Oh, in that case...” I snapped back. “I’m leaving now.”

As I steamed from the ears, I rose to my feet. I was getting the hell out of here.

“Miss Cunningham, you will remain here while we conduct further tests on your unique body make up. And don’t misunderstand me when I tell you, if we dislike what we find, you will never leave this facility again.” Godfrey’s eyes were as dark as his words as he leaned forward over the table and placed his fists on it. He looked at me with a scowl. I tried to run, but Dr Hall’s hands were on me, pulling me back. I struggled to fight him away, kicking and flailing, shouting to Roman for help.

But he was gone.

I was alone.

“Get off me!” I shouted, pushing against his grasp. The four directors remained unmoved. One of them, a woman whose name I had forgotten, had the audacity to look bored.

Dr Hall, with a surprising strength, managed to pull my hands behind my back while Godfrey sauntered around the table towards us.

“You’re bastards,” I spat as he reached me. His fingers stretched for me, his face arrogant, satisfied.

Just before his fingers were about to wrap around my neck, the door on the other side of the long room opened, and in piled a group of burly looking guards. Godfrey looked pissed, recoiling his hand with a hiss.

“I called them in,” the bored woman said, rising to stand. “I have no interest in watching you fight. Let them subdue the test subject.”

My mouth hung open, unable to form the insults I wanted to yell at her. But then the guards were there, grabbing me with black-gloved hands and securing me tight like I was an enemy. Like they were under attack.

“Stop!” I said, but it was futile.

Dr Hall and Godfrey appeared to be berating the woman, Yvette maybe, who looked above it all, rolling her eyes before they landed on me. She shook her head.

I carried on hollering insults as the guards dragged me from the room.
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Chapter Twenty Two
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THEY DIDN’T GET ME very far. As two of the six guards forced me through the doorway, shifting their bodies as we squeezed through and navigated through the narrow space, there was a commotion down the hall. Angry voices and stomping boots sounded.

I blinked back surprise, as Asher and Roman charged towards us with an incredible ferocity in their eyes. Anger raged through them, and it occurred to me that Asher must have followed here in his own car. Perhaps they’d anticipated something like this might happen, because they both appeared ready for a fight.

“Get your hands off her right now!” Asher demanded, authority bleeding into his deep voice. The guards stiffened, but neither of them released me. Both of them looked fiercely protective of me, their eyes drifting to the fingers around my biceps with twitching jaws.

“We’re under orders from the directors to take Miss Cunningham to one of the holding rooms for further testing,” a braver guard piped up. His voice squeaked a little, and I smirked. Asher was right in front of us now, and he appeared formidable, fury rolling from him as every muscle tensed and his eyes darkened. He seemed to grow even taller, too. And Roman beside him was just as frightening, just as domineering.

“Dr Hall will let her go,” Asher growled at them. He didn’t look at me, but glared over me at my captors.

“No,” a smug voice came from behind me. “He won’t.” That bastard Glenn Godfrey strolled out with his hands in his mother-fucking pockets, skirting around the guards and stopping beside us, facing Asher and Roman with a casual tip of his head. He was just as tall as them, but slimmer, lithe, like he got his exercise through a daily jog through some posh suburb.

“What are you doing here, Mr Jacobson?” Godfrey asked, his tone mocking.

“Getting Ivy away from you,” Asher growled back, his entire body tense.

My skin crawled anew as Godfrey turned to look me over, eyebrows raised and eyes curious as he seemed to come to some sort of conclusion.

“We have much to discuss,” he said to Asher. “Let the guards take Ivy down to the cells, and we can have that important conversation.” His words were weighted. I looked at Roman to see if he knew what was going on, but he appeared just as baffled. He blinked at me twice, like he was trying to convey something to me. But I couldn’t decipher it. The anger between everyone was palpable, an over inflated balloon straining.

I pulled against the guard’s hold again, but it was unyielding. They had far more power than I would ever have. It sat wrong with me, being so weak and easy to control. I wanted to be stronger, to learn how to better protect myself, because I kept getting in these shitty situations and I hadn’t experienced that burst of strength when I’d damaged Vincent’s eyes since. And it would sure come in handy today.

“Let me go,” I hissed as I tugged in futile movements.

“Do not, under any circumstances, release the girl,” Godfrey said to his men.

“Release her now, or I will have your heads,” Asher spoke, voice dripping with menace and power, though he didn’t stop glaring at Godfrey. One guard faltered against me, and his grip relaxed a fraction.

“Mr Jacobson, do not act the fool again,” Godfrey threatened, and Asher didn’t so much as flinch. “You may think —”

There was a beat, then Roman moved, slamming the handle of his knife into the neck of the guard closest to him. The one who had hesitated at Asher’s threats. The guard slumped down and hit the dust with a fleshy smack. While I was reacting to that surprise, jumping and shrieking, Asher punched the other guard in the throat and suddenly, I was free of all holds. Chaos broke out, with other guards and bodies charging and shouting things I failed to process. People poured from other rooms and the hallway filled up. An alarm sounded, ringing in circles around my ears. It was deafening. Asher yanked me, and we ran, the three of us pounding the floor towards the exit. It was open. All we had to do was make it.

The alarm pierced my brain, and it was all I could hear, all I could sense at all. How anyone was functioning was beyond me. A formation of guards appeared at the end of the hallway, blocking the lift and stopping us in our tracks. I skidded to a stop and turned to go in the other direction, but Asher grasped my hand tight.

Guards surrounded every side now, dozens of them. I whipped around, looking at each of their faces, but most of them wore the same heavy masks and all I saw were their shadowy eyes beneath. I peered towards Asher and Roman, but they too had stilled. We had no plan.

Dr Hall pushed his way to the front of the guards and crossed his arms at us. He looked pissed, a little ruffled. I couldn’t see Godfrey anywhere, no doubt he’d slunk off back to the other directors to spit more feathers.

“You may have some authority here, boys, but that does not extend to doing as you wish. We expected better than this from the both of you,” Dr Hall said, scolding Asher and Roman like they were children. Roman stuck his middle finger up at him and I stifled a smirk.

“Fuck you,” I added. “You have no right to any of this. I’m not yours.”

Dr Hall rolled his eyes at me. “Do not be under the misguidance that you, Miss Cunningham, are important. It is the entity residing within you we care about.”

Scoffing, my voice raised. “Then just cut it out and let me go.” I knew that wasn’t feasible, but this man was pissing me off and I felt panicked. Asher gripped my hand tighter, but I pulled away from him. I was still upset about the way he had treated me earlier, but now was not the time to address it.

“Miss Cunningham, that isn’t possible,” Dr Hall said. Oh, I wish this prat would stop saying my name. His mouth seemed to choke on it, dripping with contempt.

“And me coming with you willingly isn’t possible, either. So either do what you have to do, or let us walk out of here.” I waved my hand at him as I spoke.

A horrible grin spread across his face.

“We will take you alive. The vampiric entity within you is too important. We cannot let that opportunity pass us up. We cannot let you go free.”

The crowd shifted down the end of the hallway, and I noted a change in the atmosphere. The guards parted behind Dr Hall as an amazing Amazonian woman stepped into our meager circle. She scowled down at Dr Hall and I swear he shrivelled up a little, the suddenness of his personality change almost laughable. The woman was tall, wearing red stilettos, with her straight black hair pulled into a tight, swishing ponytail.

“Dr Hall, what are you doing?” She demanded.

“Madam Bennett,” Dr Hall said, his voice meek, though it was clear for anyone to see how pissed off he was underneath the politeness. It would have been funny if I wasn’t still so scared. My pulse was rushing around my head, like running water in my ears.

Everyone in the room grew tenser. In fact, most of the guards were standing at attention.

“Who is our guest?” She asked, eyeballing me. I expected Dr Hall to answer, but he didn’t.

Looking up at her, I tried to keep my voice calm. I was worried it would come out full of snark and people seemed to fear this fantastic woman. “My name is Ivy Cunningham. I’m trying to leave and Dr Hall doesn’t appear to want me to.”

Madam Bennett turned to deal with the doctor with an annoyed expression on her face. “We are not in the business of holding humans hostage, Dr Hall. This is not your department, nor your concern. You can log the information you found about Miss Cunningham with the correct division and remember your place.” Her voice was cold and stern.

Dr Hall nodded.

“Who are you?” I blurted to her, curiosity getting the better of me.

She looked a wee bit surprised, her perfect eyebrows raising a tiny fraction, before a small, simple smile crossed her lips.

“Apologies, Miss Cunningham. I am the President of The Hive. My name is Madam Bennett. It is a pleasure to meet you.” She held out her hand for me to shake, so I did. Her palm was cool and smooth. I thought I should be afraid of this woman, but she reeled me right in and all I wanted to do was go for dinner with her and find out everything about her life. I wondered if she knew her directors were in a meeting without her?

“We follow strict protocols here. We do not hold innocent people against their will. Dr Hall would care to remember that,” Madam Bennett added. Dr Hall had the decency to appear ashamed of himself, but my mind also drifted to those four other directors in the room with him. I couldn’t see them in the crowd now, and had to wonder if they had sneaked away at the sign of their boss.

Madam Bennett turned her attention back to me. Roman and Asher had moved to stand on either side of me, and despite my refusal to hold hands, Asher’s rested on my lower spine.

“Miss Cunningham, why is Dr Hall intending to detain you? I do not have all the information here, unfortunately.”

“Um...” I started. I didn’t quite know where to begin.

Dr Hall flipped his shit a little and ran his hand through his hair before interrupting me. “Forgive me, Madam. I think it would be more appropriate if we spoke in private,” he simpered.

Madam Bennett drew her gaze away from mine. She was studying me. We could cut the tension in this long hallway with a fucking butter knife. All the guards and soldiers remained standing stiff, still forming a small ring around the five of us and still waiting for something to happen. I had a feeling if I clapped my hands or shouted out, they would all erupt.

“Miss Cunningham, we will be in touch,” Madam Bennett declared. “Please, you are free to leave.”

Thoroughly freaked out, I nodded and turned. Roman and Asher both tried to talk to me as I pushed my way through the crowd of guards. I couldn’t be more relieved to get out of there.

Roman drove me home.

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎

The Hive didn’t change their minds and chase after us like I thought they might. No one ambushed in the car park or accosted us in the street. Roman and I travelled away in an uncomfortable silence, with Asher trailing behind us in his own vehicle. Roman didn’t ask, and I didn’t tell.

I couldn’t shake the sense that I was missing something, that I’d stumbled into more than the mess with Vincent. The Hive were shifty, and the way Madam Bennett had breezed in and shut all those shady bastards down reeked of conspiracy. Roman had shared some of his concerns with me, hinted that there was more going on. I had already heeded his warning, but now I never wished to go back. Never wanted to have The Hive interfere in my world again. I just needed to be rid of Vincent first. The fact was, they had a hold over my life. I was staying in their safe house, spending their money on food and clothes, under the close watch of two of their guards. If I ran from them, I feared I would be running straight to Vincent. Wherever he was.

But Dr Hall and the directors were hiding something from their boss, I was sure of it. I could see from the gleam in his creepy eye he wanted to continue experimenting on me, wanted me cowed and to his disposal. The expression on Dr Hall’s face when Madam Bennett appeared was the look of a naughty schoolboy caught ripping the legs off a frog.

