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Chapter 1

I stared down the wolf across Jewels Cafe. He curled his lips to show his sharp glinting teeth.

He could be so melodramatic. 

“We’re staying here, Wim,” I said.

He growled.

“Yes, for the third time this week!”

Wim stood up on his hind legs, resting his big hairy front paws on my shoulders and bared his teeth in my face. 

So, I did the one thing I could when a wolf threatened me. 

I bopped his nose.

Wim blinked, surprised.

“Sapphire,” a woman called from the cafe’s counter. 

I turned my head. Amber, who owned the cafe, raised an eyebrow and pushed a seventy-four-ounce cup across the counter. “Sixty-seven shots of espresso, twenty-eight pumps of caramel syrup, a white mocha, a regular mocha, foam, and extra-extra-extra whipped cream. Wim, here’s your small glass of water.” 

My drink had everything. Well, almost everything. “Does your blood type change when you shift into someone else?” I asked the chameleon shifter.

“You’ll never find out.”

“So coy,” I said as I stepped away from Wim. 

I grabbed the cup in both hands and headed for my usual table in the back corner. Wim shifted back to his human form and plopped down across from me with his tiny cup.

“You promised we’d go dancing,” he said.

“Yes, but this place has coffee,” I said.

He sighed. “I know you’re undead, but that drink might kill you.”

“I have seen empires rise like the slow, bright dawn and crumble to dust like a cookie in a clenched fist. I am as ancient as the foundations of the earth itself. This won’t hurt me.”

“You’re fifty-three, Sapphire. You were turned two decades ago.”

I glared at him across the wobbly cafe table as I sipped my drink through a reusable straw. At twenty-eight, Wim had reached full hotness. Men in their early twenties were awkward still, but Wim was just right. His black hair fell to his shoulders in perfect waves. His dark eyes glinted with a mischievous, predatory light that sent a pleasant shiver down my spine.

“Do you even need coffee?” he said.

“I was never a night person.”

“I mean, does caffeine have any effect on vampires?”

“You know damn well it doesn’t, Wolfie!” Coffee, alcohol, and everything fun had no effect on vampires—at least not on vampires of my lineage. That didn’t stop me from trying.

“What if someone takes cocaine and you suck their blood?” he said.

He was rubbing it in now, probably because I called him Wolfie and he hated the nickname. So, I pulled out my phone and unlocked it, swiping through profile after profile of normal men, right where he could see.

He leaned toward me, resting his forearms on the table. I glanced at his tattoos of nighttime forests and wolves. Something about them made me want to stroke his arm.

“Is that your dating app?” he said.

I grunted.

“Who are you going to feed on and abandon tonight?”

“None of your business.”

“Why don’t you spend the night with me, Fire?”

“You know why…you won’t let me suck on your neck. Besides, I’m ancient, an unending fixed point in time.”

“And that means…?”

“It means I’ll watch you die. You and anyone else I hang out with.”

Wim drummed his nails on the table; perfectly manicured nails, the one thing about him that wasn’t rough or wild. “Why don’t you turn anyone you love?”

Because even vampires can die. Nothing lasts. “Then I’d be stuck with them forever. That’s worse.”

Wim and I grinned at each other, like two conspirators about to burn something down; in this case, love. 

“Settling down is living death,” he said.

“Like you know anything about death.”

He shrugged. “I know a cage when I see one, and marriage—that’s a cage.”

“I can’t believe it. You’re right for the first time ever.”

The bells hanging on the cafe door jingled, and in walked a handsome man with eyes as blue as a sunny day and a face perfect for sitting on.

Wim caught me watching him. “Is that your date—I mean meal—for the night?”

I grunted. 

“He’s so…normal. Look, he’s even wearing a jean jacket like a Canadian in a beer commercial.”

I flicked my hands at Wim. “You’re just jealous. Unless you’re going to feed me, get out of here.”

I looked over the new man—my Tinder date/meal. With clear blue eyes, he was pretty in a boy-next-door way that he hadn’t lost despite being in his mid-twenties. He was too handsome to spend an eternity with. I’d fuck him, and we’d break up and then keep running into each other and hate-fucking, and doing the “will they or won’t they” thing for a thousand fucking years. No damn way.

“I bet his name is something basic like Mark or Rob,” Wim said.

He always made fun of my man-snacks, even though he wasn’t willing to be one. So, I hit back. “Is Horsey still waiting for me outside? Go tell him to stay there unless he wants to be dinner.”

Wim rolled his eyes as he pushed up from the table. “I’m not scaring off your other boyfriend.”

“Why not? You’re jealous of Mumford.”

Wim bared his fangs at me, and I bared mine back.

“Sapphire?” Bob, the jean jacket man, said. 

I snapped my mouth shut and glared at Wim. “I’m going, I’m going,” he said. “Don’t bite your tongue off.”

“Don’t piss on a fire hydrant.” 

Wim gave me the finger as he walked away. I smirked. Good. I loved it when Wolfie was pissed off.

Bob looked from Wim to me with his brows furrowed.

I put on my best fake smile. “Hi, Bob, take a seat.”

“Who was that?” He slipped into Wim’s chair, his hands still buried in his jacket pockets.

“An old enemy. How are things at the ice cream factory?” It was the only reason I had swiped right on him—free ice cream. I may be an unending fixed point in time, but that didn’t mean my bank account was.

I did live in a castle though, and by live, I meant I worked in the gift shop in the basement and slept there during my day shifts. I was the manager, so I could do that.

“So…this factory…do you have a key card to get in after-hours? They have walk-in freezers, right, full of the good stuff?”

“Did you swipe right for ice cream?” Bob said. “Shit! I should have known; everyone only dates me for ice cream.”

“No, no!” I said. “I just like adventures and…umm…getting it on in cold places. Temperature play, you know.” 

It wasn’t so much that I was still awkward as fuck after fifty-three years, it was that I no longer gave a shit if I was. I would outlive everyone I spoke to, anyway. If they didn’t like me, well…they’d die and I’d masturbate on their graves. 

Bob raised an eyebrow. He didn’t play along with my kinky shit, so he was too nice for this. Rare that I met a man who was. Most of the Tinder dates thought I only wanted the D…really, I wanted a sip of blood, so the joke was on them.

Hmmm, if Bob wanted more than a beaver on his face, maybe he was worth talking to for a bit.

“Anyway…Bob…ice cream—”

“You look better than your profile photo,” he said. 

“I know. I use an ugly one to scare away the real perverts.”

“Does that work?”

“No. You look…exactly like your photo.” Which was a damned good thing because he was hot.

“I don’t like to deceive anyone. Not that I’m judging you for it…I mean, I know it’s more dangerous for women…” He stopped and broke into a smile that lit up his face. He laughed nervously. “I’m sorry, I’m messing this up. Can I start over?”

I chuckled. “Hi, Bob, I’m Sapphire.” I stuck out my hand and he shook it. He didn’t comment on the coldness of my skin, and I appreciated that.

“Hi, Saph, I’m Bob. You look lovely. I’d ask to buy you a drink, but…” He stared at my massive cup.

“You can still ask.”

He smiled. “The sign out front says they have pumpkin spice lattes. It’s new,” he shrugged. “Like the blood orange ice cream we’re testing.”

“Yes…blood…ice cream…” I shook my head. “What the hell, I’ll try one of those lattes. Thanks.”

“You’re…sure?” He glanced at my massive seventy-five-dollar drink. 

“I can have both,” I said. Whatever made him happy and got us to neck sucking in an ice cream freezer faster.

“Thank you, Saph,” he said with a smile that could warm a heart that wasn’t cold and dead.

I didn’t know why he had decided to call me Saph out of nowhere, but I liked it. It was what my high-school friends called me, back when the earth was still young. It was what Bradley had called me when he was still kicking—tall and gorgeous with skin now as dark and cold as my dead soul.

The door jangled, and I looked up. Wim leaned against it. He pointed at me, then at himself, and drew a heart in the air. I ground my teeth, but couldn’t gesture back without alerting poor Bob who waved at me from the cafe line. Wolfie knew it too and smirked. 

Behind him on the sidewalk, someone sneezed, and white horse legs appeared in the doorway.

“Shit,” Wim said and rushed out.

I sighed. Fall allergy season was hell for Mumford—Horsey, as I often called him.

Bob smiled at me from the cafe counter. My gaze roved past him to the window where a white horse stood with Wim shoving against his rear end, trying to force him down the cobblestone road. I grinned, and Bob, thinking it was for him, grinned back before pulling a funny face, sticking out his tongue and rolling his eyes back as though he were dead.

If my heart could beat, it would have skipped. Instead, it contracted like balls retreating from the cold. 

Mumford, the white horse, turned his horsey head to stare into the window. Our eyes met across the space. 

What? I mouthed. How the hell was I supposed to know what that expression meant when he had limited range of facial movements?

Bob slipped into the chair across from me, placing two paper cups on the table. I grabbed one with a blue jewel on the side. 

“So,” Bob said. “Tell me about yourself.”

“Tinder men usually only ask if I spit or swallow.”

“Then they’re crud-holes,” Bob said. 

“Yes, but at least they don’t pry.”

“Spitting or swallowing isn’t personal?” He furrowed his perfect blond eyebrows.

Not when the answer concerns what I’m going to do with their blood, I thought. 

“Tell you what,” Bob said with that boyish grin. “Let’s play truth or dare. I’ll do one, then you do one.”

“As long as it’s only dares,” I said. “I dare you to give me ice cream.”

“Done,” Bob said, twirling the latte cup in his hand. “I dare you to tell me your favorite hobby.”

“Filling the hole in my soul with ice cream,” I said. “I dare you to tell me why someone as hot as you has such a terrible fashion sense.” I raised the cup to my lips.

Bob laughed, and the sound was like deep bells from a churchyard, like funeral bells. It made me chuckle, and I placed the cup down.

“My usual date clothes—a big furry fox costume—is at the dry cleaners.”

“Really?”

“No,” he said. “It’s a rat costume.” He laughed. I joined him. 

The odd thing about being undead was that some physical sensations no longer existed—heartbeats, for example. But some did, and a good laugh still felt like pressure pouring out of my chest like a dam breaking and letting out the joy.

“The jacket reminds me of home and my family,” he said. “Ranchers back in the Midwest. I like to carry home with me, makes me feel warm and fuzzy…like a rat costume.”

“That’s so sickeningly sweet, I’m diabetic now. My blood could be syrup in a latte…hmmm…not a bad idea…thanks,” I said, and raised the cup to my lips. It smelled like nutmeg and sugar. 

Bob frowned and toyed with his cup. “I dare you to tell me where your family is from. I’ll give you an extra scoop of ice cream if you answer.”

I sighed and lowered the cup. Whatever will get us to ice cream and blood faster. “Hexington.”

“The cemetery on the hill?”

“Mmmhuh,” I said and sipped the latte. “Mother, father, sire…I mean…ummm. Other father.” I took another sip. The latte was searing hot as it slipped down my throat, just like fresh blood. It spread warmth through my chest in a way I had long forgotten was possible, like drinking brandy back when I was a human and alcohol had any effect.

I blinked. I felt oddly light, as though my heart had been attached to helium balloons and had floated out of my chest. Bob smiled, and a warm orange light seemed to circle him like a soft-focus in a movie. It made his smile sparkle like sunshine. His eyes were tender and as blue as summer skies during childhood.

Like a faraway, warm sweet place I had forgotten existed.

Why is the air around him orange? I thought, but the question fell away in my mind like melted ice cream off a cone. Because all that warmth and heat soared straight to my pussy. My clit throbbed. 

For Bob.

His eyes went wide and hungry as though he felt it, too. He licked his lips, his gaze roving over me, and my skin tingled everywhere his gaze caressed.

Fuck, I had to feel that warm human skin against me.

I leaped at him, and he jumped toward me. We met in the center of the table, lips locking, tongues clashing, and his hand going right between my thighs.

Chapter 2

My hands fisted in Bob’s jean jacket, and I yanked it off his shoulders. His hot hands slid underneath my hoodie and thumbed my bra-less nipples. I groaned into his mouth.

“You’re so cold,” he said against my lips.

Shit. He was right. 

He was hot and alive. I was cold and would never die, unlike him. 

With a grunt and a throb of protest from my pussy, I jerked away from him and slid off the cafe table. My delicious seventy-five-dollar drink was now on the floor, and everyone in the shop stared at us. 

“Why is no one taking a video?” I said. “We aren’t hot enough for you?”

The door jangled opened, and Wim crashed inside in a huff. “What the fuck—”

I turned to him, and our gazes locked across the cafe. That weird orangey light circled him, making his wild angry eyes soft and tender. His lush lips looked tasty as his mouth fell open. I stepped toward him without thinking, my skin itching for his hands like a scaly rash itches for nails.

“You’re my mate,” Wim said in an awed, hushed voice. 

“Does that involve cock?” I said.

“Hey, me first,” Bob said, placing a hand on my lower back.

“Looking at you makes the world suddenly right, like everything makes sense when it never did before,” Wim said. “But…that can’t be.”

My cold, dead heart nearly fluttered as though it could beat again. “Cock or not, Wolfie?” I said to cover it up.

He shook his head and stepped back from me. “Since when do you want me, Fire? In three years of eye contact and little touches, I never once felt like you were my missing half. You never once asked for my cock…” He paused and shook his head again. “Something isn’t right here.”

I frowned at Wim. He looked good enough to lick from foot to ear.

He always had, but I had never wanted to jump him and fuck him in the middle of a coffee shop before. And Bob…he had made my heart soar like it had when I was with Bradley all those years ago, before he died and left me empty. 

I felt alive. My heart didn’t beat, but it fluttered like a living, breathing thing, like a bird flying in my chest.

Something had gone terribly, horribly wrong.

Something had filled me with love and gross, wonderful horniness for the first time in fifteen years.

“Shit,” I said.

“I know,” Wim said, taking another step back as though I were diseased. Well, I kind of was. Love was not something you wanted to catch.

I blinked, and the orangey light finally vanished from around the wolf man. The hummingbird feeling in my chest and the throb between my legs were still there. But at least I could see reason again.

“How can you be my mate?” Wim said.

I tensed. “I would rather be eaten by snakes.”

“I would rather be trampled by rabid deer.”

“You didn’t say you had a boyfriend,” Bob said. He frowned, then shrugged. “Oh well, let’s get out of here.” He wrapped his arms around my waist. 

I pulled out of his reach, and for the first time, my skin felt cold in an unpleasant way.

What the fuck was this mystical, sexy nonsense?

“You are not my mate,” Wim growled.

“Who are you trying to convince?” I snapped. “I don’t want to be your mate. You’re the one with this crazy ass destiny soul mate bullshit.” My soul mate died a long time ago.

“I don’t have a mate,” Wim continued. “I won’t fall into that trap of domesticity. Not with you. We are not ruining our fun.”

“Good,” I said. “Because I never even liked you. You smell like damp dog and will die in a few decades like some kind of loser.”

“Won’t you?” Bob said.

“Shut up, Bob,” I said.

Wim trembled as he backed up toward the door. “I have to get out of here. I have to get away from you.”

“Go home and lick your own balls, Wolfie,” I snapped. “I don’t love you either. You’re not as handsome and sexy as an underwear model, and you don’t have soft hair I want to touch.”

“Yeah? Well, you don’t have great tits and you don’t have a sense of humor that’s as delightfully bitter as black coffee.”

“Yeah? Well, you don’t—”

“My place isn’t far from here,” Bob said. “I don’t know what happened with you two, but this was clearly a good match, Saph, so let’s…you know…”

“Not now, Bob.”

“Fuck you, Fire, and your weird love spell or whatever you cast on me,” Wim said. “You won’t trap me.”

“Pfft…I would rather drink battery acid than be with you: cuddling, fucking, watching you get old and your fur turn white.”

“Fur?” Bob said.

“Not now, Bob,” I snapped.

“I don’t know what you did to me,” Wim said, “but it won’t work. You won’t get me with your vampire blood magic.”

“That’s not a thing. You probably cast some wolf shifter fluffy magic. You’ve been after me for years.”

“I’ve been after your pants, not your heart.”

“Bullshit. You’re in love with me and always have been. You must have hired a witch.”

“Fuck you, Fire. If I wanted your heart, I could win it like that.” Wim snapped his fingers.

I laughed at him. “You couldn’t win a treat from a Kong, Wolfie.”

“Deceptive vampire asshole. I’m going home to jack off so this weirdness goes away. You can’t control me with your sexy magic.” Wim whirled and rushed out of the cafe door, slamming it behind him.

“Go sniff a butthole, jerkass,” I shouted.

Can it be yours, Wim always said when I threw that insult at him. But he wasn’t here to say it now. That made my joints feel cold—I mean, they were always cold, but they didn’t feel cold until Wim left me.

It’s good he’s gone, I reminded myself. Better that he stays away so this weird lovey feeling wears off. He’d masturbate, I’d use up an entire sex store worth of fun, and we’d be back to normal tomorrow.

“Who was that guy?” Bob said. “Why did he call you a vampire?”

“Not now, Bob,” I snapped and marched for the door. I was cursed like a fucking newbie supe, like a damned human. It couldn’t be the cafe; I had been coming here before it was popular, and it never fucked me before.

Maybe it was all the, urgh, people who came here now. All their love and horniness and magic filling my pores and sticking in my hair like a bad stink.

I slammed the door open. The bastard hit the wall but didn’t smash as I had hoped. I stormed out onto the cobblestone street like I was motherfucking walking away from an explosion.

“What’s going on?” Bob said, exasperated. 

“Sapphire,” a rich, smooth voice said. 

Mumford, now in human form rather than a horse with wings, leaned against the cafe wall. He was dressed up for our date night—yes, I was seeing three men in one night. His crimson velvet tux hugged his lean, muscled form. A little bowtie dotted with books nestled against his neck. He had managed to focus and keep his clothes the last time he shifted. Good for him; he was improving. 

As usual, Mumford had the refined, handsome look of a man in his early thirties who was comfortable in his body.

Not as usual, he was surrounded by an orangey glow as though the sun were setting behind him.

“You look…quite lovely in the moonlight,” he said, his green eyes roving over me, making my skin goosebump.

So I looked him over to get back at him. 

Only it fucking backfired. 

Mumford had always been attractive with neat brown hair and eyes like emeralds. I enjoyed watching him chat about his businesses while I waited for him to give me a sip of sweet shifter blood. I left him a hickey so he felt special about it; proof that someone cared.

But now…holy shit fuck. An actual porno starring Chris Hemsworth and Chris Evans and Chris Pine and a few other dudes named Chris wouldn’t be as sexy as Mumford was at that moment. 

He stepped away from the wall and toward me as though drawn by a magnet. “You’ve always been beautiful, my love, but tonight…your eyes gleam like gems. Your skin is like spun moonlight.”

“Ford,” I gasped. “You look as hot as an orgy of sexy dudes.”

“I think I’m in love,” he said. 

Holy shit, you could cook a turkey in my panties, I was so damn hot.

I threw myself at Ford, and he threw himself at me. I shoved a hand into his neat, perfect hair, rumpling it up properly, and reached around to grab his fine, round ass. I moaned into his mouth.

“Sapphire,” he groaned.

“Umm…how do I get in on this?” Bob said.

Ford’s lips pulled away from mine, and I pouted in protest. But he didn’t notice because his face scrunched up, and he sucked in short breaths as though he was coming already.

“Damn, Horsey, I thought—”

Then he sneezed right in my face. Something crashed into my chest, and I flew backward. My back slammed into the cobblestones as though a football player had tackled me.

 

Chapter 3

I gazed up from the cobblestones at a white horse, who flipped his mane and ruffled glimmering wings.

It was a good thing vampires didn’t injure easily, what with being undead and all. Otherwise, being hit by a Pegasus would be a painful problem.

Bob grabbed my arms and hauled me up. “Are you okay? What happened?”

“Not now, Bob,” I snapped.

Ford’s fine velvet jacket and pants were scattered in rags across the stones. He snorted and stomped a hoof as though annoyed.

“Oh no, you don’t get to be pissed,” I said.

Bob’s gaze landed on Ford and went wider than a horse’s asshole. “Was that horse always there?”

Humans didn’t notice magical things around Silver Springs. A ward made them overlook or forget anything strange—and us supes were supposed to keep it that way. “Well, you know, police horses go on jaunts across the city sometimes,” I said. “They need a break.”

I marched up to Ford’s horsey face.

Fuck, even as a horse, my heart felt light as bubbles around him. His eyes still held the same tender look that made me want to jump his bones. His sleek white hair shone in the moonlight as though he was spun from white gold.

But I couldn’t do much with him when he was in Pegasus form—at least, not in public. And that was a problem. Just as I managed to get sexy, he ruined it with his weird refusal to take a fucking allergy pill. 

“Take an antihistamine already,” I snapped.

Ford neighed and snorted at me.

“Asshole,” I muttered as I whirled away from him. I had to do something about this idiot horse.

