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  Prologue



It was dark when Ryann’s parents died. That was the one thing she would always remember first. The dark. Damp, oppressive dark had awoken her. Silent, clammy dark had latched on to her on her way down the stairs of her home. Cold, icy dark had chilled her bare feet. They yearned to stay on the carpeted stairs rather than pass over the cold floor between the landing and the living room, where her mom sat on the old couch, reading a book and making notes.

Dark, like a living thing, had swallowed the night light next to her bed and filled the upstairs. Now it crept down the stairs. As she stood there, a few centimetres from that line of pervasive dark, Ryann was very scared and didn’t know why.

The carpet in front of the living room was white, illuminated by a square of light from the lamp within. To Ryann it looked like an island in a storm, a single safe space surrounded by a too deep dark.

She jumped the distance, landing hard on her little legs and pushing the door open as she lost balance and fell against it. The fear faded a bit as more light spilled into the hallway, banishing the shadows. They pulled back with a reluctant shudder.

Ryann’s mom looked up from the heavy book in her hands. “What are you doing up so late?” she asked in a soft tone and with a gentle smile. She placed her pen in the book and closed it, setting it aside on the low coffee table, and stood to approach her child.

Ryann scrambled to her feet. She ran up to her mom and hugged her legs. “Dark…” she muttered, still sleepy. Her young mind still tried to figure out what exactly had scared her enough to leave the comfy bed and hurry down the cold hallway and stairs. Perhaps the creak of her window, which she didn’t remember her mom or dad opening as they had tucked her in. Maybe something deeper, something she couldn’t grasp.

She was so tired. She couldn’t recall at what point her mom’s soft, comforting tone had turned into an alarmed whisper, nor could she remember exactly when her dad had come out of his study. She did notice, however, that he left the door open instead of locking it as he usually did. Instead, he had reached for a set of packed bags, whispering with his wife in one of the many languages they shared.

Ryann was so young and tired, she couldn’t recall when they had gotten into the car. When she looked back to see where their house was, there was only darkness, and a few street lights that lit up a lonely road.

One by one, they went out, following the path of her parents’ car.

She was aware of the tense silence between her mom and dad, and the howl and thrum of the motor. It sounded off, somehow. Like breathing, raspy and laboured. Her parents didn’t seem to hear it.

They had invented a game with her when she’d been scared by the noise of the car. They pretended that the big black vehicle was in reality an enormous animal guarding them. Ryann liked that. She liked thinking of it as a big guard dog, and was secretly looking for a name to give it. Her parents had found it endearing when she’d started clumsily washing the car because their guardian shouldn’t be dirty.

Then, all at once, the noises of the car returned to normal. After a brief moment, the familiar sounds put Ryann at ease.

The passengers relaxed. Her dad let out a breath. Ryann smiled sleepily when her mom turned back to look at her in the back seat, relief in her eyes, and a soft smile of her own on her face.

A shriek of rending metal interrupted the moment. A great force twisted Ryann’s vision, deafened her, froze her, and pressed her hard into the seat before tossing her about. Her side burned where the seatbelt bit deep into her skin.

Her mother’s smile became the last memory she had of her parents.






I

ACT 1 - INTO THE NIGHT







  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Ryann Ly hated the dark. She frowned as she glared about the pitch-black cemetery. It wasn’t a specific thing she hated. She had no fear of monsters in the dark or anything else tangible like that. It was just the darkness itself, the not-seeing and not-knowing that tore at the edges of her mind with anxiety.

It hadn’t really bothered her for a long time now. Despite the lingering worry and nervousness, Ryann could confidently say she wasn’t scared of the dark. There had been no room for that kind of fear since she’d run from the orphanage she had been staying at after her grandparents had passed away.

Unlike with her parents, their passing had been peaceful. First her grandmother had died of a weak heart, then, a year later, Ryann’s grandfather had followed her. They hadn’t been sick or in pain, and yet their deaths stuck more firmly in Ryann’s mind than those of her parents. She had been too young to really remember her parents’ faces after the accident.

Being alone without any relatives had taught her to deal with her fears. The dark didn’t go away because she was scared. She had only herself to protect her.

Ironically, her failure to do just that was why she was skulking around a cemetery at two in the morning, getting her shoes dirty. It wasn’t so bad, really. Ryann liked going out on night runs, and this was basically just a run with an extra stop.

That stop was a fucking cemetery.

The one where she had been murdered. Good times.

A car blared past Ryann, loud enough for her to flinch and give the driver the finger. The passing lights ruined her night vision and generally blinded her. Fucking asshole.

She wasn’t usually very irritable, but dying is a stressful process, so she allowed herself the indulgence of some anger.

Slowly, her eyes got used to the dark again. The street came back into focus, as did the cemetery’s wall. Ryann quickly judged the height, rolled her shoulders, and ran at it. She could see every crease and crack in the stone despite the sparse light from the nearby street lamps, and practically dashed up the wall before her fingers latched on to the upper edge.

Her body still felt weak after her long hospital stay, but being ‘weaker’ still made her ‘very fucking strong’. Just not as strong as she liked.

She pulled herself up, rolled over the top, and slipped down the other side. Her legs caught her fall a bit shakily. Strength may not be a problem, but balance was. Every now and then her muscle memory failed her and her landing was a little rougher than she liked.

She stumbled, catching herself in a roll and coming to rest behind a large gravestone. Ryann groaned softly. She had fallen awkwardly on her neck and had bumped her shoulder on the cold stone.

Great job. Very dignified, she thought dryly. She pushed the thought aside. You got in, that’s enough, she told herself. She would have taken the front gate, but the number of people standing around it worried her. She didn’t want to be caught sneaking into a cemetery. Especially not this one.

She froze when the beam of a flashlight passed over the ground near her and over her hiding place. Footsteps approached, and she waited patiently, keeping track of the person with her hearing. They passed right by her hiding spot without noticing her.

Of course there were people here now. Where had they been a week ago?

Slowly, Ryann rose to her feet, using the darkness she hated so much to hide herself. One step after another, she began to creep after the passing night guard.

Her vision swam into shades of grey and black. She blinked to try and stop it blurring, then narrowed her eyes. Her nostrils flared gently at the scent in the air. It was warm. Wet blood, faint but there. Sweat. And fear. Wet, clammy fear, sweet and salty in the air.

That hint of fear was what really got her. It stirred something in her that she couldn’t quite place. Ryann’s breath escaped in a soft, heated exhale. She didn’t notice she was licking her lips until it was done. A clicking sound emanated from her throat in hungry anticipation. Her feet carried her after the man with swift, quiet steps.

She didn’t mean to do anything. She just wanted to know who these people were. She just… She wanted to know why he smelled like blood and why it smelled so good. Good enough to overshadow the smell of stale booze.

Her teeth ached and she licked them once with a deep rumble in her chest. Like a growl, or a purr. That was what snapped Ryann out of her trance briefly, and she ducked behind another gravestone with a quickened heart, just as the night guard turned around. The beam of his flashlight crossed where she’d just been a second earlier. Then, after a moment in which the fear scent was palpable, he continued on his path with a nervous mutter.

Pull yourself together, Ryann chided herself as she let her head rest back against the headstone. You literally just ate!

She really didn’t want to get seen by this man. It wasn’t because of the baton at his side or the gun at his hip that didn’t look like anything a regular night guard should have. He wasn’t particularly tall or bulky either.

At six feet tall, packed with muscle, Ryann didn’t really have to worry about any of that. She was a professional fighter. She knew how to handle herself.

At least in the world of the living. Right now, with the scent of blood clouding her mind so pleasantly, she just had no idea what she was dealing with.

She didn’t know if these people actually were people.

The night guard’s little handheld radio, clipped to his jacket, buzzed. He lifted it to his lips. “Jacob here,” he said. There was a sigh, then he repeated, “Jacob here, over.” He took off his hat and ran a hand through his sweaty hair while listening through his earpiece.

“Yeah, yeah… Fine, I’ll try and check in more often, over,” the man said, then spat as soon as he let go of the button. “Thinks she’s so high and mighty,” he muttered. Then, to his device, “No, nothing. No signs of movement of any kind, over.” A pause, waiting, listening. “If anyone shows up, I plan to shoot first and ask questions never, over.” One more pause. “Fine, whatever.” He dropped the ‘over’, and the radio, which fell to his chest. “Fucking bitch.”

The white beam of his flashlight cut through the darkness one more time, illuminating hard-trodden paths of earth, narrow and winding between looming headstones, and the glistening spots of mud left by the recent rain.

He didn’t notice Ryann standing right behind him.

She shuddered gently as the scent of blood became so much stronger. It came from somewhere under his jacket. Her mouth opened slowly, hungrily, as the man shifted a little and Ryann saw the vein pulse at his neck.

Stop it!

Ryann forced her gaze down to the open jacket pocket and the thin wallet she could see peeking out precariously. She snatched it away and stepped back just as quietly as she’d approached.

Jacob went on his way none the wiser. Ryann was not a small person by any measure, but she was quiet and swift on her feet from many, many fights. Both in and outside the ring.

She hid herself behind one of the large, old tombstones that gave Lakeview Cemetery its gothic aesthetic. The cold of the stone behind her seeped through her dark sweater. Her body felt hot like after a match. Her teeth still ached, and she knew if she’d waited a moment more, she would have torn into Jacob.

She rubbed her face and ran her hand over her hair, tied up into a ponytail that showed off her unkempt undercut. Her heart beat rapidly, and it wasn’t stopping. A deep growl forced itself out of Ryann’s throat. She couldn’t keep the sound back no matter how hard she tried.

Her stomach burned with need. She wanted more blood. She pressed one arm into her gut. Her other hand was clenched around the edge of the stone step she was sitting on. A tingle ran down her spine to the tips of her fingers. Her fingernails felt like they were on fire, then they abruptly extended into black claws that scraped over the rock and left little marks.

The smell of blood was so pervasive, even as Jacob moved away. Her mind had latched on to it, and she could smell even the faintest trace. Her mouth watered at the scent. She licked her lips, involuntarily, a mere reflex. Her tongue ran over the sharp fangs in her upper row and tested their point with the tip of it. They would easily pierce the skin of any man and tear through his flesh.

She hadn’t been around a lot of people in the last few weeks. This was the closest human contact she’d had. His blood smelled so much better than the cold contents of a blood bag.

Her mind was conjuring images. Ideas. She could sneak right back up to him. He wouldn’t even notice. She had been so close before, close enough to breathe on his neck. She could have reached over and slashed his throat with her claws. Or simply have bitten down and enjoyed her meal as he struggled.

Ryann ripped the black cloth mask from her face. It fell to the ground, wet from her heated breaths, and she sucked in a lungful of the rain-cold air. She clenched her fist and purposefully drove her claws into her palm. The pain was a sharp sting that cut through the pleasant thoughts of catching and draining living prey. It wasn’t much, just a pinprick of clarity through the fog of blood and hunger in her head. But it was enough. She latched on to it and hunched over, hugging herself as her own blood and pain brought her back to the moment.

“Stay in control,” she whispered aloud to herself. Her deep voice was laced with that deep, hungry click from the back of her throat. “You can do this. Stay calm. Stay in control.” She lifted her head. The headstones and tombs around her were outlined in slight contrasts of her vampiric night vision. She started counting them. A little exercise to calm herself that had carried her through much of anger management.

Slowly, her rapidly beating heart slowed. The pain in her gut receded, and all that was left was the sting in her hand. She was in control. Of course she was. Ryann breathed deep and leaned back against the cold stone. She looked at her hand and the puncture wounds there. They stopped bleeding almost immediately, and she could feel her palm warm up.

A shake of her head helped clear her thoughts a bit. She rubbed her face and hissed as she nicked herself with one of her claws. She glared at them. They refused to recede again. Fucking bullshit, Ryann thought grumpily. Being a vamp should come with a fucking manual. Or, you know, maybe don’t make people into vampires against their will!

She shoved the thought aside and busied herself with the wallet she had stolen. It was crumpled up in her clenched hand. Oh. Whoops. Ryann felt a little embarrassed at herself. She flipped it open and had a look.

Jacob hadn’t had much on him. Enough cash for a coffee, which Ryann gladly took. An ID identifying him as Jacob Prye. (She had to tilt it and crane her neck to catch some light on the bent piece of plastic.) A silver shield pin. Ryann turned it over in her hand, narrowing her eyes in curiosity. She knew the emblem on it from her research the nights before. (Searching “How to be a vampire” had not come up with any conclusive results.)

Jacob was a member of the Argent Institute. “Bringing the scientific method to the horrors of the obscure and occult,” their website touted. A website that was seventeen years out of date. Most of the reviews described them as rather snobby and unhelpful. Then again, every single review had sounded like a joke with vague allusions to something strange going on.

It concerned Ryann a bit. If these people were here, armed, no less, they knew something about vampires. So they knew things about her. She really wasn’t eager to test if garlic was poisonous to her…

A shot rang out through the night. It tore into Ryann’s contemplations and made her drop the shield pin with a little hiss of surprise. She instinctively pressed herself close to the stone behind her as two more shots rang out. Then the cemetery fell quiet again.

Ryann slowly raised her head over the tombstone, looking around, heart beating fast with nerves now. She really didn’t want to get shot, even though she wasn’t sure if it could still hurt her. She hadn’t been a vampire long enough to get shot yet.

There was no torchlight to indicate where Jacob was, but Ryann remembered the rough direction. Her night vision got fuzzy in the distance, so she couldn’t see him.

Another shot rang through the night, and Ryann spotted the flash of muzzle fire almost fifty metres away, where her night vision became hazy. It made her monochrome world turn white with a sudden bloom of light before it all turned dark once more.

She briefly thought about how unfair it was that vampires didn’t get thermal vision. She would really love that right now, instead of monochrome night vision.

The muzzle flashed with another shot, far in the distance.

Ryann stared at the spot. There was no way Jacob could have moved that distance in so short a time.

She stayed frozen, crouching on the cold ground. A sudden, cold shiver ran down her back. Maybe there was another trigger happy asshole like Jacob Prye about. That had to be it. After all, Ryann was a vampire, and she couldn’t move that fast. Though she was a little shaky on her feet sometimes, thanks to the prolonged hospital stay before her murder.

A far more unnerving thought was that perhaps vampires weren’t the only things out there in the dark. And some of those things were strong and fast.

No. Chances were it was just Jacob letting his nerves get to him, and one of his friends had gotten jumpy at the four shots. That had to be it. Two people shooting, one close, one in the distance.

And yet despite all those nagging little worries, monsters, guns… Ryann couldn’t deny how curious she was. Before she really thought about it more, she had dropped Jacob’s stuff and went sniffing, trying to follow the scent trail.

She pulled her hood up, picked up her black cloth mask in passing, and ensured it was firmly placed on her face. It was probably sufficient to hide her face.

Ryann usually carried a mask with her. It had been a rule in her family to not spread your own illnesses around, and she had never seen a reason to get out of the habit. And right now it provided her a degree of much wanted anonymity.

She stopped dead in her tracks when the wind changed and hit her with a cloud of blood scent so potent it made her choke as her whole body reacted to it with visceral excitement. She fought it down, trying to ignore the pleased purr in her throat. After a moment, she managed it and breathed deep, slowly, just getting used to the feeling.

Mixed into the blood scent was a bestial smell. Like a large animal, and the smell of rot. Ryann walked a few more steps. She stopped at a dark stain soaking the earth. A large splash of dark liquid covered the tombstone next to it, and both smelled so enticingly…

Next to the puddle lay the shreds of a ripped jacket. No signs of Jacob Prye.

* * *

Ryann wasn’t the type to scare easy. Monsters and vampires? Fucking bring it. But she still possessed a healthy sense of fear and caution. Her heart beat quickly as she watched her surroundings, muscles tense and ready to spring into action.

A few moments passed in that quiet tension. But no threats made themselves apparent. And still… that enticing scent remained, and with every moment that passed Ryann found her eyes drawn to the dark substance running down the tombstone.

She cleared her throat to try and break up how tight and dry it felt. It wasn’t like blood tasted especially good, even to her as a vampire. The taste was just as coppery and metallic as it used to be during any of her past matches, just more… right. Her body didn’t rebel at the taste. There was a sweetness to it that she had never tasted before.

Her stomach rumbled, reminding her that the one blood bag she had found herself with a week ago had not lasted nearly long enough.

Ryann pulled her hand away rapidly. She hadn’t even noticed that she’d reached out for the blood. Her fingernails seemed to recede a bit, tingling. She had yet to learn how to really control that part of herself. They just came out whenever they wanted.

She crouched down a little lower, now fully in control of her urge. Worse than being a vampire, worse than the horrid burning of sunlight on her skin, worse than being kidnapped and declared dead of fucking heart failure, was the not knowing. Was she going to be dependent on blood? She didn’t feel like it. Did she need it in her diet? She could still eat normal food and quite enjoyed it. Would she really need blood or just a specific part of it? Could she make do with a substitute?

She craved it, that much was true. She knew she could drink it and some part of her needed or wanted it. Was it like an addiction?

It’s fine, Ryann thought. You got this. You’re in control. You’ve got this. Focus. She didn’t want to just leave Jacob to die. Sure, her instincts told her to steer clear of him, but Ryann wasn’t devoid of morals. Even if she didn’t care about him, she would never leave someone to die.

… and also she was really curious about what had happened to him. It was, maybe, an unhealthy interest.

“Jacob? Can you hear me? Over.”

The crackle of the radio made Ryann look up. The voice was quiet, but she could hear the alarm in it. She spotted the earpiece laying on the ground, disconnected from the device. She picked both up. Leaving a trace hadn’t been in her plan. But the more help she had, the greater Jacob’s chances of survival.

Ryann clicked the answer button. “Hello? Can you hear me? Over.” She kept her voice steady. She had seen worse. Hell, she had literally been murdered and turned into a vampire, and that didn’t feature as the lowest point of her life so far.

Even if she hadn’t seen worse, she couldn’t panic. She needed to stay calm and assess the situation. I’m a vampire in a cemetery at night. Cool cool. There’s something that moves way faster than me. Cooooool. I got this. I got this…

“Who is this? Where is Jacob?” the person on the other end asked, dropping the formalities. It was a high-pitched voice with a hint of an accent that Ryann couldn’t quite place. It seemed a little… haughty, somehow. Like an accent you’d put on to try and sound more impressive.

“He, uh… I don’t know. My name’s Kate,” Ryann said. Using the fake name stung a bit. It was the name of an old friend that she’d lost touch with. Her only friend ever, really. “Pretty sure something just took him.”

There was a brief pause before the radio crackled again. “What do you mean ‘something took him’? Is this supposed to be a prank? Did Jacob put you up to this? Or did you steal his radio? Oh, the idiot probably lost it…”

Ryann sighed. She could be mistaken, but this sounded very much like deflection. “Yeah, he fucking lost it in a puddle of his own blood. So maybe we can cut the shit?”

There was another silence. Then, “What do you mean?”

“I mean I found his wallet,” Ryann shamelessly lied as she began to follow the scent of blood further into the cemetery, “and I saw the Argent Institute pin. And since I know what that is, you don’t really have to pretend with me.” She hesitated. “Also, update your fucking website, it is a nightmare to navigate.”

“I… Where’s Jacob?” the other person asked, more insistently.

Ryann sighed. She clicked the button. “Dude, I literally fucking told you,” she hissed into the receiver. “He got got.”

“By who?”

“I dunno? Something. I don’t think people generally smell like animals. And that place stunk.”

“So it was an animal attack?”

“Yeah,” Ryann said. “An animal that can carry a fully grown man across a cemetery faster than I can catch up with it. Fucking pigeons, am I right?”

There was a pointed silence from the other end of the line. “This isn’t funny.”

“Oh, I know,” Ryann said. “Honestly, it doesn’t really sound like a normal creature to me. More like something… not natural, you know what I’m saying?”

There was another moment of frigid quiet. Then, “I’m sure I don’t.”

She racked her brain. How the hell do you convince someone that you know about the supernatural without going ‘I’m a vampire, bleeergh!’? “Look, I know about supernatural shit, okay?” she said, coming right out with it. “I’ve literally watched a woman turn into a wolf. Freaked me the fuck out.” She really hoped werewolves existed, having put that lie out there.

“… when was this?” the person on the other radio asked. “No, fuck… Okay, right, we don’t have time for this.” They spoke slowly and very intently for the next few seconds. “Do you promise you’ve seen a werewolf before? Because I really don’t wanna get my licence revoked…”

“Sure, I promise,” Ryann lied through her fucking teeth. She really wanted to ask about licences for spooky shit. Did you have to go through training for that? Maybe an online seminar? Questions for later.

“Alright, listen,” the other person said. “I don’t know what you’re doing in a cemetery at this time of the night. Chances are I don’t want to know… But I need your help.”

Ryann nodded, looking around as she briefly lost the scent trail. “You need me to find your friend?” She could smell where he had been dragged away. She could smell his fear in the air and on the ground, though her nose burned with the bestial stench around it.

“No!” the person on the radio said, loudly, almost harshly. “It’s dangerous…” they added with a bit of a worried note in their voice.

“I’d say so,” Ryann muttered. “I told you there’s blood there. So we gotta hurry. Well, I gotta hurry,” she amended. “You gotta tell me what I’m walking into.” Talking helped. It made things less scary, less… sinister. She didn’t feel like the empty cemetery with the silent graves was like some sort of otherworld filled with secret dangers and monsters. Just a cemetery at night. Creepy, but still very normal.

“Actually, what’s your name?” Ryann asked.

“Rowan,” the person on the other end said. “Rowan Caller. I’m with the Argent Institute.”

“Neat. So, what are we dealing with?” Ryann asked. She grimaced when she smelled something acrid. Gunpowder? She followed the path, hurrying up as much as she could without losing the trail.

Rowan took a moment to get back to Ryann. “Honestly, I don’t know,” she said in a sigh. “There was an incident with the Umbra recently…”

“The what?” She frowned as she found another blood splatter, and leapt over a tombstone instead of going around.

“Vampires,” Rowan said. “Blood-drinkers. Nightwalkers, or whatever else they call themselves. Umbra is the ancestral term they’ve used for most of our records…”

Ryann rolled her eyes hard. Of course fucking vampires had to be posh shits. She made a face. “‘Oh yes, I am an umbra,’” she mocked quietly, not pressing the radio button. “‘Look at my fangs, I drink blood out of a wine glass like a posh bitch with my pinky up!’” She pressed the button after all. “Please tell me there’s a less inane name for them,” she said frankly.

“Well, some of them call themselves ‘Bloods’ these days,” Rowan said. That was already a much cooler name. Ryann approved. “Either way, I doubt they’d come back, so the only other option would be… a vertilacc.”

Ryann pursed her lips as she passed an old, overgrown headstone with deep claw marks on it. “What’s a vertilacc?” she asked and felt the nerves returning. She stopped to glance around again. No sign of movement.

“It’s a nocturnal scavenger. Part of the supernatural biosphere, and normally harmless. We didn’t think it’d be a problem.”

Ryann hummed a little. “Your buddy might have a different opinion on that,” she said darkly.

“He wasn’t my buddy.”

‘Wasn’t’, huh? she thought. Hold your horses, chief. He’s not dead yet. “So, what’s the plan for that vertilacc?”

“Just… try and find Jacob. If you see the vertilacc, or anything else not normal, try and hide. Don’t try to run, you’ll never make it. Also, if you want to back out now, because of the very real danger, try and get to the big lit up tent in the middle of the cemetery.”

“And hope Jacob is still alive and not bled out by the time we get to him?” Ryann said into the radio. “No way. I’m not leaving him to die.” She cast a look towards the distant point of light amidst the tombstones. That had to be where Rowan was. And, if she wasn’t completely mistaken, also where she’d find what she was looking for.

“Okay, but be careful,” Rowan insisted after a moment. She didn’t sound like she liked her orders being ignored. “If you need backup, tell me.”

“What are you gonna do? Stumble in my vague direction waving a flashlight about? Yeah, I’m sure that won’t attract attention. Speaking of getting eaten, what does a vertilacc look like?” Ryann fell quiet as a chill ran down her neck. Reflexes honed by dozens upon dozens of fights and hundreds of hours of training suddenly pushed her into action. She ducked low, and something rushed over her head. That bestial stench hit her nose again. She almost retched as a large creature landed right next to her with a dull thump.

An honest to goodness monster.

It was larger than Ryann and looked like an enormous bat. Dark, coarse fur covered its huge body, and its wings were leathery and huge. Its face was not that of a bat though. The maw was too long, the ears large but not quite round. It made a chittering noise as it turned to face Ryann. To her sight, the enormous eyes were white glowing saucers.

She didn’t stop to think. Her body fell into its familiar rhythms as she jumped with a twist. Her heel connected with the side of the thing’s head.

The beast’s huge eyes narrowed as its head snapped to the side. It let out a snarling squeal in surprise at the sudden pain. Huge, leathery wings flapped hard as it took off and vanished into the dark.

Ryann ran, racing along the narrow dirt paths, looking for cover. She knew that you just don’t fight animals. Certainly not ones bigger than you!

She could hear chittering screeches in the night above her, but looking up yielded no glimpse of the beast. A rushing sound warned her of the bat swooping down again. It clawed at her, almost caught her shoulder, and ripped her hoodie. The beast rushed past, disappearing back into the sky with wings that flapped much louder than when it had first dived down.

Ryann’s path ended suddenly at a gaping hole in the ground. She didn’t mean to jump into it. It was more of a tumble. Or just a plain fucking fall. Oh well, she thought as she came up on the soft earth in a roll. At least it’s decent cover, she thought, exasperated with her stupid stumble.

She held her breath, pressed herself to the wall of the grave and hoped it wouldn’t be hers as she heard the bat circling. It was a quiet sound, a faint rush of wind against membrane. Without her new and improved senses, she wouldn’t be able to hear it at all. Then it screeched, and she did hear that very clearly.

As Bruce (she had named the bat) circled overhead and yelled, Ryann felt around in the dirt. Her fingers found a single stone large enough to serve her purpose. She flung it out of the grave.

It landed somewhere with a loud clack!, that was followed by another screech and a chitter. Only then did Ryann become aware of the sounds coming from her hand.

“Kate? Helloooo? You still there?” Rowan asked.

Ryann’s hand was clenched tight around the radio. Shaking a bit with adrenaline, she put the radio to her lips in her white-knuckled grip and pressed the button. “Will you be quiet?” she hissed, annoyance and frustration bubbling up inside her. If only she hadn’t been injured. If only she had never been put in the hospital. If only she hadn’t fallen into a stupid coma! She could have taken that monster no problem!

If only she hadn’t been kidnapped. Killed. Turned into a monster.

“You just went dark on me! Don’t do that,” Rowan said, sounding frustrated herself.

“Well, next time don’t try and make small talk while fucking Batman over here tries to eat my liver!” Ryann shot back, hushed and agitated. The adrenaline was making it very eager to vent her frustrations on the woman on the other end of this.

“Batman? What?” Rowan sounded very confused.

Ryann clenched her fingers into the wet earth at her back and took a deep breath. She described the monster in as few words as strictly necessary. “You know, a fucking bat the size of a man,” she finished, looking herself over to check for any injuries. Her sweater had been ripped at the shoulder, but it looked like Bruce’s claws hadn’t broken the skin.

There was a moment of silence, then, gentler, Rowan asked, “Are you alright?”

“I kicked it.” She braced her hand on her knees, breathing deep.

“… you what?”

No need to sound so incredulous, Ryann thought with a frown. “I kicked it,” she repeated and craned her neck to see if she could spot Bruce anywhere. “In the face. Then I ran, then I fell in a grave.”

There was a moment of quiet before the radio crackled again and Rowan asked, “Did kicking work…?”

“Well, it didn’t eat my liver,” Ryann muttered, taking a moment to rest. She had to stay calm. Her wandering into the thing’s path had almost cost her her head. Her shoulder burned where the claws had scraped her. She wasn’t eager to test the speed of her healing since she still carried sunlight burns on her left hand.

Most vampire literature depicted vampires as nearly indestructible, only affected by silver, sunlight, crosses and stakes. Bullets weren’t supposed to work on them at all, same with claws and knives or other blades.

Ryann didn’t feel indestructible. She felt tired and annoyed and kinda pissed. And there was only one reason for her to keep up this song and dance. Jacob’s stupid ass getting kidnapped by Batman. She wasn’t really curious anymore about what had happened, so that driving force was gone. She could imagine it. She really didn’t need to know for sure. Just get Jacob out of the shit he’d gotten himself into.

Ryann took a deep breath before she pulled herself out of the grave and took off again, quick as she could without making too much noise.

“You just kicked it?” Rowan asked again for the dozenth time. “Just like that? A giant monster? Maybe you were mistaken. Maybe it was… a dog. Or a person? Or just a really big bat?”

“Jesus fucking Christ on a pogo stick, it was Batman,” Ryann growled into the radio, getting fed up with this. One more time and she’d put Rowan on mute. “It wasn’t a dog, it had fucking wings. It wasn’t a person, it had fucking wings. And it wasn’t an actual bat. You know how I know that? Because it was taller than me, had fucking wings, looked nothing like a regular bat and oh yes, I kicked it in the face and it didn’t die!” She didn’t have time for this. She needed to listen for Bruce so he didn’t swoop in and eat her face.

“It just doesn’t make any sense!” Rowan said. “Vertilacc eat dead things! Not living ones…”

“Oh, so that’s a vetilacc! Good to know! Well, maybe it has fucking rabies or something,” Ryann sighed in exasperation, kneading the bridge of her nose. “Also, thanks a lot for warning me that it can fucking fly, that would’ve been nice to know!”

“Look, I only had limited intel myself,” Rowan said back. She sounded a bit agitated. “We don’t even know where those things nest.”

“Somewhere under Toronto?” she suggested.

“How do you figure?”

“His name is Bruce,” Ryann muttered, trying to lighten the mood. “He probably lives in a cave with lots of other bats. Like Batman, you know?” She really needed a laugh. Not that the bat had freaked her out. She wasn’t scared so easily. Not at all.

“What are you even doing here?” Rowan asked, sounding a bit exasperated. “I’m trying to wrap my head around it. One of my co-workers gets picked off by a monster, and, you, who knows about the supernatural, just happen to be there?”

“I came here because I heard rumours that vampires hang out here,” Ryann lied. This was probably her best chance to find out something about her kind. Vampires. Bloods… Shit, that still sounded kinda cool.

“That doesn’t exactly fill me with confidence,” Rowan said as Ryann darted between the headstones, following the trail. “Also, you shouldn’t go after vampires. We know barely anything about them.”

Well that’s just fucking great, Ryann thought and rolled her eyes. “Really? Not a little bit of trivia? Like, does sunlight burn them? Or do I only have to watch out after dark? What about garlic? Or blood drinking?” She didn’t quite know why she asked those questions in particular. Maybe they were the most pressing.

She rubbed her hand gently. It had only taken a few seconds of touching it to the light for it to flare up painfully and turn red and blistered. Even now, three days later, it looked raw and red.

“Garlic will put you on any vampire’s dinner table,” Rowan sighed. “You know, since it’s delicious and does nothing to hurt them. Sunlight also doesn’t really hurt them either,” she added, getting a scoff out of Ryann. “Some lose a measure of their powers in direct sunlight. But only the weakest and least dangerous of vampires actually burn in it. And it’s less bursting aflame, more like a really bad sunburn, from what we’ve observed.”

“Ah. Good to know,” Ryann muttered, feeling a little disappointed. She had to be a vampire and a weak one? She hated the thought of being weak. She’d worked hard all her life to not be weak.

“They do drink blood. In fact, most seem to subsist entirely on it,” Rowan went on, babbling away. “They need more if they use abilities like enhanced strength, healing, bursts of unnatural speed, or other things like that. Usually a vampire will feed every couple weeks to a month. Otherwise people would definitely know about them.”

“Speaking of, why don’t you tell people?” Ryann asked, trying to bite back the hostility in her tone. “You could save lives!” You could have saved mine!

“Or we could have people try to become vampires so they can live forever and murder,” Rowan said. “Either way, it’s out of my hands. The Institute is very need-to-know with its secrets.”

Ryann let go of the radio button and growled loudly. She turned and kicked against a headstone that shook under the force of her anger. Her fist clenched tight enough to make her feel the claws again. All she cared about in that moment was how the Argent Institute had known about vampires… about Bloods… and they had done nothing.

And now Ryann would never feel the warmth of the sun again.

A gentle breeze stroked past her cheek, carrying with it the sickly sweet scent of rotting wood and flesh. Ryann looked to the source, narrowing her green eyes with the red inner ring to make out details in the monochrome of her night vision.

What she had taken for a dark plot of earth turned out to be yet another deep, open grave, not two metres away.

Something was wrong with it.

Ryann felt a shiver run down her back as she looked at the gaping hole. Was it somehow darker than the rest of the cemetery? Even with her night vision, some spots were darkened, but this… This was different.

There was a noise in the air. Ryann frowned, tilting her head to try and make it out. But, for the life of her, the hole just captured her attention more. Its edges were perfectly straight and dark…

She leaned back with a start. When had she moved so close to the edge of the grave?

And where was its bottom?

She suddenly and abruptly felt a cold chill run down her back. Why was there this open grave here? And why was it so dark? She craned her neck to try and pierce the darkness with her gaze. She wished she’d taken a flashlight.

That sound was getting louder. What was it? It sounded almost right next to her, but when she looked, she couldn’t see anything but empty cemetery. She looked back at the hole.

Was the darkness creeping out of the grave? Ryann rubbed her eyes. They finally focused on the bottom of the hole, reaching through the darkness like through inky water. A glint showed varnished wood. Ryann’s eyes wandered along it over the tiny, black gap in the wood. She looked over the spindly fingers hanging out, the bony hand, the long, dirty fingernails of the dead inside, and Ryann began to lean down to get a closer look.

The fingers twitched.

The sudden smell of rot and beast hit her, and she heard a chitter above her. Ryann threw herself to the side and brought her fists up. Bruce’s claws slashed past her head as he came down and landed hard. His momentum carried him further and he hooked a wing on a headstone to twist towards Ryann.

She backed away against a tombstone. It was a large monument, square and rising into the night ominously in a gothic design with few ornamentations, looking like a little tower that narrowed towards the top.

Only the open grave separated her from Bruce as he lowered his upper body to the ground and crawled over the headstones. His eyes were white saucers as he tilted his head gently.

“Kate? Kaaa-aaate? Helloooo?” Rowan’s voice sounded in Ryann’s hand. That was what the noise had been. She had completely missed it.

Ryann swallowed and kept her eyes on Bruce. He curled a wing claw over a gravestone. His head was now hovering over the grave. His wet nostrils flared. The big, pointy ears twitched. Then Bruce opened his mouth. The jaw expanded into a set of fanged mandibles filled with rows of sharp teeth. He screeched loudly, a chittering sound that shook the air, and lunged.

Just at the mandibles alone, Ryann had decided that she’d had enough. She dashed around the tombstone and stopped in a skid, facing back the way she’d come. Her fists were up in her usual boxing stance, leg ready to send another kick at Bruce’s face.

Instead, she heard screeching and snarling from beyond the cover of the stone next to her. She remained there, frozen, as something heavy crashed into stone and made it crumble. There was more screeching and an ungodly gurgling sound. Finally, a crunch and a wet tear that made Ryann’s mind conjure up the most horrific ideas of what could be going on.

After a few moments of eerie silence, she heard wings in the air. The smell of rot and beast slowly dissipated. Ryann shuddered. Her heart still beat hard. Slowly, she made her way back around the tombstone.