It surprised me that something other than Vincent or Asher were consuming my thoughts, and rubbed at my tense forehead to relieve some of the stress. Roman grunted, turned off the radio, and grumbled about pulling into a drive thru for a drink and some chips.

Later, I lay in the only bed listening to Roman and Asher as their voices drifted in from the living room. We’d spent a while with Roman’s books, but it had been a waste of time.

I’d flicked through a text called The Intricacies of The Human Biology. It appeared to discuss human biology in great detail and, well, some of it was wrong. How little did these people know about us? I mean, they’re half human, they can’t be that clueless. It seemed like a joke book. I was laughing at it when Roman informed me monks wrote it in 1645 and that was probably why it wasn’t wholly accurate. He also told me to watch it with the biscuits I was devouring.

When I’d suggested burning my marking off, or slicing through it with a knife, both of them had shot their gazes at me. Asher looked angry, distraught, and demanded I confirm to him I would never do such a thing, while Roman appeared contemplative, like it could just work. Burning and cutting out a huge chunk of my skin was far from something I wanted to do, but the idea of continuing to walk around with a part of Vincent, or the Hallow, if the bad doctor was to be believed, tucked away inside me somewhere was untenable. I might go at it with a cheese grater if we couldn’t find a different solution.

I’d given up after hours of moving round in circles and taken myself off to bed, wondering if Asher was going to join me or not. We were yet to speak about what had happened earlier, and my feelings were still hurt. There was too much roaming around in my brain, all a swirling mass of contradictions and fear threatening to make me do something stupid. I’d been joking when I spoke of removing the mark from my flesh myself, but the more I thought about it, the more I wanted it gone.

Even if it wouldn’t stop Vincent, wouldn’t stop whatever was happening beneath my skin, I needed it gone. Gone gone gone.

I needed it gone.

My breathing picked up, my headache worsened to the point where I was seeing stars, and my limbs vibrated as I held myself back from the terrible idea I was about to enact. I gulped, squeezed my eyelids shut, clenched my fists. My hip burned like fire, like whatever insidious thing sat there was clawing its way out. I was imagining it, I must be, but it was so real, the pain so visceral. I climbed out of bed and, sweating profusely, stumbled to the kitchen. My vision swam as I yanked open the cutlery drawer and grasped for a blade.

“You alright?” Asher asked, coming closer, his voice waving in and out. I couldn’t tell where he was, only that I needed this gone. I needed to be free of the blackness inked with viciousness onto my skin. It was a reminder of all the shit, of all the horror, and I needed it gone.

Knife in hand, I sobbed and pulled my shorts down, holding my t-shirt in my teeth.

“Ivy... wha—”

I hacked at my hip, shoving the blade beneath the hideous marking and sawing with a yelp. The pain was sharp, but a relief. I cried out as red gushed from the wound and rough hands wrapped around my wrists, tugging my arms behind my back with zero effort.

“Let me go!” I shrieked, fighting the hold as I desperately tried to return to my task. The skin held on, opened like a flap with raw flesh and a river of blood running down my leg. “Let me do it!” I sobbed. “I don’t want it. Let me do it. I want it gone. Please...”

I was begging, sobbing, breaking. Asher squeezed my wrist, and the knife fell to the floor with an unsatisfying clatter.

“Roman,” he said behind me, pulling me against his chest and pinning my arms to my sides as I wept. He should bring me comfort. His touch should be enough. So why wasn’t it? I stopped squirming, stopped fighting, and grew limp as Roman left the flat and Asher carried me to the bedroom, resting me on top of the sheets with care. He straddled me and pressed his palm over the injury while I stared up, avoiding his gaze. The press of his skin ached and stabbed, but I was more upset I hadn’t succeeded. I shouldn’t have done it in front of them. I was just so... so caught up in having it gone. Now I was coming down. It was no better, but the violent urge had dissipated.

“Why?” Asher’s voice tickled at my brain, but I ignored him, letting him tend to me only because I knew he would refuse to leave it.

At some point, Roman returned with a green medical bag and left again. Asher cleaned the wound, stitched it up, and bandaged it in silence. I glanced at the stitches before he covered them. They zig—zagged down the centre of the marking, my aim off. My desperation had made me shake, my vision had blurred, and now, rather than the evil marking, I had an ugly marking with what looked to be a vicious scar brewing right through the centre.

Asher was tender, his calloused fingertips soft over my inflamed skin.

“You might need antibiotics,” he murmured. “If it looks rough in the morning, I’ll sort some.” He spoke to himself, his voice distant. I was too far gone in my own head to respond. The throbbing pain didn’t even bother me, I’d felt worse. I’d lived through worse. Perhaps Dr Hall trying to experiment on me was just my final straw. It wasn’t Vincent kidnapping me, nor my best friend’s horrible demise. It wasn’t being stalked, my home being ransacked or being attacked in the street. No, it was a creepy doctor and his creepy words.

“Ivy, will you look at me?” Asher whispered through the darkness. He’d turned the light off at some point, and settled down at my side on the bed. He didn’t touch me, though, and until this evening, it had been almost impossible not to touch each other.

“Why did you turn so cold?” I asked, my eyes not moving from the popcorn ceiling. It needed a clean. Cobwebs had gathered dust along the ancient yellowing light fitting and in all the corners. “What changed so suddenly?”

“You did this because I wanted a minute to myself?” His voice came out harsh but calm, like he was simmering under the surface, and his words punched through me.

“Fuck off,” I blurted with an incredulous laugh. “If you haven’t got a good answer, a clear answer, as to why, when you heard from The bloody Hive earlier, you clammed up and acted like I was no more than bird shit on the pavement... you can just fuck off. Leave me alone. Please.”

“Ivy, why did you do it?” He repeated, and I noted him moving, shifting his body closer, facing me. I closed my eyes, bracing for the contact I once craved. Still craved.

“I needed it gone, Asher. And I can’t guarantee I won’t try again. I hate it on my skin. I despise the fact that he’s winning in some way, because his mark remains. Wherever he is, whatever he’s going to do, right now it feels like he’s winning because he branded me.” I sucked in a deep breath, my heart pounding. “He’s branded himself into me, he’s changed my body and he gets to swan about London while I hide and suffer? When the group that are supposed to protect me are just as suspicious? My life isn’t my own anymore, and I don’t have anyone to share it with. I don’t have Luke. I don’t have Kylie. I can’t go and stay with my family for more than a day with a bodyguard at my back. I’m stuck in this little flat with a side view of the Thames and a room-mate who appears to hate me when mere hours ago he couldn’t keep his hands to himself.”

Asher remained silent beside me as I spilled my heart out to him. His breathing was heavy. Tension rolled from him, but he kept his mouth shut until I finished.

“Tell me why I shouldn’t take things into my own hands at this point?” I pleaded. “Tell me why I shouldn’t mutilate my own body when everyone else seems happy enough to do it? Answer me.”

I heard him suck in a breath, perhaps to answer me as I’d demanded. But then his phone buzzed in his pocket, and he reached for it on instinct. I scoffed and rolled off the bed while he shouted after me.

“Ivy, come back! I wasn’t going to answer it!” He yelled as I stormed from the bedroom.

“Fuck off!” I shrieked again and slammed the bathroom door shut behind me, flicking the lock and leaning on the sink to catch my breath.

I ran the taps on the bath, watching the steam from the hot tap fill the room. Asher’s phone rang again from right outside the room as I realised I shouldn’t get my fresh wound wet and turned the water off with a scowl.

I was reaching for the plug when he knocked on the door. Yesterday I would have just told him to come in, even if I was naked, but not now. No, I took a few steady breaths and planned to ignore him when he pounded his fest again with more urgency.

“Ivy, come out. I need to tell you something,” he called through the door. His voice was wavering a little, and a tiny part of me wanted to relent, ready to glare and find out the news.

Asher looked at me in surprise, the phone still to his ear and his brow furrowed. “Something has attacked the hospital. Dozens are dead.”
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Chapter Twenty Three
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A LOT CHANGED AFTER the attack on The Hive hospital a week ago. The whole organisation had wavered, an attack on their soil such a rarity it was unheard of in modern times. It threw everything into turmoil, and everyone that could, had gone underground. The hospital relocated all staff and patients; the directors were in hiding while they figured out their next move, and they deemed the current safe houses unsafe.

So Asher and I had returned to his flat. I had nowhere else to go, and I wasn’t foolish enough to think I could survive on my own, even though being in Asher’s company was painful. Confusing.

When we first entered his flat, having fled the safe house with our meagre belongings thrown into suitcases and Roman’s looming presence waiting below with a car running, I had expected Asher to explain himself. To fall at my feet and beg for forgiveness for his behaviour, or even just check in with my mental state, but he did none of those things. Instead, he stormed to the bedroom and slammed the door. An explanation always looked on the tip of his tongue, but he held it back.

I’d curled up on the sofa, fragile from my violent attempt to remove the mark. It hurt. A throbbing ache had settled into my side as I laid on it. But I didn’t move. I preferred the pain.

And now, a week later, I still craved it. I resented watching the slash heal. I resisted the urge to pick at the stitches and rip into my flesh, pulling the wound open and expelling whatever of Vincent remained inside me. He was clawing at my skin, just below the surface, infecting and oozing into every aspect of my being. I needed him gone. Expelled. Ruined.

Instead, I lay on the sofa, half watching the TV and half listening to Roman and Asher discuss the explosion yet again. They were at the dining table, and even more tense than usual because the last of the bodies had been recovered, and Madam Bennett had been among them, working late in her subterranean office and buried under tonnes of rubble.

Hundreds had laid trapped by the bombs, 6 devices planted on multiple floors of the hospital for maximum damage. Wiped CCTV footage, plus the deaths or presumed deaths of The Hive’s top figures meant Roman and Asher thought of little else. I felt superfluous, never more of a burden. Asher couldn’t even bring himself to look me in the eye, and our nights in bed together had stopped. He slept on the sofa. If Roman wasn’t here, they were both out doing whatever it is they do.

Loneliness sank into my bones and rooted there, my sad incarceration continuing.

“Ivy,” Roman’s voice broke through my self-imposed reverie. “Is anyone in that curly head of yours?”

With a blink, I twisted to face them. Both men appeared tired, but while Asher frowned at me, avoiding my eyes, Roman stared me straight on. Almost as if he was looking for something.

“What?” I blurted with more attitude than necessary. “I’m trying to watch —” I turned to look at what was on the TV and didn’t recognise it, it looked like some archaeological dig was happening with a group of excited middle-aged men in anoraks. “Uh...”

Roman raised his eyebrow, but I shrugged. My heart was pounding in my chest, though. Asher’s eyes were still on me, roaming up and down my body but avoiding my face. I wanted to slap him, scream in his face, and shake him. Whatever he was playing at, it was cruel.

“I thought you would appreciate knowing that all those samples Dr Dickface took from you are missing. He doesn’t have them anymore,” Roman said.

“I’m supposed to be pleased or worried about that?” I asked, shuffling onto my knees so I was facing them, with my arms and head resting on the tall back of the sofa.

“... up to you.”

“I’m glad he doesn’t have them,” I realised.

“We don’t know who does, though,” Asher finally spoke to me, his voice pained. “They weren’t destroyed in the explosion, Ivy. They were taken. It may have been one of the reasons for the attack.”

“So you’re blaming me for that now, too?” I asked, my hackles rising.