A dark-haired woman with feathery white wings stood outside Jewels Cafe. With perfect, glowing skin, she looked like a health nut type who would carry medication. I yanked her purse off her shoulder.

“Oh? Do you need money?” she said.

I hissed and bared my fangs. That usually scared people off.

“I hear there’s a big building on the corner that hands out money. You just have to wait in line.” She pointed down the street at the old bank.

I blinked at her.

“I’m Ruby,” she said sweetly.

I started digging through her purse. “I need allergy meds.”

“Oh! I have some of those.”

She stuck a hand into the purse and pulled out a vacuum pack of pills.

“Thanks, Ruby,” I said, handing her purse back. I marched to Ford as I popped pills from the packet. “Take. An. Antihistamine.” 

He shook his head, his fine white mane gleaming in the starlight.

“Take it!” I closed my hand around his chin and pushed the pills toward his mouth. He shook his head, his horse teeth locked shut.

“Take a damned pill and stop this shit!”

“Why are you fighting with a horse?” Bob shouted.

Ford made a strange sniffing noise. His nostrils widened like buttholes opening for plugs, and he sneezed right in my face. Again. Magical Pegasus snot dappled my skin like spray from a car hitting a puddle.

Ford stood on the cobblestones in human form—and completely naked. The torn remains of his fancy clothes were strewn on the street around him like trash.

Unlike most men, he didn’t try to cover his goods. Why would he when he was hung like a stallion? For a moment, I forgot he even had a face.

It was why I had always liked his sneezing and shifting. You couldn’t find a better-looking cock than that, and it was always on display in allergy season.

“You distracted me from shifting my clothes!” Ford said, his accusation shattering my attention on his cock.

I clenched a fist. “This is your fault! You distracted me with your words and orangey light and giant penis. Maybe you cast this spell; you’ve been trying to seduce me for months, and now I’m squishy inside and you’re nude.” 

“What does that even mean?” Ford said.

“Why is there a naked man here?” Bob screamed.

“Take the antihistamine,” I said, leaping at Ford and grabbing his chin.

“No! Unhand me, vamp!”

“Take it!” I pushed the pills at his mouth, but he shook his head wildly as he stumbled back.

“Why the fuck don’t you want to treat your allergies?” I said. “It’s just a little pill and you won’t be sneezing and shifting anymore!”

Ford cleared his throat and pulled his shoulders back. He adjusted a fine velvet coat that he was no longer wearing as he lifted his chin like a damned supervisor drunk on power.

“Weatherhousers are sturdy, strong people who do not require medications for life’s ills. We handle misfortune with grace, determination, and…ah…ah…” His nose crinkled up into a sneeze. 

I stepped back from him. His face froze all scrunched up and waiting. 

Then, he relaxed back to normal. “You see? I got this. Medication is a crutch that prevents me from learning how to control my powers on my own.”

Those fucking lies his family kept feeding him. I rolled my eyes until they nearly popped out of my head and rolled away down the street. “There’s nothing wrong with you for having allergies and weird shifting.”

Ford did that thing where he stuck out his lip a bit when annoyed. I wanted to suck on it—and on something else that I tried not to look at.

“I will get over this shifting chaos. I have to, as no one else in the entire Weatherhouser line of Pegasi ever lacked control. I’ll learn, and those pills won’t help with that.”

“Urrgghhhhh,” I groaned and tossed the medication onto the cobblestones. At least he was reminding me of how annoying he could be. That should dampen the heat between my legs and the light feeling in my chest—so similar to the feelings I held for Bradley long ago. 

But it didn’t. Ford being annoying didn’t make me want him any less.

Fuck, Wim was right. I had to get out of here until this weirdness wore off. Maybe fucking Mumford would clear my head.

“Well,” I sighed, “at least you’re not claiming I’m your mate.”

“Pegasi are not wild animals digging holes in the forest to shit in. We are civilized. We lost that particular bit of chaos generations ago. We have proper marriages arranged for business gain and land transfer instead.” Ford tried to adjust the sleeves of a jacket he was definitely not wearing.

“Why do I like you again?” I said, even though the sight of him made my blood almost pump, which was saying something.

“I never knew,” Ford said. “Nobody has requested a marriage with me.”

“I know.” It was why he hung out with vamps like me and wolves like Wim. 

Ford frowned, which made his lush lips look oh so kissable. “Why would I claim you’re my mate?” 

“Wim did, and then you started talking like I’m a—”

“Beautiful goddess of night and blood.”

“Yeah, like that.”

Ford frowned, his nudity forgotten, or he was too proud to try to hide it. I stared at his washboard abs as he spoke.

“You’ve known Wim for years, though. You can’t just suddenly be a destined mate.”

I shrugged. “I think I’m cursed to be hot. He’s in lust, too,” I jerked a thumb at Bob, who stared at us with his mouth hanging open and his eyes darting around. 

Humans.

“The love is a spell.” Ford sighed, his shoulders dropping. “Of course, it’s a spell.” He was quiet for a long moment, staring at his feet. Then he pulled himself to his full height. “Well, I shall go in there and give the manager a piece of my mind. They should have warded their business against people casting unethical spells!”

Julian and Amber didn’t need a snooty rich guy yelling at them for something someone else did. As the manager of a gift shop, I knew what that was like.

I pressed a hand to Ford’s pec and pushed him back from the door. As my skin met his, he trembled and his hand gripped my wrist, his finger stroking the sensitive skin there. I met his eyes, brown and warm and tinged with sorrow that he always tried to hide.

He smelled like fresh grass and musk, and his breath caressed my lips like gentle fingers. 

I threw myself at those lips and our mouths clashed. I opened mine to let him in.

Everything—the curse, Wim, the need to escape this situation—fell away. For the first time in fifteen years, everything felt right. Nothing else mattered, nothing else could hurt me. It was like sunshine through clouds—back when that was a good thing for me.

“Hey!” Bob said.

“Not now, Bob,” I said and trailed a hand down Ford’s thick, strong biceps. 

“Why is he naked in the street?” Bob said.

I sighed and tore myself from Ford. “There’s magic, Bob.”

“You can’t tell him that,” Ford hissed. “It’s against the rules.”

By explaining magic to a human, we could invite them beyond the ward and they’d start seeing the magic and supes around them. But only if they believed what we told them. Most didn’t, including the men whose blood I sucked. They only saw hickeys.

“Ford is a shifter, Bob. He changes from a horse with wings to a man and back.”

Bob kept looking between us with his mouth hanging open. Those lips, that tongue…I wondered if he knew how to use them.

“The horniness and love, that’s magic too,” I said. “It’s all magic, Bob, everything in this town.”

His mouth opened and closed like a fish. 

“These feelings aren’t real,” Ford said, his voice sad and broken. “They won’t last.”

I bit my lip and forced myself to ignore the stab of pain his words sent through my heart.

You’d think a dead heart wouldn’t feel it.

Ford was right. This wouldn’t last—everything faded and died, and these feelings would too. If not…fuck, I’d have to stick around and watch these men grow old and turn to corpses and dust, while I kept looking hot as sin. Or I’d turn them and be stuck with them forever. That was even worse.

“Who would spell me?” Ford mused. “A rival family, trying to make me look irresponsible? Westerbrook, perhaps. Attempting to turn me into a failure who marries for lust and not business deals?”

“Oh? So liking me is a failure? You didn’t say that over the last three months I was semi-dating and semi-eating you.” 

“Eating?” Bob said.

“Get with the program, Bob. There’s magic junk all around you.”

Ford met my eyes; his were big and sorrowful in a way that made me want to hug him. “That’s not what I meant. It’s what the dynastic families think—the people who might have cast this spell to doom me.”

I didn’t want this love curse either, but I would not be insulted. “I’m getting out of here. Come on, Bob, you owe me a trip to the factory for that blood orange ice cream.”

“Blood orange?” Ford said. 

“It’s a new top-secret flavor,” Bob chirped. “Volos, who runs the night shift, is heading up its production.”

I shuddered at the name. A man named Volos had caused me a world of heartache once before. But that had been ages ago, and he had vanished to avoid the Silver Springs police. This couldn’t be the same guy. He would have changed his name to dodge the authorities. 

“I don’t recall any mention of new flavors in the quarterly report,” Ford said. “Even if we were testing new products, the night shift is for cleaning equipment, not experiments. Where did you hear this information?”

“Staff meeting.”

“You work at the factory?” Ford asked Bob as he glanced at me.

If he was going to insult dating me, I’d do the same. “You weren’t handing over the keys to free ice cream, so I found someone else.” 

“Wait, you’re Weatherhouser, the owner,” Bob said, his eyes widening and locking on Ford. “But…you’re a horse with wings…and also you’ve been naked in the street for ten minutes.”

“I’m many things, my good man.”

“Ooohhh, that’s why the ice cream is called Flying Horse. Wait.” Bob turned to me. “You were with him before me. So, how long have you been dating men to get ice cream?” 

“A long time, Bob. A long time!”

“Why don’t you just buy some ice cream?”

“Because I’m not looking for a carton. I’m looking for a lifetime supply. Come on! I’m going to eat ice cream until there’s no room left inside for feelings.”

“There’s something strange going on with this night shift and Volos,” Ford mused. “Perhaps I shall come along.”

“Nope, nope, nope,” I said. I had to get away from him, Wim, and after ice cream, Bob, so this curse would wear off. Before it doomed all our hearts.

I broke into a run down the cobblestones. 

“Wait for me,” Bob called. “We’re meant to be together! I think.”

Chapter 4

“I wouldn’t believe any of this if I hadn't seen a Pegasus turn into a man,” Bob said from the passenger seat of my rustic car.

I spent the drive to the factory filling him in on the unseen magic and supes that humans didn’t know about. It was a distraction from these lovey feelings until I drowned them in ice cream.

A good thing about being a vampire was that you didn’t gain weight from human food. No metabolism to process it, so it went right through us.

Another reminder that I was unchanging and unending.

“Mr. Weatherhouser should do something about those allergies, though,” Bob said.

“Ford is…something else,” I said. “Pride and insecurity, that’s him.”

“I guess that’s why he rarely visits the factory, because he’d be a horse at any moment.”

“I always liked his chaotic shifting…he’s different, despite acting uptight and proper. Imperfect, always changing, memorable. His family shouldn’t keep threatening to disown him for it.”

“Have you ever told him that?” Bob said.

I pressed my lips together. “I never told anyone that.” The fucking curse must be loosening my tongue; talking about Ford was warm and easy rather than terrifying. 

“If you want to be with him too…I mean, I’ll do anything to make you happy, Saph.”

“It’s just a spell, Bob. It’s not real. It’ll rot and die.”

“It feels real. That’s all that matters.”

I heaved a sigh. Poor, sweet Bob. I pulled my sputtering car into the factory parking lot. It stood empty except for three cars parked near the building.

“That’s a small night shift,” I said.

Bob frowned out the window. “I work mornings, so I’ve never been here this late. Avoid work after clocking out, right?”

“Absolutely,” I said.

“The night shift is developing a new flavor. Maybe they’re still working out the kinks in the equipment or ingredients, so they aren’t running at full capacity?”

“But Ford said the night shift cleaned the equipment. They’d still need to do that.” I frowned at the empty lot, then shrugged. Oh, well. I couldn’t let staffing issues get in the way of my ultimate goal.

I parked in the middle of the lot, away from the other cars, before climbing out and hurrying for the building. 

In a few minutes, I would have so much cold, sweet joy to fill my cold dead stomach and chest cavity. 

“So, um, you’re a vampire,” Bob said, falling into step next to me.

“The creatures of the night, such music they make, etc.”

“How did that happen? The vampirey-ness?” He cringed at the word, then broke into a bright smile to cover it. “I don’t know the correct terms yet.”

“You drink the blood of a vampire, you become a vampire. I guess it’s a parasite or a demon or something that you catch, like hepatitis.”

Bob stopped by the factory door and slipped a white key card from his wallet. He flashed it against the reader and yanked the door open. “How did you end up drinking vampire blood? Did someone give it to you?”

I froze. His words were like being doused with ice. People had asked about Bradley, my sire, before. Mainly, the vampire society and councils that I shunned. They liked to know lineages. But Bob’s question made me remember the loss, which felt like being stabbed in the heart with a rusty spike.

It must be the curse. Its lovesickness had seeped through me like a disease and made me soft.

“A man I knew,” I said and stepped into the factory. “He turned me a couple of decades ago.”

“I know this is rude to ask,” Bob said as the door clicked shut behind us. “But how old are you?”

“I’m as ancient as the continents,” I lied. I was fifty-three, but I would outlive the current continental arrangements. 

“Wow, you look good for 2.5 million years old,” Bob said. I quirked an eyebrow. 

He grinned as though he knew I was messing with him. It made my stomach backflip. I needed to weigh it down with ice cream—and fast.

“Age of the continents was on Jeopardy last week,” Bob said. “Best show ever.”

Ah, shit. He was right. Focus on the jean jacket. It’ll help dampen the horny until this curse died.

Behind us, the factory door squeaked open. I spun, claws out and hissing, baring my fangs.

Ford strolled in, wearing a Jewels Cafe t-shirt and black pants that only went to his calves.  “Lower your weaponry, pussy cat, I mean no harm.” 

I hissed louder. 

“Wow…those claws, those fangs…you’re so hot,” Bob said.

Ford didn’t answer, but the front of his too-small pants grew even tighter. Fuck, that mustang-sized cock was getting even bigger.

I pushed the rising desire away. “What the fuck are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be making PSLs?” I gestured to his shirt.

“One of the owners, a lovely woman named Amber, lent me some clothing,” he said. “They didn’t want a naked guy in the middle of their shop.”

“Why not?” I said. “Wouldn’t it be good for business?”

“Apparently not. I also asked her about this mate stuff. She shifted into a cave troll and could only talk in grunts. So, I guess she knows nothing about it. The love spell must have been cast by a rival in order to shame my family. And that’s why I’m here…there’s not supposed to be a new flavor in development. Worse, a supervisor instructed the night shift who cleans the machinery to stay home. Someone is trying to sabotage my business.”

“Why would loving Saph shame your family?” Bob said.

“It wouldn’t. Marrying her would. We only marry for money and land, you understand,” he added.

“It’s a good thing I have no money or land then,” I said. “No risk of you getting down on one knee and offering me a horseshoe.” I turned to Bob, “Where’s the freezer with the good stuff?”

He glanced to his boss, Mr. Weatherhouser, and back to me. “Ah…well…”

“Give her whatever she wants,” Ford said.

“Finally, this curse is paying off,” I said and marched across the lobby.

“I always would have given you anything you wanted,” Ford said softly. “Except…I knew you’d leave once you had it.”

That stopped me in my tracks. I would have taken a deep breath to calm the ache in my chest if I could. Vampires only breathed to talk, and breathing exercises no longer worked on me. Instead, I clenched and unclenched all my muscles at once. It had a similar effect.

The ache was only the curse, I reminded myself, and so were Ford’s words. It was better for all of us to cut down these feelings before they grew like weeds. 

“Let’s go,” I said stiffly, without turning around. “Show me where the ice cream is.”

“Sure!” Bob said cheerfully. “I hope I’m not fired. I do like working here, great benefits and all.” He hurried past me into the back of the factory and I followed. 

“Suck up,” I muttered.

“There’s a freezer with samples in the employee kitchen,” Bob explained.

He led me down a long dark hallway, stopping at one of the doors to swipe his card. Inside wasn’t the usual tiny, dirty office kitchen, but a gleaming chef’s kitchen bigger than my apartment. 

Bob yanked open double doors to reveal a walk-in freezer full of rows of ice cream.

“It’s everything I dreamed of,” I said.

“My father thought me a moron for spending money on a new employee kitchen and freezer,” Ford said behind me. I startled. For a horse, he moved quietly. “I’m ecstatic that it’s appreciated.”

“Your father’s a moron for thinking people shouldn’t have free ice cream,” I said.

“All the workers love it,” Bob chirped. “Some even cook dinner here to take home because it’s nicer than their own kitchens.”

Ah damn, I didn’t need to know that Ford was good to his employees. Mom always said that you could judge someone’s character on how they treated those below them. Maybe Ford wasn’t a snooty rich boy yelling at managers after all.

I needed to be rid of him before feelings overtook me again. “Shouldn’t you be checking the factory floor, or whatever the fuck you wanted?” I snapped at Ford. “Bob! Find some spoons.” 

I marched into the freezer and stopped, nearly drooling as I eyed the hundreds of tubs of fresh ice cream. Could vampires even drool? I wasn’t sure, even after two decades of vamping. I guess I never had the opportunity to drool before. 

Bob handed a spoon to me and one to Ford, who stood on my other side. Why was he still here?

“Do you need human food?” Bob said.

“No, I just like it.” I eyed all the cartons with their delicious names, as transfixed as I had been by Ford’s nude body.

I knew ice cream would solve this problem.

“Blood is great and all,” I said as I plucked a carton of Spunky Nutty Unicorn off the shelf. “And though different people taste differently, the flavors are limited.”

“What does my blood taste like?” Ford said. Bob grimaced and shuddered. Good. Maybe this would scare him off.

Taste depended on your blood sugar levels, hemoglobin levels, and your species. Ford’s taste was unique. “You taste like blue slushies,” I said and pried open the ice cream tub.

Bob blanched, mouth falling open. “You let her…”

Ford stared at him as though daring Bob to question letting your vamp semi-girlfriend take a sip.

Ford had a freakier side than he let on.

Bob cleared his throat. “How about we talk about ice cream instead?” He reached out his spoon, and I tilted the tub so he could get a scoop.

I dug out a spoon of chocolate nut ice cream and jammed it in my mouth. The rich coldness didn’t melt on my tongue—I wasn’t warm enough for that—so I had to chew. It tasted like an Oh Henry! came in my mouth. 

“Ahhhh, yeah,” I said.

Bob blinked.

“What?”

“I think I saw your O-face.”

I elbowed him in the gut, and he oomphed. “You ain’t seen nothing yet.”

He grinned and shifted closer to dig his spoon into the carton. Even in the cold freezer, his body radiated heat against my side.

Ford tapped his spoon on his palm as though thinking, then stepped forward to scoop ice cream. Our spoons clashed, and his fingers brushed against mine as we both went for a chunk of choco chips. I felt his breath stir my hair as he turned toward me.

Was he smelling my hair? The realization sent a thrill down my spine.

Bob chuckled. “I’m going to win that chocolate chunk!” He stabbed his spoon between mine and Ford’s, his hand pressing against my fingers. It made my skin goosebump in a delightful way, like listening to the opera part of Bohemian Rhapsody. 

They pushed against either side of me to reach the ice cream. Their heat seeped through my clothes and into my skin, my body drinking in their warmth like coffee. 

I couldn’t remember the last time my skin had felt warm or my blood had heated in my veins and flowed like magma. It had been before Bradley, for sure. He was as cold and dead as I was.

I was near living, warm men often—my Tinder dates who I used as snacks—but I never felt like this.

Like I was alive again.

Wim would love this—the wolf was a big cuddler, though I always moved away from him and avoided his touch. He also loved going to places after hours, like the time we played hide and seek in a graveyard. He should be here.

Shit. I could get used to this. 

And that was a problem because these feelings weren’t real.

“So, where’s this new blood orange flavor?” I said.

“It does not exist,” Ford said.

Bob furrowed his brow as he sucked chocolate from his spoon. “They’re experimenting with it on the night shift. They might be making a batch now.”

Ford eyed him like he was nuts. “Are you fabricating lines to win Sapphire’s sweet heart?”

“Pffft, my heart is as bitter as poison,” I said, shoving past both of them. “Let’s find the factory floor and see if this new flavor exists…or if Bob is lying.”

“My pa always told me that liars are cowards,” Bob said.

Urgghhh, he was so damned good-hearted.

“My father always told me that if someone is dumb enough to believe a lie, they deserve to be swindled,” Ford said.

“Your father’s a giant infected dick, man,” I said, strolling for the kitchen door.

I shoved ice cream down my throat as I followed Bob through the factory halls to the manufacturing area. Ford followed, muttering about how no one else should be here.

We stepped out onto the factory floor, surrounded by large metal vats and the rumble of machinery.

“You see, there’s a night shift,” Bob said.

“Then someone is producing extra product without authorization,” Ford said in his snooty voice as he marched forward. “I shall put an end to this.”

“I shall help by eating the excess product,” I said, following.

“Or it’s a rival trying to sabotage me in an act of corporate espionage.”

“You rich people need better hobbies,” I said. “Have you tried starting a checkers club?”

We hurried between the machines to the one that was rumbling. Ford stopped short, and I nearly crashed into him.

“Fuck, Ford, what the fuckity fuck?” I stepped around him and froze.

On a walkway above an ice cream vat stood a man holding a massive crossbow in one hand and a butcher knife in the other. He stood behind a kneeling vampire. I knew the victim was a vamp right away from his marble-like skin. We all looked like old Roman statues.

The man said nothing as he stepped forward and slit the vampire’s throat. He dropped the knife and grabbed the vamp’s long red hair to hold his gaping wound over the vat of ice cream. The blood poured out like a crimson waterfall.