The grave seemed completely innocuous now. Like it had just been all in her mind. No darkness spread out from it, of course not.

It had been her imagination.

Or, much more likely, Batman had done something to whatever was lurking in that grave.

Ryann couldn’t quite push down her curiosity. What had summoned the darkness? What had made it look so inky and solid? She carefully leaned back over the grave. There was a coffin there. Its glossy black lid had been torn away and was in pieces. There was nothing Ryann could see inside besides a pile of pale bones.

Rowan still babbled away on the radio. Ryann’s anger reared its head again at the sound of her voice. She was stuck in a fucking cemetery, with monsters and darkness, and all because some stuck up assholes had decided to keep actual supernatural threats secret!

‘Need-to-know’, my ass! Ryann growled loudly and trudged away. She had needed to know! She hated being a vampire. Sure, the healing without intensive physical therapy was great. But she hated the thought of being weak. Of never seeing the sun again.

Most of all, she hated not having been given a choice.
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She couldn’t keep relying on dumb luck to save her ass. A weapon would be a good start. Ryann raised a hand before her face and tried to focus on the little claws that remained on her fingers, looking like the best manicured fingernails she’d ever had. She tried to make them grow.

Nothing happened.

Oh, come on…

She focused harder. She didn’t want to fight Batman, but he had already abducted one person. Ryann didn’t want to be next. Even if he had been more interested in a grave last time, he’d still shown a vested interest in eating her before.

Still, despite Ryann’s best attempts her fingernails remained pointy but short. “Dammit,” she muttered. She tried flexing her fingers. Still no sign of vampire claws. “Okay, fuck you too then,” she muttered. “Punching it is.”

“You sure you’re good?” Rowan asked from the radio. “You’ve been quiet.”

Ryann rolled her eyes. She pressed the button. “Almost like I’m sneaking through a monster-infested cemetery to find a guy that’s almost certainly dead.” She could smell the blood in the air. Jacob’s chances weren’t great already, and there was no telling where the trail might end. “Maybe I should call this off,” she muttered. She didn’t think Rowan could hear her. She wasn’t serious in the first place. She was just still very much pissed.

But Rowan quickly replied, “We can’t do that! He might still be alive! We have to help him!”

“Yes, of course, Jesus,” Ryann said back, annoyed. “I wasn’t serious.” She tested the air with her sense of smell. Was it her imagination, or had the blood scent become thicker? She pulled the mask down. She could almost taste the traces of blood on the wind, and sniffed the air like a bloodhound until she uncovered the source.

It came from an octagonal stone pavilion with iron fences filling the gaps between the pillars. It was the only place with any light around. In that light Ryann saw Jacob slumped against the inner wall. She rushed to the door quickly, and inside, stepping into a thick, red trail by accident.

Memories flashed before her eyes. The smell, the shape of the place, and the light… they brought back things she tried to push down.

She was in the ring. The smell of her own blood was in her nose, and something sharp and strange. Like the smell of something that had gone off. Lights glared overhead. The crowd was so deafening she barely heard it. He was there. Her opponent. There was not a drop of sweat on him, and his skin looked pale and dry.

Everything was moving in slow motion. Ryann saw the ripple of her muscles as she tried to block the strike, and only then felt the sharp jolt of her pain through her shoulder, cutting through the adrenaline. Her head snapped back as his knuckles collided with her jaw, she spat blood. Another strike hit her head, way too hard, making her vision black at the edges, then another, another.

She came back up, driving her fist into his jaw, and saw him grit his teeth as his head snapped aside. Teeth that were too long and sharp. They gnashed angrily.

They were in the same weight class. Ryann could have kicked his ass easily. She’d taken on opponents bigger and heavier than herself in less legal matches. But nothing worked on this guy. She could practically see the red marks of her strikes vanishing from his gut.

Ryann stepped in and blocked his kick with her own shin. The hit felt like it was designed to break bones. She ducked under his swing and drove her fist into his stomach again.

Even through the knuckle guards, it felt like punching a wall. There was not enough muscle there to not give. What she was fighting didn’t feel human.

It occurred to Ryann that she’d been fighting a vampire. The thought came suddenly and with a bit of a numb shock. It felt odd, like it should have been a greater revelation.

Well… Still choked him out like anyone else, she thought as she pushed the thought down. They’d told her to lose that fight. She’d told them to fuck off.

They’d waited for her outside the venue and had ambushed her.

After that, all she remembered was the hospital, the smell of disinfectant, the doctor telling her she’d been in an accident and a coma, and London crying at her bedside.

Ryann clenched her hand in anger. She gripped the pillar next to her to steady herself. Her claws scratched over the stone hard and left little marks.

The smell of blood ripped her from those thoughts. She took a deep breath and tried to fight the anger down. She’d deal with those bastards later. Maybe give them an accident of their own, let them see what it’s like. They were probably all vampires, right? They certainly all had looked pale enough, so they’d probably be fine with a few broken bones.

Her teeth ached again. She really wanted to dig them into something. Not to drink blood. Just to tear something apart.

The radio in her hand cracked precariously with her grip. The blood scent in her nose made her growl deeply. You don’t have time for this, she tried to tell herself. Her lungs burned as if the blood had entered into them as a thick, red mist. She staggered forward, through the blood smell, and to the man slumped on the inside of the pavilion.

She crouched down next to Jacob. He was pale and still. Dark circles under his eyes were overshadowed by his sweaty blond hair. A large puddle had already formed beneath him on his other side, and the smell intensified the closer Ryann got. “Found him,” she said a little hoarsely into the radio. Her throat stung with the words.

“Is he alive?”

Ryann already had her fingers to Jacob’s neck. No pulse. His body was still warm, but it would take between six and twelve hours to grow cold anyway. A little trivia from her time at med school.

She tried not to think about how many classes she’d missed in her four-month coma. Maybe they’d give her extra credit for that?

God, that’s fucking sad… She sighed at the thought and shook her head.

She lifted the radio back to her lips. “He’s gone,” Ryann said softly. “I’m sorry. Looks like he just about managed to crawl to safety.” She could see the huge claw marks under Jacob’s torn shirt. Even if his heart had just stopped, there would be no way to get him to a paramedic in time, not to mention him losing more and more blood.

The radio was quiet for a long, long moment. Then it crackled once. Rowan’s voice came over the line breathy and quiet. “Does he have a bag on him?”

Ryann frowned at the question. He was indeed wearing a bag, small, like the kind you’d put a planner or notebook in, or maybe a water bottle and some snacks. On closer inspection, it strained to hold its contents, bulging a little. “Yeah, he had one,” Ryann said into the radio. “What about it?” she followed up. Something didn’t feel right.

“I need you to tell me what’s inside.”

She frowned a little deeper at that. The bag was covered in Jacob’s blood. He seemed to have clung to it with his last breaths.

For a moment, Ryann felt herself transported to a different place. A darker place with no lights, the cold floor of an alley beneath her, and a different body at her feet. Someone else she’d failed to save.

She pushed the thought aside and busied herself with the bag. The smell of blood has lost its allure after that memory.

Her fingers brushed against leather, and she pulled it free.

It was a book, old, with yellowed pages that were stained darkly, and entirely leatherbound. She tried not to touch it too much. The binding felt old and badly cared for, and where she came in contact with the paper, it felt oily.

Emblazoned on the cover was the title, along with scratches that marked the leather, like someone or something had clawed at it. The Stalwart Hunter’s Almanac. She relayed this to Rowan.

Her friend from the Institute seemed to think for a bit. “You can see the lights in the middle of the cemetery, yeah?” she asked. “Make your way over to that. It’s safe there.”

“No offence,” Ryann said and narrowed her eyes at the white structure next to the decapitated angel statue, “but it doesn’t look like a huge monster bat would have any troubles with that.” She could only make it out in detail because her vision had sharpened so much over the last days.

“We have measures in place against that,” Rowan told her. “Get over here, you’ll be safe. And don’t forget the book!”

The smell of blood and grave dirt faded into the background at the emphasis Rowan put on that. A soft growl rose up in Ryann’s throat. Rowan wanted the book bad, and that didn’t sit right with her. Something was off.

“Why?” she asked. “I’d move quicker without it.”

“Jacob stole it. I need it back.”

Ryann stood up and leaned back against one of the pillars, crossing her arms. Her tongue played over her fangs as she brought the radio to her lips. “The blood smell could attract Batman. I should leave it here until it’s safe.”

“It could come back to get Jacob’s body!”

“So? What would it want with a book? Animals are smart enough to not eat books.”

“Kate!” Rowan strained and failed to stay calm. “I need that book! Or else you going after Jacob will have been for nothing!”

Ryann left the radio off for a bit. Rowan called her name. Then once more, getting more and more agitated. Ryann clicked the button again, cutting her off. “No bullshit this time…” she said in a low tone. “Did you even send me after this guy to get him back?”

“Of course…”

“Yeah?” Ryann asked darkly. “I said no bullshit. And I’m smelling bullshit.” She didn’t question her intuition. She didn’t always understand how she knew, but generally people lying to her left a bad feeling. “So if I bury this book in a fucking grave, you won’t really care?”

“No! I mean…” Rowan floundered. Ryann growled even louder now.

“Did you even think we’d find him alive?” she all but yelled into the radio. “Fess up, or your book gets spread around the entire cemetery, one page at a time!”

Rowan hesitated for a long moment. “To be honest…” she said then in a nervous stammer, “I assumed he was dead the moment you mentioned the blood…”

“Motherfucker!” She wanted to throw the radio to the ground and shatter it. It creaked precariously in her grip.

“I had to get the book back!” Rowan implored her almost desperately. Ryann had trouble hearing her over the agitated, clicking growl from her throat. “It’s an encyclopedia of monsters!”

Ryann ducked further into cover when she heard a scraping sound in the night. “Do you maybe want another souvenir?” she hissed into the radio. “A finger maybe? Or an eyeball?”

“I don’t— Kate, listen to me, I know you’re angry…”

“No shit, Sherlock,” Ryann interrupted harshly. “You sent me after some guy you thought was dead, all for some shitty old book!”

“I never sent you—”

“You let me go after him even though you — and I quote — ‘already thought he was dead ten seconds after I picked up his shitty fucking radio’! And at the mere suggestion of turning back, you told me to keep going anyway!” The radio cracked hard in her hand as she gripped it harder in her anger. “So what the actual fuck, dude??”

“I… I’m sorry,” Rowan said after a moment of silence. “I planned to reward you for bringing it back, of course. This book is so valuable that people are constantly looking for it. Especially vampires. We thought we would find it here. Jacob made it vanish before anyone else got a hold of it.”

Ryann stood there completely baffled. She’d been used. Manipulated. She had been through enough emotional abuse at the various orphanages to recognize an after the fact apology meant to get back into her good graces.

After a moment, she clicked the radio button again. “Don’t fucking talk to me right now,” she said. She kept her voice level to not let on how upset she was. Then she sat down opposite to Jacob’s dead, slack-jawed corpse, and tossed the radio out of reach. She buried her face in her hands.

This was utterly fucked. How was this her life?

Fucking Rowan, she thought with an angry clench of her fist. Stupid fucking Institute, goddamn fucking vampires and bat monsters. It felt like the entire world had gone insane overnight. Or at least the people Ryann had been forced to spend her time with.

Her eyes stung. Her nose felt blocked, which thankfully kept the blood smell away. She sniffed and rubbed her face. You got this. You’re fine. You can handle this, she told herself as tears of frustration collected in her eyes. It’s just one shitty person in a world full of shitty people. And yet the feeling of being used persisted. She’d thought she was past that.

She had trusted Rowan. Not implicitly, but she had believed they were on the same page, trying to save a life. Turns out that was a lie. I guess you just can’t trust people. She hated that it affected her so much. It shouldn’t. But she was just so stressed.

Being beaten into a coma had hurt.

Waking up weak and disoriented had scared her.

London leaving her had destroyed her.

And then she had actually been killed. Arms sliced open, a knife through her chest. Apparently even killing her hadn’t been enough. After the week she’d had, she was just so utterly done with everything. And still, shit just kept piling on from all sides.

Well, I’m not gonna take it lying down. Ryann swallowed against the lump in her throat. She wiped her eyes and dried them with her sleeve. Okay, she thought with a grim, angry determination. Fuck Rowan. Fuck her stupid institute. She had been lied to. She had absolutely no reason to care anymore.

I’m gonna get what I came here for. Maybe a little extra. And Rowan can fuck right off. She took a deep breath and centered herself.

She took Jacob’s thin, fancy gloves and wiped her fingerprints off the radio. Ryann had no intention of leaving any more traces than necessary, just in case Rowan recognized her as a vampire. Her skin wasn’t as pale or cold, but you never know.

She picked up the radio and looked at the small, blue light blinking on it with disdain. She steeled herself and clicked the button.

“Let’s get one thing straight,” she said evenly, but not without cold anger. “You fucking owe me for this.” She bit back a whole stream of curses.

“I’ll be happy to discuss adequate compensation with you later, when you’re safe,” Rowan said with a tired sigh. “I am not actually heartless. And you’ve really helped me out.”

“Yeah, well, fuck you,” Ryann snapped as she aggressively stuffed the book back into its bag and slung it around her shoulder. She pushed open the iron gate of the pavilion, too annoyed to slip through the crack. The metal hinges squeaked loudly. “I’ll talk to you when I’m there.” She let go of the button and tossed the radio into the night.

Ryann didn’t take any chances this time as she slipped out into the dark. She stayed low, hiding behind the headstones as she looked for the broadest path possible. Lakeview Cemetery was the largest cemetery in the city, and after a few hundred metres of graves starting from the entrance, the carefully laid out plans for the cemetery had apparently been abandoned completely, creating a wild and unorganized maze.

She kept an eye out, looking back over her shoulder every few steps, never catching sight of Batman. But that smell was always in the air, and more than once she ducked behind a headstone when she thought she heard the flap of wings in the night.

She also didn’t get any more weird feelings when she passed the scattered number of open, dark graves that lined her path. She still gave them a wide berth. They made her nervous. The darkness in them just wasn’t quite right. It made her skin crawl, and the smell emanating from them was too rotten to be right.

When she got within fifty metres of the glowing ring of lights surrounding the white tent, she briefly wondered if monsters could be tamed. Now that this was her life, what if she showed up to a fight with one of Bruce’s cousins in tow?

Fat chance, she thought with a dry chuckle. They would never let her into the building. Maybe in the underground fights. Not that there was any guarantee she could attend those anymore. Not with fucking vampires wanting her gone because she ruined their bets. She’d have to find a different way to make money, or keep her head down and not draw attention to herself.

A quiet growl rose in Ryann’s throat. She hated her situation. When she found the people who had put her in the hospital, she would teach them a lesson they’d never forget. Same with the ones who’d kidnapped and turned her into a vampire.

She loved fighting. And both those groups had tried to take that from her. Sure, she’d lost fights and tasted defeat, and the hours upon hours of preparation for an upcoming match were filled with constant, never-ending pressure. But it made her happy. She loved the burn of exertion in her limbs. And when she stepped into the ring to face an opponent, she felt alive. And once fists started flying, she was in her element.

She just wanted to enjoy that. Maybe someday she would have enough saved up to just enjoy life. Maybe she could get a dog? Maybe even a big one. Like a rottweiler. She vaguely remembered her parents’ car reminding her of one. She’d been saving up to buy a car like it, actually. But right now, she really wanted a huge pet. Batman was kinda cool.

But Christ’s titties on a bike, did he ever stink.

Especially his breath, Ryann noted as she peered around a gravestone and came face to face with Bruce. He roared in her face, mandibles shooting out to the side, and gave Ryann a good look at the skin and hooked teeth between. The roar itself was a hissing, growling sound that came with a blast of hot, rancid air and a few strings of saliva. It smelled like straight from the grave, full of rot.

“Oh SHI—” Ryann didn’t mean to jab him in the snout, but reflex made her act before she could think. Bruce yelped and jumped back. He whined and dragged a wing claw over his face and snout like an upset puppy.

She jumped away from the son of a jumpscaring bitch just in time. His claws raked the air a moment later. His wings made a noise like flapping cloth, and Ryann barely evaded the swipe before taking off in a sprint.

Bruce recovered quickly. He half-jumped, half-flew with frantically fluttering wings as he chased her. She was still not as steady on her feet as she would have liked, and the ground beneath her feet was uneven.

“Fuck off, Bruce!” she yelled over her shoulder. She could tell how rapidly her lead was shrinking by the sound of his throaty panting approaching. “Don’t make me punch you again!”

He just screeched. Worth a try, though.

She almost slipped in some mud that had crusted over to look deceptively like dirt but wasn’t quite hard yet. She scrambled up, turning a little, and Bruce lunged at her.

Ryann’s knee snapped up hard as her body went through the instinctive motions. She felt the impact through her bones as the monster’s jaws clamped shut from the force and its head collided with Ryann, tossing her to the ground entirely. The force sent her sprawling. She grabbed on to the bag at her side tight as she reoriented herself and staggered back to her feet.

Bruce had been flipped by the force of his impact and had crashed into a bunch of old headstones. One of them was rubble now. Ryann smirked. Still got it. Ah crap, he’s getting up.

She lunged to get behind another large tombstone with a monument of sculpted animals. It was low, but just high and broad enough to hide her. The tent was so tantalizingly close, and, for whatever reason, Bruce didn’t so much as look at it. But would it be safe if she ran to it with him right on her heels? It fucking better be, or else we’re gonna be in some deep shit, Ryann thought.

The monster screeched a low shriek, stomping around. Ryann shimmied away from the sound, keeping the bag pressed to her chest. Was Bruce coming around the right? There was no room for error. Those claws were much longer and sharper than her own.

Her claws, by the way, were still acting the fuck up. They’d been long and sharp enough to leave nicks on her face around Jacob’s body. When she needed them, they were barely half a centimetre.

Ryann took a deep breath, hearing Bruce’s sniffs. She couldn’t afford to wait. I can still do this, she thought, grit her teeth, and ran. Fuck you, bitch.

Immediately Batman’s low rumbling growl turned into a shriek. He came after her, wings flapping hard. Ryann held the book close as she sped up, relying on her monochrome night vision to guide her. Her heart beat rapidly. Her steps quickened and found secure footing and a path to run on. And when she jumped and her foot hit the first headstone to propel her up, she felt the speed in the drop of her stomach.

Ryann leapt and ran over the gravestones, going above to clear a distance that she would have otherwise had to navigate slower to not trip. Batman’s breath was hot and fowl at her back. One last jump landed her in the ring of light before the tent. Colour returned to her vision.

She tossed herself to the side to escape an attack. But none came, and, when she looked, Bruce was gone. “Yeah, fucking take that,” Ryann muttered and flipped off the night.

The tent flap behind was pulled aside quickly and Ryann turned to it after checking her mask was secure on her face. “Well, Batman can get fucked,” she said to the small woman standing there.

“I… yeah,” Rowan Caller muttered, staring at her with wide eyes. Ryann did strike an imposing figure. She would have said something funny or humorous to lighten the mood, but unfortunately she remembered that Rowan was a fucking liar. From the looks of her, she was probably regretting her lies. Too little, too fucking late, Ryann thought to herself.

Ryann frowned. “So… Gonna let me in?” Her voice was a little heavy with barely concealed anger.

Rowan stepped back immediately, clearly nervous, and let her inside. “Y-yes, of course!” she said, seeming a little taken aback. She eyed Ryann’s getup. “You can take off the mask, if you want.”

“I’m good,” Ryann said as deliberately as she could without letting out a growl. Even now, she was fighting down the vibrations in her throat. Sometimes she wondered if she’d been turned into a werewolf, rather than a vampire.

She didn’t need the growl. Anybody capable of reading a room could tell she was pissed. Her shoulders were tense, her voice terse. It didn’t take a genius to figure out her mood.

Rowan swallowed nervously and nodded.

The tent was huge. It spanned the entirety of the intersection of paths. In the middle sat a large stone tablet with crudely hewn grooves, and despite the previous, rainy night, it was still grimy with crusted brown and black. Dried blood.

Ryann clenched her teeth and had to redouble her efforts to stop that damned growl from rising into her throat. Best not alert Rowan to the fact that she was a vampire. She was already planning to make enough trouble. Though maybe that would be a fun little shock to her… No, she didn’t need the extra attention.

“Interesting place,” Ryann said, nodding her head over to the stone tablet. “Wanna tell me what went on here?” Maybe the Institute had some information she’d find useful.

Rowan stopped fidgeting with her thick-rimmed glasses. She pursed her lips nervously and crossed her arms. Well, she didn’t just cross them. She huddled into her jacket as if to make herself smaller, which Ryann thought would be quite the magic trick.

She was rail thin already, and clearly intimidated by the presence of Ryann (which she fucking better be), huge, muscular, oh and covered in blood as she now noticed. It had seeped into her black hoodie and she groaned, taking the hem of it and pulling it as she tried to see how far the stain extended.

The tiniest of growls escaped Ryann. Small enough to be overheard. “Son of a… Fucking Bruce!” At least the wound the blood came from was just a little scrape. Nothing she couldn’t handle. It had stopped bleeding already.

“You’re really gonna keep calling it that?” Rowan asked. Her mutter was a little disapproving.

“Yeah, what’s it to you?” Ryann snapped at her. Rowan was really short and thin, as she had noticed before. Her sturdy work clothes seemed out of place on her. She had a few little freckles on her face, darkly visible in the pale, fluorescent light that emanated from bulbs in wire cages. They illuminated the space harshly and cast their sharp shadows. Ryann would have placed Rowan’s age at late twenties, at best early thirties. Her dark brown hair was a little frazzled and cut into a short bob.

“So… Bruce, then. Batman. For real,” Rowan muttered, not taking the hint.

“Yes,” Ryann said decisively. “It’s a bat that walks like a man. Sometimes. And I’ve been calling him Bruce too long to change my mind now.”

She was mainly talking as a distraction. She didn’t want Rowan thinking she could start up a conversation. Not while Ryann was busy looking around.

There were large stains in the grass. Was that the spot where she and the other newly-Turned girl there had torn into their captors? It looked so different, far too sharply outlined in the glare of the lights

The decapitated angel knelt above the stone tablet, rising higher than the tent that had split around it. Its arms and sword cast stark shadows across the white tent wall.

Ryann stopped her little walk into the room and looked down.

On the hard ground with the trampled patches of grass were the frayed ends of a rope. The rope that had held her down to the tablet. It lay next to a little yellow flag stabbed into the ground.

Ryann shuddered and rubbed her wrists involuntarily. Bastards. She couldn’t suppress a hint of grim satisfaction at seeing the security tape cordoning off large spots of grey ash. Apparently Vampires burned after death.

Rowan cleared her throat behind Ryann. “I don’t think you should just walk around over there,” she said. “Official institute business, you understand…”

“I don’t, actually,” she said firmly with a sharp look to Rowan, “given how tight-lipped your little club is.”

“Kate…” Rowan sighed and shook her head. “I don’t expect you to understand what we do or why we do it. But it’s for the greater good. The world isn’t ready for this kind of thing.”

Ryann growled deeply now. The sound faded away as she turned around and marched back to the woman. Rowan backed away at her approach, but Ryann easily caught up to her as she hit the edge of a field table with her back. Several pens and notebooks on them shifted as Rowan pressed into it, leaning away from Ryann.

“So ‘the greater good’ is leaving people ignorant of the threats around them?” she growled at Rowan and leaned over her. “I think you owe me exactly as much information as I want.”

“I… I can’t just… There are rules!” Rowan stammered.

Ryann didn’t care to suppress her smirk behind her mask. Accidental or not, she felt a substantial amount of satisfaction at seeing Rowan squirm. “What’s the matter, Rowan?” she asked, giving her voice a low, dangerous edge just to drive her point home. “Is keeping secrets how you repay people who stick their neck out for you?”

Rowan leaned back a little more as she muttered another excuse about regulations and contracts. Ryann could practically smell the fear from her. She clenched her teeth a little, eyes locked on Rowan’s murky green ones. It’s not like she cared about scaring her… but she also didn’t care about not scaring her. Rowan had put her in danger and lied to her. She was pissed.

“I-I um…” Rowan swallowed hard and cleared her throat. “I really shouldn’t…” Her eyes were locked on Ryann’s in barely hidden trepidation.

Ryann leaned back a little and gave her some space. She still glared down at Rowan and thrust a finger at her chest. “You fucking owe me,” she said with her anger showing through a little. She crossed her thick arms expectantly.

Rowan looked away for a moment, too ashamed or intimidated to keep eye contact. Ryann could smell her so clearly. She could smell Rowan’s skin and the shampoo she had used recently, sweet and floral… She could smell the warm blood coursing around inside her. Faint, but there. And the nervous sweat, not breaking to the surface, but underlying and nerve wracking.

Rowan rubbed her neck. She was still leaning back over the table a bit. “Look, I’m sorry…”

“I don’t care,” Ryann interrupted dismissively. She didn’t want to hear apologies. Rowan fucking lied to her. She didn’t get to be sorry.

“I really didn’t have any other choice!” Rowan still protested. “I can tell you’re angry…”

“No shit, did you read that in your special book?” Ryann narrowed her eyes. “I brought it, by the way,” she added and held up the bag that Rowan had definitely been eyeing.

Rowan’s face lit up and she reached for it. At that, Ryann turned a little and stepped away. She pressed the bag to her chest.

“Actually,” she said, “I’m gonna need you to give me that reward you promised. I don’t work for free.” She still made no effort to be any friendlier.

Rowan stopped attempting to grab the book when the dark tone of her voice reminded her how angry Ryann was. She shrunk back a bit. “I need that book!” she insisted.

“And you’ll get it,” Ryann said. “After you make it worth my while.”

“You were going after Jacob anyway!”

Ryann hummed. “Yeah, see, you not telling me why you wanted me to do that doesn’t change my fucking mind on being paid.”

“Fine!” Rowan seemingly relented and reached out a hand towards her. “Give me the book, and we’ll get in contact with you.”

“Uh, no,” She said with a furrowed brow. “You first. Then book. Do you need me to repeat it?” Her voice got a bit more of an edge to it when Rowan continually tried to play stupid.

“I can’t do that without my supervisor’s approval,” Rowan argued.

“You should call him. You probably have a lot of explaining ahead of you, what with your co-worker being dead in the middle of nowhere,” Ryann said evenly. She just stared at Rowan’s eyes. She’d made it pretty clear she wasn’t gonna back down.

Rowan averted her gaze. She sighed. “But it’s the middle of the night!”

“Sounds like that’s not my problem,” Ryann said. She moved to the table and half sat on it. It creaked under her weight. “Go on, I’ll wait.”

“I… You don’t have to—” Rowan’s voice faltered and she looked away. “I see. That’s how it’s gonna be, huh…?”

Ryann didn’t answer her. She looked around once more. A clump formed in her throat as she saw the scrape marks on the stone, and her free hand closed into a hard fists. The memories flooded back.

Ropes burning at her wrists. Her fingernails on stone. Half-blurred faces leaning over her. Whispered words of feigned kindness. They were giving her a gift. “The Gift of Blood!” they repeated in such excitement. And she really had to thank them! Why wouldn’t she?

Metal bit her wrists and cut long, horizontal gashes.

A hand brushed over her head almost tenderly. She spat in the face hovering above her. She was slapped hard in return and saw stars. Her next spit in her captor’s face was a spray of red.

They hissed to each other, growls and discontent lacing their words. She was beginning to feel weak. Her body hurt. Her legs and arms weren’t used to the strain of movement anymore. Her head throbbed painfully. Her body was starting to feel numb. Cold. Her blood trickled out only faster as she tried to wriggle free and stop the bleeding.

Then her captors returned to the stone. The knife plunged hard into Ryann’s chest, and her world went dark.

Ryann slowly unclenched her jaw and looked at Rowan. “Don’t try and fuck me over,” she said darkly. “I’m not in the mood.”

“Fine,” Rowan said. “I guess I can also call in your monster…”

“His name is Bruce,” Ryann said.

“Kate…”

“But he prefers Batman, make sure they remember that.”

“Oh my god…” Rowan sighed deeply. She shook her head.

Ryann smirked. Humour to deflect the pain. The only thing half as good as payback.

Rowan headed for the tent flap opposite the one Ryann had entered. “Fine, I’ll try and call him. But Julius Argent is a busy man. So it might take a while.”

Long enough for you to figure out how to get the book from me without making good on your promise, I bet. Ryann smiled at her behind the mask. “Take your time,” she all but purred. She watched Rowan unzip the flap, revealing steps that led up to a mobile living space or camper van. “You know, I was wondering,” she said and stopped Rowan with her thoughtful tone. “Why did you think Jacob was dead? Didn’t he have a gun?”

Rowan stiffened briefly. “Yeah,” she then said tersely. “He did. Had his kill count engraved on it.”

“So why the instant belief that he’d bit the dust?” Ryann cocked her head. “You heard those gunshots.”

“You described the scene of a monster attack,” Rowan shrugged. “Bullets generally don’t kill monsters.”

Ryann frowned. “You said he had a kill count engraved on his gun.” Twenty-four. She remembered seeing it. “Seems like enough monsters did die to bullets.”

“… As I said,” Rowan repeated softly. “Bullets don’t kill monsters.” She stepped out of the tent and left Ryann to imagine exactly what that meant.

* * *

Ryann didn’t want to think about ‘shoot first, ask questions never’ Jacob, or ‘I totally didn’t send you into danger under false pretenses’ Rowan anymore. Rowan had disappeared up those steps, and Ryann was alone.

She looked around again to busy herself with anything but the thoughts of how fucked these people apparently were. She shuddered a little at the sight of the pale stone tablet covered in her blood.

She didn’t want to look at that. Instead, she pulled out The Stalwart Hunter’s Almanac and opened it. Curiosity got the better of her after all, and she needed a moment to clear her head.

The first thing she found was a note scribbled onto the first page. Most of it was hard to make out as it had been scribbled over a bunch of times. But one word was scratched deep into the oily, yellowed page. ‘Thelosian,’ it read.

Ryann couldn’t put a meaning to the word until she turned the page. The writing was unfamiliar to her. It didn’t rely on the Latin alphabet or in fact any system of writing she recognized. Every letter, if they were letters, looked like a flickering flame. Maybe the first page notes referred to ways of deciphering it? Ryann kept flipping through it. Every page was like a tightly packed ball of fire. A few looked like rock walls but with similar ways of how the lines intersected. It was tasteful, pretty, an impressive display of artistry and care, and it made Ryann’s head hurt.

She thought there weren’t any pictures in the book until she adjusted how she sat, and tilted the book. As if some of the symbols faded into the background, an image of a bat creature with a long snout and open mandibles emerged from the lines until Ryann could see it clear as a woodcut. “Huh… Hey, Brucey,” she muttered to herself. Somehow she had rested just on the right page.

Bruce looked a bit more buff in the book. Maybe the specimen that had hunted her had a harder time feeding these days than when the book had been written.

A sudden chill ran down her back. Looking around, Ryann found that the shadows seemed a little darker. Not like the lights had dimmed, but like they just didn’t illuminate as much as they did before. It freaked her out and she quickly shut the book and put it away, ready to throw down, should anything spooky rear its ugly head. (She didn’t mean Bruce. He was a cutie.)

But when she looked up, the dark shadows had receded. Ryann watched the corners of the room a bit longer. Then she sighed and rubbed her face. Had she just imagined that? Had the stress become too much? I need to get some fucking sleep, she decided. But first…

She looked over to where Rowan had disappeared to. It did seem like she was taking her time.

“Okay, now or never,” Ryann muttered as she came to a decision. She was going to take what she’d come here for. And some extra, as a reward.

She got off the table and walked around the lights and the puddles of blood and ash. She stopped at the plastic boxes lining the wall of the tent near the stone slab.

It still smelled like blood. Her blood.

She wanted to gag, but she just felt a little more hungry, and she hated it. A deep, distressed growl wrested itself from her throat. She shook her head to get the scent out and focused on the boxes.

With any luck, they’d contain evidence found at the scene of this crime. Ryann didn’t want anything linking back to her. That had been her objective from the start, right after finding some trace of where to look for the bastards who had done this to her.

She unclipped the lid of the first box.

They contained indeed evidence. First thing that caught her eye was a medical wristband crusted with blood, inside a little plastic bag. Ryann pocketed it. That probably had her name on it. If anyone had bothered to clean it off, they would already know who she was.

There were a bunch of singed clothes and cracked and melted flip phones. Ryann assumed they had been on bodies when they’d burned. She found a bunch of melted jewellery that corroborated that idea. Some of it still had pale, fleshy bits attached.

She didn’t touch those.

The next box contained more burned clothes and a bloody knife that looked like it belonged in a museum. Ryann’s teeth ground together as more anger bubbled up inside her like lava in a volcano. She took a deep breath to calm herself and pushed the box aside, having looked through all its contents.

Rowan still hadn’t come back. Ryann couldn’t spot a radio rig anywhere in the tent, and she hadn’t seen a radio on Rowan, so she assumed the van outside was probably outfitted with that. It also was soundproof enough that Ryann didn’t hear Rowan trying to fuck her over, which she just assumed was a given to happen.

She found an evidence-packaged set of handcuffs in the last box. Ryann didn’t know why they had used ropes for her and cuffs for the other girl. But as she laid eyes on them, she recalled a foggy memory of deep black hair whipping as the other girl had tossed and turned and taken out a few teeth, all the while screaming obscenities that made Ryann chuckle now. She really hoped that girl was okay. She couldn’t recall what had happened to her after they’d managed to get loose.

She remembered being grabbed and tossed at the girl, right as they undid her handcuffs. She had gone for the other vampires… and Ryann had had just enough control of her senses to go for the guy who had slapped her.

After that, her memories picked back up with her running through the streets, feet cold and bare. She had been freezing in her hospital gown, clutching a single bag of blood.

That reminded her, where was… There! Half hidden under a blanket was the portable refrigerator that had contained a number of blood bags. Ryann remembered it because she had thought about how it looked like the one they had in the hospital.

She would have to check its contents later. For now she continued to search through the evidence.

She almost called out in joy as she found her phone. Somehow the sleek, black thing had survived the entire ordeal with barely a scratch. But it was out of charge. Ryann also pocketed an ID she found with a wallet. That would probably provide some sort of clue for where to start her hunt.

A noise from the direction of the mobile transport startled her. She tensed, ready to take off running, but Rowan didn’t enter through the tent flap.

Still, with all the boxes thoroughly rooted through, Ryann hurried to the portable refrigerator. It still held a large number of blood bags. And, surprisingly, it was still running. Ryann blinked and looked at the extension cord that ran outside of the tent. Somewhere nearby had to have electricity. The fridge by itself would have only lasted up to ten hours, and outside the fridge, the bags would only last thirty minutes. She had gotten incredibly lucky.

Ryann closed it tight, unplugged it, slung it over her shoulder and pulled the straps tight for when she needed to run. She adjusted the smaller bag around her shoulder as well. She’d decided to take the book as payment.

Once I’m done with it, I might give it back, she mused. Maybe. We’ll see.

Ryann had stolen before. Many, many times. A lot while she had been homeless. She’d never done it for fun, only out of necessity from people who could afford to give. And being tossed into a dark world of monsters made her feel like she needed an encyclopedia more than a bunch of people who already knew and kept their secrets for themselves at the expense of people like her.

She slipped out of the tent with a quick look up into the sky. No sign of Bruce, thank fuck. She really didn’t want to get chased with luggage. She quickly made her way to the wall, as far from the gate and the watchers there as she could.

The gate was closed, as it had been earlier that night.