“No!” Asher blurted, his chair falling behind him and clattering on the floor as he stood abruptly. He sucked in a steadying breath and glanced between me and Roman. It was a strange action, to see him defer to someone else. He was usually so assured, but as he had a silent conversation with Roman, all I saw was weakness. It infuriated me further.

“Then why? Why all this?” I asked, my voice almost begging. “What the fuck is going on? You’re keeping something from me. Again.”

“You don’t think I—” He stopped himself, ran a hand through his hair, huffed and puffed. “I’ve got to go.”

He marched from the flat without a further word or glance. Leaving me sat in his dust, staring at Roman for an answer.

Roman shrugged, eyebrows drawn together.

Everything had broken. Everything was different. I had never been more alone.

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎

Later, I did something I’d put off for a long time. I needed to distract my misery with more misery, so I made my way to Asher’s bedroom and pulled out one of my suitcases from under the bed. I’d left it when we took off for the safe house, but now we were back, it was screaming at me for attention.

When Roman took me to my flat to collect my things, I’d thrown together a small cardboard box filled with any mementos that weren’t destroyed. I’d paid little attention to what went in, and now seemed like the right time to have a look. A reminder of my past life, perhaps. Some comfort from the memory of Luke, more likely. All I wanted was his arms around me, a joke at my expense and a quiet decision to cook my favourite food. He was my home. I was left homeless.

They had taken my body from me, changed it against my will and forced me into things I didn’t want. I couldn’t see an end to this strangeness that was my life now, but I needed my friends, needed their normality something fierce; I needed my Luke and my Kylie. My ones, not the ones they turned into. Not the dead man I couldn’t even mourn yet, and not the wicked version of my lovely friend stalking around at the whim of a devil. Finally going through this stupid box was a way for me to gain a little closeness with them. And I hoped, some of the comfort I craved so much. The men who consumed my life now didn’t want to give it, so I didn’t wish to sort myself out.

The first thing I pulled out was a t-shirt of Luke’s. It was old and faded, and the decal on the front was almost completely gone — but it was his, and it smelled like him. I had taken it from his upturned laundry basket and regretted it not for a second, despite it being nestled amongst his dirty socks and a dank towel. I closed my eyes and dreamed of laughing with him, teasing him and attempting to cook with him. We were supposed to see each other through to the end. That was the drunken promise we made to each other one night. I suppose I had seen him through to his.

The next things from my box of despair was a candle from Kylie’s room and a bottle of her conditioner from the bathroom. Her warmth surrounded me as I gave them both a sniff. I’d also packed the big bag of moisturising creams and lotions she bought me from the chemist when I was dying of the itch. It seemed so long ago now.

I spent about 30 minutes laying out all the remnants of my old life, the top, the candle, the shampoo, all the lotions, various bric-à-brac from around the flat and the last thing, a small red glass ball I didn’t recognise. It must have been hidden in another object.

Picking it up, I studied it in the light, holding it under my phone’s torch. It seemed familiar. It was wine coloured and shiny, maybe not a gem after all, maybe a stone.

My hand flew to my chest with the realisation. The necklace Asher gave me was the same. This was a garnet stone, meant to help prevent mental attacks or compulsion or whatever. I took my necklace off and compared the two stones. They were near enough identical in all but size.

Either Luke or Kylie owned a garnet stone, loose amongst their things. That had to mean something, but for the life of me, I couldn’t think what. I tucked the stone into my pocket and put my necklace on before gathering everything back into the box and sliding it under the bed.

I spent the rest of the night alone with google, trying to find out all I could about the garnet stone, if only to occupy my brain beyond gormless viral videos. But it was useless. I could trust nothing I read as fact on the various twinkling websites and blog posts from ‘witches’. I twirled the stone around in my hand as I dozed off.

When I roused after another shit night’s sleep, I could hear voices in the living room, talking far louder than necessary for 7am. A glance at the clock had me groaning as I rolled out of bed. I didn’t mind the early starts, but I liked peace. Quiet walks through the city before it woke up, or trips to the beach at sunset, with an almost empty train ride home.

Asher and Roman’s arguing voices were anything but peaceful, but my curiosity had piqued, so I plodded my stiff body down the hall for better snooping. Plus, I needed some water.

The living room door was ajar, so I slipped through, waiting to be noticed, not interrupting.

But they saw me right away, standing in my vest top and matching shorts, a funny sensation in my chest at the sight of them all heated and at each other’s throats. Neither man looked like they’d slept.

“Alright?” I asked, my voice groggy, as both of them stared at me, their fury bubbling just below the surface. I tried so hard to be civil with Asher. Every morning I attempted normalcy. Every day I waited for him to brush me off again before I clammed up. It was too heavy, and I couldn’t do it, couldn’t keep up with the anger — it was exhausting.

Today, he was different. He sighed, looking broken as he walked right up to me. His hands shook as he cupped my face. I wanted to flinch away, but I was weak. His touch soothed, so I leaned into it.

“Please, just give me time to figure it out,” he murmured cryptically before kissing my forehead and grazing a hand down my hip. He stepped back with a long breath out before abandoning my space, walking down the hall and leaving all his confusing feelings lingering in his wake.

I froze to the wall, my gaze fixed in the middle distance and my mind away with the fairies. I didn’t know what I was supposed to do. Roman cleared his throat and broke me from my stupor. I looked at him with questions on my lips, my mouth agape as I tried to come up with some words. He shook his head a little at me from across the room and ran his hand over his cropped hair.

“I don’t know, Ivy,” he mumbled. “He’s been like it with everyone. I’m trying to get to the bottom of it.”

With a puff of exasperation, I threw my hands out and unstuck myself from the wall. I made myself and Roman a cup of coffee, milk and sugar in mine to help wake me up, and black for him. He took his with a nod of his head and we settled onto the sofa.

“We aren’t getting anywhere,” Roman said, as we heard the shower hiss on from the bathroom. “There was a lot of destruction. The entire structure came down, and considering it was underground, digging out evidence and bodies has proved difficult,” he frowned. “We’re no closer to finding the culprits, or the motivation. There has been nothing at all.”

“Is it not just anti-Hive sentiment from the vampires? A bunch of them wanting revenge or, I don’t know, a bit of fun?” I suggested as I sipped my drink. Though I didn’t know the vampire’s opinion of The Hive, it couldn’t be good. I just assumed they were enemy number one.

“Ivy, can I ask you a question?” Roman asked.

I nodded with trepidation.

“Did something happen between you two? Something I’m not aware of. Asher had always been quiet and moody, but the last few days have been... extra grumpy Asher. I’ve never seen him quite like this.”

I stared at him. “I was under the impression he was under orders not to touch me or something. So many times I’ve caught you glaring at him before he did. Or before I thought he was going to... to touch me, or... I don’t know.” I took in a breath. “Are you telling me his behaviour has nothing to do with that?”

Roman shook his head. “I’m furious with him. He’s hiding something. We never hide anything from each other. It’s a pact we made as children we’ve never shaken from. And trust me, sometimes I wish we would.”

I explained to him what happened before the test results came in. That the phone call had changed him. Someone told him some news he didn’t care to share, and ever since, he’d acted strange.

“I suppose we’ll have to wait and see,” I finished. “Perhaps you could help me find a different place to stay? My welcome appears very much overstayed at this point.”

“You’re welcome with me. I’m only down the hall,” Roman said gruffly. “But I’m not giving you my bed.”

I smiled at him. I didn’t want to impose on him, too, but I had limited options. We fell into silence for a few moments, both contemplating.

“Why the hospital?” I asked him, changing the subject. “Why not the HQ, assuming you have one, or I dunno, barracks? Where do you stay when you’re little? Why not there? The hospital seems so random.”

“Yeah, that’s what we thought at first. But the people that were targeted, the things that were taken. It adds up,” Roman grumbled.

“Like test samples,” I noted.

“Vials of blood,” Roman added.

Nodding, I put my mug down and I twisted my fingers together, trying to push out some of the nervous energy I had. “Were they all missing? Everyone’s?”

Roman nodded. “It wasn’t just yours, don’t worry. These aren’t more names for you to list.”

I looked at him in surprise. I told no one about my running tally of deaths that were my fault, either through my direct action or indirect.

“We all do it,” Roman said with a small shrug. I wondered how many were on his list, but that was far too personal a question for someone I didn’t know very well. Our conversation died out when we heard the shower switch off and a few minutes later Asher was with us, bringing his cloud of doom with him.

He stood, hovering by the door like some brooding mystery. His presence was dark, and I just wanted to get away from him. Whatever had been drawing us together before appeared to be doing the opposite.

After glooming at us for a few moments, he turned and stalked towards the kitchen. His fists clenched and his shoulders raised, looking like he was tensing his entire body.

Turning to Roman, I threw my hands out in confusion. “What the fu—”

With a suddenness that made me scream, the large window by the sofa shattered, showering Roman and me in tiny shards of glass as the pane blew out across the room. The curtains were open, so there was nothing to stop the shards. I yelled and jumped up as something thunked and bounced along the floor, settling by the dining table in the middle of the room.

We all reacted in unison, some more cleverly than others. I swore and leapt away from the mess, catching glass in my palms as I stupidly tried to brush the imbedded shards from my skin. Roman flew to the window, his eyes wide and scanning as he looked down at the street, and Asher rushed straight for whatever had come through.

Wind and noise from the busying road blew through the destroyed window, rain pelted onto the floor, making all the pieces of glass shimmer and glitter with speckles of raindrops. It crunched beneath Roman’s boots as he turned from his vantage point, shaking his head.

“Nothing there,” he said.

I took a step, but hesitated and looked down at my sockless feet. I was stuck surrounded by glass, and it was clear I’d already stepped in some because some of them tinged with red. There was no pain, though. Adrenaline coursed through me, numbing everything.

“Roman?” I said, holding my arms out to him like a child. “A hand?”

He grinned despite himself and bounded over to me, sliding his hands under my armpits and lifting me at arm’s length, like I was a toddler with a shitty nappy. He walked over and placed me sitting down on the table. I gave him a tense smile before peering at the soles of my feet while Asher inspected the object that smashed his window. There were just a few minor cuts on my soles, but nothing deep, no lingering glass.

Asher held a rock, about the same size as his hand and quite smooth. There was a piece of paper duct taped to it. Asher studied the paper and frowned. He was reading something on it. I watched as he rotated it over in his hands. Then he turned.

“It’s for you,” Asher said in a low voice, before handing it to me. His gaze dipped and his jaw ticked. Glass dropped from my hair as the rock landed in my hand. The bitterness of its chill seeped into my palms as I settled my gaze down onto it. A sense of dread bubbled in the pit of my stomach, making my muscles ache and my teeth itch. I swallowed, turning it over to reveal a stark white piece of paper and scraps of grey tape.

‘Come to me willingly, or your family will die. Just ask your sister.’

The room lost focus.

Everything spun.

Oh no.

Oh fuck.

My world was crumbling. I forgot about the cuts on my feet and jumped off the table, running to the bedroom for my phone, leaving a trail of small blood spots over Asher’s carpet. I’d left the fucking thing on charge, having little use for it apart from as mindless distraction. Now it was a lifeline. I grabbed the device, diving across the room as I beelined for my sister’s number. Two large male bodies followed me a moment later, but I paid them no mind.

With each trill of the monotonous ringtone, my heart leapt into my throat and my stomach sank further into the ground. Halfway through a ring, it stopped. Something rustled.

“Ivy,” the wrong voice said.