“Holy shit fucks,” I said.

Chapter 5

The murderer stared directly at me.

His hair had turned white, and wrinkles etched the corners of his eyes and mouth. But those eyes…those eyes I would recognize anywhere. They were seared onto my soul like a brand.

“No,” I whispered. “You’re not supposed to be here."

“I’m going to be sick,” Bob said behind me. “He’s the supervisor and he’s…fuck, I shared a sandwich with him.”

Ford made a scared choked sound. He tugged down the hem of his shirt as though adjusting a fancy jacket. “Ummm…excuse me,” his voice cracked but echoed around the factory floor. “Leave that vampire alone.”

Volos didn’t take his gaze from me. His gray eyes were as cold as they had been fifteen years ago. He had aged, but nothing had touched the icy wind that blew through his heart. 

He didn’t move. The vampire twitched as his blood poured through the slice in his throat and into the vat of churning cream.

“Can…can that vampire survive this?” Ford said.

“Vamps can bleed to death too,” I whispered and stepped back from the scene, my limbs shaking and my eyes wet. “Bob, run, and call the cops.”

“I’m not leaving you,” he said. “But I’ll call—” His hand slipped into his jacket pocket.

Volos tossed the dying vampire to the side and raised the crossbow at us. “Put that phone down, or I’ll drive a stake through that vampire’s heart.”

Bob’s phone clattered to the ground as he lifted his hands slowly over his head. 

“Sapphire,” Volos said, and his voice echoed around the factory, coming at me from all sides. “You still dragging your filth across the world?”

“Do not speak to—” Ford started.

“Silence, or I’ll kill all of you,” Volos shouted.

“He can’t shoot all of us,” I muttered. “On my word, run.”

“Stop plotting!” he yelled again.

Ford took a shaky breath and stepped forward, raising his hands over his head. “What is going on here?” he demanded despite the tremor in his voice. “Why are you…you know…murdering people in my factory?”

“This is your fault, then!” Volos roared, turning the crossbow to Ford. 

I flinched, waiting for the stake to hit him, imagining the blood pouring from his chest, his eyes going flat and empty as Bradley’s had.

“Ford, get behind me,” I ordered. But he didn’t listen, the bastard. He took another step forward, and my throat closed in panic.

“If it’s my fault, then let the others leave,” Ford said. “Tell me what the issue is. We can rectify it.”

“I’m already fixing your mistakes, all of society’s mistakes!”

“What is the mistake?” Ford’s gaze flickered to me, and his head tilted toward the exit.

He was distracting Volos so Bob and I could run for it. 

But that would get him killed.

“What have we done wrong?” Ford repeated.

Volos shook with rage. The crossbow swung between Ford to me to Bob. He took a loud, deep breath and roared the way he was wronged into the world. “There’s no night shift!”

“Yes, there is,” Ford said.

“For cleaning!” Volos shouted. “I don’t clean. I produce delicious treats like an artist, but you won’t let me do it at night.”

His echo died, leaving the factory silent except for the rumble of the machine—full of vampire blood.

“That’s it?” Ford said.

“Everything closes by nine, ten at the latest! Coffee shops, stores, libraries close at eight like they’re run by the Amish. I have to be awake at dawn. Dawn! To go to work because there’s no late shift for production. Do you know what that does to my circadian rhythm?”

“Are you a vampire?” Ford said.

“No! Vampires are scum, filth. I would rather die. But the rest of you will be vampires. The whole city, once I’m done here.”

We fell silent in the face of his nonsensical rage. 

“You’re putting vampire blood in the ice cream to turn people into vampires?” I said.

“Yes! Then everything will be open at reasonable hours!”

“I…have no words,” Ford said.

“Of course you don’t, you dumb fuck!”

“If you’re the only human, we’ll have to eat you,” I said. Volos’s expression turned to ice, and he aimed the crossbow at my heart. 

I was about to die the same way my sire and lover, Bradley, had; staring down a crossbow held by this man. Bradley had fed from Volos for weeks with the promise of turning him into a vampire one day.

Until Volos lost his patience and betrayed us.

He had aimed that same crossbow, loaded with a wooden stake, at Bradley. The love of my life died instantly when the stake pierced his heart. The mirth in his eyes vanished and his body turned to dust. There wasn’t anything left of him to hold or cry over. I had to find a vacuum cleaner to retrieve what was left of him so that I had something to bury.

Volos would have killed me, too, but he only had the one stake.

I should have gone after him; I should have killed him. Instead, I had collapsed in Bradley’s ashes and sobbed into what was left of him.

Bradley procrastinated everything—he would live forever, he had the time to spare—and in the end, he was murdered for it.

Now, Volos was back, threatening to kill my friends or kill me in front of them. 

“Come up here, monster,” Volos said. “I’ll add your blood to the new ice cream flavor. If you don’t…” the crossbow swung to Bob. “You can watch him die. Stakes kill humans as well as monsters.”

“Saph, don’t,” Bob said.

I tensed all my muscles and tried to relax them to calm myself, but it didn’t work.  

“Your choice. You can watch them die, or they can watch you die.”

“Sapphire,” Ford whispered. “Stall. I just need one moment to shift—”

“And become an even larger target,” I snapped. “Pegasi aren’t arrow proof.” I stepped toward the stairs that led up to the walkway. Above, the vampire’s body was already gone, turned to ash.

“Hurry up,” Volos snapped.

I gritted my teeth and did what he said, rushing up the steps to the walkway.

“Let her go. I’ll do anything,” Ford cried.

“Don’t move,” I ordered. I wasn’t about to watch them die, too.

I glanced down into the vat, and for the first time ever, felt ill looking at ice cream. The white swirled with crimson. 

My footsteps clanged on the metal grating as I strolled toward Volos. He grinned like a misshapen jack-o-lantern. 

“You’ll be one of the first to help make the world a better place,” he said. “You should be proud of yourself; this is the one useful thing you’ve done in your life.”

Ford lunged toward the steps and Volos whirled, aiming the crossbow at him. I jumped and grabbed it, yanking it down. It twanged as he fired. 

My heart leaped—though it hadn’t beat in years, fear gave it wings, and it clogged into my throat. My gaze went to Ford and Bob, searching for red, searching for death.

The stake slammed into a vat and bounced off toward Ford.

He jumped into the air. His body shifted to a white horse with wide, strong wings that buoyed him an inch above the flying stake.

There was no chance to be relieved. Volos let go of the crossbow and reached a hand behind him, drawing a gun from his waistband. 

I slammed the end of the bow into his gut, and he crashed to the walkway’s railing. 

He raised the gun toward me. I dug my claws into his wrist, forcing his arm an inch away from my head. 

He cried out in pain as his blood dripped down my hand and onto the walkway.

He lifted his knee, slamming it into my gut. I stumbled backward, and he leaped, his foot hitting me square in the chest. If I had to breathe, he would have collapsed my lung.

I fell against the railing. It dug into my back as the world tilted around me. Volos shoved my shoulders. My feet left solid ground as I plunged toward the vat of ice cream.

Well, at least I’d drown in something I loved.

A draft of wind swept under me, and my spine crashed onto the back of a white horse. Bob clung to Ford’s mane with one hand and reached behind to clutch my arm with the other.

I gripped him and swung a leg onto Ford’s back. The Pegasus shifter’s body was warm between my legs, and Bob was warm against my body as I clung to him. 

Ford flapped his mighty wings and soared like a meteor, streaking across the factory so quickly that the wind threatened to rip me from his back.

Gunshots filled the air and my body tensed, waiting for the inevitable horsey cry of pain and smell of blood. 

Ford slowed and reared onto his hind legs. Bob yelped as I clutched him, and he clung to Ford. 

With a cracking of wood and a bang, Ford kicked down a door with his mighty front hooves. He tucked his wings in close and galloped down the hallways and into the lobby. It was like riding a motorcycle around tight bends at top speed.

He reared again, kicked the outer door, and rushed out into the night. We soared higher and higher into the fresh cool sky.

High above crossbows, guns, and murderers.

Only the dark blue sky, the shining silver moon, and us clinging together and somehow, alive.

I buried my face against Bob’s neck and choked down sobs.

How was Volos back? How could this be happening?

Ford made a strange sniffing noise, jolting me from my thoughts. “Ah…ah…”

“Don’t you dare—”

“Choo!”

Instead of a horse body, my thighs were wrapped about the back of a normal sized, naked man. Bob clutched the short brown hair of a human rather than the mane of a horse. 

“Aaahhhhhhh,” Bob yelled.

“Aaaahhhhhh,” I yelled.

“Aaaaahhhhh,” Ford yelled.

My stomach jumped into my chest as we plummeted. Trees and grass rushed up to crush us with their unforgiving hardness.

“Sneeze again, sneeze again!” I shouted.

“I’m trying!”

I felt Ford’s ribs raising and lowering fast and quick between my legs as he gasped for breath. “Ah…ah…”

He didn’t get to “choo” before his back widened, spreading my legs. Wings sprouted on either side, and he pulled up hard. 

I glanced down. Ford’s hooves were barely above the ground. Fuck, we had been so close to being smushed like pancakes. 

“Choo!” he shouted, and suddenly the horse and wings vanished.

We crashed to the ground, Ford on the bottom with Bob on his back, and me on top of Bob. He smelled minty and warm, like a tea.

Ford groaned.

“Shhiiitttt,” Bob said.

“Well, that was fun,” I said. They both turned their heads to glare at me. “Not the murderer part, the flying part.”

“I hope I never fly again,” Bob said.

“Get off me,” Ford said. 

I rolled off Bob and he climbed to his feet. Ford rolled over so he lay on his back on the grass, naked as a squirrel. “What now?”

“We have to stop that bastard,” I said. “Before he kills anyone else or poisons the city.”

“How?” Bob said. “Should I call the police?”

“Yes,” I said. “That’s a good start, but I know a better way to hunt the killer. A faster way that the cops don’t know about—a man who can track anyone across the city.”

Chapter 6

I pounded on the townhouse door like it was a bongo and this was a party. 

“What?” Wim shouted. The door yanked open so quickly that I didn’t have time to pull my hand back. It smacked right into his forehead.

“Motherfucker,” he said, cringing back.

“Good, you’re awake,” I said.

Wim lifted his head, his forehead bright red like he had been spanked. I glanced over his perfectly scrupled chest, the tattoos of forests on his arms, and his pajama pants covered in little croissants. 

Fuck, he was still hot. 

Wim took one look at Bob, who smiled and waved; Ford, naked as an orgy on a hot day; and me with leaves in my hair.

“Nope,” he said and closed the door.

I slammed my hand against it and forced it back open. Wim’s forest-green eyes narrowed at me.

“William,” I said.

He blinked. “Nobody uses my full name.” His voice went oddly husky. Probably the curse again.

“We need your help. All of Silver Springs does.”

Wim sighed. “You can come in, but only so the naked wonder can put on pants. Then, you’re leaving.”

“Thank you, my good dude,” Ford said. “That’s the correct term, right?”

“This is why I like you, Ford,” Wim said as he stood aside to let us in. “You make me look sane.”

Normally, I would find that funny, but not now. I felt like my stomach and heart had turned sour like milk left in the sun—which I guess was cheese? My insides were cheese.

“I’ll find you something to wear,” Wim said, gesturing for Ford to follow him up the stairs.

I led Bob into the living room. The back windows and patio door opened onto a forested ravine; its fall colors dulled in the starlight. Wim often went down there to shift and run for the sheer joy of it.

“This room looks like an Instagram photo,” Bob said. “All minimalist design and flowers in fancy vases.”

I snorted.

Wim stomped back down the stairs and leaned against the banister. He crossed his arms over his bare chest. “Once he gets dressed, you’re leaving.”

“Did you jack off?” I said. “Did it break the curse?”

He frowned deeper, a crease appearing between his eyes. “No.”

“No, you didn’t jack off, or no, it didn’t break the lust spell?”

“Why are you here?” Wim said.

I tensed and relaxed my muscles to calm myself. “Someone killed a vampire at the ice cream factory.”

Wim blinked; that at least got through his barely contained rage. “So, call the cops.”

“We did,” I said. “And we went to the station and gave statements to the normal cops and then to the supe ones who took over the case. I even called Dean, Finn, and Sebastian at Club Vee to spread the word about someone hunting vampires.”

“If you’ve told the police, what’s the problem? Let them handle it.”

“But…” I glanced at Bob, who forced a false smile that didn’t reach his eyes. Shit, he was a kind heart.

Wim caught my glance and shot me an inquiring look. “Can we talk alone?” he said.

I nodded. He hauled himself off the banister and crossed the living room to the kitchen. I followed, letting the swinging door shut behind me.

“This is the plan,” I said, but Wim raised a hand to cut me off.

“How do you know my full name?” he growled.

“That’s not important right now.”

“How do you know?”

I sighed. “Fine, we’ll do this nonsense first if it’ll make you feel better. You told me when we were drinking in the forest after the Shakespeare play.”

His mouth turned downward again. Damn it, even when he frowned like an emo kid, he was hot. 

“I don’t remember telling you anything,” Wim said.

“Well, you were drunk as a poet on payday.”

“Don’t be silly, Fire. Poets don’t have paydays.” His lips quirked. 

I burst into laughter and Wim did too; he had a deep, calming laugh like a breeze rustling the trees at night.

“How come you remember? Weren’t you drinking too?”

“Alcohol doesn’t affect vampires of my lineage. We’re classical, ancient vamps. No sparkle or extra magic in the bloodline.”

“So, I was drunk and rambling, and you were fucking stone-cold sober.”

“Corpse-cold sober, yes.”

Wim grunted in annoyance and refused to look at me. “Sometimes I forget you’re…unending and unchanging.” 

His words sent a stab of pain through my heart, but I was glad for them. They were a much-needed reminder of why I had to keep my distance from him.

“You told me about lots of things,” I said. “Like your parents, and the shitty marriage they couldn’t escape because they were fated mates. You even showed me a photo of little puppy wolf shifter Wim. Your little ears bigger than your little face.” I put my hands on my head, fingers out to mimic his ears.

“Enough,” Wim said, looking away. “This…this is all too much. You shouldn’t know these things. I never tell anyone, but now you know and…it’s too much.” He moved away from me. 

I stopped talking. Even if we weren’t together, Wim was my friend, and it hurt to think we couldn’t be anymore because of this spell.

Fuck. I had made a terrible mistake; I had already gotten close to someone who I would have to watch die.

“What happened at the factory?” Wim said, breaking into my thoughts.

I told him, everything except the part about Bradley. He ran a hand down his face. “Fuck. Can vampires even be killed that way?”

“Yes. Bradley always said that our strength was in the blood. Take the blood and there’s nothing left.”

“Who’s Bradley?”

My heart writhed like a worm cut in half. “The reason I have to stop the ice cream destroyer.”

Wim turned his gaze back to me, his forest green eyes hard and probing. He might have been young—almost half my fifty-three years—but he wasn’t dumb. “This isn’t about ice cream.”

Focusing on the dessert was easier. It was easier than facing the fact that Volos was back and killing again.

“I thought I would love blood ice cream, but not like this,” I said, my voice turning small. “Never like this.”

“Why do you want my help?” Wim said, gentler than I had ever heard his voice before. I wanted to hate his tenderness, but I couldn’t muster it.

“You can sniff Volos out faster than the cops can.”

“I don’t know his scent.”

“When we met, you recognized I was a vampire from my scent.”

“Yes, at Vee.” He smiled at the memory, and I did too. 

I had been lingering at the bar when Wim approached me. We spent the night exchanging barbs, including veiled references to vampires and wolves. 

“But you said this asshole is a human,” Wim said, bringing me back to the present. “He’ll smell like any other sweaty ape. There’s nothing to go on.”

“A sweaty ape with vampire blood on his clothes and ice cream on his shoes, probably.”

Wim hesitated. “Yeah, that would work until he showers or does laundry. But the cops have wolf shifters who can track him.”

“None as good as you.”

Wim frowned. “Fire, what are you going to do if we find Volos? Why not let the police do their job?”

“Because I have to kill him.”

Wim’s mouth fell open, his eyes going wide. “Fire!”

“I should have killed him when I had the chance, when he murdered Bradley.”

Wim blinked. “What happened?”

I had never told anyone about Bradley before, but now that Volos was back, I had to drudge up the past. “Bradley was my sire and partner—until Volos killed him.”

Wim sucked in his breath. “Fire, I’m sorry.”

“Volos was out of weapons, and I have claws. I could have killed him, but…I’ve never killed anyone, not even for blood. So, I didn’t do anything. I let him go, but then the police couldn’t find him, and I just hoped…I don’t know, that I’d never have to face him again. But he’s back. More people have died because I didn’t stop him.”

Now that I had started talking, the words poured out despite the hitch in my voice and the bloody tears welling in my eyes. “It’s all my fault, Wim. I couldn’t save Bradley, and I couldn’t save anyone else.”

Wim’s arms wrapped around my shoulders and waist and pulled me against him. His heat seeped into my icy skin, slowly warming my own blood. I was a warmthsucker as well as a bloodsucker.

I breathed in to smell Wim’s wild, woodsy scent. Being close to him eased something within me as it sent a thrill down my spine. I pressed my ear against his pec, listening to the strong beat of his living heart.

The love is a curse, it won’t last, I reminded myself.

“None of this is your fault, Fire,” Wim said. “Place the blame on the piece of shit who deserves it, not on yourself for being good and decent.”

“If I was a killy kind of vampire, Volos wouldn’t be around to hurt other vamps…or ruin the ice cream.”

Wim snorted at my lame joke, and I smiled, glad that I could make him a little happy.

“If you were a killy vampire, we wouldn’t be friends.”

He was right, damn him.

That was when I realized, I didn’t come here because Wim could track Volos. I came here because I needed him.

“I missed you at the factory…before the murder part, at the ice cream theft part.”

“I missed you, too. I tried to jack off, but I could only think of you and it felt kind of lonely.”

“Ummm, Wim?”

“Yeah?”

“I blood-cried onto your bare chest. Sorry.” I stepped back, and he glanced down at the red streaking his skin. He shrugged and grabbed a dishtowel from the oven door handle. I watched him dab the tears from his chest, and my skin shivered at the thought of licking blood from him.

“If the cops don’t find this asshole, we will,” Wim said. “And then tell the police where he is. I won’t help kill anyone, and we’re not exactly fighters who can kick guns out of hands and dodge silver bullets.”

“Aren’t silver bullets and werewolves a myth?”

“Bullets still kill you no matter what they’re made of!”

“Okay, okay. We’ll track Volos and…I don’t know, spy on him to give the cops intel like we’re private detectives.”

“Can I come?” Bob said from the living room. “I always wanted to be Sherlock.”

“I’m coming with you as well,” Ford said.

They were eavesdropping! I ground my teeth and slammed open the kitchen door. It banged against the wall, and Bob startled. Ford stood behind him in blue sweatpants that clung to his bulge.

I tore my gaze from it. “You don’t ever spy on me.” 

“We weren’t trying to,” Bob said. “But you’re both so loud, and I couldn’t block you out because I lost my earphones at the factory.”

“That asshole tainted my factory and threatened your life,” Ford said. “I have to stop him.”

I remembered Volos’s wooden stake zipping through the air and barely missing Ford.

“No, it’s dangerous, and this is my fight,” I said.

“You weren’t worried about me,” Wim said.

“You can smell him coming, you can bite and run. You’re a big bad wolf. He’s a horse, and he’s Bob.”

“Hi,” Bob said, waving. His clear blue eyes met my mine, and I felt like I could stare at them for hours. He winked as though he was joking around. I wasn’t certain if he was, or if he was oblivious. 

“We heard what you said,” Ford said softly, “about Volos killing your friend. It wouldn’t be right for you to face him alone. We’re here for you, no matter what.”

He walked toward me with his gaze locked on me, as though he was a raven and I was a shiny thing. He grabbed my shoulders, and his hands were warm as blankets. “We’re with you.”

Ford pulled me against him for a hug. I hadn’t expected it, but I couldn’t pull away. He was solid, reliable, and safe.

Wim’s wide hand pressed against my lower back as he moved in close. Bob leaped up and nearly threw himself at us, wrapping an arm around Ford and one around me. 

Ah fuck, I was in a group hug like the ending of a bad sitcom. So cheesy.

And so, so warm, as though I were alive again. Their heat ran through my veins; their arms were like the protective walls of a castle. They felt like home, like a cozy bed on a cold day.

Chapter 7

Being in the center of a group hug with these men was making my skin feel warm. My pussy throbbed, my hand trailed along Wim’s bare back and itched to feel Ford and Bob’s bare skin. My tongue craved a taste of them.

Shit. I had to get them out of my system.

Sex should break the lust curse—and then they could choose whether or not they were willing to risk their lives with clear minds and empty sacks. Plus, Wim had been trying to get into my pants for years. Ford had been working on seducing me for months. Bob, I met on Tinder. They were all horny as hell before this curse even hit. Time to end the hard-ons, defeat that curse, and prove that we weren’t meant to be.