The wall didn’t pose much of an issue, even though the ground was lower on this side. She found a suitably large tombstone to climb up, close to the wall. Once she’d found a foothold, she focused on the wall’s upper edge and jumped. It was harder to pull herself up with her extra luggage, but she managed it. Her night vision, affected by the orange glow of street lamps, returned to colour.

Just then, a black car pulled up a couple hundred metres down the wall, right at the gate.

Ryann heard shouts. She decided not to stick around. She carefully picked her landing spot and jumped down. A thick bush broke her fall. After a quick peek to confirm that nobody had spotted her, she adjusted the fridge on her back.

She casually walked out onto the street. Her footsteps quickened when she crossed into the full light of the street lamps. Nobody spotted her as she slipped into a street between two buildings. She even peeked back around the corner to make sure, her shoulder pressed against the cold brick.

All in all, not the worst night she’d had this week. She hadn’t been stabbed this time.

Ryann went back on her way. As she walked, she tried to stick to back alleys as much as possible. Once, she heard a car speed by. When that happened, she stopped and waited until it had faded into the distance. Just in case.

She pulled out the stolen ID as she waited beneath a flimsy lamp on the wall of this particular, narrow alleyway. It wasn’t much, but to her eyes it was more than enough.

A bald man stared back from the card. His face was rough and bony, and he had a very distinctive spiky tribal tattoo on his bald head. That, and a scowl plastered onto his face.

‘Hugo Vaughn’, the name read. And his address was on it as well. Maybe not his real address, but there might be a trail to follow. Clues as to where he lived. There was no real way of knowing if he was still alive, other than going to check up on his place. Ryann didn’t know how many there had been in total. She thought she’d heard more voices. But when they had bled her, stabbed her, Turned her… there had been eight people around her. She’d counted those. She’d screamed at them in anger as she had struggled against her bonds.

Ryann stared at the face again before pocketing the ID once more and getting a blood bag out of the freezer. Her belly rumbled hungrily. Her hands shook as she unscrewed the cap on the bag. Hugo Vaughn. She remembered his face with perfect clarity. He had been at the hospital. He’d injected something into her IV drip that had knocked her out cold. She had thought he looked strange, and had asked him his name. The tattoo had been hidden under the green medical cap. But she remembered him.

Blood rushed cold and sweet down Ryann’s throat. Her stomach burned and slowly her body relaxed. A deep, clicking growl emanated from her throat when she pulled away the bag and licked her lips.

There had been seven ash piles around the stone slab in Rowan’s tent. And as Ryann clenched her hand around the empty blood bag, she was damn sure she was going to make it eight.
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Argent Institute, Toronto Branch; eight hours after the death of Jacob Prye

Rowan Caller tried her best not to fall asleep in the armchair she was sitting in. She dug her fingernails into her thigh, hidden from the gaze of the Head of the Institute before her. She sat in his office, inside the walls of the ice cold Argent Institute that had to be heated with a fire in the hearth even during the summer.

“Let’s go over it one more time,” Julius Auguste Argent said in his diplomatic, neutral tone that almost bordered on friendly.

Rowan nodded quietly and then recounted the events of the night for the third time that night. The gunshots. Kate. The stolen almanac. Jacob’s death.

She was so tired she was seeing things. The light around the room seemed strange, like the shadows were too deep even in the middle of the night. On the heavy oaken desk before her, an antique lamp with an emerald shade just barely cast enough light to illuminate the silver shield pin on Julius’ lapel and the silver shield cufflinks. His fingers remained interlocked, hands folded, showing off the occult tattoos on his knuckles. He tilted his head at Rowan’s description of Kate, and his sharp jawline, impeccably shaved at all times, dipped into the light.

Rowan’s eyes wandered across the room as she spoke, and latched on to the almost numbing darkness. It hid bookshelves, obscured the display case with several supposedly occult items and the skeleton in the corner carved with blackened runes. It even hit the snarling face of the taxidermied white wolf head that usually stared down at visitors lifeless and angry from above the hearth.

There were two armchairs before the desk, and Rowan was sitting furthest from the fire. The other was occupied by a sunken lump of a human. Rowan had at first taken him for a bunch of pillows. Old, wrinkly, bony hands rested on the golden head of a cane between thin knees. The brown tweed suit enveloping the man looked too large to fit his frame. It bunched around his body. His hat remained pulled deep into his face, leaving Rowan to just make out the hands, the glint of a collar chain, and wrinkly, bronze skin around a too thin neck.

“A patron of the Institute,” Julius had said with that diplomatic, perfect smile of his. “Nobody to concern yourself with.”

Rowan talked for a while. Whenever she stopped to collect herself or take a breath, the slow click of Julius’ mouse wheel was the only sound, as he scrolled through the report that had been sent to him.

“Thank you.” Julius’ voice ripped Rowan out of her half sleep. She didn’t remember finishing her story. He lifted his chin on his interlocked fingers. When had he stopped scrolling…? “Go home, Rowan. Get some sleep. And take a few days off. You’ve certainly had an… exciting night.” He smiled and, for whatever reason, Rowan wondered if she had told him anything he hadn’t fully expected.

She got up stiffly and nodded.

“Goodnight, Rowan,” Julius said, smile firmly and gently in place on his lips.

Rowan went to pass between the chairs. As she did, the man sitting there shifted. Light just barely illuminated his chin and lower face as he nodded at Rowan with a smile of his own.

His bony, thin hand wrapped around her forearm to stop her. It was frigid on her skin, and her heartbeat belatedly went through the roof, startled.

She couldn’t move.

A panic had suddenly gripped her, chasing away the exhaustion momentarily. But Rowan didn’t flinch. She didn’t shy away or pull her arm from the grasp. She just looked at the man’s face, or where his face was, and froze. There was a brief moment of utter silence in which Rowan thought she could hear a sound, a light, wet smack. Like someone licking their lips.

“Thank you very much for your testimony,” the man said with his faint accent. “It has proven… enlightening.” He chuckled at that as if it was the funniest joke he had heard in a while. It was a throaty, cackling sound, rough and thoroughly unpleasant. Then he let her go, moving the hand back to his cane slowly. She couldn’t help but think it looked warped somehow. Malformed.

The panic left and made room for exhaustion again. She couldn’t even recall when she’d left the head office and closed the door behind her.

She was just tired. Her mind was playing tricks. And yet, when she thought back, deeply unsettled, she couldn’t help but think about the man. How his skin had been cold like ice. And how, for just a moment in the thin-lipped smile he flashed her, Rowan had thought that his teeth looked just a little too long and pointed…
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Ryann had sometimes had issues with her sleep cycle, back when she was studying hard for her medical degree. Two years of late nights had taught her one thing: If you can’t sleep, lying in bed trying to force yourself to sleep likely wasn’t going to work.

She had no idea whether becoming a vampire would reset her sleep schedule so she could sleep during the day. Or if she needed vitamin D in the long run. And those thoughts, her wondering about her new biological needs and requirements, were what had kept her up most days and nights the past week.

Like right now. It was all in all a pleasant day. It had rained, so Ryann had been able to look outside for a bit without worrying about the sun. Now the rain had stopped, the sun was going down, but she still didn’t budge from her bed. She couldn’t sleep, and she really needed to try, for her sanity.

Beating up Batman had been hard work. Surely she needed to rest. Or so she had thought when she’d returned home that night. And yet here she still was, trying to get the blessed sleep that eluded her.

At least it didn’t feel like she slept. A few times she had drifted in and out of consciousness, but it hadn’t been restful. She’d tossed and turned and writhed at the image of sharp fangs in the night permeating her dreams of blood-scent and darkness. Now, as she’d opened her eyes and her racing heart had stopped pounding, she didn’t feel like she had rested at all. Time had passed, as a look at the clock had told her, but that was the only indication that she’d done much more than stare at the ceiling for some hours. Even those feverish dreams faded into obscurity shortly after waking.

Most nights this past week Ryann simply hadn’t been able to sleep because the hunger in her gut kept her awake. It gnawed at her and burned in her limbs. It itched in fingers, making her squeeze them into her mattress and blanket. As if she was trying to hold on to something, something tasty and filled with wet, warm blood…

She felt starved. Not just for blood, she had enough of that, but… anything. Everything. Movement. Touch. Action. It felt almost mundane, but amplified. She needed something to do other than lie here all alone.

In the quiet and the dark of this Thursday night, Ryann sat up in her bed and looked at the cheap alarm clock she had bought when she’d moved into this attic apartment. (She had resolved to get a better one once she had made more money, but it had ultimately never mattered enough.) The clock read 11:30 in stark red lines. Red lines that were way brighter than Ryann remembered them ever being.

She looked around her room with a little grumble of discontent. She was restless. She hated that feeling, but she saw nothing she could really use to get that tension out of her muscles. Everything was outlined sharply in the contrasts of her night vision. The edge of her bed, the abandoned weights that had started collecting dust in the corner, the books on the small desk… Resting didn’t help, neither did the little workouts she could do in her small home, nor did reading.

The Stalwart Hunter’s Almanac lay on her desk, closed, still mocking her, as she so far hadn’t been able to find out anything about the language it was written in. There seemed to be no online account of anything related to ‘Thelosian’. Ryann shouldn’t have been able to see it there without turning on the lights at all. Her window faced a brick wall, and the sky was still very much overcast with dark clouds. The fact that she could make out the room so easily only highlighted how much she had changed.

She sighed and swung her legs over the edge of the bed, quietly standing up. She had to duck to make sure she didn’t hit her head on the slanted ceiling as she got up, and made her way to the bathroom. She fumbled for the light switch for a moment without looking. The click of it sounded loud in her ears, as did the humming of the lightbulb flickering to life. She squinted briefly before her eyes adjusted to the brightness and everything turned colourful again. Much better. She didn’t like the monochrome of her night vision. Useful as it was, it made her world feel alien and strange.

Ryann stripped off her tank top and pyjama pants. She let them drop to the floor and got into the shower. The water took a second to heat up, but then it became warm and comfortable. It was soothing after the past nights of stalking, searching, and evading Batman. And making herself feel clean helped Ryann organise her thoughts.

But as she ran her fingers through her long, black hair, her stomach rumbled loudly. It burned with hunger and reminded her of her new diet.

She huffed and braced an arm against white-tiled wall. The blood hunger was different from regular hunger. It felt like a pull in her gut towards the scents of people. She could faintly smell them and their blood everywhere, on the streets, even through the walls of their homes sometimes.

Ryann shook her head. She watched where the stream from her shower head crossed her right forearm. It hit the little space of skin above her elbow, right under the blackout floral designs that wrapped around her biceps and triceps. Water cascaded over her back as she moved. It warmed her and formed little rivulets in the dips of her muscles. She leaned back and let the water drench her hair and cover her face. After a couple of seconds, she moved out of the stream again with a small huff. Little droplets of water sprayed from her lips.

She didn’t like how she could tell that she’d lost some muscle in the hospital. She was still pretty big, but she had worked hard for her strength and physique, and to lose it through such bullshit kinda sucked.

But she was still more than a match for the ones who’d kidnapped and killed her. Doing so, and healing her in the process, would be the worst mistake they’d ever made. She would find them. She would pay them back for the humiliation, the pain that still stung whenever her mind flashed back to how helpless she’d felt.

Her fist hit the wall in anger. Not a hard strike, but it cracked the tile she’d hit. Ryann shook her head to clear it. When that failed, she turned the water from warm to ice cold, and put her head under it again. It reminded her of doing the same after a fight and her workouts, and that was sufficiently familiar to help her relax.

She felt a little better when she stepped out of the shower. If nothing else, her body was working right again, and she couldn’t help but let out a happy breath at feeling. No pulled muscles, no cramps, no great pain from being immobile for a while. She stretched happily and arched her back. Not even her hands hitting the ceiling of her cramped bathroom was enough to dampen her mood right then, though it did remind her of her plans to move out. Those were now thoroughly dashed, but she had bigger issues.

Ryann turned with her back to the bathroom sink and pulled her wet hair aside to inspect her back in the mirror over her shoulder. She moved a little, and her muscles rippled under the black feathers. Those blackout wings stretched from the half-sleeve on her thick neck over the top of her back. They wrapped around her sculpted shoulders, went down the arms and encroached on the tattoos there. She’d wanted to get a tattoo in that blank spot at the back of her neck, but had never gotten around to it. Still, now that she looked at it, that space felt somehow empty, and she rubbed her hand over it a little.

She had obviously lost muscle in her back too. She’d have to build her strength back up… if she even could. Nothing said for certain that a vampire’s metabolism allowed for muscle growth. In most pop culture, they were just static, walking corpses. But Ryann bled. She inspected the cut on her ribcage where Bruce had slashed her. It hadn’t been particularly long or deep, and now it was pretty much gone already. She could still trace a faint, discoloured line in her skin. Other than that, nothing.

If that was how quick her body healed, then there was no reason not to go out hunting the bastards who had turned her. She was as healed as she was going to be. And her little cemetery getaway had shown her that she could still kick ass.

Might as well get this done quickly so I can move on with my fucking life, Ryann thought and rolled her shoulders with a little growl. She cleared her throat at the sound as she turned to the mirror. It still felt strange. The sounds just came out of her throat unbidden, and it was just a little weird. She hoped her new throat wouldn’t cause any complications while breathing.

She looked herself over a bit more as she brushed her hair to get any knots out before it dried. There hadn’t been many changes at first. There were now. Her dusky-bronze skin had taken on a paler colour. Dark veins surrounded her eyes, which looked as sunken as during her most stressful med school weeks. Her eye colour hadn’t changed, despite all popular vampire media saying otherwise. They were still green, with a hint of red around her pupil. The skin around hadn’t gone slack or pulled taut, her eyes remained oval and sharp, with a gaze that could make people melt in either adoration or fear.

She let her eyes run over the four scars on her face. Some stuff she’d read during her research had told Ryann that becoming a vampire healed all scars. She was glad hers were still there. They were reminders. One cut across the inner corner of her right eye, smaller than the others, thin and barely noticeable. A souvenir from a competitor’s attempt at a foul in an underground fight ring. Ryann had beaten him bloody even without weapons and just one eye.

Another scar ran through her left eyebrow. A relic from a scuffle in the streets. It went down from her brow almost to her eyelid. She’d been lucky to just get a scar. Other people there had not been so fortunate.

Another scar from a street fight remained as a vertical cut on her lip, towards the left of her mouth. That was when she had learned how to dodge a knife to the face. She’d only messed it up once.

Her eyes rested on the last scar, the oldest of the four. It ran vertically across her face, with the frayed end slanting down towards her right cheek. It was thin, barely visible anymore with how old it was, but Ryann knew it was there. In the right light, it would be easy for anyone to see. She remembered how much the healing had itched. She had been so young, it was almost one of her first memories.

She used to hate that scar. But with time, it grew on her. It was a reminder that she was still here, and that she would make her parents proud. The scars always attracted attention, though. Some people pretended not to stare, some people looked at her with pity. Some asked about them casually. Some asked invasively. Only one person had ever just waited until she’d felt ready to open up about them.

And that was when Ryann felt her throat close up because she was suddenly reminded of London. Her Lonnie. Their relationship had ended with London crying and Ryann feeling miserable and being stuck in a hospital bed.

Everything after waking up had been just a deluge of hurt piled on Ryann. The weakness, the nausea, the pain, the breakup… And worst of all, she didn’t even tell me why, Ryann thought pitifully and felt like breaking down in tears. She could imagine the ‘why’, to be quite honest. You didn’t have to be a genius to know how seeing her in the hospital after a four-month coma had affected her girlfriend — ex-girlfriend — London, that is.

She had sat at Ryann’s bedside after the coma, looking as miserable as Ryann had felt from embarrassment about her state. Her then-girlfriend had witnessed her throwing up just seconds before, too. She hadn’t answered when Ryann had whispered her name, and then, when she had eventually looked at Ryann with teary eyes, she had just said five words.

“I can’t do this anymore.” And then London had left.

Ryann had watched her walk away with a numbness in her limbs and in her head. Then that hole in her stomach had opened into a pit of nausea that had made her want to throw up into the bucket at her bedside again. She had stayed in that hospital bed for days, crying. She had lost her strength, her ability to fight, and a girl she really, really liked. In her darkest moments, she had almost wished she had just died.

And then she really had died.

Life kinda sucked right now.

Okay, enough of this shit. Ryann turned on the faucet and splashed some icy cold water in her face. That was the past. She needed to worry about her future.

She took a deep breath and brushed her hand over the side of her neck. Her undercut had really started to grow out, she noticed as she tucked some of the long hair behind her ear. She hadn’t really paid it any mind when she was heartbroken. She had paid it even less mind when she’d tried to find clues on her killers. Funny what you miss when you’re trying to find your murderers.

She took a few moments to clean it up in the shower. The low buzzing sound of the shaver was calming and familiar to her. She took little time to run her fingers over the little hair stubbles. She checked one more time in the mirror. Nothing worse than missing a spot.

She tilted her head gently, watching the light catch on the thin cut at her lip. She bared her teeth and inspected the elongated fangs. She tested them with a tongue and almost drew blood. That’s… interesting, she thought. They didn’t seem to impede her speaking, and closing her mouth felt normal, but she probably still should see a dentist to make sure everything else remained properly aligned.

Ryann was just glad she hadn’t lost any teeth yet. She didn’t need any supernatural bullshit messing up her streak. Then a thought occurred to her. Do vampires grow teeth back, question mark? Maybe they were like sharks. Could be a thing, Ryann thought. God I hope it’s a thing… That would make getting punched in the face so much less worrisome.

Her fangs ached with a dull throb as she inspected them. Her stomach burned with renewed hunger, and she pressed her arms to her gut with a little groan. The more she tried to ignore it, the more it hurt. Like there was a physical, throbbing mass inside her that slowly spread throughout her gut.

She leaned on the side of the sink as the hunger flared up stronger. It was a brief, unpleasant moment, but she still heard her claws scratch over the sink as they extended from her fingers like sharp blades.

She quickly pulled back and ripped her hand away from the sink. There were some hairline cracks where her fingers had curled around it too tight, with some scratches from her claws to boot. She grimaced. Another thing I’ll have to replace when I move out, she thought with a soundless sigh. Stupid-ass claws with a mind of their own…

She inspected them, dissatisfied. They slowly shrank back down, as if they hadn’t just come out and destroyed her property.

They didn’t make sense (as much as anything made sense about being a vampire). There was no way her fingernails could somehow extend like the claws of a cat. That’s not how it worked, seeing as her hand and bone structure was all wrong for that. The claws didn’t slide out and in. She had checked. Her fingernails just seemed to grow and shrink back down, defying all common sense and physics she knew of.

On top of that, the claws also didn’t have the common decency to slide all the way back in, so she had to fucking cut them all the time. Which was hard. Because they were fucking hard. Like super hard. Like ‘get an extra powerful nail clipper and file’ hard. Or a power tool, at this point. Ryann was going through nail clippers faster than she liked. Two in the last week. She’d tried scissors and had blunted them. And the result hadn’t been pretty.

Then again, her blood drinking also didn’t seem to make much sense, unless her digestive system had reworked itself a bit.

Another powerful throb in her gut and fangs reminded her to get back on that.

She moved to the kitchen, rubbing her fangs through the skin to alleviate a little pain. She was thankful the power hadn’t been turned off since she’d been in the hospital, unable to pay her electricity and water bill. The last thing she needed was her sparse blood supply going bad. She had received a number of invoices reminding her of late payments, which she frankly thought was bullshit. What was she supposed to do, rise from her coma at the convenience of capitalism? No fucking chance.

What had surprised Ryann far more than the fact that vampires were real and that she was now one of them, was how easy it was for her to come to terms with that. She had never considered herself superstitious. She generally believed in science over magic. But after that first night, when she’d made it back to her apartment and had noticed her claws and her changed teeth, she had come to accept it fairly quickly.

It had been a confusing night. She hadn’t known how she’d gotten back to her apartment, until her memory had slowly come back. She’d just been there, had taken a shower to try and warm her cold body, and had noticed the changes. The borderline breakdown afterwards was not something she wanted to revisit, even in memory.

For a little bit she’d still thought that maybe she’d slipped back into a coma and was having a terrible dream. But it wasn’t a dream. The visceral pain of her hand burning in the sun had quickly driven that point home.

It could have been worse. At least I have food, she thought dryly to herself now as she knelt down to open her small fridge. Ah. I stand corrected. No more blood. Barely half a bag was left from her cemetery excursion a few days ago. She was so hungry all the time, it was hard to keep track. She could still ingest normal food, but blood had a strange sweetness to it that she couldn’t resist, and it filled an appetite that normal food couldn’t sate.

She still tried. Ryann had lived on the streets long enough to know that an addiction could be lethal. So she really didn’t want to get too much into the blood slurping until she knew more about how her body worked. She needed a blood bag almost every day, even without running around and fighting, though she felt as though the hunger was slowly decreasing. She had no idea if this was because she was newly Turned or because she’d tried to space out her blood drinking.

There was still so much she didn’t know. She really wanted to research a bunch. But right now was not the time. She needed to follow the trail of her killers before it went cold.

Ryann rubbed her neck before cracking it once with a set of audible pop’s. Either way, there was nothing for it. She would have to go out hunting for more blood. And while she was at it, she could look for her enemies, she decided as she crouched before her little fridge.

She unscrewed the cap on the blood bag. With a little shudder at the taste of plastic, she started sucking on it.

I’m drinking my food through a fucking straw. I hate this.

She still drank. She was too fucking hungry.

The blood ran out far too quickly. She wiped her lips with a tissue and threw it in the trash along with the now empty blood bag.

Warmth flowed through her limbs. Ryann hummed thoughtfully and quickly stepped back into the bathroom to check on her appearance. Looking into the mirror once more, she could see the dark veins disappearing around her eyes. Life returned to her, so did warmth and colour to her cheeks. She bared her teeth at her reflection again to see if there was any blood on them. She could still almost taste some when she licked her lips.

She also couldn’t deny the fangs were kinda hot. Maybe something to think about if she wanted to ever date again.

She brushed her teeth and tried not to think about girlfriends, and instead got dressed in loose fitting black sweats and a sleeveless, grey hoodie. She went to the door, reaching out, then stopped before she touched the handle.

She looked back to the window. She really needed some excitement. Her lips pulled into a little smirk. “Yeah, let’s have some fun,” she muttered softly to herself and stepped in front of the window. It opened quietly and let in a cool night breeze.

Ryann took a breath, stepped back, then flung herself out into the night.

For a moment she had that plunging feeling in her gut as she fell. Then her fingers caught the railing of the fire escape opposite her window. Her feet landed against the metal bars with a soft clang, cushioning her impact. She pushed off the metal and twisted, falling again and catching on to the windowsill of her downstairs neighbour. Then she went back to the fire escape again, lower again, leaping down quickly with practised motions.

She used to practise a lot around her apartment before she got the chance to go to an actual parkour gym. If she hadn’t been turned into a vampire, she’d still have to take the stairs like a boring person. Or even worse — the elevator. Ryann would have died of old age or boredom before that shitty old thing reached any new floors. Besides, she barely fit in it.

She continued to turn and jump and fall down the remaining four stories, quick and agile as a cat, before landing on the wet pavement of the alleyway. It was narrow and smelled bad, something that was much more apparent to her now than it had been before her Turning. Her senses seemed to have sharpened to a small degree. She didn’t even need reading glasses anymore.

Ryann pulled her hood up and started walking down the alley. She went slow at first, but gradually got faster. The cool night air felt wonderful as it brushed over her arms and shoulders. Running always got her into a better mood. It helped her sort her thoughts, clear her mind… Maybe she’d come up with a few ideas of how to get blood?

Stealing blood was not a good idea. Clinics regulated their blood supplies strictly. They would definitely notice some missing. Besides, people needed that blood.

Attacking people was also out of the question.

I guess I could just ask people, she decided as she ran. She jumped up the wall next to her at an angle and pushed off of it. Her hands gripped the top of the chain link fence blocking her path. She vaulted over it with ease, landed on her feet with only the faintest stumble, and kept going.

Drinking blood helped her heal. A week ago, she had been incredibly weak and unsure on her feet. Now she could run like she used to.

The city was louder now, even here in the back alleys, where all sound gradually got swallowed by bricks and twisting turns. Or rather, Ryann could hear more going on. She heard the sound of televisions through windows and walls, the noises of people arguing and yelling two streets down, the roar of a car flying past long before anyone else would have heard it… Luckily she was learning to drown out the noise as long as she wasn’t thinking too hard about it. The smell, though… Safe to say, garbage day would be her least favourite day from now on. Or night, as the case may be.

Few people were out on the street that night when she exited the back alleys to run along a better illuminated street. The ones who were didn’t stop to watch Ryann jog past, likely assuming she was some gym rat or athlete who just couldn’t exercise right in the middle of the day. They weren’t exactly wrong.

She didn’t mind going out in the dark. It was cooler in the summer, perfect for exercising, and she wasn’t afraid of people she might run into. The one time she had run into problems, she had kicked those problems all the way to the emergency room. Her grandma had given her a pat on the head and smiled at her.

Ryann frowned gently at the memory. Maybe rewarding her bad behaviour hadn’t exactly been the best idea, but it explained why she’d grown up to be such a badass.

A strange scent deepened her frown. It drifted up from further down the street and was so intense that she almost felt like she could see it in the air. It was distinct as well. Ryann slowed to a stop when a stranger stepped right into her path, a little ways ahead, directly under a street lamp.

She narrowed her eyes at him. He was huge, at least six-four, with a dense, black beard, dark tanned skin, and piercing grey eyes. His hair, pushed back and equally as dense, was peppered with little flecks of white.

His expression was even and his gaze calculating as he looked Ryann over. She quickly pulled her mask up. The man was wearing a brown button-down with the sleeves rolled up. It looked a little big on him, but she could see the clearly defined musculature at his neck and forearms. A ring glinted on his left hand as he moved it from its crossed position and lifted the hand to greet Ryann.

She walked just a little closer and stopped a little ways before him, just inside the ring of light. She sniffed and leaned back a bit with a grunt. “You smell like a wet dog.”

The man furrowed his brow. There was something off about the way he looked, but Ryann couldn’t say what it was. “Wow, rude,” he said dryly with a deep and rumbling voice. “You smell like blood. Had a late breakfast?”

Ryann shot back a step. She tensed and brought her fists up. Her heartbeat quickened as she prepared to throw down with this random fucking stranger. But he just slowly raised his hands, which were marked with a myriad of little scars that pulled over the forearms and all the way up the arms.

“Hold your horses, kid,” he said. “I’m not here to fight.”

“Who the fuck are you?” she growled back at him.

He casually and slowly put his hands in his pockets, like she was a skittish animal he didn’t want to frighten. “Name’s Carver. I work for the Dawn as… an associate, let’s say.”

“The fuck is the Dawn?” Ryann rolled her shoulders gently, ready to fight. She looked the guy over. She was having a hard time placing his age. Somewhere between his thirties and late forties, maybe? Either way, he looked pretty tough, and he knew what she was. His skin wasn’t pale, but neither was hers. Ryann was starting to wonder how exactly that worked for Bloods.

Carver seemed a bit taken aback at that. “Are you new in the city? Stars, are you newly Turned?” Apparently he could see in her eyes that that was it, because he pulled his hands out of his pockets and ran one over his hair with a worried expression. “Fuck me… Shit.”

Ryann growled a little louder. “You’re gonna start making sense fucking soon,” she said, “or I’m gonna see if I can’t knock some into you.”

Carver shook his head. He rubbed his neck and looked back at her. “We should get a drink. This is gonna be a long talk…” He already sounded tired.

“Oh, yeah, no,” Ryann said with a little chuckle. “I don’t think so.” Who does this guy think he is? But she relaxed her stance a bit. “I don’t know you, dude. I’m not going anywhere with you.”

Carver looked at her and his eyes narrowed thoughtfully. After a moment, he nodded gently, as if he was deciding on something. He hadn’t taken even a single step closer to her. “Suit yourself. But if you don’t know about the Dawn, there’s a few things you should know. So, mind if I give you a crash course on survival? From one person with a secret diet to another.” His lips twitched in what was almost a smile.

“What’s the catch?” Ryann asked and crossed her arms. She narrowed her eyes as well.

“Nothing much. Just the name of your killer?”

Her growl returned. “If you mean the bitch who Turned me, no idea,” she said and pulled the stolen ID out of her pocket. “But this guy was there.”

Carver took it with a little frown creasing his brow. He looked at the ID and growled in clear anger. It was a deep, throaty sound, much more animalistic than what Ryann’s throat produced. She flinched back a little. “Lucas Merlowe’s gang,” Carver said with a snarl. He handed the ID back. “Stay away from them. The Dawn will deal with them.”

“Sure,” she said, lying through her teeth as she took it. “So what’s the Dawn?”

“Bloods form factions,” Carver explained. “The Scorching Dawn is relatively new — they’ve been in control of the GTA for around a hundred years. And they have some strict rules regarding human interaction.” He looked Ryann over one more time, with a thoughtful look that ran over her arms especially. Was he gauging her “Bloods aren’t allowed to Turn anyone.”

“Oh, that’s nice,” Ryann said and tapped her foot. She started to pace a little. “So what’s the punishment for that, huh? Because I feel kinda like I’d want to have a word with this Lucas guy about exactly that!” She ground her teeth behind the mask in anger. Oh, she would have words alright… Mainly his screams.

Carver huffed and tilted his head in a strangely animalistic gesture. “It’s called the Scorching Dawn,” he said darkly. “Make a guess. Which, by the way, brings us to you.” He took a step closer and leaned in a bit. This prompted Ryann to stand still again, feet squared, ready to fight. She could smell his breath, sharp but strangely odourless, like that of a predator. His voice was low and deliberate as he spoke again. “Don’t drink from people without consent. If you coerce or pressure anyone…”

“I’m not a fucking monster!” Ryann growled and got in his face. “I’m not gonna ambush people in the night!” Their eyes remained locked for a moment, then she huffed and shouldered her way past him. A couple of pedestrians had spotted their interaction and had crossed the road. Luckily there weren’t enough people around for them to create a scene. “Now, I’m gonna go on a run,” she said. “Don’t follow me.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Carver said back. His voice was level, but she could feel his stare at the back of her head. “If you need blood, I can—”

“Fuck off is what you can do!” Ryann called back and headed further along the road, away from him. She rubbed her shoulder a bit. It hurt where she’d pushed past Carver. He hadn’t looked particularly big, but he’d felt much stronger and harder than his outward appearance had let on. Not too dissimilar to the vampire she had had to choke out in the ring that one time.

She kept an ear out, but she didn’t hear the stomp of Carver’s heavy boots anywhere nearby. She still checked over her shoulder a couple times, but there was no scent of wet dog or that weird animal smell that had permeated the air around him.

She growled at remembering his instruction to stay away from Lucas and fucking Victor Vaughn. That wasn’t going to happen.

After all, she had business with them.

* * *

The nervous feeling of a potential Blood tailing her persisted until she reached the city area where the ID in her pocket told her she’d find the home of Victor Vaughn. It was a heavily populated area, and many of the surrounding cafes were still open, taking customers that trailed off from a nearby Pride party.

Ryann stopped at the mouth of an alley from where she could see the gathered crowd, waving rainbow flags and glow sticks. The smell of drinks and sweat wafted over to her. Ryann smiled a little. It brought back some happy memories from her own visits to Pride parties. She slipped off her hood and ran a hand over her hair. For a moment, she let herself breathe deep. It helped in calming her heartbeat, which was still elevated from the run there.

She walked a little closer to the crowd and watched the party go on with a smile. A band played on a large stage set against the facade of an older building. Neon flashed on the stage, lighting up the limbs of the band members as the lead singer’s voice carried over the crowd. Their logo glowed brightly above the stage. ‘Neon Drip.’ Ryann just caught the end of the song, and after a moment of silence, the lights came on properly. Every single member of the band looked utterly gay. The lead singer had a purple mohawk and looked utterly amazing, with glowing neon tattoos over her shoulders and collarbone. She smiled at the rest of the band, which looked just as gay as her. Her ear glinted with a multitude of piercings, only outdone by the backup singer with the russet hair and the neon glowing guitar strings. Their ears were pierced even more.

The band waved at the cheering crowd and started their next song. They looked so in their element. It was very nice to see. Just gays being happy, smiling, and playing punk rock.

Ryann noticed a lot of younger people at this party. That was also nice to see. She couldn’t quite remember her own coming out. Maybe she hadn’t really had one. She remembered talking to her grandmother about if she could have a wife one day. She had been… twelve, maybe? Her grandmother had said yes, if she wanted one. She had brushed a hand over her granddaughter’s hair and smiled at her, her wrinkles deepened by joy and the light of her eyes, and that had been that.

Now Ryann waved to a few of the participants as she caught their eye, and they waved back happy enough. Several stared at her arms and the tattoos on them, and Ryann chuckled a little. Weaker or not, clearly she still drew the eye. That felt nice. Especially

On any other night, Ryann would have joined them to dance a little. But tonight, she was hunting.

There was a bittersweet note to her nostalgia as she watched the crowd, and Ryann decided to take a breather. She still had more than enough time to find Victor’s residence, find out if he had survived the cemetery, and get back home again.

Honestly, she wasn’t quite sure what she expected to find. If he was a Blood, (He had to be one, right?) this would be the time he was out, when the sun didn’t burn his flesh. And if he was dead… Well, maybe there’d be some clue. A proper phone. Notes. Letters. Anything.

Ryann walked away from the crowd, pacing close to the walls of the buildings that lined the open plaza. She couldn’t help but feel a bit less happy as she left the music and partying behind. A Pride party was where she’d met her girlfriend. Ex-girlfriend, she corrected herself bitterly for the hundredth time. Going to the party had just been a momentary indulgence. And then she had met London. The girl who had helped Ryann get off the streets and had helped her get her inheritance so she could take charge of her own life. Ryann had really loved her. And now…

She gritted her teeth and looked down. She really didn’t want to think about London anymore. Maybe someday, when she was feeling less hurt.

A group of teenagers walked a few metres in front of Ryann, chattering happily, and for a second all she wanted was for them to shut up and let her wallow in her momentary bout of misery. At the same time she wanted them to talk louder so she couldn’t think about the recent heartbreak. She kept her eyes fixed on the floor as she balled her fists in her sweater pockets. Her pointed fingernails pricked her palms a bit. She could swear they had fucking grown again. She walked slowly, creating more distance between her and the group in front. Her mind remained occupied with thinking and not-thinking about her ex. Why did it have to hurt so much?

Ryann was torn from her thoughts when she bumped into someone. She came out of her thousand-yard-stare and glared, looking for the offender. A growl instinctively rose in her throat. She was already agitated enough.

She immediately suppressed the sound when she saw that it was one of the teenagers she had been inadvertently following. The poor girl looked terrified.

“Woah, sorry!” Ryann said quickly as the girl staggered, and took her arm with a swift motion to help steady her.

“No, no, I’m sorry!” the girl said quickly as Ryann pulled her hand away. “I should have watched where I was going!” She fidgeted to adjust her dark grey beanie, and pouted down at where her fresh cone of ice cream had hit the pavement. She looked almost heartbreakingly cute in that moment. Russet-brown hair fell down to her shoulders in a cute, asymmetrical bob cut. “Ah, dammit,” she muttered and looked up at Ryann. “I didn’t get you dirty or hurt you, did I…?”

That was when she finally got a good look at Ryann. Her face fell a little in surprise as her gaze wandered up Ryann’s bulk, looking for her eyes. She took a step back, nervously fidgeting with the ends of the flannel sleeves she had tied around her waist.