I didn’t know how I was going to take another breath.
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Chapter Twenty Four
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THE WORLD SPIRALLED.

My organs plummeted into my stomach, and the phone fell from my hand. An evil cackle emitted from the speaker, calling shivers through my body even from the carpet.

Asher scooped up the device and held it to his ear, grunting in acknowledgement at whatever Vincent was telling him. My eyes glazed as my heart raced, time stopped, and I sank onto the bed. The pounding of my pulse muffled the room around me.

Vincent had my sister’s phone. He had my sister. My mum. My step dad. No, no, no. This couldn’t happen again. This relentless, evil devil had found yet another avenue to me through people I love. It was all my fault. They were suffering because of me.

I was aware of Asher hanging up the phone and Roman moving further into the room.

“Where is she?” I croaked out. “Where is my sister?”

That got Roman’s attention. He looked to Asher with shock across his face.

Asher crouched in front of me, bright eyes gazing up through dark eyelashes. “Cornwall. He’s at the house,” he said, his voice gruff.

Tears welled up and I tried to blink them away, failing as they poured down my cheeks. They were so far, hours from here. So much could happen —

I stood up, sucking in a steadying breath and marching towards the door. Roman grabbed my wrist as I passed him. Shaking, I turned to look up at him. I needed their help, but I didn’t want it. I wanted nothing more to do with The Hive or their staff. But I owed it to my family.

“I need to leave now.” My voice wavered as I tried to sound strong and brave. I felt like a little girl who wanted to curl up under the bed, or hide in the wardrobe and whimper. Too many people died because of that night in the club. Too many people died because I let Vincent light my cigarette. I needed to see it through. I had every intention of ending it today. Either with his death or mine, it would not continue on.

Roman spoke, nodding tersely. I saw affection buried deep in his eyes. A friendly warmth. But ever the guard, he grew cold and dropped my wrist. “I’ll bring the car — Asher, pack weapons. Ivy, we need to come up with some sort of plan, so get thinking. You know the layout and terrain. I’ll be back in five minutes and then we can go.”

His commanding tone had both of us moving. He hadn’t even hesitated to help. Asher nodded, but I saw the trepidation plain across his features. Once Roman had left, I turned to Asher.

“You don’t have to come.” My voice was hard. “I can see the... whatever this is on your face.” I waved my hand at him with a sigh, battling back the broken-hearted pain in my chest that was fighting with the sorrow already embedded there.

“Let me and Roman go alone,” he demanded, stepping into my space, his palm coming to my cheek. “Please. Don’t come.”

“Asher, I have to go,” I whispered, leaning into his hand despite myself. Despite the anguish he’d caused, despite it all, his touch comforted me, grounded me. It was still there. It was faint, but that bond was there. “If the worst happens... If I’m far away and I can —” I sighed, fighting to say the words. “If I can save them, any way I can save them. I’m going to.”

“Not a fucking chance,” Asher growled, pulling me closer to his body, making me ripple with a weird rush of emotions. The worst was the coldness. I lifted his hands off of me and stepped back, moving around the bed and towards the door.

“Don’t do this, Ivy,” Asher called after me. “They trained Roman and I to deal with vampires. You have no weapons or skills to defend yourself apart from your grit.”

“But the vampire doesn’t want you,” I said, an edge to my voice. “Stop it, Asher. I’m not some damsel you need to coddle. This is my family, my sister, my mother, my step-father, in my home. You do not get a say in what I do. If you disagree, you can stay the fuck here — not me. I’m coming. I’m helping. And you... you are shutting up.” I took a deep breath. “And I will do whatever it takes to protect the last people that care about me. It has gone on too long.”

He exhaled, his nostrils flaring. I watched. I waited. The tension was thick.

“Ivy, you don’t understand everything,” he said, his voice just above a whisper.

My eyes narrowed to slits. “Then tell me everything,” I paused. “But do it in the car, because we need to go.”

He followed me into the hallway, keeping pace as I stormed towards his weapons.

“We can’t let them get you,” Asher called after me as I ploughed through the flat. “It would be catastrophic,” he said as I threw all his weapons into a bag, zipped up the sides of my boots and yanked my jacket from the hook.

“For who?” I asked. “Who would it be catastrophic for? Me? Or The Hive?” My hackles were far fucking up. I held the bag in my hand and dumped his weapons belt into it.

Asher’s eyes shone at me as our gazes met.

“Everyone,” Asher said.

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎

The car was silent. Asher and I ended up driving separately to Roman. He was convinced he’d be able to gather some more forces from The Hive to help, despite the hospital’s destruction, so he’d headed in the opposite direction to us. Vincent was still very much a top priority capture and would be worth pulling bodies from the rescue and rebuild.

Roman said he would be an hour behind, at a maximum, but we were 90 minutes into our journey now and he hadn’t sent a text to tell us of his success or failure. We were in the dark.

I was driving, as we needed to do it in one long stretch, so it was more sensible to take it in turns. Asher was in the passenger seat, fuming in silence. I just focused on the roads. It was quiet once we were out of London — and if anything, that seemed more dangerous. It would have been boring, travelling along an empty motorway with no shifting or swapping lanes or slowing for a massive lorry... but my mind was so overwhelmed with everything else, I was grateful.

The glass remained in my hair. Blood spotted my face and my arms in tiny little scabs I didn’t care one jot about. I looked a mess, but I couldn’t give less of a fuck. It was a miracle I’d remembered to put shoes on.

Asher took over the driving when my eyes began to lose focus, hours into the fraught journey. I was a shit driver at night at the best of times, and it was catching up to me. I pulled the car over in a lay-by and stomped round to his side. He slunk out and replaced me in the driver’s seat. We were back on the road in less than a minute.

We didn’t speak. I didn’t beg him to reveal all his secrets, and he didn’t share them. Five hours in silence with a man I had so much to say to, so many questions to ask.

Instead, I focused on my lovely mum, which was easy enough to do. Her laughing face burned into my eyelids every time I blinked. My mum, who had always been my biggest fan, the woman who raised me to be just who I wanted to be. I was unashamed because of her. She was a positive force, a bright star to be cherished. If someone snuffed her light out, I would die along with it. I also thought of my silly, funny step dad who treated me as his own child. Even when I went through that very stroppy teenager phase, there he remained with a smile and a new drink to try.

Then I thought of my sister, and my heart broke in two. Abigail, the girl ever willing to call me out on my shit, the girl who didn’t like my mum’s bubbliness, but appreciated the joy it brought others. Abigail, the young woman with so much to give, who had only just started.

If I thought enough about them, if I made them whole in my mind, they would be fine. I wouldn’t allow anything to happen to the three people I could envision so clearly here in this dark car. I wanted to touch them, hug them, and laugh with them. So I squeezed my eyes shut and begged.

The journey was torture.

Christmas with them, only a few weeks ago, had been such an incredible time. With them, it always was. It was special, wonderful... I thought of the whole family around the creaking dining table, with the plates only allowed at Christmas and the heavy silver cutlery, which made every bite laborious. Despite myself, I smiled, and vowed to stay with them even longer next year. Because there would be a next year.

I couldn’t help but drift back to those early hours of Christmas morning, when the brooding arsehole beside me was a completely different person. My soul felt so strong for him then. The pull towards him was so intense and... and now it was nothing. It was like it had gone. The blood bond had dissipated. Before, when he’d been this close to me, my body acted almost involuntarily to touch him, now that electricity had evaporated. I couldn’t reconcile that man — the one who laughed with me, and seemed so into me — with the one sitting next to me now, who wouldn’t even look my way. What happened? Something was going on that he wasn’t willing to talk about, but this was just cruel.

The realisation that if Vincent took away my family, I would be wholly alone rocked me right down to my toes. It was a selfish thought, one borne from fear and a childish urge to be comforted, but it was there, and it was frightening. Luke, Kylie, Mum, Abigail. Countless others whose names I hadn’t ever learnt.

I had no trust in Vincent to have kept them alive; we were almost definitely speeding towards a trap. I was out of the flat, I would be in an unwarded house soon and my guard would be way down as I feared for the well-being of loved ones. He knew I would come, and I didn’t give a shit. I would walk into a trap if that’s what I needed to do.

Roman assured me the vehicle we were in was covered in wards, but it’s not like the car itself was indestructible. I was imagining all the crazy ways Vincent might get to me through the car when the ‘Welcome to Cornwall’ sign blew by the window.

We were getting closer now, only an hour to go. Four hours passed in a screaming silence to get to this point. I took over the driving again so that Asher could make the preparations he wanted to. He fiddled with weapons in the back seat and changed into his guard uniform while I ignored him. I didn’t have any riot gear like him, so was going into this in my old stained leggings and baggy t-shirt sprinkled with tiny blood stains.

I was going into this battle like I would go into battle with the shower grouting. Comfy and bleach splattered. With the additional glass crusted scalp as an unwanted bonus.

When the final little landmarks signifying we were almost there appeared, my mind blurred, and I hardly knew I was driving. My heart grew heavy, my blood was racing hot through every part of my body, and each breath was sharp and harsh. I was walking to my doom, and when I pulled onto my parents’ road, my head raged with a burning ache.

I was going to be sick. Turning into their driveway and killing the engine, I breathed through a wave of nausea. It seemed like a day had passed since that rock smashed the window, and it seemed like only minutes.

“Ivy, let’s—” Asher said, talking the first words I had heard from him in hours.

I didn’t wait to see what he wanted — I shoved open the car door and swung my legs out before he could stop me.

The house looked gloomy as the ocean fog settled in around the grounds. There was no sign of anyone being home, no sign of visitors. My feet pounded over the crunchy gravel, then up the icy steps, and I slammed into the front door.

It was unlocked.

As I stepped into the shadowy hallway, the scent of old pennies filled my nose. My mind associated that smell with the dead man, the one I’d found in the alleyway. It reminded me of the ambush at work, though the stench there had been hotter, somehow. Fresher maybe.

I gasped, and a sob escaped my throat as the realisation hit me. Blood. I smelled blood.

Gingerly, I moved through towards the living room, each step like wading through custard. I knew I was about to find something awful, something I would never come back from, but I needed to get there. I needed to know what was going to shatter my world.

Asher hadn’t followed me in, and I was alone when I pushed open the door to the living room.

Something snapped inside me. A switch flicked, and I broke. I couldn’t feel anything. My sanity unwound. I stared up at the mangled bodies of my beautiful mum and my funny step dad, and I felt empty. They hung by their necks from the wooden beams my mum was so proud of. Blood dripped from their toes and onto the cream carpet she’d rejoiced in getting when Abigail was old enough to not spill everything on it.

It pulled me under.
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Chapter Twenty Five
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“NO,” I GROANED, STEPPING towards them and whimpering. “No, no, no.”

My feet moved on autopilot, and I found myself beneath them, looking up. They had been utterly, irrevocably destroyed. The only part of their body untouched was their faces, like Vincent wanted to make sure I would recognise them. Or maybe he wished for me to witness their final moments of pain.

I could see their last thought, and I knew it was one of fear and terror. If I hadn’t already broken, this sight in full focus would have done it. Perhaps it did, breaking me further. There was nothing left of me to care. Numbness wrapped around me in an icy blanket.

I wouldn’t leave them hanging there.

Mum’s organs were spilling out of her like a gory waterfall, stretching down in loops and wet red mounds down to her feet. I squeezed my eyes shut and inhaled, riding through a wave of nausea. I let the broken Ivy take over again.