“There’s one thing we have to do before going after Volos,” I said.

“Hmmm?” Wim said, his face nestled against my hair.

“We have to clear our minds. We can’t go into a dangerous situation blinded by sploosh.”

“You mean…all of us?” Bob said.

“Of course.” Maybe that would drive them away—using their egos and possessiveness to beat the curse. 

That was what I told myself, but really, my brain was lighting up like a fireworks show. Three hot men, all younger than I was, all here to please me. I was motherfucking James Bond—spying on enemies, fighting murderers, banging younger hotties.

Wim chuckled, a low rumble almost like a growl that I felt as a shiver along my skin. Ford’s bulge twitched against my pelvis; he was getting ready. 

“I’m in,” Bob said. Wim and Ford nodded. I blinked. Really? This orgy shit didn’t scare them off?

“Does anyone have condoms?” Bob asked.

“No need,” I said. “One of the perks of being undead is that I can’t catch STDs or pregnancy. You’ll only need protection if you’re fucking each other.”

Bob glanced at Ford and quirked an eyebrow, as though he was considering it.

“I get you first,” Wim growled against my hair. 

“What makes you think that?” I said. 

“I’ve known you the longest.”

“Seniority doesn’t count. This isn’t a job promotion.”

“Isn’t it?” Wim said.

“Well…I guess fucking me is your job now, so yes, but I choose who the head gigolo is.”

“I don’t want to be paid,” Bob said.

“It was a joke, Bob. I don’t have money.”

Ford pulled his arm from my back and slipped his hands onto my neck. His thumbs stroked my chin and tilted it upward to meet his eyes. “Here’s why you should choose me first,” he said, his voice husky against my lips.

His mouth covered mine. It wasn’t the first time I had kissed Ford. We had made out many times, usually right before I drank a bit of blood from him—he was a good sport.

This time was different. This time, my stomach did backflips and my heart fluttered. He nibbled my lip as his thumbs stroked my jawline. Wim’s hand was still on my lower back, and Bob’s arm was still around my shoulders.

“Damn it, Mumford,” Wim growled. “Fire was mine first.” 

His arm slipped between Ford and me. He grabbed my hip and turned me toward him, breaking Ford’s and my kiss. Before I could snap at Wim for being an ass, his lips pressed against mine. His hand tangled in the back of my hair, pulling me against him.

I grabbed Wim’s ass in both my hands, kneading. His tongue stroked my bottom lip in between bites; pain and comfort mixed, one following the other.

I moaned, despite myself. But damn it, Wim didn’t get to act like he owned me.

I growled and yanked myself away from him, turning my back to piss him off. I grabbed Bob’s jean jacket in both hands, yanking him toward me. “Let’s see what you got,” I said and kissed him.

Unlike Wim, Bob was gentle, almost polite. His lush lips tasted of chocolate ice cream. He smelled of mint, and his hot breath caressed my lips in between long, slow kisses. His hands stroked my waist, sending delightful tremors along my skin.

“Well, Fire,” Wim said. “Who do you pick?”

I broke off the kiss with Bob, and he frowned, annoyed. I planted my hands on my hips and looked each of them over. Ford’s borrowed sweats hugged his thick erection, while Wim made his biceps ripple to draw my gaze. The front of Bob’s jeans grew tight and strained against his growing hard-on.

“Ford first.” Because I could take control of him. “Then Wim.” Because his alpha wolf side would come out and try to control me. “Then Bob.” A gentle, sweetie to wrap things up. “Feel free to watch. Are you all okay with that?”

Ford’s eyes went wide, and he nodded. Wim smirked mischievously. 

“Wow,” Bob said. “That’s new. I mean, yes. Yes, please.”

I grinned and grabbed Ford’s hand, leading him to the couch. Time to ruin Wim’s furniture with guy butts and sploosh.

I hooked a finger into the waistband of Ford’s sweats and dragged him toward me.

“Are you only interested in me because of the love spell?” he whispered against my lips. His eyes were wide and scared.

“Let’s break the lust curse and find out,” I said and stuck my tongue down his throat. He groaned, and I slipped my hand into his pants, caressing the length of his cock.

I was never one to be patient when it came to big juicy cocks—and Ford’s was the largest I had ever seen or held. His tip was already wet as he moaned helplessly into my mouth. I chuckled and stepped back to yank down his sweats. 

He startled but didn’t protest or try to cover himself. Of course, half of Silver Springs had already seen him naked. 

“Take off your shirt,” I said. 

As he pulled it over his head, I stared at his sculpted six-pack and his perfect abdominal V.

“On your knees,” I ordered him.

He gasped; his chest rose and fell quickly and his massive cock twitched higher, reaching toward his stomach. He lowered himself to the floor before me.

“Now watch,” I told him as I peeled off my jacket and tossed it aside. I pulled my black t-shirt over my head, slowly, to make all three of them wait, to make them feel that I was the one in charge.  

I didn’t bother to wear bras anymore—I was too small to need the support and too old to give a fuck about anyone seeing my always-cold and thus always-pointy nipples.

I watched Ford’s eyes grow wide as his gaze landed my bare chest. He trembled with desire, with the effort to stay still as I had ordered him.

I glanced at Wim and Bob. “No stroking yourself, men. I need you hard still.”

Wim growled. 

“Okay!” Bob said brightly.

I smiled down at Ford’s waiting, eager look as I slipped off my sneakers and peeled down my leggings. He hissed in a breath.

“What do you think, Mustang?” I said to him, husky and low. “Should the panties come off?”

“Yes,” he breathed.

“And what then?”

He swallowed, eyes fixed on my pelvis. “I’ll please you for as long as you want, however you want.”

I chuckled. “And how do you want to please me?”

“With my tongue. Please.” He groaned. “I want to taste you.”

I smiled. “Good man.” I pushed down my panties and sat back on the couch, slinging one leg over the armrest and one over Ford’s shoulder.

Wim growled. “Fuck, Fire, don’t make me just stand here.”

I ignored him, for now. Ford’s gaze fixed on the valley between my thighs, his eyes slowly tracing the folds, the wetness.

“Please,” he whispered.

“Do it.”

Ford leaned forward, grabbing my thighs and pressing his tongue against the bottom of my slit. He licked me from hole to clit. I threw my head against the back of the couch and moaned.

His hands stroked my thighs, his tongue explored every fold, licked every drop of wetness. He sucked my clit into his mouth, and his tongue pressed on it in slow circles.

My legs trembled, my hand knotted in his hair.

“Come while you pleasure me,” I ground out. His hot breath stroked my clit as he moaned. He pulled one hand from my thigh and reached down to his cock.

“I thought Saph was wholesome,” Bob muttered, and Wim barked a laugh.

“That greedy horse won’t leave any Fire for us,” Wim said.

At being called greedy, Ford moaned against me, and I quivered. “You are greedy, aren’t you, Mustang.”

In response, he pressed his tongue against my opening. I clenched my thighs around his shoulders.

His tongue trailed my slit back to my clit and pressed against it, rubbing in a fast circle.

I panted and clutched at his hair. My clit throbbed, my pussy clenched, and every muscle tensed as the pleasure rolled through me. 

I let out a final moan and pulled Ford’s face from my slit.

“Did you come?” I asked.

Ford lifted his face to meet my gaze. His eyes were content and tired. 

“I hope it landed on this ugly couch,” I said.

“Hey!” Wim said.

I laughed and slung my feet to the floor.

“May I stand?” Ford said in a husky whisper. I leaned forward and kissed him, tasting myself on his lips. 

“You’ve earned it.” 

As he climbed to his feet, I turned to the other waiting men.

“Wim, you’re next. What do you have for me?”

Chapter 8

Wim grinned and yanked down his pajama pants to show off his thick erection. It stood tall from a bed of curly brown hair. His gaze fixed on me like a predator on his prey. I shivered in anticipation.

Fuck, I was thirsty with these dudes around. Whatever happened to just wanting ice cream?

Wim tangled his hand in my hair and pulled me against him. “You aren’t going to make me wait this time,” he rasped against my lips. “I’m taking what I want.”

I rolled my eyes. “You’re nothing but a puppy.” 

Wim growled, his eyes full of fire. His mouth consumed mine while his hand reached around and grabbed my bare ass. His touch sent fresh heat between my legs. He broke off the kiss to slap my ass. I startled and a moan escaped my lips. 

He chuckled. “Should I do that again?”

“Is that it?” I said. “Pfft. Puppy dog.”

Wim’s eyes darkened, and it made my skin goosebump.

His hands trailed over my waist, up to my breasts, stroking my hard nipples. I made a contented sound against his neck, sucking and kissing the skin there. I wondered what his blood tasted like. Unlike Ford, I had never sipped from Wim. He wouldn’t allow it.

Wim’s hands gripped my hips, his nails digging in as he whipped me around. His hand pushed between my shoulder blades until I bent over the armrest of the couch. I rested on my forearms, ass up in the air in front of Wim, in front of the friend I had been flirting and arguing with for years.

And I fucking loved it, damn it. My pussy grew hot under his gaze.

His hands slipped between my thighs and pushed my legs open.

“Mmmm, you’re so wet, I can see it running down your legs,” he groaned. “You like being spread open and waiting for me, little vamp.”

I moaned despite myself. “Get to it, Wolfie.”

His fingers trailed up my thighs to my slit, slipping between the folds, caressing everywhere except my most sensitive spot. I withered helplessly and bit my lip to stop myself from begging him to fuck me. I might bend over and spread wide for the wolf, but I would not beg for his cock.

“Fuck, Fire, you’re so hot,” Wim groaned and pushed his tip against my opening. “So wet.”

“Fuck me or shut up,” I said.

He chuckled, and with one long movement, thrust inside me right up to his balls. He was hot, swarming my insides with a heat that spread up through my torso.

I cried out, and our voices mingled, moaning together. His hands gripped my hips as he emptied and filled me over and over. With each hard thrust, my body rocked against the armrest, rubbing my clit on the cushion. 

Somewhere behind me, Bob moaned. Him and Ford watching Wim fuck me over the end of the couch made my pussy clench.

My climax built slowly because I had already come once, but Wim was stubborn and did not disappoint. He stayed hard and rode me on and on in front of the other men. I lost track of time as he filled my pussy from his tip to his balls over and over. Each thrust brought me closer and closer. 

“Wim, fuck me, fuck me,” I cried as the orgasm flooded my body, making every muscle quiver, making my inner muscles throb around Wim.

“Fire,” he gasped, and spilled his hot spunk inside me. As he pulled out, he left that bit of heat behind inside me, warming my body from the inside.

I pushed myself to stand and faced the men. Bob gasped for breath. Ford’s eyes were wide and amazed.

“Okay, Bob,” I said. “Show me what you got.”

This was it. After a good pounding from Bob, the lust curse should be broken. I’d be safe from having to watch them grow old and die.

Bob pulled his shoulders back and stepped toward me. “Good man,” I said, “saving that erection for me.”

“I usually don’t do this on first dates, but…” He smiled his cheery smile. “What the hell, it’s a day of firsts.”

He kissed me, sweet and gentle, and I pressed myself against his still-clothed body. His warm hands trailed over my shoulders down to my breasts, where he caressed my aching nipples. He stroked his fingers along my waist and hips, slowly and gently, exploring every inch of skin.

I wasn’t the patient type. I undid his fly and yanked his jeans down. Unlike Wim and Ford, he actually wore underwear—a pair of gray briefs that showed the outline of his hard cock. 

He kissed me, long and sensual. I ran my hands under his shirt, over his abs and pecs. Fuck, Bob was hiding some nice muscle under that dumb jacket.

“I want to feel your cool skin against me,” he said against my lips.

“Great. Off with your clothes, Bob.”

He did as I asked and pulled off his jacket, followed by his dark t-shirt. Yeah, no ice cream body here.

Bob pressed against me; his cock nestled along my slit between my legs. We kissed, stroked, and caressed. He was like an explorer, studying every inch of me until my body tingled from his hands and my pussy ached for his cock.

“Come on, Bob,” I said against his mouth and pulled him down onto the couch. I lay back, and he settled between my thighs, his forearms sliding under my shoulders to hold me while he propped himself up. One hand stroked my hair. 

I buried my face in the space where his neck met his shoulder, breathing deeply of his scent.

“Now?” he asked.

I lifted my hips toward him, wrapping my legs around his ass. He groaned and pressed the head of his cock to my opening, sliding in deliciously slow. I threw my head back and moaned—and caught sight of Wim standing over us, watching.

I winked at him, and he shot me a sly grin.

Bob fucked like he touched, slow and thorough. The full length of his cock caressed my insides in long, teasing thrusts. His hard, hot body pressed against me, his hard chest rubbing my aching nipples.

He kissed my neck, my shoulder, my lips. I fought the urge to sink my teeth into his throat. He smelled delicious, as though his blood would taste of mushrooms, earthy and rich.

He moaned against my throat, his cock twitching inside me. 

“Clit, Bob,” I gasped.

He grunted and shifted, slipping a hand between us. His fingers found my most sensitive spot.

I moaned, moving my hips with the rhythm of his strokes and thrusts. Damn, that man was good with his fingers. My clit throbbed, and slow waves of pleasure broke over me. My inner muscles clenched hard around him. I shuddered and clung to him.

He cried out, and his hot sploosh filled me.

My body went limp, infused with a cozy, happy kind of tired, rather than my usual bitter one.

“You men are so much better than the spelled dildos from The Magical Rooster. Maybe I should return the box of new toys in my car…though that will piss off April June the witch.”

“What are spelled dildos?” Bob said.

“They’re like normal dildos except they lick and thrust and glow, shit like that. April makes wonderful toys,” I said wistfully. “Though you guys are better.”

“Better than magic,” Bob said.

That was when it hit me.

I was glad. Glad to see Wim grinning at me. Glad to be tangled with Bob. Glad to see Ford’s pretty brown eyes as he stared at me and Bob.

I felt like my heart was wrapped in fuzzy blankets and sunshine.

Shit. 

The curse hadn’t been broken. I was still in love.

If anything, it had gotten stronger. I wanted nothing more than to curl up with these dudes. I could hardly believe it; I wanted to cuddle.

What the fuck was happening to me?

“Get up, Bob,” Wim said.

The poor human groaned and pulled out of me and off of me. 

My whole body, from my inside to my blood to my toes, still felt hot and alive. Hell, my chest fluttered in a way that was almost a heartbeat.

I started to sit up, but Wim stepped forward and scooped me up in his arms. I nestled against his broad chest and wrapped my arms around his neck. Would he let me drink?

“I’m taking you to bed,” he growled.

“You all are,” I said.

“Sexy slumber party,” Bob chirped. He ran, naked, for the stairs.

Wim sighed, and I laughed at him.

“You’ll never stop messing with me, will you?”

“Never,” I promised.

Chapter 9

I woke up with my body warm, like I was alive again.

Wim was curled around me like a big spoon. Ford slept on his stomach in front of me with his arm slung over my hip. Bob snored on Ford’s other side. We were naked, and Wim’s hot skin made my blood warm in my veins.

The light, fuzzy feeling still fluttered in my chest like a puppy chasing its own wagging tail. 

I groaned. Fuck all this squishy-emotional grossness.

Yet I didn’t get out of bed. I breathed in their scents and let my skin goosebump where it touched theirs.

“Good morning, gorgeous,” Wim said against the back of my neck.

“Mornings are for villains and milkmen,” I said.

“I thought you disliked nights.”

“Those too.”

Bob chuckled on Ford’s other side. Ford just kept sleeping. I never knew he was a deep sleeper. It made me want to stroke his hair to see if that would wake him like I used to do with Bradley. That vamp slept like the dead. Nothing woke him up, except his own morning erections.

Oh shit, now instead of just feeling squishy, I felt squishy and sad.

“Let’s never get out of bed,” Bob said.

Ford’s nose twitched in his sleep, then scrunched up. “Ah…ah…”

“Get out of the bed!” I shouted, jumping to my feet.

I scrambled off the end of the mattress as Bob and Wim thumped onto the floor.

“Choooooo!” Ford sneezed. One moment, he was a sleeping man, the next, he was a horse with snow-white wings tucked against his sides. He lifted his head, blinking his big brown eyes awake.

Wim’s bed creaked under the weight of Pegasus Ford, then collapsed with a bang.

“Fuck! First, you come on my couch, then you wreck my bed,” Wim shouted.

I laughed. 

Ford fixed him with a sorrowful horsey look.

“It’s a good thing you have money,” Wim snapped.

“Should I Uber Eats you some hay?” I said to Ford. He neighed.

I smirked and turned to push past Wim to claim the bathroom first.

I didn’t want to lose this feeling of heat in my blood and skin, so I turned the water up hotter than usual. When I returned to the bedroom, the now-smashed bed was horse free. I riffled through Wim’s drawers and pulled on a sweatshirt that was too big for me and a pair of his boxers.

Downstairs, the men had drawn all the curtains shut over Wim’s large windows so the sun couldn’t burn me. 

Sunlight didn’t kill vamps like in the movies, but it did burn like shit. That might be preferable to continuing this love curse. My brain thought that, but my heart and pussy refused to believe it.

I stepped into the kitchen to find Bob, naked except for his jeans, flipping pancakes at the stove. Wim hunched over his phone, while Ford slowly sipped water. They were avoiding each other’s eyes.

“You’ve already seen each other come, so you might as well drop the awkwardness,” I said. 

All three stared at me with wide eyes, their gazes darting toward each other and quickly away.

“What? Are you planning a threesome and leaving me out?”

Ford cleared his throat. “Horniness sometimes leads to decisions that are socially awkward in the morning…like seeing a platonic friend and a stranger come in your lady love.”

I laughed. “Well, another reason to break this curse as soon as we stop Volos.”

Wim slammed his phone down onto the counter, and I frowned at him. He glanced away. “You need to eat.”

“You’re right,” I turned back to the living room, still covered with strewn, abandoned clothing.

“Where are you going?” Wim said.

“To order Tinder Eats,” I said, finding my pants and digging the phone from the pocket. “Get a fresh man-meal to come to me.”

Wim’s fist closed around my wrist and our gazes locked. “You aren’t calling some stranger.” He took a deep breath. “Drink from me.”

“What was that, Wolfie?” I said. “You always looked like a snack, but you never wanted to be one.”

“Don’t make this harder than it is.”

“I’d like to make you harder than you already are,” I said, glancing down at his pajama pants. They clung to the outline of his hard cock.

I smirked.

He tilted his head to the side, revealing his throat.

My stomach fluttered. In the three years we’d known each other, Wim had never let me drink from him. 

His breaths came slow and steady, as though he was calm about offering up his throat to my fangs. Maybe he was.

Maybe this was the spell talking, and he would regret it the moment it wore off.

“Do it, Fire,” he said.

I leaned forward, smelling his woodsy scent and my metallic one on his skin. I kissed his neck gently at first, then roughly. I sucked on his sensitive skin so I’d leave a hickey to cover the tooth marks. His pulse thrummed against my lips, making my stomach growl.

He groaned deep in his throat. That was when I knew he was ready. I pulled back my lips, extended my fangs and bit him.

His body tensed, and he grunted—Ford had said it felt like needles taking a blood sample. Uncomfortable but not painful. 

Wim’s blood filled my mouth, tasting like fresh mushroom salad. I always wondered what he tasted like.

It would be easy, so easy, to drain him dry. His warmth filled me with every swallow, pooling in my gut, warming my insides as his cock had warmed me lower down.

But I didn’t need more dead men, so I only drank what I needed to survive—okay, a little more than I needed. I retracted my fangs and licked the drops of blood from the small wound.

Wim sighed, and his body relaxed as though he had just come. His hand fell from my wrist, his other one stroking my lower back. 

“Next time, I’m licking up your moisture,” he growled against my hair.

I trembled against him. Fuck, he was making it difficult to resist him and easy to forget about the spell.

Would he resent me for this sip of blood once the spell wore off?

“Well…that was weird,” Bob said happily. He stood in the kitchen doorway, holding a spatula in one hand. Behind him, Ford looked away from me and stared down into his cup of water, swirling it around.

I often drank from him. Did he feel like I was rejecting him by trying someone else? Why now, when I was always tasting new men? That was why Bob was here.

“Breakfast is ready,” Bob said.

I looked him over slowly. His neck flushed red, full of blood.

“I mean the pancakes are ready,” he said. “Not my neck.”

“I could bite your pancakes,” I said. “And by pancakes, I mean ass.”

Bob grinned but gestured to the kitchen rather than his butt. 

Good. If he had taken the bait, I would have spent the morning licking that ice cream man rather than stopping a murderer. Fucking spell.

We gathered around Wim’s kitchen table. It was meant for two people, so we had to squeeze in close.

“You didn’t sneeze overnight,” I said to Ford to cheer him up. “You’re getting better at managing the shifting.”

“I took an antihistamine,” he said into his pancakes. “When I was putting on Wim’s clothes last night.”

“Really?”

“I didn’t want to mess anything up,” he said and smiled the most forced smile I had ever seen.