Ryann couldn’t help a little chuckle. She reached up and took the mask off to be a bit less intimidating. “I’m fine,” she said, a little bemused. This cutie, hurt her? Yeah right. “Are you okay?” she asked back. She leaned away a bit to give the girl more space. “I bumped you pretty hard, kid.”

“Um, I’m not a kid, and I’m fine,” the girl said, narrowing her eyes a little. They were pale green, with a ring the colour of honey on the inside. “You’re, uh… big.” Was that a little blush on her cheeks, or did Ryann imagine that?

She just couldn’t help the grin creeping onto her face. “Yeah? I get that sometimes.” She patiently waited as the smaller girl looked her over, clearly impressed. And she was definitely blushing a bit. Ryann’s gaydar was going off at everything about her. That gentle, flustered blush and stammer were prime gay panic.

She enjoyed that immensely, but she still felt bad about making the cute girl drop her ice cream. I should at least replace her ice cream, she thought to herself. And introduce myself. “My name is Ryann,” she said. “Two N’s. And you are…?”

“R-Rachel,” the girl said, clearing her throat. “And for the record, I’m twenty-one. Not a kid!”

“Sorry,” Ryann said with a light chuckle and her hands up in a peace offering. She didn’t want to be rude and call her short either, so she didn’t try to make excuses. “Habit, I guess.” Her nostrils flared gently. Was it her imagination, or did Rachel smell really, really good? Sweet and… warm, somehow.

“It’s okay,” Rachel said. “Since you apologized.” Her eyes wandered to Ryann’s shoulders and then to her neck. And then definitely up and down that neck.

“Also, sorry for bumping into you.” Ryann rubbed her neck and ignored the gay little stares. She knew she had an effect on people. Especially baby gays, apparently. She gave Rachel a little smile. “I was pretty lost in thought.”

Rachel fidgeted with her flannel again. “It’s really okay,” she muttered. Her face was bright red, and she had trouble looking Ryann in the eye.

Ryann hummed softly. “Hey, can I treat you to some ice cream? I did make you drop yours,” she said.

Rachel looked down at the cone on the floor and blinked as if she’d completely forgotten about it. She looked back at Ryann and flushed even darker. “Oh, no, that’s fine!” she said quickly and raised her hands before realizing that she’d done that in reflex. She clasped them nervously. “I can just buy another.”

“Hmm, nope.” Ryann smiled at the cute girl. “Come on, I’m paying.” She walked right past Rachel and into the ice cream shop she had stumbled out of. Some ice cream actually sounds pretty good right now. I’m still hot from my run.

They passed the rest of Rachel’s group just as they were exiting. They all immediately made way for Ryann. They then only belatedly noticed Rachel following in her wake. “What are you doing?” one of them asked.

“Oh, I bumped into her and dropped my ice cream,” Rachel explained. “She uh… She’s buying me a new one.”

“You should be careful!” one of Rachel’s friends whispered to the girl, still quite audible to Ryann. “Look at her! She’s definitely one of those… like, from over there, you know?”

Oh here we go. Ryann looked over her shoulder. “You mean the Pride party that’s literally impossible to miss? Yeah. What are you guys doing here?”

The girl huffed and lifted her chin. She smoothed down her blue dress in a nervous gesture. “Rachel just really wanted to get some ice cream because she likes this shop! We didn’t come here to get hit on by gays!”

Well, that’s some unfortunate homophobia, Ryann thought with a frown and didn’t look at the very gay, very awkward, and very embarrassed Rachel.

She shrugged. “Why would anybody want to hit on you?”

The rude girl’s curly golden hair whipped around her head as she flinched back at the comment. Her mouth hung open. She floundered for a response. Ryann just winked at her and turned back to place her order.

After a moment of inspecting the options, she looked over her shoulder. “Alright, Rachel, what do you want?” She smiled at the baby gay warmly.

Rachel blushed faintly. “U-um…” She looked at her friends, who were all shaking their heads and looking rather upset. “I’d like a chocolate and peppermint mix,” she then said. “If that’s okay.”

“Sure thing.” Ryann smiled and placed the order. As the vendor prepared the cone, she pulled out her thin wallet. She usually paid in cash and kept her credit card reserved for big payments. But as she looked through her reserves now, she frowned a bit. She was running low. She’d have to remember to stock up soon.

The vendor smiled at Ryann and Rachel, who had stepped up next to her. “Happy Pride!” they said and handed Ryann the cone.

“Happy Pride to you, too,” Ryann said back with a smile of her own and reached for the cone. She rolled her eyes playfully when she saw that they’d added a little heart-shaped wafer to it.

She handed Rachel the cone. “Here you go.” She almost wished Rachel a Happy Pride too, but she stopped herself. She didn’t think Rachel was out to her ‘friends’.

“Th-thanks…” Rachel mumbled with her eyes averted. And, much quieter, almost to herself, “Happy Pride…” She looked up at Ryann, with her pretty, green and sunlight eyes. Her honey-sweet scent touched Ryann and made her pause briefly. Their hands lingered on each other for just a moment.

Ryann smiled softly at her and gave her a little wink. “Happy Pride,” she whispered back and pulled her hand away.

Rachel looked really happy at that.

And of course her idiot friends had to ruin it. “Hey, don’t try to hit on her!” the blond girl said and all but dragged Rachel away. “Rachel likes guys!”

“Larissa…” Rachel looked completely devastated. She clutched her ice cream cone like a treasure.

Ryann narrowed her eyes at the blonde. Her lips twitched, almost revealing her fangs, and she fought down a growl. She really wanted to say something, but she really didn’t want to out Rachel. So she smirked and tilted her head back a bit instead. “Oh yeah?” she asked. “You want me to flirt with you instead?”

Three of Rachel’s other friends, who had at least had the decency to look sympathetically embarrassed, gently snickered at that. But they still didn’t say anything. Larissa gasped, utterly shocked. “Who would ever want you to hit on them?” she said and probably really thought she’d shown her with that one.

Ryann smirked and leaned in a bit. “Women,” she said in a low, husky tone. “A lot of them, actually.”

“That’s just because you look like a man!” the one dude in the group blurted. He was a scrawny, thin guy in a dirty white tank top that showed off his ribs and the little flecks of patchy hair on his chest.

Ryann looked him up and down. “Clearly I don’t.” She was completely unimpressed.

“Well, you’re never gonna be as strong as a man!” he huffed, and Rachel looked like she wanted to sink into the floor. “So stop harassing my girlfriend! Or else…”

“Kevin!” Rachel called to him as Larissa tried to drag her away. “Stop it! Lari, let go! Tell him to stop!”

Pretty sure she’s the one doing the harassing. Ryann bit back the retort even though she could still see Rachel trying to squirm away from the clingy bitch that was pulling at her arm. “This is a fight you don’t wanna pick, buddy.” It would take exactly zero seconds to send this guy bouncing off the tables.

“I could still beat you,” Kevin said, given confidence by selective idiocy and bullshit gender stereotypes that nobody outside the dark ages still believed in.

“Dude, I’m literally a professional fighter.” Ryann tilted her head and her neck popped loudly. “But sure, if you wanna throw down, I’ve got some seconds to spare.” She rolled her shoulders and stretched just a bit. Kevin turned white as a sheet as he realized just how much bigger she was.

“Come on,” Ryann said and gave him a glare that had sent more capable fighters running. “We doing this or what?” Her knuckles cracked loudly.

Kevin stammered something, about to wet himself. Rachel was the one to come to his rescue. “Oh, um, guys, we should really head home! Lari, weren’t you saying how you wanted to be home by one o’clock?”

“Y-yeah!” Larissa pulled Kevin away, who looked like he couldn’t move his legs by himself. The group quickly filtered out, and Ryann just crossed her arms.

“Don’t forget to eat your ice cream!” she called after them and smirked when she saw Kevin and Larissa flinch just at the sound of her voice.

Rachel looked back at her. with a nervous and apologetic look. Ryann gave her a little smile and a wave, and Rachel smiled back a little before slipping out.

“Poor girl,” the vendor said.

“Yeah, really,” Ryann muttered.

“She’s definitely gay.”

“Oh yeah, like, a hundred and twenty percent.” Ryann turned to them again. “Can I get the same as she got?” She thought it sounded kinda tasty.

“Sure, just don’t punch anyone while I’m on the clock,” the vendor hummed and twirled their scoop a little. “One baby gay special, coming up!”

“Please don’t call it that,” Ryann chuckled. She rolled her eyes again when there was another heart on it. “You’re having fun, aren’t you?”

They smirked. “Yup! Best show all month! Dunno what that guy’s problem was.”

Ryann shrugged. “Just some fragile masculinity,” she hummed and made her way to a booth. “Right in front of my ice cream.”
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Ryann relaxed deep in the safe confines of the booth. It was pleasantly cool inside the ice cream shop. The sounds of the Pride party reached her dulled and from far away. Ryann leaned back and hummed softly. She needed some time to think, and after meeting Rachel, she finally felt ready to slow down and do so as she ate her ice cream. She liked the taste. It was… interesting. Creamy and minty. Tasty.

She had gone off wildly just charging ahead ever since she’d come to terms with what she now was. A vampire. A Blood, Carver and Rowan had called them. Ryann still wasn’t sure what to think about Carver. He hadn’t seemed dangerous or like he’d stab her in the back. And if pretending that he was on her side was a ploy to get her to trust him, it was stupid, convoluted, and likely to fail.

But he had mentioned something that gave her pause. The Scorching Dawn, and what they did with those who went against their rules. Ryann had only touched a little bit of sunlight, but she could still feel the burning of it. She viscerally remembered the way it had blistered her skin and sent pain arcing through her.

For one, burning as capital punishment meant that more vampires burned in the sun than she had been led to believe by Rowan. It also meant that the general punishment was death. And that led Ryann to her current dilemma. Once she found her killers… then what? She had just imagined she’d beat them up. Break a couple of bones, knock out some teeth, teach them a lesson that they wouldn’t recover from so quickly.

And then, what? How long until they were right back up on their feet? A couple of weeks? Days, maybe?

What if I let them go and they Turn or kill someone else? Ryann stared at the little remnants of her ice cream cone. They’ve done it before. They kidnapped and killed you. Made you into one of them. No more sunlight. Blood drinking. She clenched her hand and crushed the cone as she imagined what would happen if one of those monsters caught someone like Rachel alone on her way home. She’d been so small, so cute, and she’d smelled delicious. Even now Ryann had that scent in her nose. It lingered as a pleasant memory. And the thought of a Blood stalking that cute girl and tearing into her… She couldn’t let something like that happen.

I guess, she realized as she stared at her hand, I’m gonna have to kill them.

The thought had her much less conflicted than she would have expected. Frankly, they’d killed her first. They had kidnapped her, had faked her death records from what she had been able to suss out, and they’d done something similar to another person already. No, Ryann couldn’t let them roam free. They needed to be gone.

Permanently.

“Hey!” The little voice pulled Ryann from her morbid thoughts. She looked up and saw Rachel standing at her booth. She fiddled with the little golden cross around her neck as she watched Ryann. “Mind if I sit for a bit?”

Ryann looked at her a little surprised. “Uh, sure…” She nodded to the free space next to her and shoved the last of her cone in her mouth. She cleaned her hand off with a tissue. “What’s up?”

Rachel kept fiddling nervously. “I just… I wanted to apologize. For Larissa and Kevin. They’ve gotten worse since they got together.”

“Eh.” Ryann shrugged and rested her arm over the backrest of the booth. “I’m used to idiots. But the apology is appreciated,” she added, “even though you didn’t do anything.”

“Yeah, well, doing nothing is also something I wanna apologize for,” Rachel said softly. She looked at Ryann, at her thick arms with the tattoos, and blushed.

“Did you ditch your friends?” Ryann asked. She was feeling a bit concerned all of a sudden. “You really shouldn’t be out this late alone.” Especially not with monsters around.

“They think I’m going to the bathroom,” Rachel explained. “I think they’re scared of you.”

“Fuckin’ better be,” Ryann joked with a chuckle deep in her throat.

“They were really rude. And I should have spoken up. I’m really sorry…” Rachel insisted again.

Ryann waved it off. “Yeah, maybe… But I don’t want you to get yelled at by your stupid friends. Or have to out yourself.”

Rachel turned super red. “U-um… what?” she squeaked. She was suddenly very flustered. It was adorable.

Ryann hummed softly. She leaned her head on her fist and looked the girl over. She rubbed her neck in thought, then said, “Look, it’s none of my business… But my gaydar is pretty good. And you’re not subtle.”

The little baby gay turned so bright red she could have doubled as a traffic light. “I-I mean…! I’m not, I mean, I don’t… don’t know what you mean,” she finally managed and hid her face.

Ryann couldn’t help but let out a little giggle. “I mean, it really is none of my business,” she said and leaned in a bit more. “But this is a safe space. I’m not gonna tell. So if you wanna talk…” She let the offer hang in the air.

Rachel made a soft whining sound that almost got a little purr out of Ryann. For a few moments she was just a quiet mess, then her voice came all muffled from under her hands. “Am I that obvious?”

“Yeah, you really are,” Ryann chuckled sympathetically.

Rachel looked up at her. “How did you know?” she asked with a little pout. She was so red it was hard for Ryann to keep a straight face.

She gestured to Rachel’s… everything. “As I said. Not subtle.”

Rachel dropped her hands on the table. She wiped the nervous tears from her eyes before folding her hands tight so they’d stop fidgeting. “I looked up lesbian… stereotypes, I guess. Thought that would be a hint. Help me come out if people notice, you know? But nobody else ever said anything. I thought I was doing it wrong.”

Ryann just laughed softly. “You’re doing great,” she said with a soft smile. Her voice had deepened a little with mirth. Rachel blushed deeper at the compliment, and Ryann reached over to pat the smaller girl on the head. “People just don’t see what doesn’t interest them. They don’t see what’s right in front of them. Stupid people still tell me no man is gonna wanna date me, and I’m gay all over! Not dating men is kinda the point.”

“Gay all over, huh?” Rachel smiled a little at her. Ryann’s warm tone and jokes seemed to put her at ease. “I don’t believe it. Show me some proof!”

Ryann raised her eyebrows, giving a little pause. “Are you asking me out?” she then purred and let her voice slip a little deeper. “How forward of you!”

Rachel’s blush returned in full force. “I— what, I mean… No!” she said, almost whining a little again. “I thought you’d have pictures or something!”

“Beauty like mine cannot be contained,” Ryann laughed jokingly. She tossed her hair for effect and found Rachel staring a little when she looked back down at her. “But just take my word for it. I’m as gay as it gets.”

Rachel smiled a bit. The blush was creeping slowly down her neck, which was odd, because Ryann wasn’t actually teasing her anymore. “So, uh…” Rachel bit her lip. “You gonna be at the parade tomorrow?”

Right… I didn’t even know there was one. And it’s supposed to be sunny. The little comment reminded Ryann just how far removed her world was from Rachel’s now. She couldn’t even go out during the day anymore. She sighed. “No,” she muttered. “I have some stuff to do that can’t wait.” She had to find Victor and deal with his posse. Try and take back her life. Try and make the place a little safer for Rachel.

“Oh, okay.” Rachel sounded a little disappointed. She looked down, now fidgeting with the end of her tank top.

Ryann watched her with a soft look. Rachel really did seem sweet, and she felt bad about jumping into her life and then leaving after what seemed like her first gay exposure. And as much as it was not her problem, she just couldn’t take another thing weighing her down.

Then a thought occurred to her. “Say…” she purred in her deep voice. She moved to lean over Rachel a bit. “Have you ever thought about what it’d be like to be bitten by a vampire?”

Rachel coloured darkly at that, having just begun to recover. “I uh… I… maybe,” the cute girl whispered and looked Ryann over. She seemed a tiny bit confused at the question.

Ryann smirked at that and let her gaze wander over Rachel, down her neck and the little freckles visible on her light skin. She stopped just at the collarbone and slid her arm on the backrest a little closer to Rachel.

“Would you like to try it sometime?” she asked. She let her finger trace up Rachel’s neck, to her pulse. Her small claws brushed harmlessly over her soft sin, and she watched Rachel’s pulse quicken at her delicate neck. That soft purr escaped her as she dragged her finger along Rachel’s jaw. She lifted the girl’s chin so she’d meet Ryann’s lidded eyes. “So, how about it?”

Rachel swallowed nervously, staring back like a deer in the headlights. Her breath was quick and light, and she bit her lip. She nodded once, very gently. Her beautiful golden-green eyes didn’t leave Ryann’s for a second.

Ryann gently moved her fingers, continuing to let them play along the girl’s jaw. “Well?” she said. “Give me your phone.”

Rachel blinked and took a moment before she realized what Ryann had said. She fumbled for her phone, pulling away from Ryann’s fingers. Ryann giggled softly and just braced her head on her hand again as she watched the cute girl. She had expected a reaction to the whole vampire thing, but she wasn’t complaining about things going smoothly for once. Rachel finally managed to unlock her phone with shaking hands, and thrust it at Ryann’s chest. She was pretty red, and she kept her eyes averted.

Adorable, Ryann chuckled to herself. If Rachel was half as delicious as she was cute, she’d be like a five-star meal. She took the phone, entered her name and number, and gave Rachel a little poke. “Wanna take a picture together?” she purred. The sound came out involuntarily, and she cleared her throat a little.

Rachel nodded quietly and leaned into her gently. She seemed a bit nervous. Understandably so, Ryann was probably her first ever vampire. And first gay friend. Ryann hummed playfully and put an arm around her to pull her close. She gave the camera her most charming smile, while Rachel had a small gay breakdown. “Almost done!” Ryann said as she went to set the picture for her contact. She stopped, her finger hovering over the screen. Do I even still show up in photos? Well, she already agreed to have her blood sucked. She pressed down and, to her relief, found herself and Rachel looking actually pretty good together. Rachel was wearing a little happy smile that made Ryann want to squish her cheeks gently.

Maybe she can send me this later, she mused. She flipped the phone in her hand and handed it back to Rachel. “Here you go!” She smiled at the cute girl.

Rachel looked up at her, back to the phone, and blushed. Ryann chuckled softly at how cute and gay she was being. She couldn’t quite help looking from Rachel’s eyes to her neck before her gaze snapped back up to those little pools of honey gold. She leaned in, and Rachel held her breath.

“You can call me whenever it’s convenient. I’ll be waiting, cutie,” Ryann purred at Rachel’s ear and pressed the phone into her hand. She was warm and soft, just like when they’d first touched. Ryann couldn’t help wanting to be close to her. She almost didn’t want to pull away… But then she did lean back and gave Rachel some space.

Rachel held the phone tight. She stared down at her feet and mumbled something. Ryann chuckled, feeling almost a little mean. Maybe I laid it on a little thick? But Rachel was smiling. So surely it was fine.

“I-I should g-go…” Rachel muttered.

“Yeah, your friends might get suspicious,” Ryann chuckled, though she was fairly sure she’d scared at least the two idiots too much to come near her ever again. “I’ll see you, Rachel,” she said, adding another little purr to the name as her cute new friend scooted out of the booth.

She watched Rachel quickly make her way outside. She was still bright red and clutching her phone to her chest, and there was a happy little grin on her face. Ryann smiled at seeing her look back once.

She waved until the door fell shut behind Rachel. Then she relaxed into her seat with a deep breath. The smell of food and candy filled her nose, and, ever so faintly, that delicious scent of blood, laced with Rachel’s own, sweet smell. Ryann licked her fangs and bit her bottom lip. Maybe she should have asked her to stay… She could have walked her home…

Wait… What the fuck am I doing? Ryann came abruptly out of her playful mood as Rachel’s smell faded into the distance. She didn’t have time to flirt! She’d just gotten out of a relationship —

“Oh fuck, I just flirted with a girl,” she muttered burying her face in her hands. She groaned loudly and rubbed her face. “What the fuck is wrong with me??”

* * *

Her cheeks felt flushed. Ryann grumbled and rubbed her face, trying to fight down the embarrassment and not let anybody see her blushing super hard. Not that there was anyone around, as she had fled the ice cream shop and had taken off in the direction of Victor’s address.

Still… “What the hell just happened?” She usually had herself better under control. I blame fucking vampire bullshit. Smelling her blood, staring at her pretty little neck… No, fuck, stop it!

She couldn’t really blame herself, really. Rachel had been so cute, and she’d smelled so good… The scent was still on her, and just a whiff of it made Ryann’s spine tingle. It sent a flutter of excitement through her gut. Yeah, definitely vampire bullshit.

She sighed deeply and rubbed her face again. Sure, the little interaction had raised her spirits, but now she felt a little bad about it. She really wasn’t looking for a relationship, not even a hook-up. It was just about blood.

Thank fuck I remembered to make that clear, she thought amidst her embarrassment. At least she distinctly remembered asking Rachel if she could drink her blood. Her flirtiness, that must have been the smell. That warm, tasty scent wafting off of Rachel. And maybe Rachel being adorable hadn’t helped.

“My fucking thirst running away with my brain,” Ryann grumbled to herself. “Stupid.” She could control it if she just focused. Of course she could, but she had to pay attention, not get enamoured by a little girl with puppy eyes the colour of jade and honey.

Ryann sighed at the memory of them. They were really beautiful. She should have told her that…

Wait, fuck, no. Not the time! She shook her head to clear her thoughts.

She pulled her mask on, remembering that she still had that (God fucking dammit!), and hid her still-red face. She was getting close to the address. Time to put some vampires in the ground. Or into urns, as the case may be.

Ryann stopped dead in her tracks when a man walked past the mouth of the alley she was approaching. Even across the distance, she recognized the bony, tribal-tattooed mug of Victor Vaughn. He didn’t even glance over at her as he trudged past with his back slouched.

She ran up to the end of the alley, trying to be as quiet as she could in the process. When she peered around the corner, Victor stumbled over a pile of trash and yelled at a cat that dashed past him across the wide, empty street.

I don’t fucking believe this. It wasn’t meant to be that easy. Vampires were supposed to have sharp senses, be able to see in the dark, and blend into the shadows quietly. Victor fucking Vaughn displayed none of that. He never even slowed or turned his head as Ryann began to stalk him. The smoke from his cigarette probably clogged up his nose, and his slack tank top and ripped, loose pants gave more of an impression of someone severely down on their luck, rather than a terrifying creature of the night.

Ryann tied back her hair, ready for a fight, and pulled up her hood as she followed him at a safe distance. She constantly checked the air for any Blood smells. But there was nothing but Victor, along with the smoke from his cigarette. He did smell of fresh blood and cheap alcohol, though. Ryann growled quietly at the implications.

Victor kept trudging along in front of her, completely oblivious to her presence. After a bit, she felt silly for staying close to the walls or stepping behind corners to hide herself. Even when they approached his address, Victor didn’t turn around even once. And the address, Ryann was now certain, was his actual home, which he, an actual vampire, kept on his official fucking ID. It just seemed… so stupid.

The place they were headed was situated on a barely travelled, dark street. The house itself was an old and crooked apartment building. The white walls were dirty, same with the windows. Not just the usual daily accumulated dirt, but the kind of grime that collected over months or years. The glass of the narrow windows looked permanently misted over. The flimsy, wooden shutters had seen better days as well, but the house wasn’t on a main road, so if nobody had complained or done anything about it now, then nobody would in the near future.

Ryann hid behind another corner and watched Victor as he crossed the street. He really didn’t seem to have any worries at all, even with her barely fifteen metres behind him. They also never met anyone else on the road until they passed a girl with a black baseball cap, a mask, and straight, black hair that fell to her back. She was leaning against the wall next to a building, and was busy tapping away on her cellphone. Ryann could see her blue-grey eyes in the light of the screen.

Victor hesitated as he walked past. He barely turned his head and took the cigarette out of his mouth, and Ryann could see him sniff the air. She growled and quickened her steps, but slowed when the Blood continued on his way. If he had tried something, she would have tackled him right there.

He walked up to the white house. Ryann could hear him fiddling with a key, rattling it, then he unlocked the door and went inside, tossing his cigarette stump onto the sidewalk. She quickly followed him across the cracked and potholed asphalt. She almost bumped into an electrician who’d been fiddling with the nearby power box. His grey overalls were stained, his face reddened and shaved patchy. The smell of alcohol wafting off him as he pushed past her towards a dirty white van nearly made Ryann gag.

He gave her a glare out of bloodshot eyes that made her wonder if she’d done something to offend him personally.

Ryann noticed the lights turning on in a second story window as she walked up to the door. She did another quick check around, and when she found herself alone, the electrician gone and his van far enough that he couldn’t see, she crouched down to inspect the lock.

It was old. Very old. Not-break-in-proof old.

She hummed softly as she stood back up. I can probably pick this. No normal fucking person actually carried lockpicks with them. Most people also didn’t carry hairpins that could double as lockpicks.

Most people weren’t Ryann and had never lived on the streets or locked themselves out of their new apartment with little cash, leaving them the option to break a window, break down the door, or call a locksmith.

Ryann looked side to side once more, lips pursed, pulled out her lockpicks from her wallet, and got to work. She always carried a set with her. She’d started practising on the street, when she’d realized that most people liked to lock up their homes even when they stood empty for months or years. And just in case, she also carried the hairpin, clipped onto her sweater.

“Lonnie used to call me crazy for this,” Ryann muttered as she inserted the tools and felt around inside the lock. “Well, look who’s crazy now!” She smirked gleefully and pushed away every thought of her ex. Finally, the precautions were paying off!

It turned out to be way easier than she had expected. The lock stuck a bit when she tried to get it to snap open, but when it did, Ryann was a little baffled.

I could have picked this with a bent nail, she thought, shaking her head. She let the door fall shut behind her.

Inside, the house was rustically charming. A stairway led up and around the room to Ryann’s right, made of bright beige, uneven wood, same as the floorboards. It all creaked a little as Ryann walked, but she was a smart girl. She knew how to sneak around.

She stayed close to the wall, where the floorboards were least likely to creak, and followed the scent of cigarette smoke up. She sniffed the doors when she found all the name plates marked and scratched beyond recognition. The scent headed further up. Second story. Most of the house smelled like nobody had been here in a long time. Nobody except Victor. But maybe these people just rarely left their homes.

The scent trail ended at the very last door, right in front of a window facing the street. Ryann quietly crept up close. She put her ear to the door. There was shuffling and muttering inside.

She waited for another few minutes. It seemed to be just the one voice. Maybe Victor was on a call, or maybe he was talking to himself. Either way, seems like a good time to interrupt. Ryann stood up straight and knocked.

There wasn’t a peephole to look through. She heard the scuff of a chair and steps approaching the door. Then, after a moment, it opened a little.

“Who—”

Ryann slammed her heel into the wood, peeling off more of the paint, and threw it open. Victor stumbled back, taken completely by surprise. Thanks to his dirty white tank top, she knew she had him beat in both size and muscle mass. He hissed, baring his fangs.

Ryann punched him in the face.

He didn’t even try to block or dodge. One moment he was hissing and hunching, ready to lunge, the next her fist shot out and cracked against his nose. It was just a light jab. She still felt the sharp sting of hitting bone, but she was used to that. She had been in enough brawls and done enough bare-knuckle fights. Victor’s nose crunched and gave way under her strike, and her hand came away bloody. With her free hand, Ryann slammed the door behind her, making sure the lock clicked shut fully.

“Ow! My fucking nose!” Victor groaned. He stumbled back from the kitchen counter next to the door and any potential weapons. Instead, he swayed back against a table with a plate of food and a single, sad lamp hanging above it, shedding grimy light under a woven wood shade.

Victor fell against this sad little table, grabbing on to it for support as he felt his nose with his free hand. He winced at the touch. “I think you broke my nose!” he whined. She had already closed the distance.

“Shut up!” Ryann snarled and slammed his head into the table. Victor fell to his knees, and her claws grew long and wickedly sharp. “Try anything funny and I’ll end you and your entire flock of filthy, unwashed vampires!”

Victor stayed on his knees and groaned, sounding much less intimidating with his broken nose. More like he had a cold than like a terrifying Blood. “Why?” he whined.

Ryann snarled louder. “Because I know you, Victor Vaughn, kidnapped me from the hospital!”

“… No?” He looked up at her in genuine confusion. “That’s not me?”

Ryann blinked, hesitating a little. “You didn’t kidnap someone from a hospital last week?” she asked, pulling him up a bit by the collar. He looked like Victor, but… did he have a twin? Or was he just an exceptionally good liar? Maybe a shapeshifter? Vampires could be shapeshifters, right?

“Oh, no, that was me,” Vaughn said. “But my name’s Hugo, not Victor.” He groaned and set his broken nose with a crunch. A shudder went through him and he made a sound of discomfort. At least his voice sounded a little less stuffy now, but he was still bleeding from his nose.

“What?” Ryann dropped him back on his knees and pulled out the ID. She held it up into the light of the grimy lamp. It read ‘Hugo Vaughn.’ “Oh. Guess you’re right,” she said. She tossed the ID and slammed his head back onto the table again.

“Ow, fuck!” Hugo complained. “Why you gotta be like that??”

“Why did you kidnap me?” she snarled, eyes narrowed.

Hugo kept his head down and whimpered a little. “It wasn’t my idea, honest!” he said, pleading. “It was Lucas’ idea!”

“Oh, that’s your shitty fucking boss, right?” Ryann growled at his ear, snapping her teeth together. She could smell the fear sweat on Hugo and it would have been a lie to say she didn’t find immense satisfaction in that. “You better tell me everything you know about him!”

Hugo whimpered louder and winced away from her a bit. “He’s the leader of our Hunger!”

“Hunger?” Ryann frowned. Her voice remained an angry growl.

“It’s like… you know, a flock of birds, a murder of crows, a Hunger of Bloods…”

Ryann’s claws scratched over the skin at Hugo’s head a bit more, tearing open wounds across the tattoo. “And he wanted me to be part of your shitty little family, is that it?”

The trapped vampire nodded eagerly, still pressed against the table. “Yeah! I mean… It was his idea to induct you into the Hunger. He said you were strong and needed our blood to be able to ever get back to your old self again! He said you’d thank us!”

“And you fucking believed him?”

“Of course!” Hugo said, turning his head ever so slightly to look up at her with a fearful look. “I mean… should I not have? Are you not happy?”

Why the fuck would I be happy?? Ryann rubbed her face, groaning. This guy was shaping up to be a right fucking tool. “Where’s your leader now?” she asked. Chances were he was dust, but just in case…

Hugo squirmed. “You uh… You went a bit wild and sort of ate his throat.”

“You mean I tore it out?” Ryann asked, knitting her eyebrows in a frown. Satisfied that Hugo probably knew better than to try anything, she let him go. He stunk of fear now and held his head, which had to be in a lot of pain, what with the slamming and cutting…

Ryann walked around the table, pushing aside the plate of half-eaten salad before sitting down in a chair that granted her a good view of Hugo and the door. That left her back to a large living room, but she didn’t worry. So far, nobody had come to help this scum, and they had made quite some noise. And it smelled like Hugo was living alone. Unless his stench overshadowed that of anyone else.

Hugo got into his own seat slowly and wiped at the blood running down his forehead. “No, I mean… You punched his face into a gravestone three times before biting into and chewing on his throat. And then you swallowed, I think” he said in an explanation of events that were a bit hazy for Ryann. He still remained hunched and submissive, as he should. Though his eyes went to the plate and the fork there, and then to the window in the wall to his left.

Right. Cannibalism. Am I glad I threw up on the way home, Ryann thought. She had had contact with Hugo’s fucked up family for a sum total of less than an hour that she could remember, and everything about them made her sick. And yes, she blamed the throat-eating on Lucas Merlowe.

“What about the other girl you tried to Turn?” she asked.

Hugo shrugged. “She wasn’t supposed to get free. Lucas wanted her to be your first.”

“First what?” Ryann raised an eyebrow.

“Your first kill. And, uh… dinner, I guess.”

Ryann pursed her lips, staying quiet for a moment. She slowly leaned up and took the lamp, turning it to shine it into Hugo’s face like during an interrogation in a shitty movie, which was kinda what her life felt like right now. He squinted and leaned away. “You kidnapped me,” Ryann said calmly. Her voice was so level she wasn’t entirely sure what she was feeling.

“Sorry…”

“Then you faked my death.”

“Heart failure.” He sounded kind of proud and apologetic.

Ryann perked up. “Are you… Are you fucking proud of that?” she asked, now more angry than neutral. “Don’t be fucking proud! I was admitted for a head injury! There’s like a million things to do with head trauma that could have caused my death! And you went with fucking heart failure?”

Hugo looked down again. “Sorry…” he muttered, all apologetic.

“Apology not accepted! Yeah! Yeah, you damn well should look ashamed!” Ryann said, agitation clear in her tone. She pushed the lamp more into his face and watched him squint. “Moving on, you then kidnapped another person and Turned us both, yes?”

“Yeah…”

“So that I would then… what, drink them too?”

“I mean… yeah?”

Ryann blinked, feeling almost a little stunned. “Do you not hear how fucking insane that sounds?” she asked, putting a lot of emphasis onto the sentence.

Hugo shrugged. “I mean we are filthy unwashed vampires. Your words.”

Ryann dropped the lamp. She slumped back in her seat as it swayed overhead. “I was gonna kill you,” she muttered.

“Uh… please don’t?” It sounded like a suggestion. A very hopeful suggestion.

Ryann ignored it. “Shut up, I… Wow. Just wow.” She rubbed her face. Then she dropped her arms, groaning loudly before sitting back up with a harsh snap of movement. She glared at Hugo. “I came here to take vengeance for someone taking my life away, some malicious monster. Now you’re telling me that you’re not evil but just mindbogglingly fucking stupid?”

Hugo looked at her. “Um… Sorry, I guess?” he said.

“… HEART FAILURE,” Ryann said, again.

Hugo shrugged a little.

Ryann slumped back again. “Jesus fucking Christ, Victor, just shut up.”

He opened his mouth. He closed it again, looking down.

Ryann stared at the ceiling. “How many more?” she asked in an exasperated mutter. “How many more are there in your shitty little coven?”

“It’s called a Hunger…”

She slammed her hand on the table. “Do I look,” she said slowly, “like I fucking care?” She turned her gaze to him very slowly. It was ice cold.

Hugo opened his mouth again. At the very pointed look, he shut it once more. “There’s just me,” he muttered. “You and Jack kinda killed everyone else from my Hunger.”

“Jack being the other girl.”

“Yup.”

“The one you Turned and wanted me to eat.”

“Sorry…”

Ryann shook her head. “What the fuck are you doing with your life?”

“Well, technically I am a plumber,” Hugo muttered.

Ryann looked at the nighttime plumber with doubt clearly written all over her face.

He shrugged and averted his gaze again. “I guess I haven’t had any customers for a few years.”

Ryann kicked back and put her feet up on the table. “You,” she said slowly, “are so pathetic. I’m not even gonna enjoy killing you. For real. It would just be a mercy at this point.”

Hugo fidgeted his hands.

“Vampires. Bloods, or whatever…”

He looked up. Ryann didn’t meet his gaze. There was a smear on the ceiling that looked much less pathetic and didn’t hurt to look at.

Oh, who am I fucking kidding, he lives in a dump, this is so sad… She looked back at Hugo. “Bloods,” she said again. “What do you know about them?”

“Um… they exist,” he muttered.

Ryann placed a claw on the table and turned it slowly, watching the tip dig in and carve up little wood shavings. She pointedly looked from it to Hugo.

“Garlic’s good,” he said quickly. “Doesn’t hurt. Actually tastes really nice, I think.”

“Why does sunlight burn me?” Ryann asked. “I was told that was a bullshit myth, and then I was told that that’s like regular capital punishment. So which fucking is it?”