The smell of pennies, blood and offal was horrifying, sickening.

I dragged the coffee table over from the centre of the room, wincing at the noise I was making. But if anyone was still in this house, waiting for me, they would already be aware I was here. I needed to get them down. I climbed up onto the wooden table and was even closer to the dreadful sight before me.

Using the knife Roman gifted me before we left, I methodically cut through the thick rope mum dangled from. It wrapped around her neck in multiple tight loops, though I didn’t think it was what killed her — it was just the most macabre way to display her. I caught her slumping body against mine and lowered her to the ground, careful not to slip off the table as I went. She weighed nothing, such a slight woman.

Laying her on her back, I kissed her clammy, icy cheek. “I’m so sorry.” I murmured into her ear. Blood soaked through my clothes. I felt her stomach and intestines against me as I lifted her and now all I could see were her glassed over eyes. I stroked her hair and promised her retribution. It took everything I had to move away from her and repeat the process for David.

He looked ghostly, his mouth contorted in a rage and horror I assumed meant my mum had gone first, and he’d witnessed it. I swallowed down the vomit that sat ever present in my throat, my hands shaking as I laid David down beside Mum.

I placed their cold, stiff hands together on the rug. The levity of what I had done pushed into my chest like a fucking train, and rising to my feet and walking away was one of the hardest moments of my life. I wanted to curl up into a little ball between them like I did when I was small. This could just be a nightmare. They could be comforting me in their bed at midnight. I left them broken, destroyed, desolate, and I walked away from them.

I was drifting. My feet numbed. I felt nothing.

Asher was here now. He was talking frantically right in my face, but it was nonsense to me. I shook my head at him a little and waved him off of me. I was going to find Vincent.

If Abigail wasn’t with my parents, she was with him.

A tsunami of memories smashed into me as I advanced through the house by myself. Asher hadn’t joined me. I think he had told me what he was doing, but it hadn’t stuck. He might not have even been there — it was all so fuzzy. I moved through the kitchen and thought of the time I burned a pizza to charcoal and my mum cackled with glee because I rolled my eyes when she offered to make it for me. I was such a dick as a teenager, but she never failed to find the humour in it.

Mum always laughed at me when I fucked up, but with camaraderie, like she too once fucked up the same way. I never felt bad when I did something stupid in front of her. For the rest of my life, I would grieve the loss of my biggest cheerleader.

I stopped at the counter for a minute and placed my palms down on the cool marble, needing a moment to steady myself.

But I didn’t even flinch when a rough pair of hands wrapped around my face and smothered me, smashing me back onto a hard chest. Whoever was attached to those hands dragged me from the kitchen and into the large conservatory. I didn’t fight them. They were taking me to Vincent. To Abigail.

The glass room looked different. They had pushed all the rattan furniture against the fragile transparent walls, all apart from a single chair, which was in the very middle, and had my little sister sitting in it. Her eyes were wide with fright, and she stared at me with surprise and pleading.

Vincent stood right behind her, one hand rested on her shoulder, the other toying with a sharp knife hanging between his fingertips. His mouth turned up in an evil smirk. The true mark of villainy, I suppose. He looked ridiculous, and he looked terrifying.

Whoever had my face in their grasp gave it a little squeeze, and I bucked against them, trying to break away.

I saw Kylie then, or the vampire inhabiting her body, at least. I found it hard to separate the two, though the creature before me couldn’t be further from my caring flatmate. It was clear that her transformation into vampire doll was complete. She was almost unrecognisable as she glared at me — her entire posture was different. She was a little stooped, like an animal operating a meat puppet, unfamiliar with how human bodies moved. There was nothing of Kylie in there. I didn’t even have it in me to be upset. I just let my gaze drift from her to Vincent.

“Thank you for retrieving our guest, Hugo,” Vincent said to the person gripping my face. It was Hugo. He dropped his hands and stepped away to guard the door. I turned and scowled at him before turning back to Vincent.

“Vincent,” I said his name, my fear unfound. It was too late. He looked me in the eye from across the room. “You lied.”

An oily chuckle erupted from his chest, and he shrugged. “I got bored. I kept the pretty one alive for you, still.”

My gaze locked with Abigail’s. Her eyes were full of pain. She hadn’t numbed herself yet, then. Though I didn’t know how much she knew. She had a gag in her mouth and her hands and feet were bound with cable ties that were cutting into her wrists and ankles, causing little slices of blood to form.

If I allowed even an inch of my emotions out, I would be a heaping mess on the cold floor, so I worked to stay switched off. I braced myself and stared my tormentor down.

“Okay, I’m here now, so you can let her go,” I said. My voice was low and firm, hiding a well of grief as deep as the fucking Mariana trench.

Vincent knew it too. He knew I was close to cracking. His jaw twitched in humour and he looked blissed out. Moving leisurely, he trailed around Abigail and blocked her from my sight as he came closer. I noted Kylie moved in tandem with him, drifting nearer as he did. Vincent’s good little minion.

I willed him to me. No one had taken my weapons. I followed the advice of Roman and had knives tucked everywhere a knife could be tucked. As he got nearer, I urged each step to continue. I wanted him within reaching distance.

He stopped, just out of arm’s reach, and smirked.

“Now,” he drawled. “Why would I let her go when I can have both of you? You may not be as unique as you believe, my little Hallow.”

I hoped he felt big and strong, glaring down at me and making all these threats. I gulped.

“You lied,” I repeated. Though It wasn’t a shock that he hadn’t been true to his word. This was just the trap I expected it to be. Vincent shrugged again, and I plunged a knife into his gut.

Each one of those suppressed emotions burst from me like a rocket shooting into space as I pounced on him. I screamed with a burning rage as I ploughed into him. It was inelegant; I was all shoulders and knees as the grief overwhelmed me and the blade sliced through his flesh, but that didn’t matter.

I knew fighting him would never work. A knife wound wouldn’t be the end of him, but I had to fight. I would not go down without battling every step of the way. I twisted the blade in his gut before anyone else reacted, but then he flung into action.

He quickly overwhelmed me, his hand around my wrist to pull the knife from his stomach and then on my shoulders, pushing me down to the floor with little effort. I crumpled beneath him and he came down with me, sinking together. He straddled me, his muscular legs on either side of my hips as I bucked back.

A familiar position. I wiggled and shouted, but he moaned like he was enjoying it, so I stopped. I bellowed something at him I hardly understood myself, and watched in horror as he prised my knife out of my hand. Kylie was hovering above him, a worried look marring her brow, and Hugo was in the shadows by the door, unbothered by the commotion.

“Stupid fucking human girls,” Vincent spat. He threw the knife across the room and it clattered against the stone tiles. The tiles my mum and David agonised over for weeks before settling on the first ones they saw at the garden centre. Vincent’s blood splattered them now. It was thick, almost black and viscose. Some of it dripped from his stomach wound and mixed with the red stain on the front of my t-shirt. Bleach, red blood, black blood mingled in a macabre swirl.

“I will only kill her if you don’t chill the fuck out,” Vincent spat down at me, pinning my hands under his and leaning down. His face was too close to mine. I felt his hot breath against my cheek and my stomach roiled in distress. “You know, flesh wounds with a petty little knife do nothing. This body is already dead, a slice through an organ is inconsequential...” He paused and looked at me, shifting so he was holding both of my hands with only one of his, then he lifted my disgusting dirty t-shirt up a fraction and ran a cold finger along my abdomen. “It removes one decision though... where to draw my blood for the marking? No need to make any further cuts, after all.”

I bucked my hips and screeched out a string of profanities.. No way was he going to mark me for a third time. I was not suffering through that pain again. He mustn’t know about Asher’s blood if he was going in anew... though perhaps that had worn off now that the bond seemed to have dissipated. I was useless, stupid, reckless. And I needed to save Abigail more than I needed my blood in my body, more than I needed my skin unmarked.

No.

I wouldn’t let this happen. Roman would be here soon with backup. And where the fuck was Asher? I thought he’d come into the house, but hadn’t followed me into the kitchen and hadn’t rushed in blazing now to rescue me. He told me not to do this. These were my consequences.

Vincent ran his hands over my stomach, palming at the soft flesh there like a cat pawing at its bed. I pushed as hard as I my body allowed against him, but it was useless. So instead I relaxed.

“Let my sister free first,” I demanded. “Let her go and I won’t fight you anymore.” My voice was pleading.

“What if I enjoy the fight?” Vincent hissed with a cocked eyebrow.

Abigail whimpered from her chair, but I didn’t look at her. I glared up at Vincent. He looked at me as I fought.

“I’ll do whatever you want if you let her go.” I was alluding to the reason he believed the marking failed last time. My voice was lower, and I glared. His eyebrows rose and I could see he was considering it. Thank god. If I could just get Abigail to safety... I could focus on that tiny glimmer of hope in the pit of despair I was in. I could leave this world envisioning her driving away. That would be an acceptable final thought. I would not let him mark me, not really.

Vincent nodded almost imperceptibly, his eyes staying on me.

His minions noticed the nod, and Kylie began untying Abigail. I didn’t allow my excitement to show. Kylie yanked out Abigail’s gag at last and she fell to her knees next to me, crying out. Her head was just inches from mine as she crouched and it struck me how young she looked.

“Ivy! Don’t,” she sobbed. “Ivy... mum, dad. Stop, Ivy.” She was incoherent, and I think she’d seen the state of our parents from the way she rambled. She would need a lot of healing. Kylie pulled at her clothes and made her lose her balance, so her face smashed into the floor and she cried out again.

“Abigail,” I said, calm as I could. “Reach into my pocket and take the car keys you find. You’ll be safe in the big black car they belong to. It’s right outside. Go now Abigail, please.” I spoke to her, but I couldn’t look at her, and she didn’t take the keys and run.

Kylie kicked her in the back, hurrying my sister up. Kylie looked feral, scratching and rubbing at her skin with a frantic expression. Vincent chuckled, amusement spread across his evil features. Then he snaked his hand from my stomach to my pocket, his fingers like worms as they scrounged in the pocket of my jacket. He pulled the keys out and threw them at my sister. They bounced onto the floor next to her and she reached for them through sobs, sitting back and cradling them close to her chest.

“Go,” he growled at her. “Before I change my mind, little one.”

Abigail squeaked. She looked down at me a final time, but thankfully she did the correct thing and rose to her feet. She sprinted away, barrelling past Hugo and disappearing. God, I hoped she didn’t go into the living room.

I willed her to head through the door and straight into the car. I listened for a scream of realisation or a pure whole grief, but it never came. The only sound I heard was from Vincent tapping the floor next to my hip. Our eyes locked.

“You will be willing,” he demanded, the complete opposite of me being willing if he was demanding it from me. But I nodded. He looked at his two lackeys and communicated something with them non-verbally.

Then he pounced.
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Chapter Twenty Six
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VINCENT’S MOUTH BRUSHED along my neck, his teeth scraped, and his tongue laved. I winced and tried to pull away, sickened by his touch. But he had me. He licked the skin just underneath my ear and I cried out as needles prickled and shot out down my body.

I wasn’t brave enough for this. Not for the sharp pain shooting from where he gripped me, and not for the overwhelming fear for my loved ones. I wanted it all over with.

A commotion behind me made Vincent pause. I couldn’t make sense of the scraping noise, of the bump and groan like someone had smacked to the ground. Vincent kept his claws resting on my cheeks as he looked up. I saw a tinge of red on his fangs. My blood.