“Look, if you want me to drink your blood, you can be lunch,” I said. 

He startled, gaze going wide.

“Yes, you’re that obvious. Variety doesn’t mean your flavor sucks.”

Bob gulped loudly.

“It’s not that,” Ford muttered.

“What is it?”

He shook his head and said nothing. Fuck, was his insecurity getting to him again? 

“How are the pancakes?” Bob said to break the heavy silence.

“Delicious. Where’d you learn to cook?” Wim said.

“I’ve been on my own since moving up here to find work. I spent a lot of time on the phone with my mom to get her recipes and have her walk me through them.” Bob laughed. “It’s kind of nice having other people to cook for.”

So, he liked providing sustenance. Maybe he’d come around to being a snack…I shoved the thought away. No, he was only talking like this because of the curse. It wouldn’t be right to ask Bob for anything.

Wim leaned back from the table and raised his phone over his head. He duck-faced at it and made a peace sign in front of his bare chest.

“Another thirst trap?” I said.

“You like them.”

He was right; I’d been eyeing him for three years. Maybe these gross feelings and overwhelming horniness weren’t entirely due to a spell.

“I have to keep up regular posting to land a new sponsor,” he said. “I’m in talks with Club Vee.”

His phone clicked as his thumbs flew across the screen. When he put it down, I picked up mine and tapped open the Gram. Up popped a handsome man with a duck face and disheveled fuck-me hair.

“Feelin’ cute, might nap,” Wim had written as the caption.

“Feelin’ tired, might cute,” I commented. He’d know it was meant to tease him. I paused, staring at his pouty duck face and tapped out another comment. “Feelin’ ducky, might flap around and eat some bugs.” I never clicked like on his photos, but I always commented.

“Have the police contacted you?” Ford said, glancing at my phone.

“No, just a thirsty wolf,” I said, putting it down.

Ford frowned. “They haven’t followed up with me either.” He sighed and pushed up from the table. “I have to go to the office.”

“Why?”

“My factory is the center of a murder and a police investigation. I shall have to assist the police with recalling every pint of ice cream in case there’s blood in it.” He heaved a sigh. “That could ruin the company. Then I need to contact employees and explain the situation, handle the media, arrange to transfer money out of the emergency fund so that employees receive their pay until the factory re-opens.” He sounded so tired. I was beginning to suspect that Ford didn’t like running businesses that much.

“Do you have Volos’s address in the employee records?” I asked.

“Yes, I gave it to the police. They’ll be watching his home.”

“If we can get close to his place,” I eyed Wim, “maybe you can catch his scent and track him down.”

He nodded, his mouth pressed into a hard line. 

“I don’t remember the address, but I can look it up for you,” Ford said.

“We’ll go with you to the office. You can tell us everything your HR department knows about this asshole. Then, we can save the ice cream and kick some ass.”

Chapter 10

With the factory closed for an investigation, Ford called a car to take us to the main Weatherhouser offices where his entire family ran their businesses.

I climbed from the car and flinched at the sunlight. Even though I covered my skin in long dark clothing, gloves, and a cowboy hat, the sun still made me want to find a dank cave. It was like being hungover and staring at a bright light.

The Weatherhouser office building stood like a senator, pompous and old. Its roof peaked in soaring gothic arches dotted with stained glass windows. It looked like a place to worship money rather than earn it.

Worse than the building itself was the knot of uniformed officers and media outside the gate.

Ford stared at them, his face paling. 

“Stand on his other side,” I whispered to Bob, “try to keep them off him. Walk fast, stare straight ahead,” I added to Ford. “Let’s go.”

As we neared the gate, the gathered media rushed us, firing questions like buckshots. Wim led the way, pushing through the crowd and opening a space for us.

“The police are investigating. I can’t comment on the case,” Ford said stiffly.  He stumbled, and his gaze latched on something in the crowd. 

I followed his stare to the four officers standing before the gate’s entrance. They wore the dark blue of police. Ford kept staring at them, his brows pulled down in a frown of concentration.

But with the media around us, I couldn’t ask what was wrong.

The officers nodded as they stood aside to let us through the gate. They yanked it shut with a clang.

From behind my sunglasses, I glanced over their belts with Tasers and guns, their shiny boots, their chests…

Without badges pinned on them.

Ford watched them over his shoulder. 

“Who are they?” I muttered.

“I do not know, but the man with the short blond hair looks familiar, only I can’t place him.”

“We probably saw him at the police station last night,” Bob said.

“They smell of brandy and mahogany,” Wim said.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“They smell like they’ve been someplace rich.”

I frowned and glanced back at the officers. Would beat cops carry a scent of wealth like that?

“Only one thing to do: keep moving forward and fix this mess,” Ford said. He swiped his security card, and the building’s great wooden door swung inward. 

I whistled as we followed Ford into the lobby, and the door shut automatically behind us. The floor gleamed like ice under a full moon, printed with a massive compass star. Above us, a chandelier larger than my apartment shone with silver and gold. It tinkled gently like wind through a chime. 

Wim stopped and looked around. 

“What is it?” I said.

His gaze met mine, cold and serious. “There’s someone in here, and he smells like blood.”

Shards of glass rained down from the chandelier as thick as a blizzard, crashing into the floor to our left.

We jumped back from the debris. My heart clenched in fear. If we had been standing a few feet to the left, it would have killed the men.

Volos dropped from the chandelier and bounced to a stop at the end of a black rope around his waist. What, did he fancy himself a fucking spider?

His left arm was bandaged and stained red from my claws, but it didn’t seem to slow him. In each hand, he held a gun with a big yellow tank on the top. He trained both on me and fired.

I flinched and leaped back. Wim cried out. Ford whirled, his eyes wide in fear.

Two streams of water hit my torso, soaking my clothes and plastering them to my skin.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I shouted.

“Holy water,” Volos said triumphantly.

I planted my hands on my hips and glared at him, not bothering to react to the water. “Did you really think that was going to work?”

“You’re an agent of hell, so yeah.”

I said nothing and stared at him from behind my glasses until he stopped firing and glanced at his guns. He frowned. “But I blessed it myself.”

“Yeah, well, Toto blessed the rains down in Africa. And like that song, you don’t mean shit,” I said.

Wim snorted.

“I like that song,” Bob said.

“Not now, Bob,” I snapped.

“But wooden stakes work,” Volos said, confused. “Why not holy water?”

“Because if you shoot anyone in the heart with a big spike, they’ll die!” I shouted. “You don’t have special vampire-killing knowledge. You’re just an asshole.”

“How did you get in here?” Ford roared, all his training and upbringing as a rich bastard being put to good use. He sounded like a duke enraged at the help. “If you harmed any of my employees or family members, I will make your skin into a rug.”

“Touch me and die. I have powerful connections who will avenge me. You’ll never even see them coming.”

Ford’s eyes went wide with realization. He looked back at the door. “Fuck!”

“What?” I said.

“I remember where I’ve seen that officer. He’s not a cop. He’s one of Westerbrook’s thugs.”

“Who?” Wim said.

“The Weatherhousers’ main rival,” I said. “And a witch.”

“Motherfucker,” Ford shouted, his voice echoed around the lobby. “Westerbrook is backing this asshole to ruin my business.”

“I’m backed by God to make the world right,” Volos said.

“You mean getting rid of morning shifts?” Wim said.

“Yes!” 

“Pfft,” I said. “You begged Bradley to turn you into a vampire. You’re just pissed that you’re an incompetent normal. No offense, Bob. That wasn’t targeted to all normals.”

Volos’s eyes darkened. “You won’t laugh at me anymore.”

He dropped the water guns which clattered to the floor among the shattered glass. He reached behind him with both hands and drew two handguns from his waistband.

My stomach turned over like I was going to puke. My heart turned cold as…well, it was already cold as death. But it felt painfully cold now.

Time both slowed down and sped up. I saw Volos draw his weapons in slow motion, saw the glint of the metal, saw the barrels of the guns turn toward us.

At the same time, it happened too quickly to stop it, too quickly to even yell more than one word and run more than one step.

The gunshots echoed around the lobby, making it sound like they were never-ending. Ford crashed into my side like a brick wall, and I hit the floor with a grunt. He landed on top of me. 

I smelled blood and looked up to see tears in his tender brown eyes.

My scream drowned out all other sounds. Ford rolled off me, one hand pressed to his ribcage as blood welled out between his fingers.

I knelt over him, pressing my hands to his wound, seeing the pain in his eyes, and being unable to fix him, unable to help him.

It was like Bradley all over again. 

I couldn’t do anything except watch Ford die.

“Get out, run!” I yelled at Wim and Bob. They had to save themselves before I watched them die too.

But they didn’t run. They did the worst thing they could have.

They leaped between me and Volos’s guns, as though their dying would save me from bullets. Once they fell, he’d shoot me anyway…and the bullets wouldn’t kill me unless they hit my brain or heart.

I’d have to watch them all die for no reason.

“Volos, I’ll help you,” I shouted. “Don’t shoot them, and I’ll help you make vampires and create a kingdom of the night!”

“Fire,” Wim hissed. I shot him a look of warning.

Volos’s gaze locked on mine across the room. His eyes were baggy and bloodshot.

“You’re tired, aren’t you?” I said gently. I kept my gaze on him as I slipped a hand into the pocket of my jacket and pressed the home button on my phone. From long, long hours bent over the damned thing, I was pretty sure I could tap the emergency call button blind.

“I’m tired all the time,” Volos said and sniffed. “I had to get out of bed at seven am to hide up here.”

“That’s unjust. I’ll help fix it. But only if you leave them alive, Volos.” I made sure to use his name so the emergency operator would hear.

“Really?”

“I promise,” I said. “There are better ways to fix society than killing people at an ice cream factory.” That was more for the emergency operator. Mention of murder should get the cops here faster. “I know other vampires. I can lead you to them.”

Bob crouched and grabbed a chunk of glass from the floor. Clutching it hard, he pulled his hand back and threw it.

It gleamed as it soared through the air and slammed into Volos’s forehead. He jerked and cried out, dropping one of the guns to the floor. Blood ran down into his eye as he pressed his hand to the wound.

Shit! I fucking had the asshole calmed down.

“Bob, Wim, run,” I ordered. 

Wim shifted. His body lengthened as he dropped to all fours and grew a thick coat of silver fur. In the blink of an eye, he became a mighty, massive wolf.

In one great leap from his strong wolf legs, he soared across half the lobby toward the dropped gun. He shifted while in the air and landed with his human hand on the gun. Unlike when Ford shifted, Wim was fully clothed. With focus, shifters could change their clothing too.

He scrambled to one knee and pointed the weapon at Volos above him.

Volos aimed his gun back at Wim.

“Freeze like ice cream, motherfucker,” Wim said.

“Drop it, hairy monster,” Volos shouted back.

Bob fell to his knees next to me and Ford, his hand bloody from the shard of glass he had grabbed.

“Let’s get him out of here.” He slid a hand under Ford’s shoulders, hauling him upward. The other man groaned.

I glanced back at Wim. Did he even know how to use that gun?

“Go,” I told Bob and Ford. “I got a piñata to whack.”

I stepped past them toward Wim. Volos’s gun swung to aim at me. Wim tensed. “Hurt her and die!”

“I could hurt you, and what can she do?” Volos said. “I’m all the way up here.”

“He can capture vampires for you,” I said to the idiot hanging from the chandelier like fucking mistletoe. “And I can find them. I know where we vamps hang out.”

Volos hesitated, glancing between us.

“I’m tired too, Volos,” I said, and that at least was true. Being ancient was exhausting. “The world needs to make room for night owls.”

The big heavy front door crashed open and a SWAT team rushed in. 

My body tensed. Their uniforms were similar to the men by the gate who were helping Volos. The moron said he had connections, after all.

“Drop the weapon,” one of them boomed out, aiming her gun at Wim.

Wim dropped the gun and put his hands in the air. “He’s not the shooter!” I yelled. “He’s not the shooter!” But they didn’t seem to listen or care. 

An officer grabbed Wim’s wrists and twisted them behind his back, locking my wolf in cuffs.

I rushed toward them, but another cop pushed me back. “You assholes! The shooter is up there!”

They listened to that, at least, with a handful of cops turning their guns to the chandelier. 

But Volos was gone.

Chapter 11

The next few hours passed in a blur. 

They arrested Wim. Paramedics hauled Ford away. The police dragged Bob and me, still stained with Ford’s blood, to the station to give statements and wait while they held Wim in a cage.

While Ford could be dying in the hospital.

Bob offered me his hand while we sat and waited at the station…and damn it, I took it. I needed the warm comfort. His injured hand had been bandaged by the paramedics at the Weatherhouser offices.

“You’re a great glass thrower,” I said softly among the noises of the cop shop. 

“I play baseball on weekends,” Bob said. “Pitcher since high school.”

I knew so little about him, and yet he had risked his life for me. “What other hobbies do you have?”

“Ballet. It’s a good way to stay fit.”

“You just got hotter,” I said and forced a smile.

Finally, between security footage and Bob and my statements, the police realized Wim was innocent.

My wolf rubbed his wrists and frowned deeply as he marched out of the back of the station. The knees of his jeans were tattered and bloodstained from where he had knelt on the floor among broken glass.

I leaped up and threw myself at him, wrapping my arms around his neck. He pressed me to him in a bear hug.

“Did you beat up the toughest guy in jail to establish your place in the hierarchy?”

“I was the toughest guy in there. I don’t know how I’ll ever adapt to life on the outside now.”

I snorted, and Wim chuckled against my hair. “How’s Ford?”

I pressed my lips together. “I don’t know yet.”

“He’s stronger than he looks…or speaks…or acts.”

“He better be, or else I’ll have to turn him into a vampire just so I can kick his ass for dying.” I pulled away from Wim and glanced at the waiting officer.

“You’re free to go,” she said. “We’ll be in touch if we need more info or have any updates for you.”

“Did you catch Volos?” I asked.

She frowned and shook her head. Wim growled deep in his throat. “The chandelier contained a staircase that led to a room in the ceiling. It was for cleaning the massive thing without having to lower it. He escaped before we could get up there. We have leads that we’re following.”

“Are you checking out Westerbrook?” I said.

“We’ll talk to him,” she said. “In the meantime, I can arrange for someone to drive you to the hospital to see your friend.”

My heart clenched. “That’s not necessary,” I said and whirled, slamming my way through the station’s door. I cringed at the sunlight and slipped my sunglasses back on.

“Where are you going?” Bob said, rushing out of the station with Wim on his heels. “We have to visit Mr. Weatherhouser and see…” his voice choked in his throat.

And see if he was dead or not.

“I’m going home,” I lied. I just wasn’t going to the hospital.

“Fire, he saved you,” Wim said.

“I can’t…I just can’t,” I said. “I can’t see him dying like Bradley or hooked to machines and waiting to die like…” like my parents. I had stood in the room, watching the nurses pull the plug on my brain dead family. I had listened to the beeps of their hearts slow and then stop.

I wouldn’t do it again.

“You can’t skip out this time,” Wim said.

“You know why I can’t do it,” I hissed.

“Deal with it for his sake,” Wim hissed back. “I’m handling my issues with this whole mess. You can do the same.”

The rage that flared in my chest was hotter than fresh blood burning in my gut.

“We’re all unhappy here,” Wim said. “We have to ride it out until this mess is over, and then we can angst.”

“My parents and partner died in front of me, and you’re calling that angst, as though it doesn’t matter? My friend almost died in front of me, and that’s nothing but angst to you? Like this is all some bullshit high school drama that I should get over?”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“What do you mean?” I crossed my arms.

Wim crossed his arms too while Bob looked between us like a kid caught between fighting parents.

“Look, I’m chained to you and these two men because of some fucking mate spell,” Wim said. You think I like it? We’re all fucked, but we have to stick together for now.” 

Chained? Being with me was like being caged? Well, fuck him. “Pfft, you think you’re the fucking victim because you have to put up with us?”

“At least I’m not walking out on Ford.”

“I’m not walking out on him either,” I snapped. “I’m just not watching him die.”

“We don’t know if he’s…you know…until we go to the hospital,” Bob said.

“So, he might be fine this time, but maybe he’ll die in the next attack or accident or from sickness or old age. All of you will, eventually. And I won’t stand around and watch it!”

“So what? I’m standing around watching you fuck other men,” Wim muttered.

“That’s not the same thing, you dickhead! I can fuck whom I want. Who I want? Whom? Anyway! You don’t get to order me around like your shitty father does to your mother.”

Wim’s eyes turned cold and angry. Good. “You leave my family out of this.”

“Why don’t you just get over them?” I said in a mocking tone. “Why don’t you stop seeing mates as a trap you can’t leave because of destiny? After all, you think I should get over my crippling trauma.”

“Fuck you, Fire.”

“You won’t get to again. I’m leaving and you can fuck off.” 

“Then maybe we should go our separate ways,” Wim said. “I never wanted a mate.”

Bob rubbed the back of his neck and looked away. “Life has been…hard since I met you, Sapphire,” he said quietly. His hands shook.

His words were like needles in my heart. “You were only a meal, anyway,” I said. 

Bob’s eyes went wide and watery. “I guess this was never going to be real. Tinder dates never are.”

It hurt to see that sad expression on his face, hurt in a way that made a heaviness lodge in my chest.

“I don’t need either of you.” I turned on my heel and marched down the street. 

Even now, with the rage burning in my chest, something ached at the thought of not seeing them again, of not cuddling or joking or fucking.

I had to get away from them. They were only pain, like I knew they would be. That was why I kept my distance from people, but this fucking curse had ruined all of that.

“When I find out who cast this curse, I’ll make them reverse it and then eat a jar of cinnamon as punishment,” I called behind me. “Until then, we’re officially over, no matter what bullshit you feel.”

The heaviness in my heart burst and filled my chest with searing pain, as though I had been doused in boiling water.

“Fuck,” I cursed through clenched teeth as I doubled over, gripping my chest. My heart shattered like a dropped mug. It was like the pain of watching Bradley die but somehow worse. Somehow more, as though my shattered pieces shattered again.

Through the haze of pain, I heard Wim and Bob cry out. On shaky legs, I turned toward them. Bob had dropped to his knees on the pavement, and Wim doubled over with one palm on the wall to hold himself up. 

Bob’s gaze found me, his blue eyes begging for answers.

I tried to step toward him, but my legs wouldn’t answer. Again, I couldn’t do anything.

I couldn’t help.

Just as suddenly as the pain had hit, it vanished. Leaving not even a tingle or an ache. Despite the heartbreaking pain, I felt…fine. 

Normal.

The overwhelming squishy love feeling that had been drowning my heart for the last day was gone. So was the never-ending low-level horniness between my legs.

I met Bob’s eyes, and his adoration was replaced with surprise. Wim lifted his head, and his forest-green eyes locked on me with a scowl. I quirked a questioning eyebrow at him to ask if the love had vanished from him, too. He knew what I meant with that look and nodded.

The curse was broken.

Chapter 12

The decommissioned furnace room under the castle was the perfect place to mope in dank darkness. I stayed there after my shift in the gift shop until I fell asleep, tucked into a recess in the stone wall. Damp, dark, cold. Probably haunted. Just how I liked it.

There was only one problem.

“Are you a ghost?” A high-pitched kid’s voice startled me from my nap.

“Ah, fuck shitter,” I said. A bunch of kids giggled and an adult gasped.

I groaned and unfolded myself from my nook, hauling myself to my feet.

“Do you need an ambulance?” said a middle-aged woman from the other side of a velvet rope. She held a red coffee cup in one hand. A gaggle of kids surrounded her.

“Nope, no hospitals. I was just waiting for a tour group to come through.” I cleared my throat. “Umm…so this is the old coal furnace,” I gestured grandly around the stone room. “It took a team of twelve men, probably, to run it. They were shirtless and sweaty as the condensation on a glass of beer. Also, hot as hell because they shoveled all day.”

“You mean the temperature was hot,” the teacher said.

“Sure, that too. If you continue down this tunnel, you’ll reach the old barn and another tour guide.” I paused. “Thank you.” I bowed, and the kids clapped, slow and uncertain.

I stepped over the red rope and snatched the teacher’s coffee from her hand. She blinked at me, holding her now-empty hand in front of her.

The kids gasped and giggled as I marched down the underground tunnel. 

I sipped from the cup. “Urgh, chamomile tea? Really?” I yelled behind me. 

Somehow, I dragged myself up a set of stairs and into the gift shop. I trashed the tea and grabbed a pair of cheap sunglasses off a rack. I put them on with the tag hanging in front of my eyes.

“Long night?” asked Fara from behind the counter. She was my only employee in the gift shop. She was perky because she was young and fresh out of school. Unlike Bob, who was perky because he was Bob. 

“Why do we sell sunglasses in the basement of a castle?” I said.

Fara pushed her long black hair behind her ear. “You look hungover again.”

“Pfft,” I said. Hungover would be easy. I leaned against the counter and pulled my phone from my jacket pocket.