Hugo shrugged. “Well, the stronger your bloodline, the more powerful the vampire is. And vampire is really just a convenient term for creatures subsisting on blood. There’s about seventy separate species of vampire as catalogued by the leading occultists in the field. Some burn in the sun, others… don’t.” He cocked his head at Ryann’s stare. “What? I read books.”

“So,” Ryann said slowly, “the strength of the bloodline decides whether you get to live in the sun or be burned by it? And then also there’s some that just don’t fucking burn?”

“For our purposes… yeah, pretty much.”

“And our blood is weak because…?”

“Well, the more powerful Hungers won the fights for dominance and killed the strongest members of our line,” Hugo said. “That’s why Lucas wanted you to drink Jack. He said that right after Turning, you could add her power to yours. Didn’t seem to have worked, though. He was the last of our Hunger who could withstand the sun for a few hours. That’s why there were other vampires there, watching. They wanted to see if his plan worked. Well, and then there was the Scarlet Song guy… Fountain, I think?”

“Fuck’s sake, Victor!” Ryann sighed. She was just so done. She’d have to get the names of those other vampires, too…

Hugo shrugged, folding his hands in his lap while Ryann spent a few minutes silently fuming. “I mean… it didn’t work, right? Even though you… ate Lucas. You had an unpleasant run-in with Mr. Sunshine?” he inquired.

Ryann glared at him. “No. Turns out cannibalism didn’t make me a super-Blood. And, actually, if I get vampire-prion-disease, I’m blaming you fucks,” she growled, thrusting a finger at him.

Hugo just shrugged. “Fair.” He seemed resigned to his fate.

Ryann sat back up, taking her feet off the table, and turned in her chair a bit to stare out of the window. As much as she could with how dirty it was, anyway. It was still very dark out, so she probably had enough time to get home before the sun came up. She leaned an arm over the backrest of her chair and dropped the other on the table. Her claws made a steady click-click-click-click as she drummed her fingers on the wood while she watched Hugo with a cocked head.

She really had wanted to kill him. But even with his wounds already having stopped bleeding and his nose looking suspiciously non-broken, he still looked so incredibly pathetic, she wasn’t sure she had it in her. And that only pissed her off more.

With a growl she raked her claws over the table, leaving deep marks. I guess I can use him for information and menial tasks, she thought, bringing her hand up to brush it angrily through her hair. She used to have to watch out for the claws, but she was really getting the hang of using them safely. A good thing, since they insisted on fucking growing all the time.

“Alright, Victor,” she said with a growl.

“Still Hugo,” he muttered with his head lowered. Ryann ignored him.

“I’m not gonna kill you,” she said. “Instead, you’re going to be my new best friend. You’re going to do whatever I say, and if I catch wind of you trying to fuck me over, I will hunt you down and physically rip off your head.” She paused. “Decapitation kills us, right?” I really hope it does, I would not want to live as just a head.

“Uh, yeah,” Hugo said. “Decapitation, fire, sun… And like, getting super messed up, I guess. Those are the big ones. Like, having none of your blood in your veins. So, like, getting your arm cut off and bleeding…”

“Good,” Ryann said, interrupting him. She cleared her throat to try and regain her flow. “You’re going to tell me where we get blood from, how much we need, how frequently, and all that good vampire stuff.” If it had been anyone else, she would have been worried they’d run and just cause havoc somewhere else. But Hugo was literally so pathetic, it didn’t cross Ryann’s mind to honestly consider him defying her. “You’re also going to tell me everything you know about the other Bloods that were there when you Turned me.”

“I will be the best friend you’ve ever had!” Hugo said with a little smile. He was really trying hard. And Ryann realized that her first close friend in years was about to be the most pathetic person she’d ever met.

Fuck, this is depressing. She really debated killing Hugo after all. No. No, she would have to work up the annoyance for that again. Though she really wanted to punch his smiling face.

“You can start by telling me how Turning works and how it’s undone,” she said, still angry.

Hugo frowned. “I dunno… It’s like, really involved and difficult. You have to, like, drain the body, I think, then fill it with vamp blood without—”

There was a knock on the door. “Delivery!” a deep voice called. It sounded off, like its owner was purposefully warping it, or putting on a fake accent.

Ryann glared at Hugo.

He shrugged. “Maybe it’s for you,” he mouthed.

She frowned hard, raising her hands incredulously. “I… what?” she hissed. “I don’t fucking live here!”

“Nobody knows I live here either!” Hugo muttered back.

“It’s on your fucking ID!!” Ryann snapped.

The floor behind the door creaked loudly.

Ryann’s back stiffened in anticipation of… she didn’t know what. But she could see Hugo’s face fall, his eyes going wide, so he felt it too.

The door burst open in a shower of splinters. Two burly men in dark overalls stormed in, one after the other, holding glinting metal objects in their hands. Ryann recognized one of them as the ‘electrician’ from downstairs. His grey hair was greasy and wet with sweat. The other man was younger, in his twenties, with stubble covering his face. In his hand was a gun with a floral engraving on the slider. A number was carved into the handle. Ryann didn’t quite have the time to wonder what Jacob’s gun was doing here before he pointed it at her.

Hugo actually made himself useful. Long claws shot out of his fingers as he lunged, and he dug them into the younger man’s shoulders. He flung the intruder across the table with more strength than his body should reasonably have been able to muster. The guy with the gun almost crashed into Ryann and landed hard on the smelly carpet.

She slammed her foot down on his arm and made him cry out. His grip on the gun loosened and she kicked it away. He tried to pull himself up. Ryann grabbed him by the shirt and punched him in the throat. He choked and gasped.

She didn’t care that his skin didn’t have the pale complexion of a vampire’s, or that he didn’t smell of stale blood and death. He’d come in with a gun and had pointed it at her. Best guess, the Argent Institute really didn’t like her stealing from them and wanted her dead. She wasn’t going to kill these idiots, but she was going to beat them down and make her escape.

Behind her, Hugo cried out. She looked back at him and saw the girl that had been on her phone, outside, pull a knife out of his ribs. She still had her mask up, but her eyes locked on Ryann’s for a split second.

Ryann’s opponent tried to stab her in the neck. She caught the hand with the knife, twisted it until he cried out and dropped it, and rammed her elbow into his face. His head snapped back against the ground. His eyes rolled in his skull. Ryann dropped him just in time to dodge a swing from the older guy.

His baton passed right by her face as she dodged and only moved herself out of the way by a millimetre. She punched him in the gut hard enough for him to double over. He gasped and tried to tackle her, so Ryann rammed her knee into his face. His head snapped back and he fell heavily to the floor.

The young guy was getting up again. He was a bit more resilient than the older one. His arms and neck were thick, his build sturdy. Ryann dashed over to him and punched him one more time. This one knocked him out cold.

A piercing scream rang through the apartment and made Ryann spin around. Hugo had managed to press the girl down on the table. Her legs kicked hard, and her knife lay useless on the floor. He was pinning her wrists and went in to bite her neck.

“Victor!” Ryann all but roared. The window panes shook in their frames. She rushed over with a sudden burst of strength in her limbs and grabbed him by the shoulders to pull him off the girl. The little masked intruder kicked and screamed and hit him in the gut, just as Ryann slammed him into the wall.

“What the fuck was that?” Ryann growled. “Because I am this close to knocking your fucking teeth out!” She was fucking pissed. The scream had brought back that fear of Bloods attacking other people. Bloods that she’d let live. It made her think of Rachel, or Lonnie, alone and scared as they were hunted by something much stronger than them.

The thought hurt, but just because they’d broken up didn’t mean that Ryann could just shut off her feelings for London. She looked over her shoulder and just caught the girl dashing out the door.

She frowned. “Who the fuck was that?”

“No idea…” Hugo wheezed with Ryann’s arm against his windpipe.

She shook her head. “Doesn’t fucking matter.” She glared at Hugo. He had been awfully quick to go for her neck. “Where do you get your blood?” she growled. “Talk!”

“I just take it from wherever!” Hugo whined. “There’s so many humans around, and if they’re homeless or something, nobody even notices…”

Movement out of the corner of her eye got Ryann’s attention. She ducked under the baton of the older man, who was apparently still conscious. It slammed into Hugo’s face and made him grunt in pain.

Ryann noticed the other guy groggily stumbling for the gun. She clicked her tongue in disapproval. She tackled the older man and barrelled him over easily. The young one reached the gun. He looked around and screamed, “Vanessa!” It was a shout of such rage that Ryann suddenly understood why the girl had run. She wasn’t sure if Hugo was the greater threat to the girl, or this guy.

She knocked down the older guy and reached the gunman just in time. He struggled as she pushed his hand aside. The sound of a shot nearly deafened her left ear. She grit her teeth and held his hand with the gun tight. He tried to punch her, almost spitting in anger. Ryann blocked it and slammed her head into his face. That made him sway and blink, but he was stubbornly intent on hurting her. He tried to rip his arm free, and Ryann struck him with her elbow twice. The first hit snapped his head to the side and made him spit blood, the second put him on his knees, and then Ryann kicked him in the chest.

The gun remained in her hand as he was flung backwards and hit the ground hard. Ryann cast a quick look back at the older guy, who was beating on Hugo on the table. She slipped the magazine out of the gun and took the bullet out of the chamber. Both she tossed into the far corner of the living room, where they were lost in the dark.

The young guy wasn’t making any moves to get up. He just lay there, wheezing. Ryann went over to the table and grabbed the older man in a choke hold. He struggled and tossed as her large biceps cut off the blood flow to his brain. He tried to slam his baton in her face, and she caught it and used it to press down on his neck harder with her other hand.

She glared at Victor, who rolled off the table and held his face. “If I ever catch wind of you killing people for blood again, I will tie you up in the sun myself!” she snarled and let the old guy drop to the floor as he went limp. He would wake up pretty soon, but Ryann wasn’t planning on sticking around.

Hugo wheezed and spat blood and some teeth. “But it’s how things work!” he complained into the momentary silence, which was only broken by Ryann’s angry growl.

“Indeed it is!” a slick voice remarked from the door. Ryann smelled blood and death as a Blood pushed open the broken door and stepped into the room. He was completely different from Hugo. He wore a blue suit, polished shoes, and was perfectly well-groomed.

Well, kinda.

His hair was black, greasy, and pushed back. Not unkempt but it still looked kinda terrible. His face was so normal it was completely forgettable, like a stock photo model. Blue eyes, pasty white skin, and an average fucking jaw, clean shaven.

He clicked his fingers and more Bloods poured into the room, all similarly dressed in sharp suits and white dress shirts. The smell of what they were was almost overwhelming. Ryann was starting to understand why they referred to themselves as ‘Bloods’. The blood-scent was so strong it made her stomach burn.

The Blood in the blue suit with the glossy collar smiled at her and showed perfectly white teeth and fangs. “It’s so nice to finally meet you, Ryann,” he purred with the most confident, charming, slimy smile he could muster. “I am Mr. Fontaine. And you were made for me.”
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Ryann blinked at Fontaine. The fountain comment made much more sense. But also… “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch that,” she said as the Bloods filtered throughout the room and grabbed the two humans. “I was busy throwing up in my mouth. Could you repeat that?”

“It’s fate, Ryann!” Fontaine said with such a happy, patronizing smile. “Lucas was supposed to make a warrior for me, one strong enough to give my faction a foothold against the cruel tyrants of this city. I thought he had failed, but here you are!” The way he looked at her didn’t seem like he was looking at a person. More a trophy, or a possession, or a pet. Ryann was tempted to go and knock his teeth out.

“When Lucas failed to control—”

“Ah!” Ryann held up her hand, cutting him off. “Stop talking. I… I’m not talking to you right now, I can’t handle this shit.” She looked at Hugo. “Victor, be useful. Who is this clown?”

Hugo gave her a shocked glance. “He’s one of the most powerful Bloods in the city, and the one who paid Lucas for Turning you in the first place,” he whispered. “Micky Fontaine is—”

“Micky??” Ryann burst out laughing. “His fucking name is Micky! Oh fuck, that’s too good!” She doubled over with laughter and held her aching sides. “Micky fucking Fontaine!”

Her laughter died in her throat when one of the Bloods stepped closer at a nod from Micky and lashed out against Hugo. A long, bony protrusion shot out of her arm and slashed straight through Hugo’s neck. His body dropped a split-second after his head.

Ryann looked down at her vampire buddy. It took a moment for her mind to process the realization that Hugo was dead. Anger bubbled up inside her gut and she could feel her claws growing and piercing her palms as she clenched her fists. She hadn’t known Hugo. She’d barely liked him.

She was still pissed.

“Hey, what the fuck??” she yelled at Micky. “He was on your fucking side, you ass!”

Micky rolled his eyes and wrinkled his nose at the blood stain extending from the stump of Hugo’s neck. “He was a lowly little pest. The deal to induct his Hunger into the Scarlet Song was made with Lucas Merlowe. Lucas Merlowe is dead, so I don’t need to weigh myself down with this riffraff…” He looked over to where two of his five goons had pulled the humans to their feet and were menacing them, growling right in their dazed and disoriented faces. “Hey! Stop that!” he ordered and they looked back at him, confused. “We don’t kill those two!”

“Why not?” the guy holding the older man snarled. “They’re just blood bags!”

Ryann sighed deeply. Murder had somehow become the morally superior option. She shook out her legs and arms. Let’s do this. Her shoulders rolled. Her neck popped once.

“They take care of the vermin scurrying around,” Micky said to his underling. “And Ryann apparently disapproves of eating humans. She’ll learn soon enough, but don’t want you to spook my new pet…”

Two Bloods were blocking Ryann from him. Another to her right was cleaning off her bone hand sword with a paper towel. Two or three on one.

Ryann grit her teeth and went straight for Micky. The Blood to her right barely reacted before Ryann was past her. She dashed towards the other two in her way, one a burly man, the other a little thinner, with sharp, black eyes he hadn’t taken off Ryann for a second. He was the first to react and intercept her.

Running into him was like slamming into a wall. He had to have some sort of ability that enhanced his strength, like Hugo had portrayed. The large guy tried to punch Ryann in the face right after. She twisted to the side and just about escaped the meaty fist. He glared at her, with his ponytail and receding hairline framed by the light.

Ryann punched the smaller one in the gut and the throat in quick succession. He barely budged, so she dragged her claws over his neck. His eyes opened in surprise as his veins were opened and blood sprayed and seeped out.

The brief moment of distraction was what Ryann was banking on as she kicked against his knee and made him go down with a cry. She grabbed his head and went to ram her knee into his face, but the large ponytail guy tackled her away.

She braced against the weight. He was taller and more muscular than her. Basically just a wall of muscle. But he wasn’t as strong as his smaller companion, who was pressing his hands to his neck wound and was holding his knee. That one was screaming bloody murder. Ryann twisted and tossed the big guy past her. He stumbled into bone-hands and stopped her just as she was about to slash down on Ryann. Her green, sunken eyes burned with anger.

Ryann dashed forward again and kicked the Blood on his knees in the head. He was tossed aside, and she lunged for Micky.

Micky, despite his three mooks being utterly useless, just smiled at her. Ryann felt a sharp strike to her chin. The force strained her powerful neck as it tried to catch the strength of the blow. Ryann’s mind was reeling. She hadn’t even seen him move!

Another punch immediately hit her clavicle, her jaw, then she got what felt like a kick to the stomach. Micky was moving in a blur of limbs, and all Ryann could do was tense up and resist the blows.

Despite the speed at which he moved, Micky’s strikes weren’t all that powerful. Ryann grunted as blow after blow bounced off her tensed muscles. And then, just as suddenly, Micky was three steps away. “Ryann…” he said with that slimy little smile of his. “You don’t understand yet. You’re one of us now. Blood.”

She dropped her arms and shook them out a bit. All the strikes that had hit them had done little more but give her a little sting. Micky’s three main goons were slowly circling around Ryann. The small guy grabbed the table and tossed it to the side as if it was made of plastic. If the neighbours weren’t awake by now, nothing would wake them.

“We are the superior species,” Micky went on and spread his arms out invitingly. “We are meant to rule over humans. We will create a world where the strong rule over the weak. And you will be a part of that.” He reached out his hand to Ryann.

Ryann frowned. “So like… just drink from anyone at any time?”

“Anyone you want!” Micky affirmed eagerly. “Of course you won’t have to hunt for your food. Since you’ll be mine, I will provide for you.”

Ryann nodded slowly. “Yeah, you know what, sounds like a thing.” She reached out and took his hand. It was wet and cold. Micky smiled at her. Ryann smiled back and growled. Her hand clenched painfully tight around Micky’s and she yanked him closer. His eyes went wide as Ryann’s leg hurled towards his head in a powerful kick.

But the fucker still had super speed. He barely dodged, and Ryann felt her leg graze the top of his head. He tried to dash away, and he nearly pulled her off balance. She let go and spun to face the attack that was no doubt coming already.

The small guy still hit her in the back so hard that she had to gasp for breath. Then bone-hands stabbed her through the calf, nailing her to the floor. She grit her teeth against the pain. Ryann tried to grab the woman, but she leaned out of reach, curled brown hair whipping long around her face. She snarled at Ryann.

Ryann growled back and grabbed bone-hands’ wrist. She pulled the spike out of her leg and kicked her in the face despite the pain. As the woman was tossed away, Ryann backed off a little. She was facing a corner. She was losing blood, and a lot of it. There was a window next to her… Maybe she should make a run for it?

“Ryann… You’ll understand,” Micky said with a soft smile. “And then you’ll love me.”

Ryann almost threw up and gagged loudly. “Fuck you, asshole, I’m gay!”

“Oh, don’t worry, I can change that,” he said with a straight face and a smile.

Ryann laughed out loud at that despite the pain. “Listen, dipshit,” she said, torn between a smirk and a hateful snarl, “you can’t change someone’s sexuality. And if it were possible, your slimy, clammy ass would not be the one to do it!”

That was the first time she’d seen Micky upset since Hugo had told her his name. It was very satisfying to watch his face contort in impotent rage. He took a step towards her. “You will—”

“What the fuck is this shit show?” The gravelly voice came muffled through the closed door before it flew off the hinges in splinters and slammed into bone-hands. Carver stepped over the threshold and looked around. He seemed to loom larger than when Ryann had first met him. His eyes immediately snapped to her. “You!” he growled. Full-on growled, a deep snarl from his chest.

“Hi!” Ryann waved at him. She kept her weight off her injured leg and kept watching for a good escape route. The Bloods holding the humans down exchanged a glance. Suddenly everyone seemed less confident.

“I told you to stay away from here!” Carver growled and stomped up to her. He stopped a few steps away and looked her over. “You’re hurt. Fucking great.” He ran his fingers through his dense hair. His hands were big. They looked strong, somehow, like they were capable of a real vise grip.

“Hey, you’re not my keeper or something!” Ryann growled at him.

“Do you two maybe wanna chat later?” another voice got involved. The person stepping through the door now looked like they were both sleep deprived and severely pissed. Dark circles under the eyes completed the chronic case of resting bitch face as they rolled up the sleeves of their open, red flannel.

Ryann quickly looked them over. Carver was a big, tough dude. That she got. She could understand why these clearly untrained Bloods were worried, especially since he had just kicked a door off its bloody hinges.

This person though… They were half a head shorter than Carver, and looked much more lean than muscular. Their heavily pierced ears were long and pointed, like an extreme case of Stahl’s ear, but somehow Ryann found that it looked deliberate. Which made no fucking sense. But she couldn’t shake the feeling.

She noticed a huge scar that began on her chest and pulled down the sternum to vanish under the black tank top. It darkly contrasted the light skin. Sternotomy, maybe? Ryann thought.

“Sure,” Carver growled. He turned towards the Bloods, and they all took a step back. “You good to fight, kid?”

“I dunno, are you, old man?” Ryann asked back with narrowed eyes.

Carver’s lips pulled into a little smile, and his companion snickered. “Damn, Carver,” she chuckled and ran her fingers through her dark russet mop of short hair. Her slightly lighter russet eyes sparkled gently. “She’s got you figured out.”

“Thanks, Logan,” Carver said dryly. “You’re a real help. So glad I went to get you.”

She showed her fangs in an affected little smile.

“Carver, Logan…” Micky smiled at them. “You don’t want to pick this fight. Ryann is mine—”

“Ew,” Logan said.

“Yeah, fuck that,” Carver said. “Let’s just kill them all.”

Ryann’s concerns about trusting these two strangers vanished pretty quickly.

“Always wanted to kick this guy’s ass,” Logan said evenly as long, pale claws sprouted from their fingers. “Let’s go.” Before Ryann’s eyes, they changed. Their hair seemed to get longer, and turned a crimson colour. The skin of their face seemed to pull tighter around the bones, making every edge sharper. Long, sharp teeth appeared as they snarled and pulled their lips back. Their face crinkled up more than it should, like that of a snarling beast rather than a human.

Ryann stared at them. “First off, what the fuck?” she said, pointing to their everything. “Second, can you teach me that?”

Logan chuckled. “Not that. But this…” She dragged her claws over her arms, leaving long, bloody gashes and covering them in blood. It dripped down, and, under Ryann’s confused look, hit the floor, where it burned, sizzled, and disintegrated the wood.

“Oh fuck, that’s cool!” Ryann blushed a little at her outburst.

Logan smirked and turned her attention back to Micky. “I’m gonna fucking kill you now,” she said very matter-of-factly.

He growled, dropping the diplomatic facade. “I’m gonna tear out your spine!” he snarled back. He shot forwards, his face a blur of anger.

Logan’s sclera turned pitch black. Their iris’ glowed red as they moved with a similar, terrifying speed. Their long claws slashed down and Micky ended up slamming into the kitchen counter next to them. Two tears in his suit bubbled and hissed as he screamed. The threads of it were turning grey, winding like dying worms as they became brittle and unravelled.

Logan’s claws gave her at least another half metre of reach. She had slashed through almost half of Micky’s arm and sliced the floor too. Ryann was suitably impressed, but her attention was pulled away when the big guy ran at her. She dodged by pivoting on her good leg and punched him square in the jaw. It was just a quick jab, but the Blood lost any and all coordination immediately. He stumbled, and Ryann grabbed him by the jacket and tripped him. He crashed into the wall behind her, and she followed up with a roundhouse kick to the back of the head.

Her injury slowed her down enough that she didn’t hit him in the head, but instead slammed into his back. Her leg throbbed and burned at the impact, but adrenaline and anger kept her going.

He shrugged off the hit and came at her again with glinting fangs. Ryann growled and slipped in right past his attacks. He was an amateur, clearly not trained. His punches were telegraphed so much that she could have dodged them in her sleep. She went on the offensive again quickly. His throat crunched under two consecutive strikes, and he choked.

Oddly, it didn’t seem to stop him. He snarled at her and prepared to lunge again.

Ryann growled back and kicked his leg as hard as she could, aiming for the nerves running along the back of it. That got a cry of pain, and the Blood stumbled back shakily. “Yeah, sucks, doesn’t it?” she growled at him, added another, bringing him to his knees, and followed up spinning in another roundhouse kick. She broke through his flimsy guard, and this time something broke as she drove her heel into his jaw. He fell like a corpse.

As he did, Ryann became a witness to Logan furiously swiping at Micky. Their claws slashed open the entire kitchen within seconds, leaving sizzling spots where their blood dissolved wood and anything else that got in their way. Micky seemed to be able to dodge them just about, but he was unable to retaliate. He finally got backed into a corner and grabbed a knife from a cutting board, which he flung with incredible speed.

Logan’s head snapped to the side, dodging it. The knife continued flying, across the room, where Carver kicked bone-hands in the stomach and somehow wrestled the small Blood down with ease. The knife stuck in the wall. Everything happened in a span of seconds. Ryann threw herself at bone-hands and blocked the swipe of her bone spike before it reached her or Carver.

The woman growled at Ryann. She snarled back and kicked her. Apparently none of these idiots were trained at all. Her kick slammed into the Blood’s side, and the woman gasped in pain. Then Ryann had to dodge claws from the Blood who had held the younger human. Her face was marred with scars, and her lips were pulled into a sneer. Her suit looked a bit ill-fitting on her, too large and like the shoulders were padded. Ryann stepped back to quickly get out of her reach, but her leg buckled under her suddenly, and renewed pain shot up from her calf. Ryann grit her teeth as bone-hands came at her.

Then the enemy Bloods looked up in horror. Bone-hands raised her arm to shield herself. Logan’s claws carved straight through it and across her throat.

Ryann was already lunging at the scarred Blood, so she got splattered with blood, and it tasted so delicious…

The Blood before Ryann tried to kick her. She took the hit, caught the leg under her arm, and toppled her opponent. Her opponent crashed down to the floor with a cry. Ryann stomped down, and the blood scent hit her more intensely. The hunger in her gut roared and throbbed like a second heartbeat. She grit her teeth and raised her foot from the dead vampire’s head.

Carver was having trouble with the strong Blood after all. He had his hands tightly around the small vampire’s neck and was squeezing and pressing him down against the table. His teeth were bared, exposing slightly pronounced canines, and his pale grey eyes caught the golden light from the lamp. Blows rained against his chest, but he only squeezed harder, lifted the Blood up, and slammed him back down on the table.

Logan was tackled by the last uninjured vampire. Blood trickled out of her eyes as she was being held down by the wrist. Something must have happened, because her claws and face had reverted to what they had been before. Ryann wanted to look around for Micky, but she saw the older man pick up the gun. She saw the young one toss him a magazine. The old one caught it and slid it in.

There was a table between him and Ryann. She vaulted over it and punched the man square in the nose. Pain shot up her leg and up her arm, and he went down, dropping the gun on the carpet. Ryann didn’t want him able to shoot any of them. At this rate, he’d probably go for her, Logan, or Carver, since they had the numbers.

The man on the floor stayed low, scrambling to tackle Ryann, but she was waiting for it, and he clearly still didn’t expect her to be a challenge. She used his momentum and stepped into his range to slam her knee into his face. She felt the shock of the impact through her bones once more and gripped her opponent by the back of the shirt, tossing him aside as he grabbed at her despite his bloodied nose. He really didn’t weigh that much.

He managed to get an arm around her leg and tried to topple her, but Ryann squared her feet and punched down straight at his head, once, twice, the muscles working in a practised manner, though she never would have fought like this in the ring. In any official MMA fight, there were rules. No strikes to the back of the head or the joints. No shots to the groin, no direct punches to the throat. There was sweat, frantic footwork, the cheer of a crowd and the smell of sweat.

Here, there were no cheers. Just grunting and sounds of exertion, cries of anger. That, and the smell of blood clogging up Ryann’s nose, making her lick her lips.

She didn’t know how it happened. Suddenly her punches had turned into slashes, and the scent of blood had become more pervasive, seeping into everything. Ryann grabbed her attacker by the overalls and pulled him up. He struggled, grasping and pulling at her wrists. She headbutted him hard, hitting his broken nose. He still struggled and this time grabbed at her face, like he was trying to blind her. His wild movements ripped the mask right off.

Ryann pulled her head back with a snarl to escape the grasping fingers aimed at her eyes, then slammed her forehead into the man’s face once, twice, until he slumped with a groan. His head lolled to the side. Ryann pulled him close and bit deep.

Her fangs pierced the leathery skin with ease, she tasted sweat and then… blood. It felt entirely different to the bags. The difference between cooled and fresh blood was like between raw and cooked food. This man’s blood tasted different by itself, less sweet, but she still eagerly gulped it down and filled her belly with its warmth. She could even taste hints of alcohol as the sweet, red substance ran over her tongue. Compared to the blood bags, this was like tasting an expensive cocktail, rather than cheap beer.

She drank so greedily that she forgot to breathe, as if she hadn’t eaten in days. When she pulled away, it was with a wild movement that sprayed red droplets from her fangs. Her fingers turned weak and opened at the blissful sensation, and she dropped the body at her feet.

Ryann was still licking her teeth when the dull thud brought her back to the moment. She stared at her blood-covered chest, feeling the liquid run down her chin and neck. Her mind was numb with the pleasant taste and smell as she tried to figure out what had just happened. Someone grabbed her shoulder, turning her around.

It was Logan. Blood was covering their face and running down over their cheeks.

They were yelling something, staring into her eyes, shaking her.

A shot rang out, cutting through the noise in Ryann’s head like the crack of a whip. She felt warmth at her legs and looked down. Her hoodie and pants were slowly colouring a dark, wet black colour. She put her hand on it and felt the warmth of it. She pulled it away, and her hand was red, not black.

Oh, so I do still bleed… Ryann had assumed so, but seeing it was somehow reassuring.

Her vision began to turn dark at the edges. Her last thought was that she should put pressure on the wound. Then she fell away into nothingness.

* * *

Carver slammed his opponent’s head against the edge of the table twice. Strength-enhanced Bloods were annoying. Their bones and muscles and tendons grew stronger by a measure whenever they activated their gift, and this asshole was using it as if his life depended on it.

Which it did, of course, but being killed by Carver was a more peaceful way to go than if the Scorching Dawn got a hold of him.

I’m not gonna stay here until he runs out, Carver decided. As members of the Scarlet Song, Micky’s Hunger was always sickeningly well sated. Always full on blood that they’d drained some poor bastard off the street for, if they didn’t have access to what they called ‘premium blood bags’. Waiting until this asshole ran out would take entirely too long for Carver’s liking.

The new Blood, Ryann, vaulted over the table past him and crashed into Amos Finch. She was an excellent fighter. Still had her flaws, but Carver was certainly impressed. He’d love to be able to train her, to see just how far she could hone her craft.

The Blood in his grip gasped. Carver was holding him at arm’s length, squeezing to cut off the blood to his brain. He had to endure the occasional kick and punch, as well as the Blood’s struggle to pull his arms away.

Slowly but surely Carver could tell the strength of the resistance decreasing. He let go with one hand and reached over to the knife stuck in the wall. He yanked it out, keeping his other hand securely on the struggling Blood’s neck. He flipped the long kitchen knife into an overhand grip.

“W-Wait!” the Blood wheezed. “We can make a deal! Stop!”

“Did you stop when your last victim begged you?” Carver growled.

“I—”

He didn’t wait to plunge the knife through the Blood’s eye socket and into the brain. He ripped it back out so hard that a line of blood sprayed across his calm, dispassionate face. Killing killers was an old hobby, and one that had lost all of its vindicating satisfaction. Now it was just something that had to be done.

Carver cut the throat of the brain-damaged but alive Blood, rolled him over, and set the tip of the blade against the spine. A quick hit to the hilt with his palm cut severed the nerves between two vertebrae, just like he would do with an animal he’d hunted. He pulled the knife out and left the Blood to die.

“Ryann!” Logan suddenly yelled. “Jesus fuck! Snap out of it!”

She was shaking the new Blood. That one, in turn, looked dazed and confused. Her chin and neck were covered in blood, and she stared at Logan like she wasn’t sure where she was. Ryann, that was what Micky had called her.

Carver’s thoughts screeched to a halt at the name. He had thought she’d looked familiar, but…

Robert Finch had managed to grab the gun. He was on the floor, in pain, and his eyes were full of hatred as he pointed the gun at Ryann.

Carver lunged into action so quickly that his still healing leg flared up with pain. The knife flew from his hand with the first gunshot that splashed droplets of blood over the wall behind Ryann. The blade pierced into Robert’s shoulder, missing the mark. But it made him cry out, and then Carver was on him like a storm of vengeance and broke his hand by slamming his combat boot down on it and the gun.

“You little shit!” he snarled. Robert was almost as hateful and cruel as Amos. Carver suspected they had backing from some patron of the otherworld, likely a powerful Blood of one of the other four factions. They routinely captured, tortured, and killed supernatural creatures, seemingly for sport.

They had been on Carver’s kill list since they’d gone after two young werewolf twins and their family. Luckily, a very powerful pack leader had already taken the two in by the time Amos and his posse of sadists and emotionally broken “children” had shown up.

Now Carver saw recognition in Robert’s eyes. “Fuck you!” he spat. “You monsters killed Amos!”

“Good fucking riddance!” Carver said and stomped down on his hand again, shattering the bones. He ignored the pained scream. “You’re next. Or maybe I should just bite you…” There was no way Robert would survive the bite. Carver could smell the drugs and alcohol on him. His body was already messed up inside.

Robert paled at that. “I’ll kill you!” he whispered, and Carver could smell the fear wafting off of him.

“Just take his gun already!” Logan called out. “She’s losing a lot of blood!”

Carver looked down at the malevolently glinting weapon. He narrowed his eyes and kicked Robert in the face hard enough to knock a tooth loose and knock him out cold. “Don’t really wanna get cursed today,” he muttered with a look at the weapon, and kicked it away. It slid and landed under a wardrobe, hidden from sight.

He rushed over to Ryann, joining Logan. They were trying to stem the bleeding with their rolled-up shirt under Ryann’s back. “Can she heal herself?”

“If she was awake, sure! But the shock knocked her out!” Logan was already covered in Ryann’s blood from gently cradling her body to the ground. “Passive healing isn’t enough. We need to get her to the bar…”

“A new Blood? Yeah, that’ll go over well…” Carver muttered. “Okay, here’s what we do.” He ripped his shirt off, revealing his many scars. “We try to stop the bleeding as much as we can. You call Nemo and Kay, I get her to the car, and we take her to my place…”

“Fine. Micky ran, by the way,” Logan said as she pulled out her phone. “He might be waiting for us.”

“If he is,” Carver growled as blood seeped through the shirt he had pressed to Ryann’s chest, “I’ll tear his head off myself.”

He tried not to look at Ryann’s face as he pressed his shirt to her wound. He tried not to remember the last time he’d seen someone with the same face covered in blood and their skin pale and lifeless.

* * *

Ryann knew pain.

She knew it like a fish knew water. She had tasted enough for a lifetime. Even under the weight of it, like a river pressing against a dam, she never gave in and let herself break. She was no stranger to waking up sore, be it from a fight or from mercilessly working her body to become stronger. Still, this piercing sting in her chest was new, and she almost had to blink some tears away. She gasped and took a hissing breath. There was a tightness in her chest where she had been shot. Somehow she was still alive, though she wasn’t sure exactly how.

She took another deep, hissing breath in and winced at how damaged her body felt. Everything was sore, especially her chest, which felt like there was something stuck in it. Her calf was burning with pain, and her throat was tight and dry.

Ryann frowned a little at the smell around her. It was sharp and pure like that of the wild dog that had shared its time with her for a few weeks during her homeless days. She tried to sit up to look around, and even that small contraction of muscles made her chest pound painfully.

Her eyes quickly got used to the half dark around her. Soon she could make out an empty room. Bare brick covered most of the walls, except for the corner Ryann was lying in, which looked like someone had tried to plaster over the bricks and given up halfway. The only furniture, save for the enormous bed Ryann was lying on, was a large, wooden wardrobe at the far wall. It looked old, varnished, and in good repair, save for the feet of it. Those looked messed up. Like someone had taken a knife to them repeatedly. Or maybe like an animal had gnawed on them.

Ryann sniffed and wiped at her eyes one more time before sitting up slowly despite the pain. After that monumental effort, she took a moment to just rest on the bed.

Well, calling it a bed would have been generous. It was a huge mattress laid over wooden pallets. It was wet with sweat as well. Another quick sniff told Ryann it was her own. She groaned. She rarely ever sweat in the first place, not to mention that much.

Right now, she had to smell terrible.

Someone had taken off her clothes and undone her hair tie. She was wearing a generously large shirt, though.