He laughed and pushed my head to the side, making me watch as Hugo and Kylie sauntered back into the room.

Asher lay at their feet, slumped forward, tied up and beaten. Hugo kicked him in the stomach and a gurgling sound came from his throat. I cried out to him while Vincent continued to chuckle.

He forced my gaze to return to him, and looked so fucking pleased with himself, leering above me. I spat in his face, and he didn’t even flinch.

Kylie made a strange trilling noise and giggled, still scratching at her skin. She sounded like a bloody hyena. “Watch your bitch fuck our master,” she said to Asher, and I swear, if my cheeks weren’t all squished up in her master’s hands, I would have gagged.

Asher groaned, and I heard a wet, smacking sound, but Vincent wouldn’t let me look. His face was just inches from mine, and it was all-consuming. He was pressing his full body weight into me, crushing me.

“I thought he would like to witness my win,” Vincent said and ducked his head, drawing his tongue along my neck again, before moving down towards my collarbone and running his sharp teeth along the bone — not breaking any skin this time.

His fingers snaked down my rib cage, caressed my stomach, and grasped my hip. Pain from my self-inflicted injury made me flinch.

“You haven’t won,” I mumbled through smooshed up lips.

A deep laugh rumbled from his chest, and without looking up at me, he said. “I think I have.” His hand moved under the fabric of my leggings and it set my nerves on fire. I fought against him, but he had me pinned on the cold stone floor with all his weight. He studied the slice through the marking, the stitches, and didn’t comment. A slow smirk spread across his lips, but he said nothing. He almost looked satisfied. I couldn’t get any momentum behind me to land a blow with my legs. I couldn’t do anything. It was hopeless.

Where our skin touched, as his hand grazed over the marking with no fabric between, a hot, searing pain erupted from within me. I screamed and convulsed, and finally he released my skull from his grasp. I had my hands free too, I realised, but they didn’t seem connected to my brain.

When I turned my head, I saw Asher. A wound on his neck was gushing red as he lay prone on the floor. He looked pained, his eyes were dull, anguish and torment etched his face. He was bound by rope. A whimpering sob broke from my throat as I threw a heavy arm towards him. The pain ricocheted through me again and I lost focus. The world swam in swirls of black and red.

Vincent withdrew and towered over me, my body still pinned between his legs. He lifted his top and wiped his fingers along the stomach injury I had given him. Then he showed me his blackened hand. The fluid was dripping down his palm and streaming down his wrist like oil.

“Ink of my blood,” he said, his voice grave.

Oh, god.

Focused, Vincent lowered his hand to my hip and smeared it with the fluid. It burned like acid, and I bucked my hips in desperation. This was different. This was new.

Either he had moved too fast for me to notice or I had passed out for a moment, but we were suddenly nose to nose. His black eyes were two inky pools as he lowered his lashes a little. Then he pressed his mouth to mind, thrusting his entire body into me and moving his hips to show me his intent. My lips remained slammed shut, and I tried to turn away. I screamed in the back of my throat and clawed at his face, pulled at his hair, slapped him... tried to press my thumbs into his eyes again, but he stayed there, acting as if it was the most normal thing in the world. He hummed in enjoyment and I felt his tongue trying to intrude.

His nails broke my skin. His black, oily hand print on my hip turned into daggers through my veins.

I jackknifed and bucked against the pressure of his body, shrieking and crying out as he only laughed and stroked my cheek with his free hand. He tried to shush me, but I was being ripped in two and my screaming wouldn’t fade.

“You just need to be willing, petal,” he said, his voice far too soft, laced with menace. “It never needed to be more than that. Relent and all the pain will fritter off.”

He came in for another kiss, and I struggled. At the last moment, I caught his lip between my teeth and bit down hard, clamping my jaw until a bitter, hot liquid poured between my lips. I held on even when he roared and tried to pull away.

A piece of his flesh tore off in my mouth. He punched me across the face and I spat out the squidgy lump. Oh, my god. Searing pain radiated from my cheekbone.

He bellowed something at me and his nails sunk further into my skin. The pain there increased until it was all I perceived, all I thought about, and all I saw. It overwhelmed me, ravaged me. I screamed until my throat grew hoarse and no more sound would come out.

It felt like seconds and years and minutes and decades. It was never ending and all-consuming and it became all I was. Each inch of me was alight with the burning anguish, every nerve was firing off, and every organ was constricting and suffocating.

Then it stopped.

The world blinked back into focus, and all the misery was a memory. Vincent was staring down at me, confusion wrinkling his forehead. His hand withdrew from my hip, each nail popping out from under my skin as he looked down at it, at the marking he had made.

I was panting, trying to catch my breath, weak. Something dark crossed over his face, and I realised.

It wasn’t working.

A bubble of excitement rippled through me. Asher was right. The blood transfusion was fighting the marking. This wasn’t going to work. Even though the initial effects had worn off, the benefits hadn’t. My eyes widened a fraction as I focussed to see what Vincent would do.

I was still me. The Hallow would never have my body.

Vincent turned. The two vampires by the door were shifting on their feet. This had all been for nothing. Even if I died here — and I probably would — they had wasted their time.

“What is going on?” Vincent asked. He glared at everyone, Hugo, Kylie, Asher and then me. He held his stare, and I answered. I had nothing left to lose. My body remained mine, despite its destruction. “Tell me,” Vincent demanded.

I turned my head to seek out Asher. His face was swollen and his torso was curled up like he was struggling with each breath. I gasped out my own breath, my lungs sandbags, and I tightened my lips. It pained me to think we would never get to say all the things we wanted to, even if they were words of rejection or pain.

Asher strained against his ties, but either they were too tight or he was too weak. He glanced at me pleadingly, but I didn’t know what he was asking for. I pulled my gaze away from him and looked up at Vincent. It had only been seconds since he had demanded an answer to his question.

“My blood isn’t totally my own,” I breathed, the words like gravel in my throat.

Vincent watched, confused.

“It isn’t as human as it once was,” I added, to clarify.

A flicker of realisation crossed Vincent’s face, just a moment before the roar of anger burst from him.

I braced myself for the end. It was okay. I wouldn’t have to live with all this grief, all this loss, for much longer. I could accept that. In fact, I looked forward to it. But Vincent didn’t deliver a death blow. He plunged his entire fucking hand into the wound on my hip, ripping a massive hole through my skin. His fingers wriggled and crawled about under there. It was like nothing I had ever felt. I shrieked and flailed my body around, trying to get him off of me, get him away. I scratched my nails down his face and punched the back of his head with my fist.

He shouted something in a deep voice, in a language I didn’t understand. It was guttural and primal as the air grew heavy and crackled with energy. Then he ripped his fingers free of me. They were coated in my blood, thick and shiny. The gaping wound on my hip was screaming. Vincent palmed his bloody hand over my cheeks, smoothing it over one and then the other, before slapping my forehead and then down to my ear. He lifted my head with both hands and slammed it onto the floor.

The cracking sound reverberated through my entire skull.

“Ivy!” I heard Asher shout. “Just hold on!”

Hold on to what? I had switched off to Vincent’s beating as his fist landed on my face for a second time. I was almost out of my body as my head cracked off the stone floor again. There was nothing left here for me. Over the last two months, everything I cared for had been taken from me. Everyone I loved had died or been traumatised past healing. Luke was missing, presumed dead. My sister was still here, but the grief and trauma she was about to suffer were beyond comprehension. I had nothing.

As I lay there, not fighting back, I let it all wash over me. I endured every second of every torture repeatedly. All I had suppressed rose to the surface and broke out, like popcorn bursting from the pan. Each one hit me with a smack.

Vincent kicked me in the stomach as someone shouted something again.

Then I saw my mum’s smile, her laughter, and I saw my step dad tickling her as she begged him to stop. I drifted into the memories of my life, watching my baby sister’s face light up when I came home from school, watching Luke and Kylie dance with me after a shitty break up — we made weird cocktails and bopped around the flat to 90s hip hop. I saw Christmas, and my mum and sister nudging each other in the corner while Asher stroked my hair. I saw the wedding day. I was only four, but the image of those flowers dropping from my hands as I sprinkled them was still bright in my mind.

No.

These were not the last moments of my life. I wouldn’t leave my sister alone in it. I had to fight. Despite everything, I had to fight. My eyes focused, and I looked at Asher again, lying on his side, his face red and his eyes raw from the emotion. He had been screaming and fighting, a fresh wound slashed across his cheek.

Then something happened. I turned my gaze on Vincent. He was standing above me now. I was curled beneath him, every inch of my body beaten and broken. My chest pulled and twanged. Something snapped and shifted in my veins. Fire coursed through them, energy and blood and flames rippled through me.

I gasped for a breath and felt it — a shift. A change. I... something was different. Something urged me up. I heard a whispering in my mind, like wind rattling a window, calling for me to rise.

Pulling myself up to sit, I stared at the man above me and a smile crept across my face. He looked stricken as I choked out a laugh. He stumbled back, releasing my lower body.

I rose to my feet. My soul was broken, but there was no pain. I thought I must look monstrous, standing on battered legs and dripping blood everywhere. But it didn’t matter.

Something was with me in my head.

Do it...

A whispering, feminine voice said, echoing through my thoughts. I didn’t know what I was supposed to do. I froze, listening, waiting. My eyes blazed into Vincent’s. He was seeing what I couldn’t. The vampire looked scared.

He feared me.

Ivy, do it now....

The voice demanded of me. My mind raced as I tried to place it, to make sense of it, but another surge of energy rippled through me and I stumbled forwards, closer to the unmoving Vincent. Like when you reach the top of a roller-coaster, in those seconds as the speed picks up as you come hurtling back to the ground, adrenaline and a rush of excitement and fear coursed through me.

The entire room was still. Kylie had moved behind Vincent and stood frozen, her eyes wide and black, her mouth hanging open. Hugo had Asher, and they both gaped at me when I turned to face them.

I definitely looked monstrous. Asher appeared horrified.

We aren’t alone in here. The voice said, and I noted surprise. I wasn’t alone in my body. I knew that much already.

Panting, I watched Vincent; I stared at him. Something was growing inside me. Energy bubbled and sparked beneath my skin.

I screamed then and lurched forwards. The other entity told me what to do. She instructed me how to end this. I thrust my fist through Vincent’s chest and it separated like butter, my hand wrapping around his cold, black heart. His mouth dropped open as I ripped it out through his rib cage and squeezed it into nothing. Black flesh and coagulation seeped through my fingers as I crushed the organ.

I watched him scrunch to the ground; I watched whatever he was made of seep out of him. His oil slick eyes faded to white, and he grew limp. He didn’t crumple like other vampires, but I stood over him and witnessed his last moments ebb away, anyway.

Kylie, or whoever was in Kylie’s body now, screamed. She roared at me. Warm hands wrapped around my shoulders and tugged me back as she lunged. I dropped what remained of Vincent’s heart onto the floor and let it slap into the cold stone by his slumped prone form.

Kylie didn’t reach me. She tumbled into the air I had occupied moments before and she yowled. Her eyes went from me, to the person behind me, and then down to the ground to see her master’s body, void of life. Something occurred to her, and without a moment’s further hesitation, she bolted, running through the house.

Hugo was already gone. It was Asher that held me by my shoulders. I realised I was slumping into him, weak and broken.

The shock was rushing back. Every second of every bit of grief and pain was consuming me again. The interloper in my brain had vanished.