“Walk of shame?” she asked. “You’re wearing the same clothes as yesterday and the day before…”

“Cancel that phrase. There’s no shame in fucking,” I grumbled. 

I pulled up the local news on my phone and thumbed through. Nothing about Volos or more ice cream murders. That didn’t mean none had happened. Vampires didn’t leave bodies behind, after all.

“So, who’s the lucky man you’ve been spending your nights with?” Fara said. 

“No one.” I tapped my phone to open Instagram. It displayed the profile I always left open. The most recent photo was from four days ago. It showed a handsome man with a pouty face, no shirt, and pajama pants with little croissants on them.

Wim hadn’t posted anything since that day, even though Internet model was his job and his only source of income.

Was he okay? Was he alive?

I pushed the thought away and closed the app. He wasn’t my problem anymore. 

“Was that your boyfriend?” Fara said, leaning over my phone. “He’s cute.”

“Why don’t we serve coffee here?” I said to change the subject.

“If you’re not seeing Mr. Croissant Pants, can you send me his profile? Are his DMs open?”

“Hell, no,” I said, and then cleared my throat and stood up straighter. “I mean, sure, I’ll send it. I’m not seeing him. Nope, not ever. But why bother meeting someone? You break up or die. No point in the end.”

“I don’t know why,” Fara said. “It seems like it would be nice to have someone to cuddle with at night…and then blow like candles on a birthday cake.”

I laughed. “I remember why I like you.”

“Aren’t you trying to find someone? I’ve seen you with Tinder on your phone.” 

At the mention of the app, my thumb hovered over it…. If I tapped on it, I could pull up Bob’s profile and see his grinning face and our old messages.

I shook my head and put the phone in my pocket. “Relationships are pointless, and forever is a horrible lie. Either you die, or we would grow to hate each other. Death or disinterest always win in the end.”

“Yeah, they taught us that in school…entropy and the heat death of the universe.”

“You see? Science gets it.”

“But I mean…in the meantime, we have to do something, right? If stars didn’t shine and planets didn’t spin, the universe might as well be heat dead now.”

“Are we talking about the cosmos or about getting dick?” I said.

“Both.” She laughed like wind chimes. “Cosmic dick!”

“We have to get some alien cock in here.”

Fara normally would have laughed. Instead, her gaze went past me, and I followed it to a group of kids and their parents staring in open horror at us.

“Toys are in that corner,” I said, pointing and then glaring from behind my glasses until they walked away.

Fara giggled. “You’re going to get fired,” she whispered.

She had a point. If I was fired, where would I sleep and mope while hiding from murderers and boyfriends?

“I’ll be in the office before I scare anyone else,” I grumbled and rounded the shop counter for the glass door behind it. Plopping down in my creaky office chair, I pulled out my phone and opened Tinder. 

There was Bob with his bright blue eyes and his boyish grin. I smiled back at his photo, then clicked out and opened up Messenger. Ford was at the very top, followed by Wim. 

Fara was right that it had been another long night. I had read and re-read my conversations with all three men—every damned night for the last four days. 

I couldn’t stop. Partly because I was compulsively checking if they were contacting me. They weren’t, so reading the old messages was the next best thing. It was almost like they were here with me, and that made me feel a little bit warm.

Why was this happening? The curse was broken. The overwhelming feelings of love, devotion, and wet, wet horny times were gone.

Yet, I missed them. 

With Wim and Ford, it felt like a couple of puzzle pieces were missing from my heart. With Bob, it felt like I was missing out on something…a dread like when you know your friends are having fun without you.

Shit.

The curse had only strengthened what already existed—or maybe it hadn’t, and the time I spent with the men had created something real and lasting.

“I was thinking,” Fara said, leaning in the doorway.

“Shouldn’t you be helping customers?”

“There aren’t any,” she said. “I was thinking about what you said about forever being terrible.”

“Please, can this conversation end now?”

“No.”

“What if I fire you?”

“You won’t, because then you’ll have to do all the work.”

Fuck, she had me.

“These topics are inappropriate for work,” I said in the last-ditch effort to deter her.

“They make work less boring,” Fara said. “Anyway, I was thinking…and you’re right, nothing is forever because even stars and universes fade.”

“Yes! Triumph!”

“But it’s okay if nothing is forever.”

“Shit! No!”

“Yes! Because it doesn’t have to be. The sun doesn’t shine any less bright because it will burn out—”

“Can we not talk about the sun?” 

Fara ignored my distraction. “And love isn’t any less strong or warm or, you know, nice because it might end one day. Maybe it’s brighter because it will.” 

“You can say that because you’re lucky,” I said. “You haven’t lost much yet.”

“I lost Biggalo,” Fara said softly.

“You had a giant dicked gigolo?”

“No! She was my dog, the bestest girl. She slipped her leash and a car hit her.”

I frowned, so deep it hurt my face. “I’m so sorry.”

Fara rubbed her sleeve across her eyes. “It still hurts, but you know…if I never knew Biggalo, that would have been worse.”

I took a deep breath and blew it out in a loud sigh. What if I had never known Bradley? Would that have been worse than the pain of losing him?

I missed Wim, and Ford, and Bob. If I hadn’t met them, I wouldn’t hurt now. But I wouldn’t have the messages, the jokes and laughter, their tasty blood, or the sex that one time. 

I would only have an empty corner in Jewels Cafe—and nothing and no one to miss.

If I had never known Bradley, I would never have known a home or winter nights burrowed into bed against him.

“Plants don’t love sunlight less because of the night,” Fara said.

I sniffed back a sob before I started to cry blood. “Why are you working here? You should be a poet.”

Fara shrugged. “I need to pay rent.”

Fuck. I remembered my conversation with Wim a few days ago, laughing at poets, and the memory made me ache all over.

I wanted to see him. I wanted to know how Ford was doing and see his sweet brown eyes again. I wanted to talk to each of them, smell their scents, joke with them. Kill Volos with them. Eat ice cream with them.

Did it matter that it might not last forever? That didn’t change how I felt now.

I groaned and thumped my head against the desk over and over. 

“What is it?” Fara said.

“I’m fucked. Completely totally fucked.”

“How? Why?”

I groaned again. “I’m in love, and I’m going to do something about it.”

Chapter 13

The police officer guarding Ford’s hospital room checked my ID. I tapped my foot and tried not to look at any of the sick people being rolled down the hall.

“You look good for fifty,” he said, handing the card back and flicking his gaze over my long blue dress. It was slit high up my right thigh and left my arms bare.

“You look terrible for fifty,” I said.

He frowned. “I’m twenty-four.”

“You are? Huh. You don’t look like it.” Fuck him for commenting on my appearance when I was visiting an injured friend.

I tucked the plush unicorn under my arm to push past him into Ford’s room.

As soon as I saw Ford in the hospital bed, my heart clenched and my stomach twisted. He lay on the pure white sheets with his head turned away from the door and his eyes closed. The machine beeped out his heartbeat, slow and steady.

I had stood in a room just like this when I was eight years old, after my parents had crashed their car. The doctor explained that they were brain dead, but I didn’t understand what that meant. I listened to machines just like this one beep out their pulses, until they stopped and took my only family away. I went into foster care after that.

I froze as though any movement would cause Ford’s machines to slow as theirs had, as though a simple stirring of the air would stop his heart. I knew it wouldn’t, but that fear of hospital rooms as places of death had existed since I was a kid. I never could shake it.

I forced my tensed muscles to relax and stepped to the table at the end of Ford’s bed. Among the flowers and get well cards, I set down a stuffed unicorn and handmade card.

One other card caught my attention. It said, “Happy birthday, son.” Ford’s birthday wasn’t for months.

“Ford,” I whispered. 

He didn’t respond.

I shrugged and picked up the card, flipping it open. “Get well soon. Hugs and Kisses, Mom and Dad.”

Wow, that was cold even by my standards. Did they buy birthday cards in bulk and just use them for every occasion? I wouldn’t be surprised. Rich bastards could be the cheapest bastards.

I placed the card back down and spotted a stack of papers. A little yellow sticky note said “sign here” in the same handwriting as the card. I glanced over the page.

“Shit fucker.” 

It was a contract to sell the ice cream factory to Westerbrook, the asshole who had something to do with Volos. By the looks of the “sign here” notes in the same handwriting as the card, Ford’s parents wanted him to sell it.

I remembered the upgraded kitchen, Ford visiting the plant in the middle of the night to check on it, and his insistence on paying the employees when the factory was closed. He cared about this business, though half the time he pretended like he didn’t.

It was an afterthought to the rest of his family, a dumb side project that they handed over to Ford. But he worked hard on it. 

Now, they wanted him to sell it to the man who had had him shot.

I glanced at poor Ford. His brown hair spilled onto his pillow. His face was scruffy with a week’s worth of beard; I had never seen him unshaven before. 

I picked up the over-sized plush unicorn—white with wings of course—and plopped down on the bed next to him.

“Neigh,” I said and poked the unicorn’s nose against his. “Neigh.”

Ford grunted and turned his head toward me.

“Neigh.”

His eyes cracked open, staring up into the face of the unicorn. “Grandma?” he said, confused.

“Hell to the no,” I said, tucking the unicorn under his arm.

Ford’s gaze found mine, his eyes tired but smiling all the same. It made my heart ache that he was still happy to see me. “Ms. Sapphire.”

“Mr. Mustang.”

“You’re wearing the dress from the Summer Solstice ball we went to.”

“Oh, this old thing? I always wear it to visit the infirm.” 

“We danced all night at the ball,” he said and smiled at the memory.

“You said I should wear a dark blue dress to match my name,” I said. “So I did, to make you happy, though I wouldn’t have admitted it at the time.”

He smiled and rubbed a hand over his sleepy face.

“I also brought a card,” I said, grabbing it from the table and handing it to him. It said “Sorry you were shot” on the front with a hand-drawn frowny face.

“Hallmark doesn’t make gun violence cards for some reason, so I, um, drew one.”

Ford chuckled as he read the inside. “To a kind-hearted man who’s stronger than he knows,” it said with a drawing of open arms.  

“It’s the best card so far. Thank you.”

I glanced away and fiddled with the hem of my dress where it was cut high on the thigh. “I…um…I’m sorry I didn’t visit sooner. Hospitals are tough.”

“I know,” Ford said gently. “Bob told me what happened…about the sudden pain and about your parents.” He took my hand in his and stroked my wrist. “I’m glad you came.”

“It’s not okay that I waited so long. It was selfish. I’m so sorry, and I’m sorry for the pain. I didn’t know that would happen when I dumped the three of you.”

Ford nodded. “I’m glad you’re here because you want to be here, not because a spell compelled you or Wim guilted you into it.”

“He’s still mad at me, huh?”

Ford nodded.

“Thank you for saving me.”

“I shouldn’t get thanks for that.”

“Why the hell not?”

“I didn’t mean to save you. I just…acted without thinking about it.”

“So, you’re a motherfucking hero is what you’re saying.”

Ford frowned. “No, just a dumb bastard.”

“You were brave.”

“Same thing. Besides, you, Wim, and Bob saved me. We’re even.”

“Not even close,” I said.

Ford pushed himself up into a sitting position and plopped the unicorn on his lap. 

“How’s the pain?”

“Searing, but getting better. The bullet missed my organs, so they just had to remove it and patch up the internal bleeding. I’ll recover.”

“I should have visited sooner. If you were in…you know, risk of dying…I could have given you some blood.”

“A Pegasus vampire?” he chuckled. “My family would think I’m even more of a failure.”

“You would live.”

He frowned, thinking. 

I let the topic go. Bloodsucking and immortality weren’t for everyone. Even some vampires loathed it.

“Why does your family look down on you?” I said.

Ford shrugged. “Fucked up shifting, a lack of marriage offers, my businesses earn lower profits.”

“But you still make a shit ton of money.”

“They think it could be higher.”

“Well, they’re shit covered butt-cheeks,” I said. “On the up side, you’re not sneezing and freaking out the staff.”

“I asked for allergy medication.”

“Good. Better living through modern medicine makes you stronger. Though…I liked your random shifting. I get to see you naked a lot.”

“Everyone does.”

“Plus, you’re quirky.”

“Strange is the word most people use,” Ford said with a frown.

“Most people are crud.”

Ford smiled. “I’ve missed your sense of humor, Sapphire.”

“I’ve missed your…everything.”

He raised my hand to his mouth and kissed it. I smiled; I couldn’t help it.

“I doubt that very much, but thank you.”

“I never lie,” I lied. “How much longer are you here for?”

“The doctors wanted me to leave a day ago,” he said, dropping his voice. “But they’ll only release me into someone’s care…and I would rather stay here than go home with my parents or older sister.”

I glanced at the contract on the table. “You can come home with me. It’s not fancy, but…”

Ford perked up. “I’ve never seen your apartment. You hate having people over.”

“Because I have to clean first. But I’ll make an exception for you. Nobody should have to deal with your parents.”

He snorted. 

“Until then, we’ll have our own ball,” I said, gesturing to the gown. Maybe we could make a hospital room a less traumatic place, a place where people lived instead of died.

Ford quirked an eyebrow at me. “That doesn’t sound like you. That sounds…cheery.”

I shrugged and looked away. “The spell broke, but…not everything broke with it.”

Ford was silent for a moment and then unclipped the heart monitor from his finger. With a grunt, he swung his legs out of bed. I leaped up and ran around the bed to help him. He held his side and stood hunched, but otherwise steady. 

I fought the urge to look at the back of his hospital gown.

“I fear I’m underdressed,” he said. “However,” he stretched out a hand. “May I have this dance, Sapphire?”

He had asked me the same question at the fancy rich person’s ball. Only this time, he was mostly naked.

“Hold on!” I pulled my phone out of my dress pocket and tapped to play one of the songs from that night. 

We held hands and stared into each other’s eyes while swaying back forth. When the chorus hit, we let go and danced the Macarena.

“Heeeyyyy Macarena,” we sang while shaking our asses. Me in a flowing sapphire dress. Ford in a backless hospital gown. 

A nurse, who had probably been alerted to Ford removing his monitor, blinked at us from the doorway. She backed away and shut the door.

We burst into laughter as the song ended, and he plopped back down on the bed.

I sat next to him, letting our legs and arms brush, and staying quiet while he caught his breath.

“I have to ask or it will drive me nuts,” I said. “Are you selling the factory?” 

Ford’s expression dropped, turning pained and cold. “Westerbrook put in an offer right after the murder. Mother and Father believe it will be cheaper to sell than to handle the PR crisis. They’ve always seen the factory as unimportant because my great-grandmother bought it as punishment.”

“For what?”

“My grandfather wouldn’t stop whining for ice cream.”

“So she bought an entire factory?”

“For a four-year-old to run so he could learn about responsibility and stop whining.”

“I don’t know if I should be horrified or impressed by her passive-aggressive game.”

Ford grunted.

“My brave Mustang,” I said. “What do you think about selling it?”

He shrugged and looked away. “I know my family only gave it to me because they think it’s a joke. I tried to do right by it, but maybe that wasn’t enough. It’s all fucked up now. If…if I sell it, I suppose you’ll no longer have a reason to talk to me.” He gave me a forced smile. It made my heart ache, like stomach pains when you eat too much candy.

“At first, I was trying to get a lifetime supply of free ice cream from you,” I admitted. “But not now. Not anymore. Now, I’m trying to get a lifetime supply of free Mumford Weatherhouser.”

His eyes widened, and a slow grin crossed his face like a flower unfolding in the moonlight. “I love you, Sapphire. I have for weeks. The spell only gave me a constant erection and heart palpitations.”

I laughed. “I would have noticed a constant erection. You were naked a lot.”

“It was a semi.” He leaned in and kissed me while I laughed.

“I love you too, Mr. Mustang.” I chuckled again, but this time it was a cover because I knew what I had to do.

Ford saved me, so I was going to rescue something important to him. I was going to face Westerbrook, stop Volos, and save the ice cream factory. For Ford’s sake.

Chapter 14

I didn’t tell Ford about my plan because he would worry. Instead, I promised to return to the hospital at checkout time the next morning to take him to my place.

My shitty, shitty place.

Until then, I had a dick-face to dick-punch in his dick-mouth.

In my blue ball gown, I leaned against an ornate dresser in Westerbrook’s house and ate wings from a Styrofoam box. Well, soy-based imitation wings, which were just as good.

The lights flicked on and a distinguished middle-aged man in a tuxedo glared at me. My stomach twisted in dread from the magical wards that protected him and this house.

“Hey there,” I said, sucking a wooden stick clean of sauce and tossing it onto his fancy rug.

Westerbrook slammed the door. The cold fury in his eyes roved over me like hands. “How did you get in here? How did you get past the wards?” 

I chomped into another wing. “You mean the wards that create a crippling sensation of dread so that people avoid your estate? I live for that. I thrive on it. Places that feel like a crypt are perfect.” I tossed another stick to the carpet. My blood thrummed from fear and my limbs shook with the effort of not fleeing from the ward. 

But I was stubborn. I would not back down.

“Aren’t you going to ask who I am?” I said.

“Why do you think I care? I should turn you into a frog and step on you,” he said. “Perhaps keep you as a pet to toy with whenever I wish.”

“I’d shit on your hand if you did,” I said around a mouth full of soy meat.

“You choose death, then. Very well.” He reached into his tuxedo jacket for a wand.

“The phone in my pocket is leaving all of this as a message on a detective’s voice mail,” I said. 

His hand froze. But he covered his surprise with one of those fake, condescending smiles that old rich guys used. He seemed to think it fooled me, because he gestured to the container of wings. “May I?” 

“Nah,” I said, picking up another one. “I know you’re behind the ice cream murderer.”

“That is preposterous. The police have already cleared me of any connection with the mishaps at the Weatherhouser buildings.”

“They’ll change their minds after this,” I said, dropping a stick and the entire empty container to the rug. I dug into my gown’s pocket and pulled out a pint of Flying Horse ice cream and a spoon. 

Westerbrook didn’t even glance at it. “Have you told this detective that you are trespassing in my home? I wonder how long until they arrive to arrest you?”

“Why do you want to buy an ice cream factory?” I said, prying the lid off the carton.

“To help the Weatherhousers and the town, of course. It would a shame to lose a Silver Springs institution because of their incompetence. Who in their right mind would allow a madman to run their plant at night? People like them are born to wealth and power and a hint of magic in their weak shifter blood, but they don’t know how to use it.”

My hand clenched the spoon so hard it dug into my skin. “This is how you talk when you’re trying to look innocent? Dammmnnnn, you need help.” 

“You will leave my property,” he said, slipping his hand back into his jacket and pulling out a wand. 

My heart clenched in terror, but I covered it by scooping Sparkle Sprinkles Vanilla into my mouth.

Westerbrook waved his wand and muttered a single word, “îngheţa.” 

I flinched, expecting pain or worse. The temperature around me dropped from comfortable to polar bear’s asshole when sitting on ice. 

I relaxed. Joke’s on him. I was already freezing cold. My muscles and limbs became stiff as the cold set in, but the cold couldn’t kill a vampire. I moved slower, but I moved, scooping more ice cream into my mouth and locking eyes with him while I chewed.

“You’re a spirits-damned vampire,” he said. Even when angry, his voice remained refined, as though he thought he farted expensive artwork.

I sucked in a breath of air so cold, it seared my lungs. “That you tried to kill me tells me everything I need to know.”

“You can prove nothing, because there’s nothing to prove. Your accusation about my attempting to harm you is clearly a lie because you are unharmed. As for the murderer, he is an unfortunate mental patient—”

“Who was let into the Weatherhouser offices by your people. How do you have access to their building?”

Westerbrook waved his wand and muttered a word, and the cold vanished as quickly as it had appeared. “I do not. You are as mad as the killer. I shouldn’t be surprised, as you vampires are pathetic. You possess only scraps of magic that you bestow to humans who could never deserve power.”

He was lucky I wasn’t a killer—and that his security cameras had footage of me being here. I’d be the obvious suspect in his well-deserved death. 

“So, you don’t have access to the Weatherhouser offices. But why were your thugs outside of the building?” I said.

He blinked. Oh yeah, he didn’t expect me to know that.

“I ordered them to help secure all the Weatherhouser properties after the unfortunate incident. A simple favor to assist my fellow business owners during this time. The police have already questioned me about this.”

“You did a hell of a job securing the offices,” I said.

“Just because someone slipped past my people, does not mean I condone attempted murder. The police realize this, so your amateur game of private detective is over. Please, my guards shall show you the door.”

There were no guards in the room. He raised his wand, and I realized he mentioned guards to make it sound like there were witnesses who would testify that he hadn’t harmed me.

“Căldură,” he whispered. The room around me turned hot like a summer’s day. I tensed, waiting to see if my plan would work, or if he would burn me to a crisp.

The temperature inched higher, and his hand shook as he pointed the wand at me. He muttered more words, but the heat held at fine beach weather. Westerbrook’s eyes, though, burned with the rage of a man not used to facing defiance.  