Another spike of pain shot through her chest, right at the top of her abdomen. She pressed a hand to the spot with a hiss. The shirt was soft. She could feel her midsection had been wrapped with bandages beneath it. When she pulled the shirt up, she could see a dark spot had formed on the bandages, already black and crusted. Just enough light fell through the slits of the boarded up window for her to make out the colour.

Ryann’s breath caught in her throat when she heard the sound of footsteps approaching along the wall outside her door. She backed away into the corner instinctively, trying to use the wall for support as she heaved herself up with a grunt.

The man who had approached her, Carver, opened the door. Ryann could see a living room with two couches and a coffee table behind him. There was another door opposite the one to this room across that living room. Dark curtains were drawn before huge windows, completely blocking any direct sunlight.

“Oh, you’re awake,” Carver said in his deep, rumbling voice. He sported a few fresh bruises under the collar of his button-down. It was a rust brown colour, buttoned to the sternum, and looked just a bit too large on him, like it had been meant for a man with twice his mass.

Ryann pushed herself harder against the wall. “Where am I?” she asked and tried to push herself closer to the wall. Memories of the fight flashed back to her. Hugo. Micky. The Bloods… “Who are you?” she growled at him too.

Carver hummed softly. He looked down at the tray of stuff he was carrying. “First of all,” he said, “you’re safe.” His voice still had that deep, powerful rumble. But there was no hint of hostility or any sign of a growl.

He ignored Ryann’s own, worried snarl and calmly set down the tray on the floor before flipping the switch by the door. Warm, golden light filled the room. She squinted against it for a moment before her eyes adjusted. Carver sat down cross-legged. In the new light, she could see his dark skin marred by scars beneath the shirt. He had more where his rolled-up sleeves laid bare his thick forearms. He was all lean and wiry.

Something about him was strange. Something that Ryann couldn’t quite make out. He looked almost Middle Eastern, but as she grasped that thought, she couldn’t help but immediately think that she was completely wrong. Carver noticed the confused look and gave her a faint, knowing smile.

“Uh… Sorry for staring,” Ryann muttered. She was still in a strange place with a stranger, but he had helped her fight, and so far his actions had been nothing but disarming.

He waved the apology off. “People always stare the first few times,” he said dismissively. “I’m from… a different, far away place. You wouldn’t have heard of it.”

Ryann raised an eyebrow. “That place got a name?”

“None that could be translated into English.”

“That’s entirely not true,” the other Blood who had helped Ryann (Logan?) said with their familiar, level voice as they appeared in the doorway too. They looked down at Carver. “What are you doing?” The resting bitch face pulled into a smirk. “Pull up a fucking chair, you nerd.” They crossed their arms and leaned against the doorframe.

“Well… The floor’s comfy,” Carver said back.

Logan blinked. “You’re not being helpful here on the fucking floor, are you?”

Carver rolled his eyes. “Fine. I’ll get a chair. Getting bossed around in my own house,” he muttered as he got up and left. “Fuckin’ bullshit…”

Logan just chuckled. She looked at Ryann. “Hello, by the way. Don’t mind the old man, he just doesn’t know how to take care of himself. I’m Logan. And I use she/they pronouns. Hi,” she finished evenly and waved a little.

“Uh, hi,” Ryann said. “Nice to meet you… I’m Ryann.”

Logan pursed their lips. “I know,” they said dryly. “I snooped through your wallet. Sorry.” They actually sounded a bit apologetic, though it was a little hard to tell. Dark circles marked their eyes, and that was the most expressive thing about them, except for the constant glare.

“Right,” Ryann muttered. She tried not to be too offended, since she would have done the same. “Did you also dress me…?” She tugged at the large shirt a little. They had also taken off her pants, and now Ryann noticed a folded pair on the mattress next to her. She cleared her throat and quickly reached for it, but hesitated when she felt a little dizzy for a moment.

“Yeah, that was me,” Logan said. “Carver didn’t wanna touch you. Stranger danger and all… But you were bleeding all over the place, so…” She frowned a little as Ryann shook her head to dispel the dizziness. “Hey, take it slow.” There was a hint of concern in her voice. It was just a tiny bit raspy, and Ryann was getting major gay vibes.

“I’m fine,” she said quickly as she picked up the pants. She sniffed and grimaced a little at the sharp smell.

Logan chuckled. “Yeah, sorry about the smell. Werewolves, am I right? Gotta tell ‘em to shower everyday or they just stink of dog.” They put a hand on their hip.

Ryann froze and slooowly looked up at them. “Werewolf?” she asked.

“Carver,” Logan said as if that was an explanation.

“Werewolves are real?”

“Buddy, you’re sleeping in the bed of one.” Logan nodded her head over at the wardrobe. “Why do you think that thing’s got teeth marks on it?”

Ryann looked over at it and imagined a wolf nibbling at the wood. It was actually a pretty cute thought.

“Your slander is not appreciated,” Carver grumbled as he came back with two chairs. He shimmied through the doorway, with Logan pulling the tray aside, and put the chairs into the room. “There we go, good now?” he asked his companion.

Logan smirked and plopped themselves down into one of them. They tipped her chair back, balancing on the hind legs. “I feel so well taken care of,” they joked.

Carver rolled his eyes. “Anyway…” He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his legs as Ryann slowly let herself sink down against the wall. She didn’t think she was in any danger from these two. At least not right now.

She glanced around and realized that what she’d taken for just uniform plaster in the dark, was actually a mural. It showed a beautiful meadow and forests, with a sprinkle of golden stars in the night sky.

“Introductions first.” Carver motioned to him and Logan. “I’m Carver, this is Logan. We are part of a community of… supernatural entities and people who would quite like it if humans didn’t know about us.”

Ryann frowned. “I’m Ryann,” she said, “but you know that already.”

Carver looked at Logan. Logan smiled and shrugged. “Wallets, eh?” The piercings on their long, pointy ears glinted in the light.

He sighed deeply and rubbed his face. “Logan…”

Ryann interjected, “So… is Carver your real name, or is that like a pseudonym? Because, honestly…”

Carver frowned. “What’s wrong with my name?”

Logan almost fell off her chair with laughter. “She got you, old man!”

Carver’s thick eyebrows knit in a frown. He didn’t look that old, really. There were little white hairs in his thick, black mass on his head and face, but beneath, he looked like he was around his late forties, and he’d aged gracefully. “No, seriously, what’s wrong with my name?” He repeated.

“Sorry, it just…” Ryann shrugged. “Sounds like a serial killer name.”

“I like you,” Logan giggled and wiped her eyes. “Fuck, that’s good. Oh, wait until I tell Kay!”

Carver aggressively rolled his eyes. “Anyway…” he said, apparently eager to move on. Ryann couldn’t completely hide a little smirk of her own as she watched Logan. They had fully returned to a human form. Ryann recalled their fingers extending into long, pale claws, and their eyes turning black with glowing red iris’.

Logan noticed the look. “What?” they asked.

“Are you… like me?” Ryann asked them softly.

They smirked softly. “Afraid so. Fangs and all.” They smiled and showed Ryann their teeth, which looked less long and pronounced now. “But every one of us is a bit different.”

Ryann frowned softly. “Yeah,” she muttered, remembering the fight and how quickly Logan had moved. How they had cut apart wood and flesh and bone so quickly, with little to no effort. The memories brought with them the smell of blood. The feeling of breaking bones under her kicks and punches. She’d never tried to hurt anyone to that extent before.

And then she remembered how she had torn into a man’s neck and swallowed his blood in greedy, hungry gulps. Ryann felt sick to her stomach. The pulsing of the hunger inside her didn’t make things any better. “I… I killed someone,” she whispered.

Both Logan and Carver winced at that. They exchanged a quick, sympathetic look. “Not on purpose,” Carver said.

“You were defending yourself,” Logan added, sitting properly in her chair now. “You were hurt, there was blood everywhere… your hunger got the better of you.”

“So that’s just how it is now?” Ryann whispered. She hugged herself and felt awful. Sure, she had killed that man. He had pretty clearly been trying to kill her before. But feeling so out of control… Her enjoying the flavour of his blood as she drained him, that somehow made it much worse. “I’m gonna just be constantly out of control now?” Her eyes stung, and she blinked the tears away with an angry, shaky huff. Her hands clenched tight into her arms.

Logan slowly got off her chair to sit on the bed. “You’ll be okay,” she whispered sympathetically. “The hunger can be hard to control at first. How long have you been a Blood?”

“One week, roughly,” Ryann muttered and wiped her knuckles over her eyes. She sniffed and hated how shaky her voice sounded. “I didn’t ask for this. I never… I just… I just wanted to live my life.”

Logan nodded with a gentle look. “Same for me. Well,” she chuckled, “it’s been forty something years. But I also didn’t ask for this.” She hesitated and ran her fingers through her russet hair with a sigh. “It… It sucks. But it does get better,” she said gently, offering Ryann that bit of hope. “I used to be a mess. But I met Kay— you’ll love her —and Carver, and others who helped me deal with it.”

“Have you ever killed someone because you were hungry?” Ryann muttered. “Because I lived on the streets for a while. And there were people who were super down for that. I never wanted to be like that…” She rubbed her face and buried it in her hands.

Logan was very quiet for a moment. Then she said, “Yeah. When I was freshly Turned. The person who’d done this to me was dead. I had to figure it out myself. And yeah. I’ve killed someone.” Ryann looked at her. Logan had her gaze averted. Her elbows rested on her knees, and she had her hands clasped tight. Her knuckles were white with the strain.

“The guilt does eventually go away,” Logan whispered. She looked back at Ryann, and her hard, angry look made way for a gentle, apologetic one. It was just a subtle shift, but noticeable because of how even her expression had been so far.

“I know it probably doesn’t count for much,” they added in a soft tone. “But the guy you killed, Amos Finch…” Ryann flinched at the name. Somehow knowing his name made it worse. Had he had children? A partner, maybe? Someone who cared about him? What right had she had to murder him?

“… he was an absolute monster,” Logan went on. “Three years ago, he tried to kill my girlfriend’s baby siblings. They both just turned seventeen last month.”

Ryann froze at that revelation. “He… He tried to kill children?” she whispered. She had to clear her throat to get the words out without sounding all scratchy.

“Children, adults, the elderly, newborns…” Carver shrugged. “Amos Finch was a sadist who enjoyed torturing people. Hunting supernaturals gave him a level of safety not many other serial killers have. See, we can’t go to the police,” he explained, and his fist clenched angrily. “If our existence is found out, suddenly we’ll all be hunted. The majority of the werewolf packs enforce that secrecy by killing anyone who learns about us. Same goes for Bloods. Dead men tell no tales and all that…”

“That’s horrible,” Ryann said and grit her teeth. She tried not to think about Amos. She tried hard not to be torn between guilt over losing control, and the vindication of having killed a serial murderer. “So you guys just kill people for no reason?”

Logan huffed. “Fuck no,” they scoffed. “Yeah, we make sure nobody can really prove what we are. But we stick to our people.”

“We keep hidden without bloodshed,” Carver added solemnly. Where Logan looked almost upset at the implication, he just seemed sad.

Ryann shook her head and buried her face at her knees. She hugged herself tighter and breathed the sharp wolf scent deep. “I just… I don’t know what to do,” she whispered. “And why me?” She looked up and straight into Logan’s red-brown eyes. They seemed to glow a gentle russet where the light hit them. “What about Micky? Did you kill him?”

“Eh. Bastard ran,” Logan growled. “If you hadn’t gotten shot, I would’ve chased him across the whole city.”

Ryann put a hand to her chest. She had been shot. She had survived. She had been killed and had come back. “I feel like I’m going to have a lot of questions,” she whispered.

Logan smiled softly. “Well, let’s start with that gunshot wound in your chest.” She picked up a blood bag from the tray Carver had brought in and unscrewed the cap. “You drank your fill last night, but you almost bled out either way.”

Ryann wanted to decline, but the powerful throb in her gut stopped her. Well… at least if I sate it, I’ll have less of a risk of going out of control, Ryann thought and reluctantly began to suck down the blood. She welcomed the taste, bland compared to warm, fresh blood, and Logan began to explain her healing powers as succinctly as they could.








  
  
  Chapter 6

  
  




From what Logan told her, Bloods apparently divided into several factions. The one technically in control of Toronto and the Greater Toronto Area was called The Scorching Dawn. They were a group of Bloods who despised and reviled the other factions and had waged all out war against them to push them out of the city. Ryann quickly found that this faction seemed to be the most sensible and decent of the five great factions. They didn’t kill people to keep the secret. They didn’t allow killing for sport or fun either, even just feeding without consent was a crime. And those who broke the rules purposefully had to face the Dawn. Literally.

Ryann frowned at that information. “What if they wrongfully convict someone?”

Logan shook her head. “You can usually smell the blood of the murders on them,” she said. “Murder doesn’t clean up easy. And there’s a look in the eyes of Bloods who drain humans for fun.”

“And when that fails,” Carver added, “Lake’s got a blood mage. But yeah, they really aren’t that good at hiding.”

“Right, magic,” Ryann sighed. “Of course. Why not.” At least Lake Avenatti, the leader of the Scorching Dawn, was nonbinary. So at the very least Bloods weren’t homophobic. At least not these ones.

Things were a bit different for Micky’s faction, the Scarlet Song. Logan equated their general philosophies to ‘power hungry vampire terrorists who are just smart enough to not wage all-out war against humankind’. Apparently there was only one faction even worse. The Song treated humans like playthings or convenient blood bags. Prey. They were basically all living out a vampire power fantasy, and they thought they could somehow rule the world.

Ryann shook her head at that information. “Why the fuck does Micky think he’s gonna recruit me?” she snarled and tossed the empty blood bag aside. Logan, who was busy looking at Ryann’s wounds, stopped fiddling with the new bandages at her leg. Apparently her muscle had just fucking regrown. It was completely insane.

“Well… When a Blood is made, usually they’re beholden to their killer,” Logan explained dryly. “Also, other Bloods might call them makers, or sires, but we in the Dawn, where, like, ninety percent of us were turned against our will, we just stick with killers.”

“Makes sense,” Ryann muttered. She frowned. “But Micky didn’t fucking make me, so what the fuck?

Carver hummed. “So, here’s the thing about Micky… Bloods from the other factions are generally… well… dumb as dirt,” he said and steepled his fingers, still sat on his chair, while Logan had abandoned theirs immediately. “Micky is extra dumb. He actually became a Blood willingly, from what I’ve heard, and he’s one of the few who have supernaturally enhanced speed, which he thinks makes him special.”

“Ugh, of course he did,” Ryann groaned and wanted to strangle him. “I’m honestly not surprised.”

“He’s an entitled little shit who happened to luck out,” Logan went on and patted Ryann’s leg. She glared at them at the painful sting, and Logan gave her an apologetic smile. “Sorry. Should heal up quick. But yeah,” they went on as they sat up and stretched a little. “Micky knows that weak-minded new Bloods are beholden to their killers. He assumes that because he told Lucas Merlowe to make you, for whatever reason you should be in love with him.”

“Wooooow, where do I throw up?” Ryann said. “You guys got, like, a bucket with Micky’s name on it?”

“We used to,” Carver said, “but it made people puke more to be reminded of him.”

“Why me?” Ryann growled quietly as Logan helped her take off her shirt. Carver subtly averted his eyes. “Why not someone else? And why didn’t he fucking do it himself?”

“Multiple reasons,” Logan said as they cleaned Ryann’s lower chest and abdomen with a warm, wet cloth before moving to her back. “For Micky and most of his faction, Turning requires them to give a lot of their blood. The more they give, the stronger the new Blood. But they have to go right to the edge of death, where not even their blood gifts will save them if they go too far.”

Ryann shuddered at the words. ‘The Gift of Blood,’ Micky (and presumably Lucas) had whispered when they’d Turned her. Like they were doing her a favour.

“Micky is too much of a fucking coward to do it himself. Besides, he probably wanted you to have Lucas’ gifts,” Logan continued.

“Gifts?” Ryann asked with a frown as Logan reapplied fresh bandages. Their hands were gentle but precise. They clearly knew their way around a wound.

“It’s what Bloods call their abilities,” Carver explained, eyes still down. He was playing with the ring on his left ring finger. It was golden, with a little band of silver in the middle. Ryann wondered if silver hurt werewolves like in the movies. “A Blood’s gifts are usually proportional to how much blood they’ve consumed and are using. Speed, claws, blinding people, confusing them, putting them to sleep, enhanced strength, corrosive blood, sticking to walls, warping your body, venomous bites and spit, the list goes on and on.”

Ryann frowned and looked down at her hands. So that’s why she hadn’t died. She’d drunk all of Amos Finch that could fit into her, and she’d healed in her sleep. “What gifts did Lucas have?” She hated being a Blood. She hated not being able to go out in the sun.

“Lucas had claws. He had enhanced strength, and he could walk in the sunlight for a few hours,” Logan explained as they prodded Ryann to lift her arms slowly. They were treating her like she could tear her wounds open at any strenuous movement, even though Ryann was pretty much feeling fine. “He could also mimic being human with little issue. Most Bloods look a little more… dead than you or I. Most don’t have a normal metabolism either. You can probably still eat normal food.”

Ryann hummed and looked at her very human hands. “Why me?” she asked again. “Victor and his little posse were the ones who turned me. They drugged me, took me to a cemetery, faked my death with heart failure of all fucking things beforehand, and made me into this.” She gestured to herself. “Why? Why all that fucking effort?”

Logan hummed softly and moved away a bit, so Ryann could turn to face her and Carver. “Well,” he said softly. “Best guess, they wanted someone who could fight and could help them overthrow Lake.”

“If they have enough numbers to be a problem to your faction, why would they need me?” Ryann growled and clenched her fists. Her claws dug into the bed sheets beneath her.

“Micky and his guys are shit fighters,” Logan said with a gentle shrug. “Meanwhile, Lake can summon fucking fire from their hands.”

“You’re a better fighter than pretty much all of Micky’s Hunger,” Carver said, and, despite everything, Ryann felt a tiny bit of happiness at the praise. She hadn’t been fighting for long, and she hadn’t won every fight she’d ever been in, but she’d been getting better and better. “It’s no surprise they want you.”

“Well, they’re not getting me,” Ryann said. She looked away for a moment. “I don’t want to hurt people to feed.” She was still wondering how that was going to work. They had to keep the secret, but they weren’t supposed to feed without consent. Ryann didn’t want to, either. She remembered Rachel. That was one person who had agreed to give her blood. But she couldn’t rely on just one person. Anemia would very quickly become a problem.

“We’ve got a couple trustworthy people who donate blood,” Logan said. “You could meet them.”

“Maybe,” Ryann said a little hesitantly. Logan was treating her like she was going to be a part of their little community. “I’d like a couple days to think it over.” She rubbed her arm. It was all just so new. And even though Logan and Carver were being super nice…

“That’s fine,” Logan said while Carver went to make Ryann something to eat when her stomach had rumbled loudly. The two remained in the room, and Logan cocked her head at Ryann’s expression. “Something bothering you?”

Ryann looked at her for a moment, then nodded. She did trust Logan, to a reasonable point. Maybe this vampire could help her figure this out. “The killing,” she said. It still weighed heavily on her. “I understand why you do it. But it… It’s still killing.”

Logan gave her a look that was soft and understanding despite their sleep deprived appearance. “I get it… Honestly, none of us love it. Not even Carver. But it’s better than watching innocent people die. Still… You’re allowed to lead your life however you see fit. You don’t have to kill if you don’t want to. It’s not a rule.”

Ryann huffed softly. The smell of Carver frying something outside wafted in through the crack in the door. “I was going there to make Lucas turn me back. Or kill him. Maybe both, maybe in that order,” Ryann whispered and hugged herself. “I didn’t know what to do. But they’re all gone. All except Micky. So I guess I’m just stuck now?” If vampire stories had taught her anything, it was that turning back was usually very difficult or impossible. Once you’re undead, you’re undead. Some stories about reversing the process involved killing and drinking the blood of the vampire who Turned you. Ryann was already ahead on that account.

Logan gently touched her shoulder. “I’m sure there’s a way. We just have to find it.”

“Nobody’s found it so far,” Ryann growled. She didn’t mean to, but it just came out, and she cleared her throat to try and stop the sound.

“But there’s still the possibility!” Logan smiled at her encouragingly. “Look at me. When I became like this, I was out of control.” They gestured at their face. “Fangs, claws, everything would just kinda come out whenever I was the slightest bit upset. And everybody I asked said there was no way to learn to control it. I still did.”

Ryann gently wiped at her eyes and looked at them. “I don’t think those are the same things,” she muttered.

“It’s an inspirational success story,” Logan said with a little smile.

Ryann huffed in a tiny little laugh. She looked them over. “Is that why your ears are like that…?” she eventually asked. “Because of weird vampire shit?”

Logan smirked wryly, which put their sharp canines on display. “Oh, that’s intentional,” they said and shook their head gently to make the metal glint. “More space for piercings.”

Ryann chuckled a little at that. “Where do you even go to get pierced at night?”

“That’s a secret I’ll tell you as we become better friends,” Logan joked and jostled her. They got off the bed and stretched. “Either way, if anybody did find a way to undo the Turning, the older factions would hardly have told us. But I’ve got this friend, and she’s convinced there’s a way. We meet at a supernatural bar a couple days a week. It’s a nice place. You should come by sometime!” they said as they stretched their arms, hands folded behind them, in a biiig stretch.

Ryann hummed softly. “I’m not sure… Is it safe? And human-friendly?” She wasn’t planning on bringing anyone, but it was still important to her.

Logan laughed as they got up and adjusted their shirt. “Of course it is,” they said with a smirk. “My girlfriend runs the place.”

* * *

Logan left soon after to go to the bar. Carver made food, and Ryann experimented with her gifts. Logan had explained that using them was pretty instinctive, and to focus on the sensation of the blood in her.

So she focused on the strange tingling in her leg, and the burning sensation of blood through her limbs. At first, her efforts seemed fruitless, but then something changed. She could feel her hunger getting stronger as the feeling intensified. When it ebbed away, she was a good deal hungrier, but the pain was gone.

She slowly got up and tried out a couple of simple steps.

The pain in her chest had vanished, and her leg seemed fine too. Ryann threw a few cautious kicks in the spacious room, and laughed softly. It doesn’t hurt at all! Maybe learning from Logan wouldn’t be so terrible…

Then her stomach burned painfully. She groaned and pressed a hand on her gut. It was just a soft sound, but after a moment Carver opened the door to check on her. “You okay?” he frowned at her hunched state.

“I uh… may be running low on blood again,” Ryann muttered.

He shook his head with a soft, kindhearted chuckle. “Come on. Let’s get you fed.”

Carver led her to the kitchen, which was basically the same long room as the living room. “Bathroom is over there,” he said, pointing to a door opposite the kitchen counter. He beckoned Ryann to take a seat at the large table. She got another blood bag, one Carver took from the kitchen sink, and the memory of Amos’ death returned. She wasn’t so conflicted about it anymore. She had rid the world of an apparently horrible asshole. And him being a danger to Logan’s family explained why she and Carver had taken care of her, a complete stranger.

Still. The feeling of his body going limp in her grasp haunted her. I don’t wanna do that to anyone ever again, she decided as she slurped on the blood bag sadly. It didn’t taste as good as fresh blood, and Ryann was grateful for it. She drank, and watched Carver’s back as he continued to make food with practised motions.

Carver offered her a truly kingly meal. Fried rice, vegetables, and chicken breast that had been seasoned with something savoury and spicy Ryann couldn’t quite identify. And while she ate, he got her clothes from the little washer and dryer he had stacked on top of each other in a wardrobe near the kitchen table.

She looked at the clothes sadly. “I really liked that sweater,” she muttered. Now it had slashes and holes.

“You can fix it,” Carver said. He didn’t seem to think it was a big deal as he folded them to avoid wrinkles. “It’s just a little gunshot and stab. Shouldn’t be too hard.”

“Yeah?” Ryann chewed her food and watched his hands as he expertly folded the fabric. “You know something about mending clothes?”

“Yeah.” Carver chuckled. “Despite Logan’s slander, I’m actually great husband material.” He gave Ryann a look. “That was a joke.”

She almost laughed at his sheepish look. “Are you not married?” She nodded to the wedding ring he was wearing, two bands of gold around a silver one.

Carver’s brow creased in a gentle frown and he turned the ring on his finger. “It’s… complicated,” he said softly.

Ryann cocked her head. “They part of a different pack?” She regretted asking pretty much instantly. It was none of her business, but she couldn’t help being curious, and the question had slipped out.

The werewolf shrugged. “Well, I’m a Stray. I’m not part of any pack, so relationships are difficult. This ring is… a reminder.” There was pain in his eyes, and Ryann felt terrible for bringing it up.

She looked down at her food. “That’s rough…” she muttered. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up shit memories.”

“You’re fine.” Carver shrugged it off. “Tell you what, why don’t I fix this stuff for you real quick.” He went back into the room Ryann had been in, his room, she now fully realized, despite her protests. She sighed and finished her meal quietly. He seemed like a good guy, despite first appearances, when he had confronted Ryann on the street. Most media pictured werewolves as hierarchical and aggressive. Carver just seemed like a normal dude. If she hadn’t been told, she never would have guessed that he spent every full moon running naked through the streets as a wolfman.

She shook her head at the thought and went to freshen up in the bathroom. Her teeth and chin were still faintly stained with blood, so she scrubbed them until she was clean. It felt good to get the taste out of her mouth as well. Her thoughts still lingered on Amos when she got done and left the bathroom. She had lost control because of her hunger and the blood in the air during the fight. So far, she’d had her blood thirst under control. But she knew fights. Split-second decisions happen all the time, and not always the right ones.

It was still frightening. But she’d had time to think it over, and she was certain she was in control. She wouldn’t fall prey to that hunger again.

The sun slowly crept across the sky, and for once the day seemed much longer than Ryann liked. She wanted to get back home and have some time for herself to think more about what had happened and what she’d learned. Carver mended her clothes and returned them, which was a great comfort to her. He had also cleaned up her shoes while she’d been out. They had been splattered with blood.

She tried not to wonder if the Bloods they’d fought were alive or dead. Carver said he and Logan had fought to kill — Scarlet Song vampires were basically all serial killers, even their initiation ceremonies were bloodbaths. But Ryann wasn’t so callous that she could just be happy about potentially killing someone. Even when it seemed really well-deserved.

Still, when the evening came and night fell, she couldn’t wait to get out of there. Carver, even though he was gentle and nice, was still a stranger, and she still felt more comfortable in her own home.

“Here’s the address of the bar,” Carver said and handed Ryann her recharged phone back. “Once you get into the old district, it’s gonna be hard to get proper GPS. Are you sure you don’t want me to call a cab?” He looked out the window, having pulled back the curtains after sundown. “Looks like it’s gonna rain.”

“I like the rain,” Ryann said as she slipped her shoes on at Carver’s front door. “And I need to think a bit.”

Carver nodded and followed her outside into a narrow stairwell. “Alright,” he said. “Just be safe, kid.”

Ryann chuckled and rolled her eyes. “Okay, Dad,” she joked. He just rolled his eyes amicably and motioned downstairs.

The house Carver and Logan had taken her to looked like a small, halfway developed apartment building. In fact, it looked more like it was already defunct. His home was on the second floor, and it was one of the few ones with a sturdy door. The walls were bare and the steps on the stairs uneven. Looking at it from the outside, Ryann would never have suspected anybody of living there.

Carver went with her until she got to the entrance, a huge, gaping hole in the wall, where there probably should be a set of double doors. There, he saw her off. The night was dark and rainy, but Ryann’s night vision activated quickly. She could now feel the gift drawing on her blood, creepingly slow.

She tied her hair up. She liked having it down, but for some serious exercise like a run at full speed, it was more comfortable in a ponytail.

Carver put his hands in his pockets as he waited, leaning to the wall. He shuffled uncomfortably. “Hey…” he muttered. He rubbed his neck a bit and looked up at Ryann as she did some stretches. “Do you have anyone who’s worried about you? Parents, siblings, partners…? I could help talk to them. Or Logan. You know, as a cover for being… in the situation you’re in.”

Ryann hesitated. Then she focused on stretching her calf, which was wonderfully healed and healthy, and shook her head. “There’s just me,” she said. “My parents died a long time ago. Then my grandparents died too. I’ve been alone ever since.” That wasn’t entirely true. But Ryann had only ever really had one friend. She’d lost sight of her after their orphanage had burned down right after Ryann had run away. And Lonnie… well, what was the point of even bringing her up? And in recent years, off the streets, Ryann had been too busy training and getting better to make friends.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Carver said softly. He was quiet for a moment longer, then he said, “If you ever need anything… You can always come here.”

She looked at him with a light frown. It was a bit of a strange offer, but the look Carver gave her was soft and open. Ryann nodded hesitantly. “Alright,” she said. “I’ll keep it in mind.” She pulled her mask up and her hood into her face. “See you ’round. And… thanks,” she added before she stepped out into the night.

The rain quickly filled her ears with its sound and coated her arms in moisture as she began to run in a light jog in the direction her phone’s GPS directed. She still meant to take a few days to think things over. She couldn’t just expect perfect strangers to help her out without expecting anything in return. She had to consider how much she was willing to give. But there was the friend Logan had mentioned. Someone who believed that the transformation was reversible. Ryann really wanted to stop by the bar in case they were there that night. Besides, maybe she could ask Logan a little more about werewolves…

She had fallen into a quick run by this point. Her body was heating up, and very soon she reached a quick but comfortable speed. Carver’s area was a bit of a run-down district. Pretty much all the buildings looked like they still had to be developed or were just abandoned.

No wonder he lives here, Ryann thought as she crossed into the next district. Nobody’s gonna notice a werewolf running around here. Or Bloods… She groaned inwardly as she realized how insane that sounded. Werewolves. Vampires. I’m starting to feel like I’m in a fucking supernatural romance novel. She pushed the thought aside and continued through the rain. Luckily it was just a light drizzle. I’m just glad I don’t fucking sparkle. That was something to be grateful for.

The sound of the rain was soothing, as were the droplets on her skin. She’d always liked when it rained, even if it sometimes got a bit gloomy to not see the sun for days or weeks at a time. Rain in Toronto just stuck around, and she kinda enjoyed that. She looked back down the street she had come from more attentively when she noticed the change of the material beneath her feet from asphalt to stone. It was narrow, and the metal railings along the sidewalk looked old, like they were from a different era. It was a strange, organic style that made the streets and buildings look like they had grown out of the ground instead of being built, seemingly random with little planning.

Still, everything else about the street matched that look. The buildings weren’t the same boring plastic, steel and glass of downtown, nor were they the uniform brickwork of the city district she lived in. They were old stonework, beautiful in its asymmetry. The houses rose high up into the sky, like trees in a park.

This has to be the old town district Carver told me about, she realized as she walked into an alley. She had briefly checked her GPS for the direction, and her phone listed the rough area as Old Wolfshire. Ryann was aware that there were parts of Toronto that were much, much older than others. Most of them were located in the southwestern part of the city, actually quite near Ryann’s own area. It was strange to see how close her home, the cemetery, the bar and Carver’s place were. Still, if she wanted to visit all four places on foot at night, it would take her a couple hours, but that was still insanely close by Toronto standards.

She looked around again and took in the strange environment. It was strangely beautiful. Almost like she had stepped into a completely new world.

In a way, she had. And it was a dark and confusing one.

Ryann shook her head a bit. It seemed like just yesterday that she’d been preparing for a fight that could finally get her the publicity she needed. The underground fight was supposed to have been her last, with any luck. Just a place with less regulation where she could make money quickly. But instead of making her life easier, that one fight was exactly the reason for why she was here right now.

She tried to push the thought out of her mind and instead inspected the little balconies on the houses flanking her. They almost looked like they were leaning closer together at the tops. Like they were swaying in the wind. There were of course signs of modern influences. The street lamps, made of black metal with ornamented swirls, were electric, not oil-fuelled as they probably had once been. There were metal waste bins here and there, dumpsters that were so old the paint peeled off of them. They were so big that Ryann had no clue how anybody expected to move them over the streets that were just one step removed from actual cobblestones.

She smiled as the rain picked up a bit, and took a deep breath. Time for another run. She needed to tire herself out. Get that tension out of her limbs The previous night’s occurrences had only made things worse. Micky, that little piece of shit… Just thinking about the way he’d spoken to her made her want to throw up or punch him.

Eh, fuck that guy. She wasn’t going to even acknowledge that fucker until she put him in the ground.

Ryann ran faster. She put purpose into her steps as the alleys began to wind and twist like living things. An overpass came up on the street she was following. She decided to climb up next to the dark hollow. The large stones that formed the arch were slick from the rain, but there was just enough space between them for her to grip on and pull herself up. She could feel her body moving perfectly with every centimetre she gained up that wall, then she already gripped the stone railing and pulled herself up and over. No pain in her chest or leg anymore.

She rolled over the broad stone railing, landed on her feet, and immediately picked up running again. The road she travelled now was much broader and better illuminated, though even here shadows encroached upon the street lamps. The light bulbs had to be pretty old, and they didn’t give off much light, but their glow was warm and golden. In the rain, the scene looked like a painting. The street lights were big, glowing balls hovering in the air on supports that melded into the dark their shadows cast. The few people around were but phantom shapes through the rain, stretched long, and the buildings on either side of the street were reflected in large puddles.

Ryann headed into another side alley, continuing in the direction her GPS sent her. She saw it ending at a high wall long before she got there. But she was already going fast, and she didn’t want to slow down now. She’d finally found her rhythm. Her eyes scanned for a way to get over, and she found one. Her steps carried her close to the wall, where a metal dumpster blocked her path. She jumped onto it. The impact sent a loud clanging through the night, and the metal lid vibrated under Ryann’s feet. Then she’d reached the end of it and jumped as high as she could. Her fingers brushed against stone. But she’d slipped a little and almost missed the edge of the wall.

Almost.

But she did catch it. First just with her fingers, then she pulled herself up and managed to get her forearm on it. She got her whole arm and shoulder up, and pulled herself over, fell down on the other side, and rolled expertly to cushion her fall. Her body felt perfectly balanced and capable again. All the stiffness from her coma had vanished.

The momentum let her spring right into another dash, running even faster than before. She pushed herself into her sprint. Her breath was hot on her own cheeks under the mask. The alley twisted and Ryann felt her body trying to go one way as she forced it another way, around the bend. Her path was blocked by a wooden barrier obstructing her way, several metres high. Ryann looked around, but there were no handholds or objects to help her over it. She had almost reached it, and it looked too smooth to let her climb all the way up. Maybe if she ran up the wall… No, it was too wet for that.

She noticed at the last moment that the bottom of the barrier had rotted away. There was no time to try gauging if the gap was enough for her to fit. Her body made the call for her as she got low and slid under the wooden fence without even slowing for a second. The very bottom of the barrier tore at her sweater, then she was through, at the corner of a crossing, back on her feet—

Ryann’s eyes went wide at the sight around that corner. In a split second the image burned itself into her mind. A figure stood in the rain, finishing a swinging motion that dragged a long blade through the night in a silver arc. The person in front of them, between the figure and Ryann, was still moving forwards, even as their head flew high into the air, trailing a spray of dark droplets. The blood smell hit her like a punch. She slipped on the wet street and slammed with her shoulder into the corner of the intersection. The rain drowned out the sound of the body falling in the street.

Ryann frantically steadied herself on the wall and looked up, breathing hard both from the run and the shock. The one person still standing in the rainy alley was backlit by a street lamp, so all Ryann could make out for sure was the shape of the weapon. A long, long weapon they had brandished at the ready even as they had swiftly stepped aside to let the body drop into the rivulets of water pooling in the street from rain gutters. It glinted in the light, coming to a sharp tip.