I buckled. The numbness I had felt when I first gazed at the bodies hanging from the rafters vanished. Every emotion, every word and impact flooded through me. I sank, but Asher held me.

“Vincent’s dead,” I gurgled out. “Everyone’s dead.”

“I know,” Asher responded, sounding almost as damaged as me.

“I pulled his heart out of his chest.” Blood coated my hands in a fine sheen of black, sticky like tar.

“I know,” Asher murmured, his voice thick. “I know.”
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Chapter Twenty Seven
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ASHER AND I STOOD THERE, leaning on each other and gasping for breath. Ungrounded and free falling, he kept me from collapsing altogether.

Blood poured from my hip and down my leg, claw marks trailing down my throat with little beads of red, and I still had fucking glass in my hair. Asher didn’t appear any better off. I couldn’t see him with my head resting back against his chest, but his ragged breath blew against my neck and his unsteady body swaying against mine. He didn’t make a good pillar — we would both tumble at any second.

Roman’s late arrival brought relief. I hadn’t noticed him charging through the house until he burst through the door behind us. He was swearing as he came into focus in front of me. I tried to smile at him, but it hurt too much. His hands moved around my cheeks in much the same way Vincent’s did, and despite my blood coating my face, I sank into the tenderness of his touch.

I fell into him, my broken body a pile of mush as I flopped forwards. I heard Asher stumble back and smash into the wall. Then dozens and dozens of guards filled the room. They were everywhere. Roman picked me up, cradling me. Someone rushed to Asher, and he disappeared behind a crowd of black-clad bodies.

“Ivy, what happened?” Roman asked as he scooped me up, holding my body in his arms. He stood over Vincent’s frame. I peered down at the scene. He was splayed as he fell, anger and surprise forever etched on his face, and his blackened heart dumped next to his head. The wound in his chest still seeped fluid, his hand still fisted. He looked pathetic. I had the urge to kick him while he was down, but my head lolled into Roman’s chest.

“My mum,” I croaked out. My eyes caught on Roman’s and I almost broke again. The pain he felt for me obvious.

“Let’s go,” he whispered, all our grief and sympathy unspoken. He turned towards the door, but I resisted. I wasn’t ready to go. Leaving here made it real, made it final. When I left this house, I would never return, that much I knew. I could never come back.

I couldn’t just be scooped up and leave my mum and David. It was too easy; they deserved more from me.

“Ivy, we need to get the house in order. Your mother and father’s bodies will be taken to The Hive compound nearby and incinerated. We will work with the police to come up with an alternative... death... for them. But we must act fast.” Roman’s voice was thick with emotion, but he spoke with a steady calmness.

Busy guards charged around us. One of them had already rolled Vincent’s body into a bag and began putting little bits of evidence in small bags. The heart placed in one, a knife, some hair... I closed my eyes and let it sink in. I would have to let them go. To not do so would be so much worse.

I heard Asher groan as they loaded him onto a gurney I didn’t see arrive. His hand stretched out for me, but I couldn’t take it. I struggled to even waggle a finger.

“It’ll be okay,” he said with a moan as he disappeared through the door. “I’ll explain everything.”

Pausing in Roman’s arms for a moment, I grappled with leaving. I wouldn’t get to grieve for my family in the usual way. In public, it would have to be whatever The Hive told me. That hurt worse than it had with Luke.

Patting Roman’s arm, I nodded. He was so sturdy in a sea of movement, a boulder against my sapling body. I’d been bent and bruised in every way, like every single ounce of energy I had to give evaporated. I was running on an empty reserve just to keep my eyes open.

He walked me through the house, careful to shield me from the living room door — but I stopped him and turned to look.

The place bustled with Hive members, frantic activity everywhere. I hadn’t grown up in this house. It wasn’t mine, but it still hurt to see my family’s home filled with strangers.

My heart stuttered at the sight of the living room. Four guards were carefully placing my parent’s bodies into bags and onto stretchers. I watched them as they carried them past us and down the hall and out of the front door. They acted with respect and dipped their heads as they neared me.

I had killed Vincent for what he’d done to Mum and David, for what he had done to Luke and Kylie and countless others. But it hadn’t been enough. Nothing ever would be.

“Can I stand?” I asked Roman and saw his eyebrows raise in surprise.

But he nodded and lowered me down. His hand stayed snaked around my waist as I tested my weight on my feet. I checked out my hip, pressing my palm to the wound through my leggings. When I brought it away, it wasn’t wet with blood; it was sticky and patchy like it was drying, healing. My head swam. Maybe it wasn’t as bad as I thought.

“Ivy?” Roman murmured as we moved out of the way of the Guards carrying Vincent out. “Did you want to get something?” He asked.

My eyes drifted around the hallway. David still hadn’t taken down the Christmas lights, and they blinked merrily away. I hadn’t noticed earlier. Photos hanging in the hall lay tipped or smashed. Mud and grit tracked through the carpet, no doubt from the countless booted Guards marching in and out.

I brushed my hand over one of the picture frames, the chubby face of my smiling sister at the beach, and I shook my head. Nothing remained here for me.

Abigail. How could I have forgotten about her? Panic boiled over and I began shuffling towards the door. “My sister,” I blurted.

Asher’s vehicle was gone.

That must mean she had done it. She’d managed to escape. She fled in his car just like I asked. I didn’t have my phone to find out where she had gone. Somewhere safe, I hoped. Somewhere far from here.

“My phone,” I said, patting myself down uselessly. She took the car and I think I’d left my phone in it. I needed to call her and tell her it was over. And I needed to hug her.

I stood on the porch, looking down at the scene before me. The sun was coming up over the trees, illuminating everything in slow sweeps.

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎

Asher and I sat together in the rear of a blacked out ambulance. I’d used his phone multiple times to try to call my sister, but she wasn’t answering. Hopefully just getting as far as she could away from this chaos.

I shot off a few texts, explaining it was me and to please answer or call. I told her it was safe now and to come back. I said I loved her. Then I handed the phone to Asher and slumped onto the gurney.

Someone had tended to us both, injecting Asher with something that made him perk up almost instantly, and patching up both our wounds. We were just going through the motions, both exhausted, both mentally drained beyond reason. I struggled to sit up, let alone talk.

The wound on my hip was gone. The one I’d caused, and the one from Vincent. But the marking lingered, looking as pristine as ever. I rubbed at it, wiping the blood away. He’d clawed at that thing, but no sign of that trauma remained. I’d sliced into it with a knife, but no wounds marred it.

It was all superficial. No broken bones and no obvious internal damage. That seemed so far from correct, I almost laughed. I had been so fragmented and defeated by Vincent; just moments from giving up and letting death wash over me. But... l grew a little stronger with each moment that passed.

My body didn’t ache as much, my veins no longer burned like fire coursed through them, and the brain fog was lifting somewhat. I felt myself returning. It was weird. And wrong. Physically, I had begun to heal at a rate I couldn’t comprehend. Mentally, far, far from it.

Asher and I remained silent and close to each other as The Hive finished their task. It took around 30 minutes for them to sweep through the building and finish whatever it was they were setting up. It wouldn’t surprise me in the morning when the police phoned me to tell me my parents had gone missing, or that they had died.

Asher didn’t leave my side at all after that, and hours later, when we were far from the house and in the backseat of a Hive car, he wrapped one of his arms around me, pulled me across the centre and into that comfortable crook under his shoulder. I let my head rest on his chest and I drifted. This had been my safe space. I wanted it back. I squeezed my eyes together, willing that belly flip to return. I demanded my skin to hum for him, but it just wouldn’t. He was still comforting to me, his familiar smell reminding me of all those nights snuggled in the dark, but it was emptier than before.

I gave Abigail’s number to any remaining guard that would have it as we left. I wanted to stay, but they insisted it was inappropriate. When I got the call, I needed to be in London. I made it very clear the police would hear about her disappearance if they didn’t locate her soon. Two Guards relented and moved to find her in one of their cars, placating me with tales of GPS they could track.

The sun was almost totally up when, at last, we tore away from the driveway, and now, hours later, it bounced off the tarmac and shone through the windows. If I was driving, it would make me crazy. I just shut my eyes and ignored it in the back seat.

The gentle rocking of the car, the hum of the engine, and the familiar warmth of Asher’s body lulled me to sleep fast. I slept until we drove into London, Asher gently nudging me awake as we reached home. My first thought was of my sister. Asher told me the same men were still tracking her. She was on the move, but they would catch up soon. She’d been driving for hours.

When Asher carried me straight to the bathroom, I didn’t protest. I stood there as he stripped away my soiled clothes and threw them across the room into a manky little pile in the corner. I didn’t care at all that I was bare in front of him. He helped me into the bathtub and turned on the shower. He looked as filthy as me, just as bloody and bruised, but he was taking care of me with tenderness. Easing back, I let the water stream in a cascade around me.

Asher remained dressed, but he followed me in, the water ricocheting from my bare skin and soaking his clothes. But he said nothing. He washed my hair and picked out all the glass embedded in my scalp. He used a flannel soaked in shower gel to rub away the mixture of red and black on my skin. I watched the drain by my toes, the swirl of my blood, my mum’s blood, my stepdad’s blood and Vincent’s blood disappearing forever into the sewer system.

Once I was squeaky clean, Asher turned the water off and wrapped a towel around me before guiding me to his bed. I couldn’t speak as I sank into his sheets. I loved these sheets. He kissed the top of my head, his scent enveloping me, and I finally felt safe.
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Chapter Twenty Eight
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READING ABOUT THE DEATHS of my parents on the internet was a strange experience, especially because most of it was all bullshit. I sat on the sofa in Asher’s living room, his laptop propped up on my legs and a coffee in my grasp, scouring every article I found.

A company had repaired the shattered window already, coming and replacing the pane of glass more efficiently than I had done anything in my life. We would be none the wiser about who’d thrown the rock, not that it mattered much.

Officially, my parents died at sea, drowning in the early hours of the morning when their boat capsized. It was a mystery why they decided a trip on their boat on a chilly January morning was in order, but it asked fewer questions than a home invasion or any third party involvement. That was two days ago, and the case had already closed. It wasn’t suspicious, and that was the goal. The family requested privacy during this trying occasion, according to the newspapers. I hated that The Hive took control and wouldn’t let me mourn how I wanted, but there was also gratitude for their efficiency.

It was weird. Because they hadn’t been a part of my day-to-day life for a long time, nothing much would appear different in the small hours, the loss wouldn’t be pronounced as I sipped coffee for breakfast, nor when I went for a walk to the shop, or applied for a job. It would be in the big moments, Christmas, birthdays, exciting news, that would be when the weight of their deaths would crush me. Grieving was hard when what I mourned seemed so far away.

The image of their bodies will haunt me for the rest of my life, but with that distance came a trickle of clarity and calm. It didn’t overwhelm me as severely as when they hung in front of me. I could semi-function now, able to wash myself alone, remember to eat. Abigail’s flight to wherever the fuck also given me a distraction.

My sister still worried me, and things were beginning to not add up, but there really was nothing I could do about it. The Hive hadn’t caught up with her yet, and they’d told me yesterday that the car appeared no longer traceable. She’d disappeared to cope with her own grief. There was so much of my life I kept from her, so I assumed a lot of hers remained unknown to me. I hoped she’d tucked herself up with a friend somewhere, but if she would just answer the fucking phone, I could relax. I could leave her be.