I said a silent thanks to April June at The Magical Rooster. I had bought a second box of magical dildos from the witch to get on her good side so that she’d cast a protective ward for me. Westerbrook’s cold spell hadn’t worked because cold didn’t harm an undead vampire. Heat did, so it triggered the ward.

“You’re shielded,” Westerbrook said quietly. Somehow, that held more anger than if he had shouted. 

“Ice cream?” I asked, holding out the pint toward him. “The Weatherhousers make the best frozen treats, and it is quite warm in here, for you, anyway.”

“Who warded you?” he said. 

“Pfft.”

“Tell me!”

“Oh, are we shouting questions now? Okay! Answer this! Why do you want to create more vampires?!”

“Nobody wants more of your kind. You’re scavengers.”

“If you don’t want more vampires around, then you must be dumber than I thought to hire Volos.”

A muscle in his jaw twitched.

“Only a true moron would work with that man.”

“I admit,” he said slowly, “that I have used this tragedy to attempt to break the Weatherhousers’ monopoly. But business is not a crime. I have done nothing wrong, and the police agree. You are the one who broke into my home. Who helped you commit this illegal act?”

“I cast the ward myself.”

He clenched a fist and then forced it to open and relax. “You are a liar as well as scum. Non-witches cannot wield magic powerful enough to thwart me.”

“I did,” I said and licked my spoon clean.

He nearly shook with fury. “Guards!” 

Shit. Westerbrook wasn’t slipping up and revealing anything. I was no closer to stopping him or finding Volos. I marched up to him and slammed the pint of ice cream into his chest, smearing it against his fancy tuxedo. He flinched but said nothing.

I locked eyes with him, matching his glare with my own. “I know you’re backing Volos. I know you’re trying to take over the factory, and I will stop you and that murderer.”

“You’ll never connect this to me,” he said lightly. “I’ve committed no crime.”

“Because you hired someone else to do it for you.”

The door slammed open, and three guards in dark blue uniforms stormed in. They wore the same uniforms as the men outside of Weatherhousers’ office. 

“Why do your guards dress like cops?” I said.

“Go home, you useless scum,” Westerbrook ordered.

I considered refusing, fighting, beating the truth from him. But while April’s ward protected me against magic, it didn’t protect against the guards’ batons or guns. I might be able to take them down with claws and teeth, but that wouldn’t prove Westerbrook’s guilt, only mine.

Ford’s factory wouldn’t be saved then; he’d just lose me to death or jail instead.

“You won’t win,” I reminded Westerbrook as his guards grabbed my arms to drag me from the room. “Hands off me or I’ll have you charged with assault,” I added. They didn’t listen. “Help, noooo, aaahhhhhh,” I screamed for the recording.

“Idiots, let her go and lead her out…politely,” Westerbrook ordered. 

They followed his command, and I shot him a smug look over my shoulder before turning my back on him.

I pretended to ignore his guards as I marched down the massive gleaming stairs to the front door. This was much easier than climbing in through the window with a rope from the Magical Rooster—yeah, it was a spelled bondage rope. 

Turned out those are perfect for breaking into houses. All I had to do was the toss the end through an open window, and it tied itself to a bedpost. It also knotted itself around my wrists, but I knew the safe word to make it stop.

Westerbrook relied on his terror-causing ward to keep people out. He didn’t count on someone like me who liked spooky places, feeling like crud, and owned a car full of spelled sex gear.

Back on the street, the iron gate clanged shut with a finality like failure. Which it was. 

I hadn’t gotten a damned thing from Westerbrook. He tried to kill me—twice—which meant he was as evil as I suspected. But with only a voice recording and no injuries, I couldn’t prove that to the police.

I walked to the corner where the witch’s ward ended and my fear started to fade. Pulling my phone from my pocket, I ended the call with my own landline voice mail. Being too lazy to cancel a phone I never used had come in handy. 

Of course, I hadn’t actually called the cops when breaking into someone’s house. I wasn’t stupid.

But I did make sure to have a back-up. If Westerbrook harmed me, there would be proof that I had been at his place.

With the call ended, my phone’s home screen showed six missed calls—all from Wim and Bob.

Before my heart could soar, the phone rang and Wim’s name appeared on the screen with a little circle photo of him.

My heart almost beat in excitement. I swiped to answer. “Wim—”

“Fire, don’t go home.”

“What—”

“I’ve tracked Volos. He’s at your apartment building.”

Chapter 15

“Shit. Shitty shit shit,” I said. “Are you there, Wim? I’m coming now.” I broke into a run down the sidewalk. Though I wore a gown, I had my usual beat-up sneakers underneath. 

“Yes, Bob and I—”

“Hi!” Bob said cheerfully in the background. “I helped find Volos.”

“Good job, Bob,” I said. “Wim, where are you? I’m on the way.”

“We’re in my car out front—”

“Give me that phone,” a voice snapped on the other end.

A cold tremor ran down the back of my spine, worse than the sensation from Westerbrook’s ward. I stumbled over my feet and came to a stop. 

The sounds of a fight scuffled over the phone.

“Wim! Bob!” I cried.

“It’s a trap,” Wim shouted as though from far away. “Don’t walk into it. Fire—”

“Hello, vampire scum,” Volos said on Wim’s phone.

If my heart could beat, it would have sputtered and stopped. “If you hurt either of them, I will peel your arteries out of your body and feast on your heart’s blood.”

“You promised to help me.”

I blinked. Did he not realize that had been a lie to distract him? 

“Fulfill your promise. Surrender, so I can use your blood to better the world and end early mornings. If you don’t, I’ll try it with the blood and bones of your buddies.”

“Ex and future boyfriends,” Wim yelled in the background.

I snorted.

“Call the cops, Fire!”

“If I see even the shadow of a cop here, I will slit your pals’ throats,” Volos growled.

I gulped—the first time in memory that I did that out of fear and not eating. “Okay…okay. No police. Tell me where you are, and I’ll come help you. Whatever you want, but only if you don’t harm them.”

“Deal,” Volos said. “I’ll let them live, human and miserable, to be the only ones to continue suffering through mornings.”

“I like mornings,” Bob said, his voice distant.

“You’re part of the problem, Bob,” Volos roared.

“Volos, I’m on the way with all my tasty nighttime blood,” I said. “Are you at my apartment?”

“No, he lied. I’m where it all began. The job that refused my transfer to the afternoon shift and made me wake up early every day. I haven’t slept for more than two hours in six years.”

It was only an excuse. Volos had killed Bradley for not turning him into a vampire. He wanted to be a supe, he wanted to be special—and if he couldn’t have it, he would make the world suffer. I had to stop him. “I’m on the way.”

“Unarmed!”

“Yeah, yeah, of course,” I lied.

I tapped out of the call and slipped the phone into my dress pocket. Fuck, fuck, fuck. What the hell was I going to do now? 

I ran down the street—vampires never got winded because we only breathed to talk—until I came to my car parked on a side street. I ripped the parking ticket off the windshield and hopped in. The wheels squealed as I gunned it down the narrow streets back toward the ice cream factory.

At stoplights, I craned my neck to look in the backseat by the yellow glow of street lights. Did I have anything here I could use as a weapon? I could choke the motherfucker with my purple sweater…or roll the spare tire in my trunk at him. Fuck!

I pulled into the factory’s parking lot and hopped out to open the trunk. Did I have a tire iron, at least?

My gaze scanned over everything in the random mess pile and landed on a closed box from The Magical Rooster. 

It would have to do.

The back door to the factory was propped open with a rock. The police tape that had blocked off the door lay strewn on the ground. I peered into the hall and lobby beyond. 

Empty.

Okay, I wasn’t making the same mistake again. No walking up to Volos in the open where he could see me coming and target me. I’d have to think like him to stop him; I’d have to be sneaky and nuts.

I pulled out my phone and thumbed up Ford’s number.

“Hello?”

“Hey Ford,” I whispered. “How do I get into the vents above the factory floor?”

“Sapphire? What is going on?”

“No time to explain. There’s maintenance access to the vents or the ceiling’s support beams or something, right?” 

“Yes. Everything must be spotless, including the ceiling,” Ford said. “We cannot allow crud to fall into the ice cream vats. So, we need easy access to the support beams above the factory floor for cleaning.”

“Perfect, how do I get there?”

Ford was suspicious as fuck but guided me to a maintenance room anyway. From there, I climbed up a twisting stairway and through a door onto a metal strut that supported the roof.

“Thanks, Mustang.”

“What’s going—”

“I just like to watch the ice cream machines,” I said and tapped to end the call. I put the phone on silent and tucked it away.

Okay, here it goes. Either my plan would work, or I’d watch another man I loved die.

I stepped out onto the strut and carefully picked my way along its grated top. The factory stretched below in every direction. Don’t look down. Don’t look down. Vertigo was the last thing I needed when walking on a three-foot-wide beam above a factory.

Somewhere underneath me, a machine hummed: an ice cream mixer waiting for my blood.

First love, and now this. I hate my life, I hate my life, I repeated as I slowly stepped along the ceiling struts.

Below, Volos stood on the same walkway where he had murdered the unknown vampire. A vat of ice cream churned beneath him, hungry for ingredients. His arm and forehead were bandaged.

We hurt him before, we can again.

This time, though, he wasn’t alone. A blond man in a dark blue uniform guarded Wim and Bob. They knelt on the walkway, and he aimed a handgun at the back of their heads.

One of Westerbrook’s men. The same one who had posed as a police officer outside of the Weatherhouser offices. The same one who helped Volos get into the building and shoot Ford. 

I gritted my teeth and glared at him. I had never hated anyone more than I hated that blond asshole and Volos.

Wim and Bob’s hands were laced behind their heads. Their knees were at the very edge of the walkway in the exact same spot as the vampire who Volos had murdered.

My hands trembled, and I blinked back bloody tears. 

My blood vibrated with the desire to run, to look away and pretend this wasn’t happening. Better to repress love until it soured and rotted than to watch Volos kill Wim and Bob. Better to be lonely and bitter than to go through the pain that had dogged me since Volos murdered Bradley.

Run before your heart shatters again.

I tried to force my muscles to relax, but they only tensed more, and my body shook with terror.

“I won’t let you harm Sapphire,” Wim said, his voice strong and steady despite the gun pointed at his head.

The trembling in my limbs worsened, but something inside me hardened like clay in a kiln. If Wim was fighting for me, I could fight for him and Bob. I had to. 

Volos laughed. “You can’t stop me! I know MMA, and Gary here from Westerbrook—”

“Shut up,” Gary snapped, turning to Volos who blinked at him with startled eyes.

Now or never. 

I flipped open the box from The Magical Rooster, wrapped my hand around a glittery pink dildo, and flung it at Gary.

It hit him on the head and bounced onto the ground. Both he and Volos stared in horror at the pulsing pink dick, its veins glowing neon pink.

Too late to stop now, I thought and grabbed the magical alien dildo. It was shaped like a long curving tongue that lapped and licked on its own. I flung it at Volos; it whacked him in the face and tumbled to the floor at his feet. 

“Oh, nooo, no!” he screamed.

I kept throwing April’s magical dildos. I had two whole boxes of these things from her shop—one I had bought to get the protective ward, the other I carried around for emergencies. Like the lack of bras and heels, I did not give a fuck. Why should I, when I was old and would live forever?

Dicks rained down on Volos and Gary, who yelped and dodged them. Wim looked up, his green eyes locking on mine. He must have smelled me coming. I nodded to him, then threw the final dildo at Gary’s face. Without stopping to think, I leaped off the beam toward Volos below.

He looked up, eyes squinting like tight buttholes, just as I slammed into his head. 

“Gaaaaahhhhh,” he screamed as he collapsed to the ground under me. I landed on top of him with a grunt of pain.

“Fucker,” Gary cursed and raised his gun toward me.

Wim spun on his knees as he shifted into a massive wolf. He leaped at Gary with a growl like an earthquake. Gary hit the walkway with a thud. Wim snarled, and the man cried out in pain.

With a grunt, Volos pushed me off him. I punched and kicked wildly as he rolled on top of me and yanked a knife from his belt. I grabbed his wrist in one hand and stabbed my claws toward his eyes with the other. 

His hand vised my wrist, holding it in place. My arms shook with the effort of holding his knife away from me and pushing my claws toward his face.

Bob jumped up behind him, grabbing the tongue dildo and hitting Volos over the head with it. “Let her go!” he yelled. Thwack. Thwack. Thwack.

“Oh yuck, it’s licking my hair,” Volos shouted.

Bob paused, then pushed the tongue against Volos’s ear so it could caress his ear hole.

“Aaaahhhhh,” Volos shouted. “You promised no weapons,” he said to me.

“It’s not hurting you,” I said between clenched teeth. “It’s making love to your ear like a proper alien hottie.”

“Aaaahhhhh,” he screamed in horror, and leaped off me, whirling to slash the knife at Bob.

I cried out. Bob swung the dildo, the knife thumped, and Bob stood blinking at a tongue dildo with a dagger in its center. He tossed it over the side of the railing, just as Volos spun and kicked him square in the chest.

Bob sputtered, coughed, and fell against the railing before sliding to the ground. I scrambled to my feet and slashed at Volos with my claws, not even caring where I hit him.

He ducked under and came up swinging. Pain bloomed in my jaw as his fist slammed into it. I caught myself on the safety railing.

“I told you I know MMA,” he said proudly.

“Well, I know dildo-fu,” I said and kicked the pulsing pink one at him. 

He yelped and jumped back toward Wim and Gary wrestling on the walkway. Wim snarled, and Gary cursed between cries of pain. Volos’s lower legs collided with Wim’s ass. He stumbled back, landing on the massive wolf’s back and rolling to the ground with a thud.

I leaped at him, slamming into his back, pinning him to the ground. I pressed my claws to the back on his neck, enough to draw drops of blood, so he knew I could kill him.

Volos froze.

“You stole my sense of safety and my ability to love,” I said. “You stole my Bradley. Now, I’ll take everything from you and watch you rot in prison.”

Next to me, Gary and Wim fell silent. I glanced over. Wim’s massive jaws opened around Gary’s face, his teeth glinting against the man’s chin and forehead. Gary stared straight down Wim’s throat with a look like a deer in the headlights, or a deer in the wolf’s mouth. His arm was mangled and bloody, the gun dropped and forgotten in their struggle.

Footsteps echoed through the factory. I glanced beyond the ice cream vat to see a SWAT team storming the factory floor.

Ford, I thought. He knew something was up and called for help.

“Police! Freeze!” they shouted. 

“We caught the killer and his buddy,” I yelled. “Don’t shoot!”

“You crazy assholes again,” one of the cops said. “Why are you always part of this mess?”

“Because we’re in love,” I said, grinning sidelong at Wim the wolf. He winked one big eye.

The police were silent for a long moment. One coughed.

Finally, the first one shouted, “That has nothing to do with anything.” 

Chapter 16

A whirlwind night of police, paramedics, interrogation rooms, and the hospital followed. We were battered but had suffered no serious injuries.

The worse part was when an officer admitted that they probably wouldn’t nail Westerbrook for this mess. Gary claimed to be working alone, which meant it was Volos’s word against Westerbrook’s. No one would believe a random angry dude over a pillar of the community.

“The DA won’t touch this case,” she said.

The rage that flooded my veins was so fierce that I nearly burst into flames.

Wim placed a calming hand on my arm. “Did you find out who Volos killed at the factory?”

“Not yet, but we’re searching.”

I clenched my teeth in fury. Great, more unanswered questions.

In the morning, we picked up Ford from the hospital and arrived exhausted at Wim’s place.

I collapsed into the broken bed and slept like the creature of death and corpses that I was.

Somebody poked my shoulder and I groaned. “That better be a cock, because I lost half my dildos.”

Wim snorted. “My cock is thicker than this.”

“Are you sure? It didn’t feel that thick last time.”

He poked my shoulder harder. I cracked open an eye to glare at him. He lay on his side, facing me. His brown skin was a rich, warm color under the room’s artificial light.

“Do you need to eat?” he asked.

I raised an eyebrow. “Are you offering?”

“Yes,” he said without hesitation.

“Even after I dumped your ass?”

“It was a mutual dumping,” Wim said. “Look, Fire, I’m…” He looked away, his hands twisting in his shirt hem.

“The words you’re looking for are ‘I’m an assbutt whose words are farts.’”

“I’m sorry,” Wim said instead. “For what I said about your parents and for being captured. I dragged you into another fight.”

“How did he catch you? Couldn’t you smell that assbutt coming?”

“Why is everyone an assbutt today? I felt terrible about what I said to you. I couldn’t take back those cruel words or fix what happened to Bradley, your parents, or even Ford. But I could stop Volos from hurting anyone else. I figured if I could track down Volos and bring him to the cops, I’d make it up to you.”

“How did Bob come into this?”

“I didn’t want him to, but he insisted. I think he still likes you.”

“Who wouldn’t?”

Wim snorted. “We tracked Volos to the West Brooke Condos—”

“Of course.”

“Naturally. We were scoping him out from the car when that ass-dick Gary pressed a gun to the driver’s side window.”  

“Fuck.”

“I smelled him coming but figured he was some rando who lived there. He didn’t smell like a mansion that time, just sweat. Once we were captured, Volos held a gun to my head and made me call you. He wanted me to lure you to him.”

“Why did you tell me he was at my apartment?”

“I knew you’d run straight into danger. If you thought he was at your building, you’d go home. I wanted to keep you out of this—”

“I’m a stubborn bastard,” I said.

“Thank you for being one,” he said. “I’m sorry, Fire. I was stressed out and freaking the fuck out with the spell and being locked up at the cop station. I took it out on you. And then I fucked up my attempt at a grand romantic gesture.”

“Your idea of a romantic gesture is stalking a killer?”

“Yeah,” he said, as though it were obvious.

“I like you,” I said.

“Who wouldn’t?” Wim said. He grinned.

I leaned forward to kiss him, long and slow, unlike his usual possessive kisses. My skin goosebumped just from our lips touching.

“I’m sorry too,” I said, “for bringing up your shitbutt parents and causing pain when breaking the spell.”

“I accept your apology for my parents, but not for the spell break.”

I raised my eyebrows at him. 

“I’m glad you broke it because that made me realize that it was never really the spell that mattered. It made me feel like it was destiny, but without it…I still love you, Fire. I have for months. I didn’t know how to recognize that until now.”

“Of course you love me. I’m irresistible,” I said.

“Hashtag thirst trap.”

“Hashtag thirsty Thursday. What day is today?”

“Sunday. I don’t care if we’re mates or not. I want to be with you, and I don’t mind Ford and Bob so much. They mean I get a break from you.”

“And I can have cock variety,” I said.

Wim ignored that comment. He sighed wistfully. “They mean I have a pack again, one that’s together by choice rather than fate or spells.”

I stroked his hair. “I’d love to be part of your pack, Wim…as long as you know I’m the boss.”

He smiled tenderly. “You might be, but if I told you to take off that dress, you know you’d do it.” He tangled his hand in my hair and pulled me in close for a rough kiss that sent heat flaring between my legs.

Fine. He won that round.

“I love you, Fire,” Wim whispered against my lips.

“Love you too, Wolfie.”

After a quick meal from Wim, I changed out of the ball gown into a sweatshirt and shorts stolen from his dresser. I padded downstairs. Ford lay on the couch with his eyes closed and a couple of bottles of painkillers on the coffee table next to him.

“You awake, Ford?” I said, standing over him.

“Mmmhmmm.”

“You’re not selling the factory.”

Ford’s eyes flew open. “The PR mess from the murder will cost more than the factory is worth.”

“Is that you talking or your parents?”

He frowned.

“Westerbrook is behind Volos, somehow, to get his grimy hands on the factory.”

“Yeah, the Weatherhousers and Westerbrooks have never liked each other,” Ford said. “Not since my great-grandmother outbid them for a summer home, and his great-grandfather cursed her to have warts.”

“Selling the factory is what Westerbrook wants for some reason. Spite? More evil plans? The factory sits on an ancient magicy witch site? Who knows? But you can’t give that bastard what he wants.”

“Weatherhousers have been refusing Westerbrooks what they want for a long time.”

“Family tradition!”

Ford frowned, and his fingers drummed absently on his chest. “I don’t know. He’ll keep attempting to ruin me and the factory. Plus, we’ll never recover from the murder in the vat.”

“Sure, you can! Hire Wim the thirst trap to pimp your ice cream while shirtless. It can sexily drip all over his abs.” 

“I’m doing what now?” Wim said, coming down the stairs.

“You’re eating ice cream sexily. Get your Instagram sexy friends to do the same sexiness.”

Wim tilted his head and nodded. “I can be cool and hot.” He licked his lips at me.

“You see?” I said to Ford. “He knows what he’s doing.”

“You think Wim being shirtless online will save my factory after someone was murdered and their blood spilled into an ice cream vat?”

“It changes the narrative!” I said. 

“I don’t know…”

I dropped to my knees next to the couch and took Ford’s hand in mine. “You can’t give up on something important to you because a madman shot you. You’re good at running that factory. You will kick-ass at saving it because you’re Mumford Weatherhouser the Third: Bad-ass.”