Ryann blinked hard, wanting to believe she imagined someone swinging an actual sword.

Something in the darkness came alive. Her night vision was ruined by the golden glow of a lamp further down the street, so she only noticed this new person running at her when they splashed through the puddles. She immediately backed away and fell into a fighting stance, hunched, fists at her jaw to protect her. A knife flashed in the dark and she felt it bite cold into the skin at her arm.

Ryann’s thoughts were racing. She tried to steady herself, to get her bearings and fight back, but it was all happening too fast. She managed to step out of the way of the person and tried to dodge as the knife slashed wildly at her. Her assailant growled loudly in a way that wasn’t human.

Another glint down the alley caught her eye, and she immediately cursed herself for taking her eye off her attacker. As she dodged to the side, away from the knife, Ryann could see the sword wielder toss their weapon up. They caught it below the cross guard, pulled back, and threw it like a spear.

Ryann slipped again in the dark on the wet stone street. Her knee hit the ground just as the sword pierced her attacker with a sickening crunch. She scrambled back against the wall in shock, and stared up at the hooded figure. They just stood there, then looked down at the three feet of steel emerging from their ribcage. Ryann couldn’t see their face, but she imagined they were similarly shocked. They fell to their knees in the rainy street and slumped down. The knife clattered to the ground.

Rain filled Ryann’s ears with its loud drumming, mingling with the sounds of her quickened breath. It beat down onto the stones and water with a gentle pitter-patter. The sound was so complete and unbroken that it felt deafening to her. She almost welcomed it when it was broken.

Heavy steps approached, splashing gently through the shallow puddles. Ryann remained huddled where she was, wet, with blood scent in her nose, holding her cut arm. She stared up at the approaching sword-thrower. She wasn’t sure what she had expected. Maybe she hadn’t expected anything at all. But the woman stepping out of the rain and into the half-dark where Ryann could see was somehow exactly what was fitting for the circumstances.

She was huge, over six feet tall and thick with muscle that her sweater clung to wet and black. Her stern face wore its three long, dark scars with an imposing dignity. Her eyes, which regarded Ryann with a stoic wariness, were the colour of varnished oak. Wavy, black hair fell to her shoulders wet and in a style so casual that it conveyed the no-shits-given attitude better even than the firm line of her mouth, which didn’t twitch or pull in any way to give her thoughts away.

When she spoke, her voice was deep and smooth, and Ryann couldn’t help but be intimidated by the profound effect it had on her. “You okay, kid?”

Ryann nodded shakily. She cleared her throat to try and speak, but nothing came out. The woman scratched her head a little. She watched Ryann with a faintly thoughtful look in those dark, attentive eyes. Then she reached out her hand. Ryann hesitated. Then she took it. The woman simply pulled her up to her feet. She barely seemed to strain to do so, and Ryann knew she wasn’t exactly a featherweight herself. The sword-wielding stranger didn’t release her grip. She kept Ryann close, and her eyes narrowed a little. For a moment that might have been minutes or the blink of an eye, neither of them spoke. Ryann couldn’t tear her gaze away from those eyes. Then the stranger said, “First time in Wolfshire, huh?” She let Ryann go.

Ryann took a quick step back. She only now noticed that she’d been holding her breath. “I, uh… what?” She cleared her throat again to make it sound less broken up.

“Relax, kid,” the woman said. She walked to the body still kneeling in the street. “I know a fresh Blood when I see one.”

At that, Ryann instantly stiffened. “How did you know?” she asked with a snarl. She didn’t mean to growl. It was more from her already frayed nerves and being rattled than actually suspecting malice, but she couldn’t help the sound escaping. She tried to clear her throat again, and this time it worked to break up the growl.

The woman gave her the faintest hint of a chuckle. “I told you to relax. This is my turf. I know all the Bloods in Wolfshire. Speaking of… Do me a favour and stay right there, hm? My name’s Kay, by the way. Try to remember it.”

Ryann bit back a “Yes, Ma’am”. Kay’s voice was incredibly authoritative. It was also just so deep and soothing that any gay woman would just fawn over it. Ryann could admit that. Still, she did as she was told. “So,” she said softly, “you’re Logan’s girlfriend.”

“One of them,” Kay said with a shrug. She crouched down next to the body. “And you’re the new kid. Ryann, right?” She gave Ryann a brief look over her shoulder.

“Yeah,” Ryann said a little nervously. The impaled body still unnerved her. The casual approach to killing unnerved her. She tried to distract herself from it. “Does Logan always go through people’s stuff…?”

Kay hummed. It was a deep, calm, and strangely expressive sound. “I try and tell her not to do that,” she said and inspected the body. “But her excuse is that you were unconscious and she got impatient.”

Ryann shook her head. She was glad she’d already gotten to know Logan in a better light. Her claws still scratched nervously over the wall behind her. Joking and fun aside, Kay had just decapitated a person with a sword and was casually looking at another she’d impaled. And the blood scent, mingled with the rain, brought back bad memories for Ryann. She wasn’t quite sure, but she thought Kay’s eyes flicked to her hand briefly. Yet with her night vision still ruined, she couldn’t be quite sure.

“Listen, kid,” Kay spoke, commanding Ryann’s attention immediately with her deep voice. “This is a safe spot for everyone who follows the rules. But if you don’t…” She grabbed the blade sticking out of the corpse’s chest and twisted it.

The body screamed.

WHAT THE ACTUAL FUCK! Ryann flinched back and took her fighting stance again, more surprised than anything else. Her hairs stood on end at the sound of the blade grinding against bones and squelching in flesh. The body writhed and grasped, and Kay just kept twisting the weapon even as more blood ran out of the wound and over her fingers. She never even took her eyes off the face under the hood, nor did her expression change. There was no malice or joy in the suffering she caused, just a cold, calculated anger.

She reached up and gripped the hood. Her touch seemed almost delicate in how she pushed it back and revealed the face of a young man. He was pale as death, with dark veins around his eyes and messy blond hair that had lost all its shine and any semblance of style long ago. Kay’s eyes narrowed when they met those of the young man, and she twisted the blade a little more. He cried out loudly, and Ryann saw the long fangs in his mouth. Fangs like hers.

“What the fuck…” Ryann whispered softly, but she couldn’t look away. This was another Blood, like her. Like Logan.

Kay took a deep, calm breath and pushed her rain-slicked hair back, out of her face with her free hand. She rested that hand on her leg and said, “What are the rules?” She said it very slowly, with a dangerous edge to her voice.

The impaled vampire grunted in pain. “N-no hunting…” he wheezed. “Consensual feeding… No killing—” His words cut off in a cry of pain as Kay twisted the blade once more.

“No killing,” she repeated. “Funny. I really thought that one would be easy to follow. And yet here we are with a dead body. A dead person. On my turf.” She glared at the vampire, whose mouth was stained with blood. Ryann couldn’t say if it was from feeding, or if it was his own. “Care to explain how that happened?” Kay asked him.

The vampire whimpered, still grasping at the sword and trying to hold it still. “It was Clarence! He said it’d be fine, that… that nobody would miss him! He said you let vamps feed here all the time!”

“Hm. So he said it was okay to drain a man dry?” Kay asked. “Then how come you remember the rules now?”

“I…” The vampire hung his head. “I’m sorry…” he whispered meekly. “I didn’t mean to…”

Kay watched him for a bit. She let go of the sword to rest her arm on her knee, but the boy still kept clutching the blade. Then Kay nodded very faintly. “Alright,” she said. “I’ll let it go this time.”

Ryann frowned. Had this vampire not killed someone? Her own views on lethal force were still conflicted. But if someone attacked her directly with intent to do her harm, a vampire or something else supernatural… Well, she wasn’t entirely sure what she’d do, but she’d be more inclined to go all out than in other cases. She wasn’t quite sure how much she liked Kay letting a killer go without punishment.

“Your friend Clarence did the actual deed, so taking his life seems fair,” Kay said to the Blood as she stood up. “But you went along with it. And for that, you’re forbidden from feeding in Wolfshire for six months.”

“What?” He looked up at her with panic in his eyes. “But where am I supposed to get food?”

Kay shrugged, moving to walk past him. “Maybe get in good with the Dawn. Either way, not my problem.”

“But I’m injured!” he complained.

Kay scoffed. “Oh, cry me a river,” she muttered and gripped the hilt of her sword in passing. She yanked it out with a single pull that was accompanied by the crunch and grind of metal on bones, and the scream of the vampire. She rested the blade against her forearm and back, and let the grip slide down in her hand so her fingers clutched around the straight cross-guard.

Ryann watched Kay and felt almost a little mesmerized as the tall woman pushed her hair out of her face again. She was absolutely incredible. Ryann almost was both a little intimidated and already admired her, though she’d never admit it. She wasn’t sure what punishments were really appropriate for the crimes of those Bloods, but Kay seemed like a powerful woman who knew what she was doing.

Then Kay looked at her. “You coming?” she asked.

“Where to?” Ryann replied, still being a little cautious. Cool or not, admiration or no, Kay had just killed someone and left a second person in a rainy gutter with a hole through their chest. Then again, she was Logan’s girlfriend… One of them.

“My place,” Kay said. “My bar. Logan told you about it, yeah?” She tilted her head and popped her neck loudly. “There’s some ground rules you have to follow in Wolfshire, and I’m not gonna stand in the rain and explain them.” She hummed and looked Ryann up and down. “Besides… You look like you need a drink.”

Ryann watched Kay walk into the dark. She bit her lip, thinking for a bit, while the other Blood slowly pulled himself up and stumbled into the opposite direction. Then she went after Kay. Contrary to what Ryann had assumed, the big woman wasn’t waiting around the bend. Kay had continued to walk, though she had taken her sword under her arm now. She steadied it with one hand while she ran her thumb over the bloodied sections of the blade. Ryann thought she might be checking for any damage from the sword hitting bone, but she seemed satisfied with the result and gave the long weapon a wipedown with a thick, black cloth she pulled from her sweater pocket.

Ryann cleared her throat. “So… Your bar?” she asked. “Logan was a bit light on details.”

“It’s a safe space,” Kay said curtly. “You’ll be in good company. That’s all there is to it.”

“A bartender with a sword…?” Ryann raised an eyebrow. She wasn’t quite sure what she’d expected. Certainly not this.

Kay shrugged, putting the blade over her shoulder again. “Sometimes you gotta take care of the riffraff outside.”

Ryann looked her over again. The scars alone were distinctive enough to draw attention. The top one started above Kay’s right eye and ended under her left, a dark shadow on her already dark skin. The bottom scar began at her right cheek bone and pulled all the way across her full lips to the left of her jaw. It even led over some of her neck. I want her to be my bartender, Ryann thought. She’s so cool… But I really shouldn’t stare. She still cast a glance over and looked away at the intense glare that was immediately directed at her. Is she just always this intense? Kay was fucking badass. The light of the streetlamp above made her eyes glow gently.

The bartender snorted softly. Her lips curled in a faint smirk, and Ryann wanted to ask what she found so funny. Then she said, “So you’ve met Carver…”

“Yeah,” Ryann said and cocked her head. She pushed her hands into her sweater pockets. “Nice guy.”

Kay made a vague motion with her head. They continued on down the slightly bending street. Rain hit Kay’s hair and face, drenching them, and she didn’t even blink. “He is,” she said. “The old man isn’t too well-liked around these parts though. Wolfshire is my turf, and I decide who’s welcome, but I don’t wanna cause him any trouble. So once we get to the bar, don’t say his name unless I do. If you wanna talk about him, just call him ‘old man’.”

Ryann frowned. “Why? He doesn’t look that old.”

Kay ran her hand through her dense hair. “Kid, he’s probably the oldest man you’ll ever meet. Don’t let the pretty face fool you, werewolves age slow. And Carver’s looked the same for all the years I’ve known him.”

“And how long is that?” she asked, curious.

Kay just gave her a smirk.

“Oh, and she’s mysterious too,” Ryann muttered. She glanced back down the street, to where they’d left the body. She wondered if she was going to hear about that on the news soon. “Do you always enforce rules so… violently?” she asked with some apprehension.

“That’s the way it works,” Kay said. “Bloods can’t easily go to the police. Too much attention. So when you put a sword to their throats and tell them to behave, the smart ones listen.” She gave Ryann a sidelong glance. “But every now and then you get some dumb ones. And since Bloods make their own rules and enforce them violently, that’s usually the only thing that works to stop them.”

“Charming,” Ryann muttered.

“It’s their choice if they wanna act like people or rabid beasts,” Kay shrugged. “And beasts get put down.” She adjusted her blade on her shoulder and balanced it perfectly so she could just rest her hand on the hilt.

Ryann just sighed. She still thought there were probably better ways. A judicial system run by the supernatural. Something that didn’t require killing. She changed the subject. “So what are you, then?” she asked. “Blood? Werewolf?”

Kay watched her out of the corner of her eye. She huffed softly. “Something like that. I’ll tell you more once we’re out of the rain. But remember, maybe try not to mention the old man in my bar, hm?”

“Why not? I mean, he seems really nice. Why do people not like him?” Ryann made no secret out of watching Kay back.

“Some bad blood with some of the potential patrons,” the bartender said. She sniffed softly and wiped some of the rain off her face. “It’s a long story, and it’s not mine to tell. But you don’t want a whole wolf pack coming after you because you mentioned his name.”

Ryann walked alongside Kay quietly for a minute. Despite being a stranger (and a complete badass, and the fact that she’d killed someone), Kay had a comforting aura about her that put Ryann at ease. So, as the rain hammered down with its steady drops, she found herself thinking about Carver. He didn’t look like someone who should have lots of enemies. He just looked… a little sad.

“He helped me,” Ryann muttered. “Got injured because of me.” She fidgeted her hands in her sweater pocket at the memory of his bruises.

Kay hummed softly. “Werewolves heal fast,” she said evenly. “He’ll be fine. And he wouldn’t have picked a fight unless he saw that you needed help.”

Ryann rubbed her neck, still feeling a little bad. She rubbed her right arm, and her fingers brushed over the place where her snake-scale tattoos were. She kept thinking about the people she’d met, Bloods, this new side to Toronto… If she’d run through Wolfshire before her Turning, what would have been her chances of witnessing a decapitation? Was it a regular thing? She had been introduced to a world of violence, but how much of it was really like this? Logan didn’t seem like they particularly enjoyed the bloodshed. Same with Carver. Kay was entirely stoic.

“How’s your arm?” Kay’s question pulled Ryann out of her thoughts.

She frowned and looked down at where the Blood from earlier had slashed her. The wound had only been a graze, not particularly deep. It had opened the skin, and there had been a little blood, but Ryann found herself still a bit surprised that she’d completely forgotten about it. It didn’t really hurt at all.

“It’s fine,” she said. She ran a finger over it. The blood had already clotted and crusted over the wound like it was days old. “Just a scratch.”

Kay shot her a glance of acknowledgement. “We’re here,” she said and nodded her head towards a building down the street.

Ryann looked up and noted the atmospherically illuminated doorway of the old house. In the area they were in now, some of the buildings showed their wooden beams through the walls. This was one of those. It was small, squat and cozy, with a lantern hanging above the doorway illuminating the name in a bold, pretty font.

The Good Night’s Drink.
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Home of Amos Finch, Toronto - The shadow man’s visit

Amos was dead. Vanessa Williams was free. The man who had threatened her, had threatened her only family so she’d stay and help him sate his sadistic urges, was dead.

It felt so off to walk through the dilapidated home with the peeling, yellowed wallpapers without him constantly breathing down her neck. It felt even better to see Rob limping around. The new Blood had crushed his ribs, and someone had stuck him with a knife. Even as he lay on the couch, gasping and in pain, the grip he had on Amos’ gun was so weak Vanessa wasn’t even worried when she stepped past him into the kitchen to get an ice pack for Pete.

Pete had taken Amos’ and Rob’s abuse worse than she had. He’d had to endure it for longer. Even with his body broken, Rob had still mustered the strength to beat him in the face. As if it was the getaway driver’s fault that Rob and Amos had gotten their asses handed to them.

Of course, if he’d tried to touch her, Vanessa would have let him bleed out on the sidewalk. She thought about the hunt again. About that new Blood.

There was a heat that pooled at Vanessa’s cheeks when she remembered her. She’d never seen a vampire that powerful. She had been fast, strong, each movement precise and full of deadly elegance. Vanessa had known something was different about that Blood the moment she’d laid eyes on her. The intense stare of this vampire alone had been enough to give her pause.

She’d dreaded having to fight such a radiant force of nature. Like a black sun in the night.

And then that Blood had saved her. Vanessa shuddered and rubbed a hand over her neck. She’d felt Hugo’s breath on her skin. She’d felt his teeth. And then that other Blood had rushed him and pulled him away from her. And she’d looked at Vanessa with what she could only call worry.

Vanessa shuddered softly. She had been both scared and surprised tonight. It was… an odd mix. She took the ice out of the freezer, wrapped it in a towel, and went back into the living room, where she handed the pack to Pete and dropped into the couch opposite Robert’s.

He wheezed and pointed his weapon at her. “Traitor,” he whispered.

“Fuck you,” Vanessa said back viscerally. The gun wasn’t loaded. She’d taken all the bullets out. There were more important things to think about. She needed to figure out her next move. Maybe she could take the supplies and the truck. Amos couldn’t stop her anymore. And if Robert knew about her sister… Well, Vanessa wasn’t sure she could take the chance.

If he knows, he goes. She felt the hilt of her knife dig into her back as she let herself sink into her seat

Pete could come along. At least until she got him some help. He frankly deserved none of this. At the same time, she really couldn’t be responsible for him. She could barely take care of herself! She had been homeless for all of three weeks before Amos had picked her up, had lured her in with promises of family and compassion before abusing her.

Vanessa got up after a moment’s contemplation, while Pete iced his bruises. He was taller than Rob, which always made Robert lash out because he was an insecure little bitch. Pete was stringy, half Rob’s weight, so beaten down that he hunched all the time and never made eye contact with anyone. He barely ever said a word. At first, she had thought that he was just quiet. It had taken exactly as long as Amos needed to find out about her family for her to learn the truth.

She got out of her seat, wanting to hurt someone again. She stomped into the bathroom, flicked the light switch, and slammed the door behind her. A loud groan escaped her when the light bulb flickered to life only sparingly. At least she could finally blow this joint. Hopefully the place didn’t come down on her before then. She wasn’t going to spend another night under the same roof as Robert. 

The light fizzled more, plunging her into momentary darkness, and Vanessa cursed and hit the mirror so hard it shattered. “Sure! Fucking blackout, why not!” she yelled. She had been on edge for years. She had watched Amos burn down an orphanage to kill a single child. And even now that he was dead, that rage persisted. He had stoked a hatred in her she’d never thought she’d be capable of. The constant, annoying flicker of the light was NOT helping right now.

She angrily stormed back out of the bathroom with such force that she almost ripped the door and its hinges out of the rotting frame. The light in the living room was flickering as well, casting deep shadows and making it hard to see. Vanessa’s eyes turned to Amos, who was sitting in his own armchair, as usual, and was making no moves to actually fix anything in this shit place.

Then she remembered that Amos was dead. The light bulb blew out fully. Vanessa didn’t move. She was frozen mid-step, hand on the knife at her belt. She barely dared to breathe.

“I recall hiring you for a specific job…” a voice rang out of the dark. It was cold, slithering its way into Vanessa’s ear with a slight accent. “Now, I would quite like to hear how you cocked it up this badly.” It drawled slightly, dangerously so. Like a whip about to go taut, about to snap and crack. It slowed at the last words, emphasizing each one.

Vanessa tried to swallow, but her throat was suddenly dry with fear. Just the attempt hurt. A cold shiver ran down her spine when the figure in the armchair moved a little. A long-fingered, bony hand gripping the golden head of a cane came into view in the light shining through the thin split in the shutters.

Neither Pete nor Rob said anything or moved. Pete, with his face hidden behind the curtains of greasy hair, hugged his knees to his chest as he iced his face. Rob remained red-faced and wheezing on the couch. Vanessa couldn’t even try to pretend like she cared about either of them. Her eyes were locked on the hand with the cane. The fingers looked… crooked. For a moment she thought she could see something under the skin, glinting metal that twisted the fingers the wrong way around. But it was too dark to really see…

Rob took a deep, wheezing breath. “Mr.— ”

A single, crooked index with a too-long fingernail rose to silence him. “Sit.” It wasn’t a question. Vanessa very slowly walked back to the couch, next to Pete. Every step in the dark felt like she was walking in a cold, empty space where she was blind and helpless. She just barely found the couch by feeling around for it and sat down. She almost fell the last bit. Her legs were shaking, and she didn’t know why. Her head hurt as if a shard of ice was being pressed into her skull. Shivers ran uncontrollably down her back as the dull throb permeated her skull. She felt as if there was something in her eye, obscuring her vision more when she looked at the stranger who had just appeared in the middle of the living room. Not that she could make out much in the dark anyway. She squinted at the man’s face, unable to see anything but black.

None of them had ever met Amos’ primary client, but he didn’t require an introduction. Amos had only ever told Rob his name. To the rest of them, he was the Shadow Man. That was what Amos had said. The Shadow Man. A man even Amos didn’t dare to cross, who kept his identity secret. Now Vanessa suspected that there was more to it than Amos had told them. She could make out the shadow man’s form now. He wore a suit. And a hat, she thought. She could see the contours of his jaw in the dark as he tilted his head, and she heard the rustle of clothes.

“I recall hiring you to hunt down and deal with Merlowe’s Hunger. And yet my sources tell me he turned not only one, but two new Bloods since last month. Do any of you care to explain this?”

“With all due respect,” Rob said, straining to talk, “we did the best—”

A sharp hiss cut off his rasped excuse. “Don’t you tell me about what the best you could do is!” the shadow man all but snarled. “We’ve been here before, Amos and I, when he torched an orphanage to kill one child. And he assured me he had succeeded in his task, but lo and behold, the child yet lives. So I provide him with funds and the exact whereabouts of his targets, and he still manages to cock it up?” He leaned back into his seat, resting the cane between his knees and his hand on the armrest. His long, strange fingers drummed slowly on the cloth covering, only making noise when he pulled them away and the long fingernails got snagged on the fine strands of the cloth coverings. “No,” he said then, still cold, still quiet. “No, it was my fault. I should have known better. Amos Finch and his are hammers. You can’t cut out cancer by smashing the bone around it and hoping for the best.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Rob growled, and Vanessa clenched her eyes, wishing he would just shut up, for once in his life. Instead, he slowly and painfully heaved himself up to step closer and closer to the shadow man. “Look, asshole, we did your stupid fucking jobs even for the shitty pay, because it was the right thing to do! Amos fucking died tonight! Drained by some vampire bitch that wasn’t in the intel you were supposed to give us!” He pointed the gun at the man and took shallow, pained breaths. It wasn’t loaded, but Rob didn’t know that.

Neither did the shadow man, but he didn’t seem to care. “Oh? ‘Shitty pay’, you say?” He drew the words out as if they were foreign to his mouth. “I paid Amos a sum total of a hundred thousand dollars for each vampire head he brings me off the side list, and five times that for each commission. Hardly a bad deal…”

“Right, and yet we’re still here in a rotting house and using knives and batons! We barely scraped enough together for one gun!” Rob scoffed, making himself big, while in the background Pete pulled his feet up on the couch and hid his face behind his lanky limbs. He hugged his head, rocking himself a little. He didn’t do well with shouting. Vanessa, for her part, wasn’t surprised at all to hear that Amos had probably just put their lives on the line for a good paycheck and never told them. It sounded just like him. She wondered what he’d done with the money though…

“Well, you’re welcome to pick up where he left off,” the shadow man said, sounding completely unperturbed by Rob’s shouting and leaning over him. “Nobody’s stopping you. You can just go through Amos’ ledgers and see if the contract is still agreeable— ”

“Fuck no,” Rob growled, huffing so deep that Vanessa wondered how the stench of mouldy, discoloured carpet didn’t make him pass out. He grabbed the armrests of the shadow man’s seat, half for support, half to lean in more. “Amos put his life on the line for you! You’re gonna pay for a hero’s burial! Then you’re gonna pay us triple what you paid him!”

The shadow man was quiet for a moment. There was a singular drum of fingers on the armrest. “Or else…?” In the sparse light, he turned his head to directly face the gun Rob was shoving aggressively at him.

“Or else we go public with everything,” Robert hissed and made Ness’ skin crawl. “Amos told me about the non-monster kills! I know about the kid! And I know who you are, Mr. G—!”

Rob’s voice cut off in a rough gurgle. Vanessa stared frozen at the shadow man’s disfigured hand around Rob’s throat, squeezing. She could make it out in a thin ray of light that slipped through the window. The knuckles were swollen and the fingers still bony. The skin was wrinkly like that of an old man, but the shadow man seemed to have no trouble choking the powerfully built hunter. Broken ribs or not, there was no way Rob should have been that easy to overpower.

The shadow man stood up, forcing Rob back, and the cane scraped the floor, ripping Vanessa out of her trance while Pete just whimpered and hid himself more. She shot up, but in her haste she somehow lost her balance. She fell hard, her knife clattered away in the dark.

She couldn’t see at all anymore. Had the light outside gone out? But she could hear. She wished that she couldn’t.

There was a wet tearing sound and a gurgle that sounded like Rob was drowning. And through the noise of that and the crashing of bodies into furniture cut the cold voice of the shadow man. “You do not bite the hand that feeds you, lest it become a fist instead, you stupid, small-minded, insignificant little waste of flesh!” He spat every word like a curse, punctuating them with what sounded like the dull crack of his cane on flesh. “I gave Amos Finch one job, to take care of one child,” the voice almost roared, “and the stupid, selfish, brain-dead simpleton that he was decides to burn down an entire orphanage! For a child! Not even a vampire! I gave him simple, precise, easy to follow instructions!” he continued to rave, his voice getting shriller and hoarser with rage at every word and every slam in the dark while Vanessa frantically felt around on the floor for her knife. Where had it gone? To her left? Where was the carpet? The couch? She had gotten completely turned around.

The sounds ceased abruptly, and only a low snarl rang out from the direction where the shadow man and Rob had been. “And you know what?” his smooth, cold voice slithered through the dark. “It turns out he didn’t even get the right one!”

There was another slam, a crack of glass and a splintering sound, and Vanessa could see. She could see where the shadow man had slammed Rob’s head into the window, cracking it open just enough for a single ray of dying, white light to cut across his brown tweed jacket and the vest.

She froze again, seeing him. She didn’t know why. She felt watched. And cold. Alien in her own body.

She was scared.

The shadow man dropped Rob, who slumped to the floor, unmoving. He slowly pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket, sniffed, and wiped off his right hand, which was stained darkly. He was meticulous, quietly and efficiently getting every speck of blood with no great haste. Vanessa couldn’t even see Rob’s form lay in the dark at his feet, crumpled and broken. All she could make out was the dark smear that went down the window.

The shadow man finished his cleaning. He put the handkerchief away, previously silky and white, now stained with flecks of black. He slowly walked over to where his cane lay discarded at the edge of the light, glinting polished black and gold, with dark splatters over it. Every step he took, his leather shoes clicked loudly on the stones. The shadow man leaned down with a low grunt and picked up his cane, then continued on his way, now completing the rhythm with the clack of the walking aid.

Vanessa looked around in the dark, scared, and saw nothing. She couldn’t hear Pete’s whimpering anymore. She could only hear her own, panicked breaths, shallow and fast. The drip, drip, drip of something wet near the window.

She didn’t dare move, even when the darkness swallowed the room fully. She never found her knife on the stone floor that had always been scratched wood. She never found the mouldy carpet, the couch, the armchairs, or the crappy TV in the corner. She never even found the walls. The peeling wallpaper had been replaced by hewn, stacked stone.

When she got to the window and felt where Rob’s throat gaped open, Vanessa only peeked outside once to see where the light was coming from. But she didn’t recall the sky having eyes. Or the horizon having teeth.
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Ryann chuckled softly. “Interesting name,” she said, looking up at the sign over the bar. Attached to the name was the image of a full moon, pushed into the sign so it looked almost cut-out. The only reason Ryann knew it wasn’t was because of the very faint texture of craters on it. The black silhouette of a person chugging from a beer mug completed the set.

It was lovingly crafted. Even from down in the street, Ryann could see all the different layers and faint textures of the individual parts. Her improved vision let her distinguish every deliberate little shape and bump on the mug and the silhouette and moon. It gave the whole sign a faint but interesting 3D effect when she tilted her head.

She looked at the full moon, then to Kay, who she suspected was definitely not a normal human, and smirked. “Subtle,” she said.

“Is it?” Kay looked at her. “It’s not supposed to be.” She walked ahead, to the heavy wooden door and left Ryann fumbling for a comeback.

When she found none, Ryann just shook her head with a little smile and inspected the rest of the house. It looked old, but incredibly well made. Nothing was crooked and there were no splits in the stone or plaster and wood that probably hid walls of stone and brick. The two windows to the left of the door showed depictions of stained glass figures, wolves or foxes, chasing around the inside of the frame, whereas the three to the right of the door were just ornamented with a stained glass frame and moon and hunt imagery.

Ryann was leaning a lot in the ‘werewolf’ category with her assumptions about Kay. She followed the big woman inside. The rain cut out so suddenly it took Ryann a moment to adjust. Inside was pleasantly busy. Most tables, save for a few, had between two or five people on it, chatting away, drinking, eating, and all looking very awake despite the time of night. But all eyes immediately went to Kay when she stepped into the room, and it fell silent for a bit. The smell of blood was still on her, emanating from the cleaning rag she’d tossed over her shoulder.

Kay looked around. “Vergil’s banned from feeding in Wolfshire for the next six months,” she said with a look and tone that tolerated no rebuttal. Her voice was entirely level when she added, “Clarence is gone.”

There were a few murmurs. One man stood up, looking pretty angry. His ears bore a number of metal studs and piercings, and he rose so quickly out of his chair that his indigo hair almost lost its perfect, slicked-back shape and fell over the pattern-shaved undercut. “Why?” he asked. “Clarence never did nothing wrong!” Ryann could see him tense, not thinking he was going to try something. He wore a sleeveless vest that showed lean, stringy arms. But he still bared his teeth at Kay, and Ryann saw his fangs glint.

“Clarence killed for sport,” Kay said.

“So you just get to execute him?” Silence followed his words as he completely glossed over the fact that this Clarence character had murdered for fun. He didn’t even try and defend it, or pretend like it hadn’t happened.

Kay tilted her head. “Is there anyone here who isn’t completely clear on the rules?” she asked in a low tone. She stared the Blood down and let her fingers drum on the hilt of her sword. “You got a problem with how I run things?”

The Blood opened his mouth to say something, but he stopped. He noticed all the looks directed at him. They were wary, warning stares. Like the whole bar might jump into action at the wrong word. The hand he’d put in his pocket shook gently. Ryann tilted her head to see better. She’d learned the hard way how to spot a concealed weapon during her homeless days. It looked like he was carrying a switchblade of some kind.

Then the Blood sat back down and the usual business picked back up. He was still shaking, but the atmosphere in the place relaxed a little.

Kay huffed softly and waved Ryann along to the bar. It looked old, charmingly rustic, but also like it had been cared for meticulously. The bar showed signs of wear and use, but there was not one thing about it Ryann could have called a flaw. Even the stools, which all looked borderline antique as well, were perfectly balanced and exactly the same height. Someone had put a lot of work into this.

Logan was bartending. They gave Ryann a little nod. When they looked at Kay, their reddish-brown eyes lit up. Or maybe that was an optical illusion because of the massive rings under their eyes. “Took you long enough,” they said. Ryann could now make out a very subtle Italian accent. She hadn’t been in the right headspace to notice it before. She also once more took note the scar running down Logan’s sternum under the black tank top, which she was convinced had come from a sternotomy. Heart surgeries damaged so much tissue that the scars rarely ever faded. And it looked too precise for a sword accident.

Kay hummed and moved behind the bar. “Thanks for taking over,” she said. She took the sword off her shoulder and hung it up on the wall, above a plaque that read in thick, golden letters, Customer Service.

Logan’s resting bitch face pulled into a soft smile at talking to Kay. “It was fine,” they said with a shrug and took Kay’s hands when they were offered. Logan and leaned up for a gentle, chaste kiss. At an average height of maybe five-five, they were a good bit shorter than Kay, who had to be at least six-four. “How about you?”

“Killed a guy, made some threats, made a friend,” Kay said evenly. “The usual.”

“Ah.” Logan looked over at Ryann. “Friends already, huh?”

“I… guess?” Ryann rubbed the back of her head, running her fingers through the undercut. She hadn’t really had many friends in her life, and she’d only just met Kay. She was probably just being nice.

Logan squinted, then she looked at Kay. “Why are all your friends gay?”

“You’re one to talk,” Kay chuckled. Even if Ryann hadn’t known, she would have gotten some very heavy ‘girlfriend’ vibes from how softly they glanced at each other.

“Okay, buddy,” Logan said as Kay left to change out of her drenched clothes. “You want a drink?” The resting bitch face persisted. At this point Ryann saw it as just a trait of Logan’s not connected to her mood. “And then we can get you acquainted with the place and the regulars.”

“Uh, yeah. Sure,” she said. She couldn’t help but be a bit impressed by, well, everything. The bar. Kay. Her cool-ass sword that hung over Logan’s head. It was a really nice place. The people didn’t seem as shady as Ryann would have assumed from it being exclusively for supernatural people. She smiled a little and relaxed, sitting on a stool.

Logan noticed the look. She winked, still somehow looking pissed, and smirked. “So, what would you like?”

Ryann hummed gently. “Maybe… well, what’s good?” she asked. She was starting to like Logan. And Logan was making quite the effort to be welcoming.

“Well… I would recommend ‘The Explosion.’” The smile on Logan’s face was a little too wide at that point, though.

“We’re not giving her an Explosion!” Kay called from the door that led to the back, to the left of the bar. “If you do, you’re cleaning it up!”

Ryann gave Logan a look. “Do I want to know?”

Logan rolled her eyes. “Never mind. Let’s just start you out with a rum and Coke, okay?” she chuckled.

“Sounds good.” Ryann smiled and leaned her crossed arms on the bar, having taken a seat on one of the stools.

“You want some blood with that?”

She raised an eyebrow at that. “Is that gonna cost me extra?”

“Drinks are free for first-timers,” Logan said. “Which is good, because we don’t take cards and you’re broke.” She smiled sheepishly. “Sorry about the wallet thing.”

Ryann rolled her eyes. “You’re fine.” She thought for a moment. “Sure, let’s try some blood,” she said, hoping it wouldn’t taste weird.

Kay returned with a white dress shirt, an apron around her waist, and black pants. Her hair was still wild, but in a way that seemed almost intentional, and under the rolled-up sleeves Ryann could see scars on her forearms. “Nemo wrote,” she said to Logan. “She says ‘I love you,’ and ‘don’t forget about the date.’”

Logan smiled at that. “Aww, thanks!” She leaned into Kay for a moment, then reached below the bar to pull out a bottle of what looked and smelled like blood when she added a splash of it to the rum and Coke.

Ryann looked around as they worked. She frowned gently. “Is it me, or are like ninety percent of your patrons queer?” She was getting really heavy vibes from most of the room.

“Well, this did start out as a queer bar.” Kay mixed a drink for a different patron. “And yeah, the vast majority of the Bloods and other entities we have here are queer.”