The clean-up crew recovered my phone from the scene and returned it to me. It hadn’t been in the car after all. They discovered it in the hallway, kicked into the corner. So now I pestered Abigail with my own number, not a strangers.

She’d sent two messages since running, the first only 30 minutes after she would have fled that night, and the other a few hours later. The first text said that she was okay, safe in the car and driving away. The second declared she was taking time for herself. I suppose that was all the contact I was getting. It wasn’t enough. I tried to call her again.

Nothing.

The moments leading up to Vincent’s death played a constant movie on my brain. That voice in my head, so clear and strong and focused, giving me the last little push I needed to plunge my fucking hand through a rib cage. That brute strength came from her. I told no one about it and had no plans to. It was too bizarre, too dark. Too reminiscent of the Hallow. Not that I knew what it was, but it had invaded my brain. A voice with power and drive supported me through the worst time of my life. It was the only explanation I could think of. That Vincent hadn’t been marking me, that he’d been doing the ritual for the Hallow. Perhaps it failed because of the Cross blood remaining inside me, maybe I was like, half Hallow? I didn’t know, and had no desire to. I didn’t want to mention the voice because that meant addressing the theory — it was insane, and I couldn’t be sure there was any logic to it. Maybe I’d just lost my mind. Someone had been in there, though, and they hadn’t spoken since.

I don’t know what Vincent saw in me to have him so terrified in his last moments, but I felt a modicum of joy for it.

We’re not alone in here.

That phrase echoed too. She had stopped with the urgent pleas to kill and told me that. I certainly felt alone. I felt weird, sure, but alone. Asher’s blood had helped me, but the bond was gone.

I ran my hand over my face and groaned, placing the laptop on the sofa and rising to my feet. Asher was at the table, writing a report of the circumstances in a journal for The Hive. They liked old school written copies of major events too, and this was being treated as significant. The death of a senior vampire, at the hands of a civilian, is big news apparently.

Things between Asher and me remained tense. After those tender moments in the shower and in the hours after it, we had fallen into a rhythm of polite distance. He had cradled me against his chest through the entire night, stroking my hair and murmuring to me. But last night he had returned to the sofa, and didn’t sneak in during the early hours of the morning. I had woken up alone.

With Vincent dead, I assumed I could move back into my own place, but we hadn’t discussed that yet. I had nowhere to go, anyway, unless I went to my old flat, something I couldn’t face. It seemed insurmountable at the moment, the idea of re-entering society and job hunting, house hunting, socialising. I kept my mouth shut about it and so did he.

The culprit of the hospital attack was still to be identified, and my blood samples remained missing. They weren’t getting more from me. As far as I was concerned, I was done with all of this shit. I needed to process the hell I had been through and find a way to start afresh. I was no longer being hunted, and I thought about leaving the city altogether and starting fresh elsewhere, a place with no memories... hopefully with my sister by my side.

Asher rose to his feet and walked into the kitchen. Huffing, I watched him go, feeling very fed up with his grumping, words unsaid looming over us. I listened to him crash around for a moment and rolled my eyes. He’d promised to explain everything, but so far all I’d received was the same silence from before.

I hopped up, popped my shoes on, and left.

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎

I didn’t go far, just needing some fresh air. It was the middle of the day and the sun was dazzling, so I bought a coffee from the cafe at the bottom of the heath and settled on a bench by the running track to creep on people exercising. I watched a bloke in skin tight bright lime Lycra and tiny shorts pummel the ground, going around the bend without slowing. Impressive. His face was red with determination.

I was so done. I couldn’t imagine ever having that kind of energy and drive again. The man in green started his second lap, and I sipped my coffee, sinking into my coat a little.

Late January was always the coldest, and as the frost tipped grass could attest, this year was no different. My mum hated it. She was a sun seeker down to her very bones. Abigail and I were different, both complaining our way through those summer holidays in Spain, hiding in the shade for the entire week.

What I wouldn’t give to see mum again, tugging us into the sunshine and into the warm sea, splashing and forcing us onto the lilo she had spent an hour blowing up. My heart broke with an ache for her. She should be here. So should my stepdad. So should Luke. Kylie. All those people.

A tear streaked down my face.

It’ll be okay.

There was that voice again, ringing in my head. I jumped. What the fuck? It sounded so clear and strong, like one of my own thoughts, but it wasn’t me. I panicked a little, my eyes darting around and my heart rate increasing.

Hush, the voice spoke further. Let me help you.

I asked my own damn brain what help I needed, but I didn’t receive a response. I was losing my mind. Someone sat on the bench next to me as I rubbed my forehead.

“Ivy.” It was Asher. He edged nearer as I glared at him.

“I left the flat to get away from you,” I sighed, not in the mood for false niceties, even if he looked a little hurt by that statement. A thought flickered over his face, but he stopped moving closer to me.

“The blood bond is gone,” Asher noted. He wasn’t wearing a coat. It was clear he’d left in a hurry when he spotted my absence. I hoped he was cold.

I nodded, though. He was right. Over the last couple of days, I hadn’t noticed that familiar little tingle from his presence.

“What does that mean?” I asked, looking off from him. The final time I had truly felt that pull from him was on the way down to Cornwall. It had been leaking away ever since, and now, sitting only a few inches from him, nothing remained. My body didn’t hum, my heart rate failed to pick up. Even my skin had grown numb in the aftermath of the worst night of my life.

“I don’t know,” Asher murmured. He opened and closed his hands, unsure of what to do with himself.

Sighing, I turned to him. “I’m going to move out. I think I’m gonna leave the city. There are too many awful memories here.” I stood. “This is over for me.”

I rose to walk away, but before I could take a step, Asher was behind me, his grasp on my arm turning me to face him. His mouth landed on mine, claiming and rough and desperate. I welcomed it, my tongue sliding against his and my hand gripping into his hair. He groaned into my mouth and I knew then, I wasn’t done with him. How could it be? When a simple kiss had me coming alive, had all my senses tingling and my heart swelling. But I couldn’t.

I withdrew, staying just an inch from his face. Our noses brushed together as I studied his gaze, tried to claw out whatever he was hiding.

“I’m going to let you go now because it’s the right thing to do,” he murmured, his thumb playing with my bottom lip. “But this is not over.”

“Goodbye, Ash.”

With a gulp, I separated from him and left as quickly as I could, not looking backward, but feeling his eyes on me until I turned a corner. I trailed up a long narrow path with bushes on either side and continued going. Asher didn’t follow me.

I kept walking, following the busy road down towards my old flat. It took me 15 minutes to reach the front door. It was ajar, so I stepped into the hallway and climbed the steps to what used to be one of my favourite places.

Memories of Luke and Kylie smacked into me as I pushed open the door with police tape hanging from it. No one had been here. It looked untouched. The furniture was still upturned, the blood stains dark and dry, the air heavy with dust and death. It lay forgotten.

I got to work, turning the sofa back onto its feet, and doing my best to straighten the cushions. I swept away all the glass from the TV and draped a blanket over the shattered screen.

Holding my nose to avoid the scent, I scrubbed the blood from the floors and the walls. I put all the broken dishes and trinkets into the bin under the sink, and I pulled open the curtains and the windows, letting light and fresh air seep in.

I drifted into the bathroom, picking up all the discarded bottles and using Luke’s satsuma shower gel to scrub my hands clean. His comfort wrapped around me as the scent surrounded.

Then I returned to the main room, my hands on my hips, and surveyed the place. It still looked rickety, but no longer was the scene of the crime so blatant. Perching on the arm of the amazing orange sofa, I just soaked it all in. The smell of disinfectant and bleach clogged up my nose.

“Can I come in?” A deep voice inquired from the front door. I had left it open. I jumped, but turning my head, I saw it was Roman.

He shot a weak smile at me and moved through the space, standing on the other side of the sofa. He crossed his arms over his chest.

“Did Asher ask you to show?” I asked, and he nodded.

“We’re just worried about you, Ivy. The threat isn’t completely gone,” Roman said.

Throwing my hands up in the air, I took a big breath. “I’m done running from it and letting other people die for me. I will not hide anymore.” My voice raised, almost shouting. I was so fed up. “Have you guys caught up with my sister yet?”

A shadow crossed Roman’s face.

“What?” I asked, rising to my feet. My tone was steady and low.

Roman opened and closed his mouth. “She’s missing,” he admitted, averting his eyes from me. I had that sensation again, something being pulled tight in my chest, a rubber band about to snap. Pain and panic boiled up inside me. No.

“You were tracking her. You said you guys were close,” I replied, my words slow.

“I was lying.” Roman flashed me a tense smile, owning up.

“Why?” I felt like I was breaking all over again.

Roman glared at me, his eyes growing wide as that tension built in me. She was with me, that voice, that presence. I wasn’t alone. She was boosting me, propping me up in my mind. I drew strength from her and watched Roman.

“Ivy, your eyes,” Roman said, holding back his surprise.

I narrowed them and took a step towards him. Roman stepped away. No, he stumbled back. I recoiled a little.

“What?” I asked.

“Your eyes,” he said. “They’re black.”
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Chapter Twenty Nine
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Asher

WATCHING HER WALK AWAY from me, leaving me on the bench to watch a flushed man pound the running track, went against everything my body was telling me to do.

But my craving for her was growing with each day. I’d fucked up. The blood-bond was too far, too much. Now, every moment I spent with her, I wanted to drive my teeth into her flesh and devour her whole. My soul screamed for her blood. It had been easy to ignore at first, sex and touching and just being close enough to placate the urge.

It was my hind-brain pushing me, that small part of my make-up I had to contend with that didn’t want to behave.

So I had to leave her. I had to let her walk away. The more we fucked, the harder it got. When she was in my bed, when we laughed together and she brushed up against me, even when I could just hear her breathing or tutting in annoyance across the room when we did our own thing... it was taking all my strength to hold back. This blood-bond shit is no joke.

The phone call confirmed it. A moment of clarity as my teeth scraped against her neck after forcing her to cum against my tongue, drowning in her scent and seconds from piercing her skin and being no better than Vincent. It wasn’t the words. I wasn’t told news to make me hate her like she believed. No, I just realised I couldn’t hold it together. How close I’d come...

Scenting her bleeding wounds, her scratched up scalp and sliced up feet during the drive to Cornwall had been torture. Holding her, cleaning her, comforting her... I couldn’t do it anymore and not act just like that arsehole Vincent. But it didn’t shake.

No. Each touch. Each fuck. Each time our gazes snagged. The burn heightened.

So when they caught me stealing her blood, I had to do something drastic. The thought of those vials, those samples Roman had described, sitting in a fridge for them to run tests on when they could be mine? She had my blood swimming through her veins. It was time the favour was returned. Joined together wholly. My hind-brain won.

I fought it for as long as I could. Pushed her away. Upset her. Held in the urges when she bled on me, when she cut into her own flesh like a temptation, when I simply captured her scent after she’d slept in my bed or dozed on my sofa. She was everywhere. It wasn’t enough.

When they caught me stealing the vials, it was simple enough to run, to detonate the explosives I’d placed around the hospital while Roman and Ivy had been busy with the directors. It was easy. They trusted me.

They shouldn’t have.

⬧︎⬥︎❖︎⬥︎⬧︎
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Book Two will be released in Winter 2022, pre-order here!

In the meantime, sign up to my newsletter and join my Readers Group for up to date information about the next release.

Thanks so much for reading! 
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