Ford squeezed my hand back. “Thanks, Sapphire. You’re so passionate about ice cream that I should hire you to help run the factory.”

“I’m not good at managing people…or customers…or merchandise.”

“New flavor strategist?” he said with a grin. “Blue slushie ice cream can be the first.”

I snorted and leaned over him, planting a long kiss on his lush lips. 

When I stood, Bob pushed through the kitchen’s swinging door while holding a tray with bowls of ice cream. Our eyes locked and the room went silent. 

“Bob, I thought you had gone home.”

“Why?”

“Because knowing me fucked up your life, and then I dumped you.”

“But you also came back.”

“To stop a crazy dude who was trying to kill you.”

“Exactly! You’re my hero,” he said with a smile that made my heart flutter.

“Saph, I felt like we were soul mates. When the magical lovey-horniness vanished, so did that feeling. But that doesn’t change that you’re the first date who was easy to talk to, even before the spell. I still like you, and I want to fall in love with you again.”

“I’d like that,” I said. “I want to get to know you better too.”

He smiled his cheerful smile as he crossed the room. He placed the ice cream on the coffee table and wrapped his arm around my waist. His body was warm and solid as I pressed my lips to his. He gently sucked on my lower lip, slowly pulling away.

“Street party!” I said.

“What?” Bob said.

I looked over my shoulder at Ford. “Sponsor a street party with free ice cream. Oh! Open a chain of ice cream parlors and diners. Donate to the fire department’s ice cream social. Why don’t you make Popsicles?”

He laughed. “Maybe you should be the new VP of marketing.”

“Only if Bob is my sexy assistant and Wim is my sexy model and you can be the sexy boss.”

“You say that word a lot,” Wim said. “You must be…” He looked me over as his pants hugged his growing erection.

“Deal on the new promotions,” Ford said, breaking my focus from Wim’s cock.

“What, really?” I said.

He shrugged. “There’s no current head of marketing, so why not you? I also agree to the thing Wim is talking about, if that’s what you want.”

I met Ford’s tender brown eyes, then Wim’s wild forest green ones. He bit his lip and looked me over, making my skin shiver. Bob’s bright blue eyes smiled at me.

“It is what I want,” I said. “But first ice cream.”

Chapter 17

Ford heaved himself to a sitting position with a groan. I plopped down on the couch next to him and grabbed a bowl of pink ice cream. I sniffed it. Raspberry chocolate. 

Bob sat on my other side, and I nestled between him and Ford, humming happily as I scooped ice cream into my mouth.

Something cold and wet hit my bare thigh. I glanced at a lump of white ice cream and up at Wim on the other side of the coffee table. He held his spoon upright like a catapult and smirked.

“Let me help you,” Ford said, his voice going raspy and low. He put his bowl on the table and leaned down toward my lap. His tongue, that same expert tongue that had made me quiver, trailed along my thigh, licking up the ice cream. 

Wim’s mouth pressed into a hard line as he watched. Served him right.

Ford’s head popped back up. “Mmmm,” he said, meeting my eyes, his now bright and gleaming. “It doesn’t taste as good as you, though.”

Well, fuck, he had me now.

I leaned forward and kissed him, swiping for entrance. My sweet Mustang let me in. Behind me, Bob’s hand slid under my sweatshirt, tracing each rib as though he wanted to memorize my body. He reached my breast and thumbed my nipple, making me shiver.

Wim rounded the coffee table like a wolf after his prey. The look of determination on his face made my heart flutter. 

His hand tangled in my hair, and he pulled me from Ford’s kiss as his legs pushed my knees apart. With his other hand, he pried Bob’s fingers from my chest. The cheery man gave way for him.

Wim leaned over me; his lips brushed mine and my body arched toward him, trying to taste him. I slipped my fingers into the waistband of his jeans. “Take these off,” I said. At the same time, he said, “Undress, little vamp. Now.”

“Make me,” I said.

Wim growled deep in his throat. His hands slid down to my chest and fingered my nipples through the shirt I stole from him.

“That’s it, Wolfie,” I said, yanking open the fly of his jeans.

He smirked; his hands grabbed the collar of my shirt and ripped. He tore it down the front, revealing my bare breasts. I gasped, and Wim’s mouth consumed mine. 

His smooth, strong hands trailed over my torso to my shorts. He slipped his fingers inside the waistband, his hands grazing the skin just above my curly hair. 

“Lower,” I ordered.

His eyes gleamed with mischief, then he fisted the shorts in his hands and ripped. I gasped as he tore them apart, leaving my slit bare. 

“I told you to undress,” he growled.

I swallowed a moan and decided to mess with him instead. “You know these are your clothes, right?”

He trailed his lips along my jawline to my ear and whispered, “You know this is my pussy, right?” His fingers slipped between my folds.

I groaned, despite myself.

Wim startled. He glanced over his shoulder at a blob of ice cream running down his bicep. 

“Oops,” Bob said.

“What the fuck?” Wim snapped.

Bob pulled back his spoon and flicked another blob of ice cream. It flew through the air and hit my chest with a cold slap.

“Let me get that.” Bob leaned over me.

I laughed and grabbed his shoulder, pulling him closer. Wim growled in annoyance, but moved back, scooping the ice cream from his arm with two fingers. 

Bob planted a hand on my bare thigh and licked the ice cream from my breast before tracing my nipple with his tongue.

“I could use a treat,” Ford said. He lifted a spoon and dripped chocolate ice cream on my other nipple. His tongue warmed my skin as he licked the cream off me.

I shivered in pleasure as I twisted my hands in their hair to hold them close. My gaze found Wim who stood between my legs, watching. 

I had already opened his fly, and the tip of his erection peeked out among a bed of curly hair.

“Take off your pants now,” I ordered.

Wim fixed me with a hungry gaze and slipped his jeans down over his hips and knees, stepping out of them. His hard-on arched toward me, its tip already gleaming with wetness.

I licked my lips, and Wim grinned.

As Ford’s mouth worked my nipple, his hand stroked my inner thigh. He climbed higher until his heat brushed my most sensitive spot. I moaned.

“She’s mine,” Wim growled. He grabbed my waist and pulled me to my feet away from the other men. The ripped shorts fell off as I stood, and Wim tore what was left of the shirt from my shoulders.

“All you did was put my fine ass right in their faces,” I said to Wim and glanced over my shoulder to Bob and Ford on the couch. Sure enough, their gazes were locked on my butt. They were both still clothed, but the lines of their erections showed through their pants.

As I turned back to Wim, he smirked, and his eyes glinted with mischief.

“What are you—” Before I could finish asking, his strong hands grabbed my ass and he hauled me up and over his shoulder. 

I yelped in surprise. He wrapped one arm over my waist to hold me in place. The other he kept on my bare ass, squeezing and kneading.

Oh shit, it sent heat right between my legs.

He spun and headed for the stairs. Ford and Bob stared after us with their eyes wide—and disappointed. I gestured for them to follow, winking and licking my lips at them. Then I turned my gaze downward to watch Wim’s damn fine ass as he climbed the steps.

He gave my ass a smack, and I made a little sound of pleasure. Wim chuckled. “I knew you were dirty.”

“That’s why the others are joining us,” I said.

Wim carried me to the bedroom and tossed me down onto the bed before climbing on top of me. His strong hands pinned my arms above my head as he claimed my mouth. I arched my back and raised my hips, pushing my slit against the heat and hardness of his shaft. He groaned into my mouth.

I glanced sidelong at the door to see Bob and Ford watching us with eyes wide. Bob stroked his erection through his jeans.

I shook my lips free of Wim’s kiss. “Undress, both of you.”

They followed my orders, peeling off their shirts to reveal chiseled six-packs. Ford’s side was bandaged from his injury. The sight sent an icy pang through my heart.

As I watched them pull down their pants and free their erections, Wim nestled his face against my hair. “They may get to fuck you, but you’re still mine,” he whispered.

I shivered against his heat. “Yeah, yeah, whatever gets you hard,” I said. But damn, if his words didn’t go straight between my legs and make me sploosh like a waterfall.

“And just so you remember that you’re mine…” Wim reached to the side for a discarded t-shirt he had left on the bed. Resting on his elbows, he knotted the shirt around my wrists and tied it to an upright column on his headboard. It was the only one still standing after Ford had collapsed the bed.

“Oh, that’s why your bed frame had all those beams,” I said.

Wim knelt over me, one knee on either side of my hips, his hungry, predator’s gaze caressing my body. 

I squirmed under his stare. “Now, I get to tease you all night,” he said with a grin, the same one he used when we bantered.

I pressed my lips together to swallow a moan. 

But with Wim, it was always a contest, and I never backed down…even if doing so would be fun.

“Ford,” I ordered. “Eat my pussy. Now.”

Wim sighed, and I smirked up at him. “I’m impatient.”

The bed jostled as Ford climbed onto it. His tongue stroked my slit from opening to clit, and I moaned. 

Wim climbed off me, leaving behind his heat on my skin. I writhed under Ford’s tongue, Wim’s hungry gaze, Bob’s awe-filled eyes, and because I was tied up and at their mercies.

Wim slid a hand down my stomach and pushed it between Ford’s mouth and my pussy.

“Damn it,” I said.

Ford blinked up at Wim, confused.

“Can’t we all just take turns like last time?” Bob said.

That gave me an idea. “Good thinking, Bob.” I paused to look him over from his well-muscled thighs to his broad shoulders, made strong by stirring ice cream, I assumed. His chest rose and fell as his breathing picked up. The pale skin of his neck and face flushed red.

“Your idea?” Wim said.

“Oh, right. I’m going to take two cocks at a time: pussy and mouth. Whichever one of you comes first moves aside and lets the third man ride me.”

“Who goes last?” Ford said. “Can we do it by cock size?”

Wim shot him a glare, and I laughed. Ford was hung like a horse, so he wouldn’t lose that contest.

“Well, I’m at your mercies right now,” I said tugging on the bindings. Wim smirked. “You each get a couple of minutes with me like this. Whoever pleases me the most gets their pick of mouth or slit. Second place gets the other option. Last place waits his turn.”

“No matter what happens, you’re going to make me go last to piss me off, aren’t you?” Wim said.

“Absolutely.”

“Well…” he leaned over me, his lips brushing mine and voice going delightfully growly. “I’ll wait for your slit and then ride you until you come and come and come.”

My pussy throbbed at his words. “You think you can last that long?”

“A little shifter’s trick,” he said against my mouth. “Not everyone knows it, but I do. I can stay hard for as long as I choose.”

“We’ll see,” I whispered back.

“You will,” Wim promised. He kissed me then, long, hard. He kept his hands to himself, and I squirmed and moaned in desperation for his touch.

Wim chuckled and pulled away, climbing from the bed. “She’s all yours.”

Ford crawled between my legs and up my body. The tip of his cock brushed against my slit, and I groaned. “Anything to please you,” he whispered against my ear. He planted kisses along my neck, down my shoulders, and to my breasts. He kissed and sucked every inch of my torso and legs, while I withered and moaned.

“Please,” I gasped. 

I didn’t have to say anything else. Ford followed orders. He dropped to his forearms and sucked my clit into his mouth. My back arched and I cried out. “Yes, yes—”

“Don’t make Saph come yet,” Bob said. “I still get a turn.”

Ford sighed against my aching pussy and pulled away. I bit back a curse. 

“I’ll have an eternity to lick and please you,” Ford said, his brown gaze locking on mine with a look of devotion. 

It short-circuited my brain, and I couldn’t come up with anything clever to say. So I groaned wordlessly like a caveman. Maybe that was why they were known for grunting—too many sexy times making them dumb.

Bob climbed onto the bed and knelt between my legs. He slipped one hand under my ass, kneading and squeezing. With his other, he circled my opening with his fingers, feeling my wetness. I moaned as he slipped his fingers inside me. He curled to stoke my G-spot, finding it on the first try.

Damn, that man knew his way around a pussy.

I clenched around him and moaned. “Mmmmm, Bob…work that pussy like you’re churning ice cream.”

“What?” he said.

“Don’t expect me to make sense right now!”

Wim bent over the bed—I wished I could see his ass from behind—and untied the t-shirt that held my arms in place. 

“Yesss, time for cock,” I groaned. I reached down and with a grunt of effort, pulled Bob’s hand from me. 

I rolled over and pushed myself onto all fours on the bed. Behind me, Bob sucked in his breath. 

“Fuck, you look good,” he said.

“Well, duh,” I said. “Ford, you’re the biggest—”

“It’s not the size, it’s the rhythm,” Wim grumbled.

I ignored him. “You take my pussy from behind. Bob, I’ll suck you off.” 

Wim stepped back and crossed his tattooed arms over his bare chest. I loved staring at the forests and moons that covered his arms. 

But Ford had other ideas. His hands grabbed my hips, and his tip pressed against my opening.

“When you’re ready,” he said, his voice low and raspy.

“I want to feel that cock,” I said.

Ford moaned and slowly thrust into me.

“Fuuucccckkkkkk,” I said. He was the biggest I’ve ever had, filling me near to bursting.

“Is that okay?” he asked, breathless.

“Obviously,” I said. 

Bob knelt on the bed before me, grabbing my hair gently, as though he feared to hurt me. His cock stood to attention a mere inch from my face, its tip gleaming, and a vein on its side nearly throbbing. 

I growled. “Give it to me, Bob.”

His hips pushed forward, and I wrapped my lips around his cock, tasting and licking. His blue eyes widened and his head tilted back, baring his neck.

One day, I’ll suck him there too. When he was ready.

Ford’s thrusts were long and slow, pulling most of the way out and sliding in balls deep. Every thrust made my whole body quiver as his cock rubbed my insides. Bob filled my mouth, and I sucked, licked, and moaned around him.

My vision blurred. My pussy throbbed and clenched around Ford as he called my name. Bob’s cock muffled my cries, while I watched sweat run down his pecs and abs. The world narrowed to Ford stroking my pussy and the taste of Bob in my mouth.

My hands fisted the bedsheets as an orgasm swept over me, making my clit throb and my inner muscles ripple.

“I’m coming,” Bob gasped and pulled back, leaving just the tip in my mouth as he came. I swallowed, and the heat of his spunk left a warm trail like brandy down my chest and into my gut.

Almost as good as ice cream, I thought.

Ford gasped; his fingers dug into my hips, and I moaned as he filled me with hot cum. 

I could get used to these feelings of heat in my body again.

“My turn,” Wim growled.

“Mmmmmmmmm,” I said, unable to make words.

Bob and Ford shifted from the bed, and Wim took Ford’s place. My pussy was still throbbing and aching from Ford, but Wim showed no mercy.

I didn’t want him to.

He slid inside me, balls deep with one thrust. Leaning over me, he pressed his hard chest to my back and thumbed my nipples with both hands. I squirmed, my body aching from pleasure and begging for more.

Wim wasn’t kidding when he said he could last a long time. He rode me hard and fast, reaching a hand down to rub my clit until I screamed and clenched around him.

But he didn’t stop just because I had come. 

He remained hard and kept riding me, kept stroking the inside of my pussy and rubbing my clit and nipple.

“Ooohhhh, fuuuuccckkkkk,” I said, probably sixty-nine times.

Again, my inner muscles rippled and my outer ones quivered. I shouted things I couldn’t remember. Wim growled low and deep, and with one final thrust, spilled his cum deep inside me.

“Guurggllaaaaeeekk,” I said, thinking having fled.

When Wim pulled out, Bob lay down on the bed and shifted me so I lay on my side next to him. Ford brought a towel to clean me up before nestling against my back as a most excellent big spoon. Wim collapsed across the end of the bed and rested my ankles and feet on his chest.

Between them, my blood and skin warmed to life. I had forgotten it was possible to feel this hot and cozy.

“Urgh, gross,” I said. “My heart is all squishy and sunshine.”

“Mine has been since I met you,” Ford said against my hair.

Bob smiled against my mouth and kissed me gently. 

“My heart is wild forests and moonlight,” Wim said, and I snorted. “Turns out moonlight loves vampires, though.”

“I want to do this forever,” Bob muttered.

Ford grunted and pressed harder against my back. 

I sighed, content. This might last forever, or it might not. All that mattered was that we had each other now. 

Cuddled together, we started to doze off, warm and safe. I counted Bob’s breaths against my lips and Ford’s heartbeat against my back. 

And somehow, between wake and sleep, the impossible happened. My cold dead heart fluttered like a bird…and then, for the first time in twenty years, it started to beat again.

 

****

#TeamBob assemble! Read a bonus scene from Bob’s point of view by clicking here.
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Peridot Preview

“I can’t believe how chilly it’s gotten,” She whispered happily as I looked down at her dark, nearly burning eyes that looked over every inch of the festive downtown area. 

“Are you cold?” I frowned, moving to take off my jacket.

She grinned and shook her head. “I’m good, Ruslan.”

I could make you way fucking better. 

“Jewels?” I rose a brow at the festive, comfortable coffee shop.

“Yep!” She grinned with a bright smile. “I heard their pumpkin spice latte is amazing.” 

“Maybe I should try it,” I muttered. Off your lips.

As we walked into the crowded shop, happy and relaxed chatter echoed around us. My hand tightened around hers as we took our place in the small line. She was seemingly oblivious to the men looking at her, but I was very much not. My arm wrapped around her as I pulled her against me, causing her to stop her light-hearted humming as she looked up at me. A small smile pulled at her lips as she raised a questioning brow. 

“I’m cold,” I chuckled the lame excuse.

“Yeah?” She looked amused but didn’t seem to believe me. I briefly wondered what she thought the real reason was. I wished that she could see what the three of us did because it would make all of this a hell of a lot easier. I mean, we didn’t expect her to feel it to the same extent that we did… but one could dream. Right?

“Peridot?” A deeper voice sounded. A low rumble came from my throat as she jumped in surprise at my reaction. Yeah. I didn’t do well with her around other men. She watched me carefully before turning to look at the human that had just approached.  

Ah. This guy. Fucking asshole. I wasn’t just saying that because I assumed he was the one that Oryn had been talking about asking her out the other day. No, I personally didn’t like this guy. 

I didn’t hate lawyers usually, but he was one of the worst. He’d made it nearly impossible for us to get a liquor license. Now I had an idea of why. He clearly didn’t understand Fae nor the unspoken claim we had over this spectacular woman, because he offered her a dirty smirk. 

“Jimmy,” She grinned with a tightness in her frame. “How are you?” 

Before he could respond, a deep voice behind the counter asked for our order. Both of us ordered as I ignored Jimmy standing to the side. My flower got herself a pumpkin spice latte and tossed me a smile at my slightly different order. If I was going to be trying that fucking drink, it would be off her lips, thank you very much. 

“Do you see this?” She asked, gesturing to a pretty jewel on her coffee cup. A peridot! Now, talk about a coincidence. 

The barista helped the next customer without a word and Peridot tugged my hand so that we were out of the way. Jimmy tried to talk to her again and my frustration grew. Who the fuck did this guy think he was? I could see everyone in the shop giving him a concerned look. As he began talking, my girl lifted her drink to those soft, deep red lips and took a closed eyed sip of her coffee.

Jimmy’s words were forgotten as an odd shift overtook the air around us. 

She inhaled sharply as I felt my wings bristle, almost releasing, making me glad that even if they did pop out, the humans wouldn’t be able to see. You have to understand, Fae didn’t show their wings unless they were around someone they were trying to attract, or their determined mate. I wasn’t positive our little flower had ever been told that. We hadn’t told her yet either, because frankly, it would have given our asses away. I mean, our wings were almost always out at home, and I had to constantly control my hard-on whenever she started touching mine. Talk about a fucking tease. Do you know how hard it is to sit through an entire movie with your fucking mate trailing her wings across your wings… WITHOUT attacking her? No. You don’t. Trust me. 

Forgetting about the fucking human, Peridot turned to look at me. When those dark eyes met mine, a string snapped between us, and two more that I could only assume were my chosen brothers. 

Holy shit. 

“Ruslan?” She asked, her mouth opening in a parted gasp as she raised a hand to touch my chest. 

Every ounce of affection and love I’d ever felt for her radiated in an explosion through me as heat passed through her gaze. Lust slammed into me and her breathing quickened, causing both of us to lean towards one another just slightly. I had heard so often about mating bonds, but never what they felt like. The intensity of them. The power associated with them. Fuck. 

My mind felt like it was in a fucking fog as I lifted my hands to cup her jaw. Until fucking Jimmy got involved. 

“Peridot?” Jimmy’s voice echoed. 

Now, I had never claimed I was always a gentleman. My lips pressed together as the creature inside of me let out a possessive snarl. Possessiveness, lust, and love filtered through me. I hated this man right now. I had hated him before, but now he was trying to talk to my fucking mate, and I wasn’t okay with that. I had a feeling this was going to be an intense transition. 

“Peridot?” Jimmy tried again, and then his goddamned hand came down on her shoulder, her face breaking into an uncomfortable expression.

Just remember. I had really tried. 

 

Click here to read the rest of Peridot.
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