“It’s because of the Scorching Dawn,” Logan explained as they put Ryann’s drink down on the bar in front of her. They leaned on the counter behind the bar. “Most of the other factions are either homophobic or just generally terrible, whereas Lake, the leader of the Dawn, is nonbinary and queer as hell. So our kinda people feel more comfortable here.”

Ryann hummed. “That kinda sucks,” she muttered and picked up her drink. “The other factions, I mean.” It smelled really nice, and when she tried a sip, there was a spicy note of blood to it. She inadvertently licked her lips. It tasted really good!

“Well, they’re hateful organizations that run on bloodshed and subjugation of the weak,” Kay said and shrugged. “Of course bigotry is a great recruitment tool for them.”

“Yeah.” Logan sighed. “Hard to believe that the queer-friendliest faction aside from the Dawn is the Revel.”

Ryann swallowed another sip of her frankly delicious drink. “What’s the Revel?” she asked. Apparently a little too loudly, seeing as the entire place turned dead quiet until Kay cast a look around and made a little motion with her head for everyone to move on.

Logan took a deep, exasperated breath. “So, remember how the Scarlet Song is all ‘let’s take over the world by force even if people find out about us’?” They had their voice lowered. “Well,” they said at Ryann’s nod, “the Revel’s motto is more like ‘Let’s kill everyone and everything, indulge in our base desires, free the beast inside, and generally just fuck absolutely everything into the ground’.”

“Jesus,” Ryann muttered flatly. “How are these guys not bigoted?”

“We think they just don’t care enough,” Kay said in her even voice. “The homophobes don’t get enough of a flock, so they don’t stick around. Can we talk about something else?”

“Yeah, sure,” Ryann said. She already hated Bloods a bit more. “So, Clarence… Is that normal? Your patrons turning murdery?”

Kay shrugged her huge, sculpted shoulders. “Not generally,” she said and cast her stoic, inscrutable gaze around the bar. “You saw what happens if they do.”

“Right. Because he killed someone while feeding,” Ryann said. “For fun.”

“Yup.”

She looked down at her drink. Killing seemed wrong. Until she thought about Micky, then it seemed absolutely right.

Someone hopped up onto the stool next to her. “Hi, Kay! I got rid of that body you wanted gone!” a cheery voice called out. Ryann turned to look and found herself faced with a small woman of mixed heritage, something Thai/European if she had to guess, who sat at the bar next to them. She gave Ryann the brightest smile, and Ryann noticed her canines looked a little sharper than was probably normal.

She’d really gotten used to staring at other women’s lips. Ryann sighed softly. She needed to learn to find out supernatural stuff by smell, or it would become awkward to tell when she was or wasn’t flirting. Then again… That’s a problem for future Ryann.

“Charlie, don’t scare the new girl,” Logan said with a gentle eye-roll. “And don’t yell about corpses. There is a reason why we want you to get rid of them quietly”

Charlie tilted her head and ran her fingers through her short, blond hair to flick the rain out of it. “Whoops, sorry!” she giggled. She was wearing a grey tank top, open at the sides. It allowed ample view of her toned stomach and sides, as well as a few scars on the same. Her chest was obscured by a black tube top. The tops worked really well together. Charlie had some nice fashion sense.

At the same time… Is really every woman in this club a scarred-up, buff lesbian? Ryann wondered. She was tempted to turn around and check. Not that she minded — people after her own heart.

Charlie also wore only a set of dark grey running shorts and some white running shoes. The attire left so much of her tan skin exposed that Ryann wondered how she hadn’t gotten cold out in the rain. She met Charlie’s gold-brown eyes and got a smile and a wave from her. “Hi!” the girl giggled. “I’m Charlie!” It was a little difficult for Ryann to think of her as a woman rather than a girl. She looked like she was barely nineteen.

“Uh, hi,” Ryann said and leaned her elbow on the bar. “I’m Ryann.”

“Oh. Oh! That’s such a cool name!” Charlie called out. “Damn, why couldn’t I have a cool name like that…?” Ryann definitely noticed Charlie staring at her arms. She was pretty buff herself already, with big shoulders and above-average arms.

“Hey, Charlie’s a cool name too!” Ryann said.

Charlie’s eyes lit up at that. “Really??”

“Really,” she chuckled. She looked up when Kay leaned over the bar and patted Charlie’s head. The girl beamed at that.

“Good job, kid,” Kay said. “Thanks. Get yourself warmed up, and have some food. My treat.” There was something a little soft in her voice. Almost sisterly, Ryann thought.

“Will do!” Charlie nuzzled up into the hand. “I’ll get changed!”

Ryann chuckled and watched her as she ran off. “She’s cute.” There was a scent that lingered where she’d been. The smell of rain, blood, and something sharp and animalistic. “She’s a werewolf, isn’t she?”

“She is,” Kay said. “Speaking of, look over there.” She nodded to the other side of the room, to a girl who couldn’t be any older than Charlie. She was leaning against a wall and flirting with a girl with fiery red hair. “That’s Danielle. She’s a werewolf too, from one of the five larger packs.”

Danielle was huge. At least six feet and then some (Is everyone in here a fucking giant?? Ryann wondered,) with broad shoulders and muscles packed on that could almost put Ryann’s to shame. Almost. Her golden hair spilled all the way down her back to her waist in gentle curls.

“Then there’s Sarah, Dani’s sister,” Kay went on and pointed to a smaller girl in a long-sleeved blouse. Her hair was the same shade of gold, but curlier and cut into a bob, with one side of her head shaved. Where Danielle looked like the archetype of masc lesbian, Sarah looked a bit more femme. She still had quite a bit of muscle, almost hidden under the clothes. She wore her eyeshadow perfectly, her nails were manicured, and she wore bracelets that matched the ornamentations of her ankle boots. Her cold, blue eyes scanned the room briefly as she brought a glass to her lips (held from the top, in true queer fashion), and took a sip. She didn’t look any older than Danielle, but there was something chillingly calculating in her eyes. Like she was watching out for danger.

“Is there a reason why she’s glaring daggers at everything?” Ryann asked and turned back towards Kay.

“There is,” Kay said. “Her dad’s name is Samuel Law. And he’s the leader of the Eastern North American pack. They also like to call themselves the One True Pack.” She smirked dryly. “Even though there’s, like, three other packs that could kick their asses. Samuel’s also an abusive piece of shit. Also, a fucking moron. Still calls himself ‘Alpha’ when everyone else started calling it ‘pack leader’ decades ago.” Kay lowered her voice significantly. “And he hates the old man. Which is why we’re not speaking his name while they are around. Samuel’s hatred of him is about the only thing Dani got from him, misguided as it may be. So her knowing that he lives half an hour away would be bad.”

After Kay had finished speaking, she looked up as if to check if the sisters had noticed. They seemed none the wiser. Danielle was playing with the hand of the girl she’d been flirting with, all charm and smiles.

“Samuel sounds like an ass,” Ryann muttered. “So, why are they here, then? I doubt Car— the old man would stay if their pack was around.”

Logan chimed in quietly. “They’re on the run. Something happened, and from what we can tell the two just packed their shit and left. Charlie, those two, and another young wolf are actually staying here. We’ve got rooms upstairs.”

Ryann hummed softly and sipped her drink, watching the werewolves out of the corner of her eye. “I guess that makes one more person to kick in the balls.”

Kay chuckled that faint, stoic chuckle of hers. “Go for it,” she said.

“Either way, that’s why we don’t mention old C-dog,” Logan hummed and got a pained look from Kay. “And please be nice to them if they need some help.” She smiled softly at Ryann.

“Yeah, sure.” Ryann smiled back a little. She didn’t like seeing kids in bad situations. She hummed softly. “So, this place is a safe space for supernaturals? I assume I can just be myself here, what with the blood…”

Kay nodded, cleaning a glass. She put it away to dry and slung the cloth she’d used over her shoulder. “Pretty much,” she said. “It’s a place for supernaturals to mingle and stay safe. As long as they follow the rules.” She gave Ryann an intense look, as if she was prompting her to remember these. “No killing for sport. No feeding without consent. You don’t reveal the secret. And don’t attract attention. Other than that, I don’t care what you do.” She frowned and crossed her arms a bit. “Well, within reason. You can flirt in the bar as much as you want, but nothing more. I don’t care for that kinda stuff, so if I do see it, you’ll get kicked out.”

“Seems fair,” Ryann hummed. “Either way, I’m not really looking for a relationship right now.”

Logan nuzzled a bit closer to Kay. “Wait, so I can flirt as much as I want?” she asked with a purr emanating from her throat.

Kay deadpanned down at her. “No, you’re on the clock.” Her girlfriend deflated with a pout.

Ryann giggled softly. They were really cute together. She hid the smile behind her drink. “So,” she asked Logan, “can I bring people here? Humans, I mean?” she added when she realized her question could be easily misunderstood.

“Sure!” Logan perked back up and nudged Kay before coming closer to Ryann again. “Just make sure they’re trustworthy. Oh, and I really should introduce you to some of our regular donors! We could make an appointment, if you want!”

Ryann frowned a little. She might be down for some blood drinking with people who did this a lot, but she was still getting used to this whole thing. “I’d still like a few days to think about it,” she said quickly. “But this whole blood donor thing… how does it work?” She was a little curious. Did they get monetary compensation? Something else?

“Well,” Logan explained after taking another order from a Blood wearing a bright pink crop top, “it’s usually up to them. Meg, one of our regulars and a close friend, pays some of them. But not in quantities of blood. They agree to give blood every now and then, and she pays the rent on their various apartments or things like that.” They started mixing a cocktail as they talked, while Kay disappeared into the kitchen to make something for Charlie. “Others ask for favours. Like Lyn, my personal favourite.” Logan smiled softly. “Lyn is studying photography, so she asks people to model for her. I’ve even convinced Kay to model for her. And her girlfriend, Valerie, is in a band with me!”

“You’re in a band?” Ryann asked with a smirk. “What genres do you play?”

Logan chuckled. “Usually punk rock. I’m the only vampire there, but all of the members are regulars here. They like to hang out, for… personal reasons. Val didn’t have any of those, but…” They shrugged. “She was determined to stay. Despite the vampire thing.”

Ryann hummed softly and let Logan explain a bit more. How the biting worked, how to treat the punctures… Of course she knew most of what Logan was telling her, since she had gone to med school. But hearing it all again in this context was strangely reassuring. She kept chatting and drinking with Logan, who at this point had moved to sit next to Ryann, until Kay cleared her throat. “Don’t you guys think you’ve had enough?” she asked with a stern look.

“Aw, but Kay!” Logan whined. “We’re not tipsy at all!”

“I’m not,” Ryann corrected. Neither of them was particularly drunk, but Logan was getting a little more chatty and happy.

“Sure, kid. Either way — slow down, or I cut you off.” Kay narrowed her eyes ever so slightly. Logan gave her a pout.

“Alright, alright,” Ryann chuckled. “We’ll slow down.” She swirled her drink in her glass, watching the dregs of it flow around the bottom slowly.

“So as I was saying,” Logan continued. “Some Bloods starve themselves to the point of frenzied hunger to increase their strength. It’s usually very noticeable. So don’t do that. You’ll have a hard time controlling the hunger.”

“Wait, how does that work?” Ryann frowned. “I thought we needed blood to use our abilities?”

“Mostly, yes,” Logan said. “Our gifts are fuelled by blood. But those are your natural abilities. An amplification of what you’ve already worked hard on. A muscular vampire is going to be stronger than one who isn’t. And for most vampires, the way their new bodies work makes it very hard to gain any new muscle. So they let themselves run out. Their bodies react… strangely to that. It’s like they become more primal. Like someone constantly fuelled by adrenaline on the verge of death—”

“Wait, wait, wait, hang the fuck on!” Ryann said, feeling the dread sink in. “Can I still gain muscle?” She hadn’t even considered that. “I mean, I still eat food and stuff, I still get hungry, I still have to go to the bathroom—”

“You eat food?” Logan stared at her. Ryann nodded. “And you don’t feel sick? You don’t throw it up? Even after you run out of blood?”

“No…?” Ryann said, a little confused. “Should I not be able to do that?”

Logan blinked at her and then looked at Kay. “No,” Kay said with a faint smirk. “Most Bloods can’t eat food. Or build muscle. Or, in Logan’s case, they have to practise for a decade to be able to do that stuff manually.”

“Oh.” Ryann smiled a little and played with her drink. She let out a relieved breath. “Fuck, I’m glad I got to be this kind of vampire.”

“I will strangle you,” Logan said with a smile. “As a friend.”

“Bring it.” Ryann smirked. “I could use the workout.”

Kay chuckled a little and put another cocktail down in front of them. “Don’t brag around too much, Ryann.”

Ryann smiled softly. “Sure,” she said. “But, real talk?” She looked up at Kay and Logan a little sheepishly. “Thanks for teaching me about this stuff. It’s been… one hell of a week.”

“Aw, you’re welcome!” Logan smiled at her.

Kay rested her hands on the bar. “You’re always welcome here, kid,” she added.

“Thanks.” She smiled softly. Out of the corner of her eye she noticed the werewolf sisters headed up the stairs with the blushing redhead in tow. She raised an eyebrow.

“Yeah, fair warning, kid. Things can get a little… exciting in here,” Kay said with a soft chuckle. “Bound to happen in one of the few places where supernaturals can be themselves. But we do have rules. As mentioned, flirting is allowed.” She gave Logan a look when they pouted, and rolled her eyes. “Yes, kissing is fine, but nothing more than that in public.” She hesitated. “Well… At least nothing to make people uncomfortable, let’s say. Some Bloods try and make blood drinking sexual. It’s usually really not. so I allow it as long as they’re keeping it decent.”

“That didn’t look platonic though,” Ryann said questioningly. “You just have rooms upstairs for that?” She nodded to the stairs.

Kay shook her head. “No,” she said firmly. “You can flirt all you want, but do your business somewhere else. I’m not here for that, and these walls ain’t that thick. Those kids? They’re an exception.”

“Alright,” Ryann frowned. “I get it. I mean, excuse me if I’m wrong, but I got the impression that you’re probably ace…?” 

Kay watched her for a moment. Then she nodded and said, “Yeah, I am. I don’t really wanna see that stuff. Or smell it.”

“Right.” Ryann hummed. “Can I ask what makes these guys special then?” She nudged her head over to where the wolves had been. “If you don’t mind me asking.”

“That…” Kay looked over to the stairs briefly. “Werewolves are subject to similar urges as vampires. But while your urge is to feed, they need to run. They need to transform and spend time running, hunting, chasing… But they also have to spend a certain amount as humans, or things can become very uncomfortable for them. Unfortunately, in a city, they can’t run very much. It’s risky.” She looked over as Charlie finished devouring several portions of food. “But the urge is very physical,” Kay continued. “It needs some form of release. Some people use it to have fun… Dani would be an extreme case of that. Other people use it for other types of fun. Like running a marathon. Or getting to a new personal record with weights. Or, you know, just smashing shit. That’s how I mostly deal with it.”

Ryann looked at Kay’s huge, buff arms. “Well… that’s just unfair,” she complained.

Kay chuckled at that. “Look, you can’t just push yourself as much as you want. Both with sex and working out. There’s a point where you go from relieving the urge to stoking it, to feeding the Change. And if that happens, you might just start to transform involuntarily, and then you’ll suddenly get a muscle spasm and drop weights on your foot and break it.” She cleared her throat. “Totally not something I’ve done before.”

Ryann nodded, getting the distinct impression that Kay had definitely done that. And, thinking about it, that placed Kay firmly in the werewolf camp, even though she didn’t seem to carry the sharp scent. That also explained the wet dog smell.

“Those kids just don’t have anywhere else to go to deal with their shit,” the bartender said. “And I’d be a monster to toss them out on the street.”

“Can’t they just stay as wolves?” Ryann asked. “Nice fur to keep you warm and stuff… It sounds kinda comfortable. Or is that where that balance you mentioned comes in?”

“Werewolves who spend too long in human form can lose the ability to Shift properly,” Kay said, fixing herself a coffee. “They still feel the urge. It’s still incredibly painful… they just can’t do anything about it. If they then manage to trigger the Change, as in them turning into wolves, it happens excruciatingly slow. Imagine your entire body changing shape in a matter of seconds. Imagine how painful that is. All your bones reforming. Like the worst soreness of all your workouts at the same time, combined. Your teeth getting sharper. Your skin changing to fit your new shape. Your body itching horrendously as thick, coarse fur grows all over it.”

Ryann didn’t want to imagine that. She still tried. If she was going to learn about these things, the sooner she started the better.

Kay snapped her fingers once. “Every werewolf goes through a split second of pain every time they Change. Now imagine it being drawn out over minutes. Or hours. And it goes both ways. Too much time as a wolf, they won’t be able to shift back properly. Even worse… they might forget they were ever human.”

“That’s… rough,” Ryann muttered and felt like it was a severe understatement.

“Well,” Kay said and shrugged her huge shoulders. “There are ways to deal with it, as I mentioned. And recovery is possible, if unpleasant.”

“It’s really nice of you to let the girls stay for that, then” Ryann said. “Despite the uh… thin walls.” If werewolves had enhanced senses like her, that couldn’t be pleasant.

Kay shrugged. “Eh, they’re not that thin. Besides, I don’t sleep here.”

Ryann raised her eyebrows. “You don’t?” she asked and pursed her lips.

“No, I don’t sleep where I work,” Kay said. She finished her own drink with some milk. “The kids have the emergency key.”

“You leave them alone with all this alcohol??” Ryann asked incredulously and waved a hand to the bottles stacked on shelves behind the bar. Logan started giggling.

Kay shrugged. “They know better.”

Ryann stared at her. “How old are you?” she asked. “How long has it been since you’ve been a teenager? They don’t know better!”

Kay shrugged and mumbled into her mug. It sounded suspiciously like she was accusing Ryann of being a bad example. 

Logan giggled. “Don’t worry, they’ve got lots of time to learn. Werewolves age slow. Some don’t age at all. Carver’s been the same ever since I met him. So, like, forty years.”

She stared at Logan. “That doesn’t make it better,” she said vehemently and just got another giggle out of Logan.

“Don’t worry,” they said and patted Ryann’s shoulder with a smirk. “They know what happens if they steal alcohol.” Them and Kay shared a little chuckle. It made Ryann smile, but at the same time she felt a bit… inadequate. Despite the whole comfortable talk, she had remained on edge, looking over her shoulder often.

She looked back at Logan and Kay, who were exchanging gentle, loving looks for a moment. “Hey…” she said softly and looked down at her glass. “Can I ask you something? It’s a bit of a weird question…”

“Answering questions is what we’re here for,” Logan hummed. “Ask away.”

“Alright.” Ryann rubbed her neck a bit. She hesitated for a moment, then asked, “How are you not scared?” She motioned around vaguely. “Bloods. Monsters in the dark. Enemies out to literally kill you for what you are.”

Kay hummed deep in her chest. “I make them scared of me first,” she said with a casual shrug. “And I’m not alone. I have friends. And they’re pretty damn scary too.”

“And what if your little safe haven turns on you?” Ryann shot a glance over her shoulder, where the indigo-haired vampire was glaring at Kay. “I get the feeling Clarence had some friends.” She kept her voice low to not attract their attention.

Kay put the new drink she’d been mixing down in front of Ryann. It was a dark red colour this time, and it smelled faintly of blood. Her chuckle was deep and throaty. “Let them come,” she said. “I’ve got excellent customer service.”

Ryann looked at the sword, and with how confident and stoic Kay was, she couldn’t help but feel at ease.

Logan looked up. “Hey, why does Ryann get another drink?” she complained. “I should get special treatment!” she gave Kay a playful smirk.

Her girlfriend hummed softly. “You sure? You know you’re not supposed to drink before you go out among people.” She leaned on the bar and smiled at Logan lovingly.

Logan frowned. “Why would I go out among people…? Oh. Oh no…” They facepalmed hard. “I almost forgot…” 

“Yeah, you promised Nemo to take her shopping, remember? If you don’t go, she might come here.”

“Yeah, and burn the tavern down with her experiments,” Logan sighed. “She threatened to do that once. I’m fairly sure she was joking.”

Ryann cocked her head at that. It wasn’t really her business, but she really didn’t want the bar to burn down. Even if they were just helping her out of kindness and because she was a new Blood, she really liked talking to Logan, and Kay was a gay idol. Still, she didn’t want to pry, so she only tilted her head.

Kay still noticed the look. “Oh, don’t worry,” she said with a little chuckle. “Nemo’s just our girlfriend.”

“Oh.” Ryann blinked. “Is… Is threatening to burn down your bar normal for her…?”

“Par for the course,” Logan said. “But she tries hard not to.”

“Right,” Ryann said. She smiled a little at how Kay’s voice had softened when talking about her and Logan’s girlfriend. It’s nice to see that this is a thing. Ryann wasn’t polyamorous, personally, but she would have to be blind not to see just how happy the two were at talking about Nemo. There was a lot of love under the stoic expression and level voice, and the smirks and resting bitch face. 

She looked away a bit to give the two some privacy as they briefly talked among themselves. Then Ryann locked eyes with a girl who had stepped through the back door opposite the front entrance, on the other side of the bar. She had short, black hair, shaved at the sides. Her green eyes were locked on Ryann’s, and Ryann couldn’t help but think that she looked a bit familiar.

I hope I haven’t punched her in the face before. I’d remember that, right? She has some scars I would remember… Ah fuck, she’s coming over.

Ryann watched the girl look around. She was just wearing a black tank top that showed off the lean muscle and a lanky physique. Raindrops glistened on her shoulders and arms. She wore black cargo pants and combat boots that looked like they could do some damage if they hit. For a moment the girl looked at Charlie and started towards where the young werewolf was playing cards with a young man at a table. But then she stopped and stared at Ryann again with narrowed eyes, very intently.

Ryann wondered if maybe she should make a tactical retreat.

“Hey, Ryann,” Logan called from her left. Kay had started making another drink for a patron. “Do you want my number? In case you need anything.” The resting bitch face persisted, of course.

“Uh, yeah. Sure,” she said. She smiled softly. “Do you always give your number out to random new Bloods?”

“Only the ones Kay likes,” Logan said with a smirk. Ryann chuckled, tried not to take it as too much of a compliment, and pulled out her phone.

The smile on Logan’s face froze when the young woman from across the tavern came into view. She stopped right in front of Ryann.

Ryann made eye contact. She looked so familiar. Caucasian, with a sharp jawline and a hard expression on the thin face. The stare she gave Ryann was intense, but she didn’t get a sense of animosity from her. It felt like she was having a similar issue, like she was trying to place Ryann in her memory. She looked young. Nineteen, maybe. Ryann would have hardly called her a woman yet, more still a girl, like Charlie.

Logan’s brow furrowed. They reached up, pushed their brown hair back and scratched their head gently, clearly a little annoyed. “She’s freshly Turned, Kate. Don’t tell me you have a problem with her already!” Her voice was the epitome of ‘I don’t wanna deal with this shit on a Saturday night.’

Ryann wasn’t listening anymore. She stared back at Kate, and now she knew exactly where she had seen her before. Kate was shaking gently when Ryann met her eyes once more. “Ryann?” she whispered.

Ryann pulled her into a hug and Kate leaned into her hard, hugging her back with tremendous, desperate strength. Ryann squeezed her arms around the girl she had thought she’d never see again, and she felt Kate clench her fists into the back of her sweater. Her emotions were in turmoil. Her oldest friend. Her only childhood friend, one Ryann had thought she’d never get to see again! And she was here!

Kate sniffed softly and nuzzled to Ryann’s neck, holding on tight. “I thought you were dead,” she whispered. “Do you remember me…?” she asked, despite the hug, despite how Ryann’s own breath hitched in her throat.

She just kept holding Kate, rocking her gently as she held back tears. Of course she remembered Kate. She’d been her greatest regret for years now. They’d been in the same orphanage. Kate had gotten moved into a foster family first, and Ryann had promised her that, if she was sent back to the orphanage like she feared, Ryann would come for her as soon as she was old enough to run her own life.

And then she’d come back, and the orphanage had been gone. But despite all that, more than ten years later, Ryann was holding her in her arms again. All because she’d become a vampire. She didn’t know what to say.

She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.
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Kate eventually let go of Ryann after a long, long hug. So long that Logan had left to go meet Nemo by the time they were done. They sat at the bar together, and Ryann noticed Kate shooting sidelong glances at her. The younger girl didn’t really turn to her, nor did she focus her attention anywhere else. As if she was afraid that Ryann could vanish if she stared at her but would definitely vanish if she looked away for too long. Ryann herself felt similarly caught off guard. Out of all the people she’d expected to meet, someone she’d known and cared about had not been among them. She stared down onto the wood of the bar and traced the lines of little marks and scratches in the varnish with her fingertip as she tried to wrap her mind fully around what was happening.

Kate was alive. Of course Ryann had assumed she was alive, but she was here. In this bar! Right next to her. Ryann flinched back when she felt Kate move, and only then realized that she’d gripped the girl’s arm.

“Sorry,” she said quickly, a little embarrassed. Kate shook her head, signalling that it was okay. Ryann still let her go like she was on fire. They had been friends, but grabbing her randomly was a little far. She’d just needed to assure herself that this was real.

“Jesus fuck…” Ryann muttered. She rubbed her face. She looked over at Kate, who still had that same ‘I will murder someone’ look she’d had as a kid. “It’s been, what, ten years?” She found herself whispering, as if speaking too loudly and breaking the gentle sounds of talking and clinking glasses and cutlery from the rest of the bar could somehow make Kate vanish.

“Something like that,” Kate whispered back. She smiled at Ryann, and it was the smile of someone who couldn’t believe what they were seeing. “I thought you were dead!”

“I… Fuck, Kate,” Ryann said again. “I’m honestly…” She broke off and started again. “I don’t know what to say! You’re here! What are the fucking chances? This is… Well, this isn’t exactly anger management, or any other place I’d expect you to be!”

Kate laughed. “God, we went there so much!” 

“Yeah, we had issues,” Ryann chuckled, feeling a little more relaxed after the joke. The first time she’d met Kate was when the poor girl was getting picked on. Kate was a good five years younger than her. It was hard to say for sure, as there were no birth records to look back on for her, and her parents were a mystery. But even then, when Ryann had just gotten to that particular orphanage at the tender age of sixteen, Kate had been a force of anger and resentment. Getting bullied had only given her a chance to vent that anger. And seeing a kid getting picked on by older children had given Ryann a perfect excuse to do the same.

Hence, anger management. Personally, Ryann had always thought that they’d been managing their anger just fine. They’d never beaten up anyone who didn’t have it coming. 

She had been moved around a few orphanages because she was always quick to stand up for someone. Unfortunately, the staff at the orphanages disapproved of her using her fists when words didn’t work. But nobody likes to listen to a kid younger than them. Still, they’d kept her and Kate together. Somehow, the two of them helped balance each other. And Ryann had turned out to be the only one willing and capable of dealing with Kate’s outbursts. Until she’d lost track of Kate, when she’d returned to check in on the orphanage and had only found a burned out husk. Something about a faulty gas main.

Ryann swivelled on her stool to face Kate and leaned her arm on the bar. She looked good. Not great, but good. Strong. Healthy. But Ryann also noticed the new scars that ran over Kate’s arms and up to her neck. They were thin and pale on her light skin. Ryann hated seeing them there. She hated the thought of her young friend hurt.

“You look good,” she said softly, omitting the thoughts in her mind.

“You look amazing,” Kate said back as she gave Ryann a sheepish look-over, too. She remained facing the bar, playing with her hands nervously.

For a moment the two of them just inspected each other. Both waited for the other to make the first move. Then Ryann asked, “What are you doing here?” If Kate was here, she was either a blood donor, or… something else. 

Kate cleared her throat nervously. “I was sent back to the orphanage a couple of months after they took me out,” she started her explanation. Her hands were clasped gently on the bar. Kay had returned and was mixing drinks.

“A couple of months after getting back was the first time I felt the first Change,” Kate said. “God only fucking knows how I managed to keep it secret. If it wasn’t for Ollie, I probably wouldn’t have been able to. He helped sneak me out. When I started to get violent, he helped me cage myself during a moment of clarity. And then… I Changed.”

“Changed?” Ryann frowned gently. She remembered the term, but seeing Kate here, hearing her story… It was still so surreal. She needed to hear it from her directly.

Kate fidgeted her hands. “Yeah… I’m a werewolf,” she said with some visible discomfort. “Turns out, when two werewolves have a kid, that kid doesn’t actually get the werewolf parts until puberty sets in. It was… unpleasant.” Kate averted her eyes from Ryann.

She wanted to reach out and hug her younger friend. “I’m sorry you had to go through that,” she said sympathetically, recalling what Kay had said about the pain that came with the transformation. But she didn’t touch Kate. They had been apart for almost a decade. There was no telling if the girl still wanted to be touched. At least when she had been a child, she’d taken a while to allow Ryann’s hugs.

“Yeah,” Kate muttered. If she noticed Ryann’s hesitation, she didn’t comment on it. There was a moment of quiet between them where both tried to figure out just how to really act around each other. The first hug had been impulsive and emotional. And now they were unsure of how to go on.

Then Kate said, “I tried to find you, you know?” She looked at Ryann. “But pretty much all documentation they had on the kids got lost when the orphanage burned down. I heard someone say that a kid had died in the fire. I didn’t know if you’d made it out before then.”

Ryann shook her head. “I got out the day before, I think. It was hard to dig up any info, and no way to find out where they would have taken you.” She frowned. “Did nobody look for me?” She didn’t mean to sound quite as indignant. That would actually explain a lot. The few times Ryann had been arrested, she’d expected to be sent back to the orphanage. Instead, they’d tried to “provide help and guidance” until they inevitably found her next of kin.

Needless to say, Ryann had never stuck around any law enforcement long enough to find out what would have happened.

“Maybe that’s why they said you were dead,” Kate said. “So they didn’t have to look.”

“Shit, people keep killing me off. It’s like some bad TV show,” Ryann muttered. She got a little smirk from Kate as a reward.

“What about you?” her younger friend asked.

“Got off the streets. Started kickboxing and went into med school, then got murdered about a week ago. Vampire now,” Ryann said and felt an ache in her chest at the words. She took a deep breath and let it out in something that wasn’t quite a sigh or a groan. “I could really use another drink…” She gave Kay a hopeful look.

“Yeah?” Kay asked, only now speaking up. She’d let them talk without interruption after Logan had left. “Rum and Coke, or something new?”

“Well, what do you have here?”

“Everything,” Kay said evenly. “We have everything here. Even stuff you’ve never heard of.”

Ryann hummed. “What’s the most expensive thing?” she asked curiously.

Kay gently raised an eyebrow. “The most expensive drink we have takes half an hour to prepare. We call it ‘The Explosion’. Logan’s already teased that one, hasn’t she?”

Ryann pursed her lips. “I do kinda wanna know how it tastes.”

“You don’t,” Kay said dryly as she opened a freezer beneath the bar and took out two ice-filled glasses. “You’re getting a rum and Coke for now. Better safe than sorry. Same for you,” she added with a look at Kate.

Kate’s eyes lit up. “I get alcohol?”

“As long as you don’t go out in public for a bit.”

“Fuck yeah!” Kate beamed. She noticed Ryann’s questioning look. “Werewolves aren’t supposed to drink. The Change is a bit volatile, and if you don’t have it fully under control, it can get triggered by stress, anger, excitement, anything, really.” She went on explaining as Kay got a fresh lime and cut it before adding the rum and Coke to the glass.

“So werewolves just don’t drink?” Ryann asked, curious.

“Not in public.” The big werewolf quickly mixed their drinks for them. “Here you go, kids,” she said with a deep hum to her voice before heading to the end of the bar to take another order.

“She is so cool,” Ryann muttered as she watched Kay leave. Just a few words were enough to make her gently flustered.

“I know,” Kate muttered back.

Ryann gave her a look and noticed the faint blush on her friend’s face. She smirked and braced her chin on her fist. “Well well…” she purred. “Somebody likes girls now, huh?”

Kate blushed deeper at that. “Hey, it’s not a big deal…” she grumbled, though there was a sheepish little smile on her face. “I figured it out a while ago.”

Ryann smiled. “Good job, kid.”

“It was the only option, really,” Kate added. “Liking guys… yeah, no.”

“Eh, women are better anyway.”

“True,” Kate chuckled. “And Kay is… she’s nice,” she said and rubbed the back of her neck a bit. “She’s kinda… almost a big sister. And she made me feel better about being ace. I didn’t know what that was until I met her.”

Ryann smiled softly at her younger friend. “I’m glad she could help. Proud of you,” she added and meant it. Sure, she and Kate still were hot messes, but they were doing better.

Kate gave her a small, appreciative smile. Ryann finally fully relaxed and let the smell of the place surround her. It was a mix of that sharp animal smell and old blood, masked by fresh floral scents, food and alcohol. She breathed deep at the surprisingly pleasant combination. It was warm and comfy. It felt oddly like home.

She came back out of it when she noticed Kate looking her over. “God, I’ve missed you,” Kate said softly. “You look fucking amazing. For real.” She smiled.

Ryann chuckled and smiled at her. “Thanks. I got the tattoo we always talked about,” she said and showed the hexagonal tattoo pattern on her arm. They were going to get one like this together. Like basalt. Cooled magma. A sign of them defeating their rage.

“Those are so cool!” Charlie suddenly chimed up right next to Ryann. “We should get matching tattoos! ‘Chaos Squad!!’ With two exclamation marks! And, like, skulls and wings and fire!”

“Charlie…” Kate growled deep in her throat. “I’m trying to catch up with an old friend.” She seemed more embarrassed than anything else.

Charlie smirked. “That’s not how you talk to the leader of Chaos Squad!”

“Chaos Squad…?” Ryann repeated questioningly.

“It’s not a thing, and if it was you wouldn’t be the leader!” Kate said to Charlie. Then, “Don’t listen to her, Ryann, she’s just got ADHD like half the rest of the gay werewolves here. That’s why she’s so hyper all the time.”

“Seems about right,” Ryann muttered. “I’m still curious though…”

Kate rolled her eyes and took a long gulp from her drink before answering. “Charlie wants to start her own pack. And she wants to name it Chaos Squad, a name that we definitely won’t get tired of within a couple of years.” She put the glass down hard.

Ryann hummed and took a sip. She could taste a shot of blood in her drink, and she gave Kay a look. The large bartender just busied herself with cleaning up a bit. “Can you just do that? Make your own pack?”

“Anyone can make a group,” Kate said, also looking at Kay as if she expected her to interject or add to the conversation. “You really need some sort of territory to be a real pack.”

“Sounds rough.” Ryann looked at Kate with a frown. “That why you don’t wanna play along?”

Kate shrugged and sipped her drink again. “I’m not scared of a fight. It’s the other ‘pack members’ that I’m not so sure about. Danielle is self-centred as hell. Sarah doesn’t care about anything but Dani. Alex rarely ever shows, too busy making sure those two don’t get found. And other than that there’s just me and Charlie. We should just accept that this pack is a fucking pipe dream.”

Charlie stood up so abruptly that her stool scooted back with a creak before falling and slamming to the ground. She left her drink as she walked away. Kate immediately looked like she regretted her words. She turned to look at Charlie as the smaller girl ran past. She tried to reach out, seeing the hurt on her face. “Charlie, I didn’t mean—”

Charlie all but dashed up the stairs and a door slammed loudly. Kate sighed and rubbed her face. “I guess,” she said quietly after a moment, looking down, “the biggest problem with her pack is me. Because I still don’t have myself under control. And I just blow up like an idiot.”

Ryann watched her with a sympathetic frown. Clearly, Kate wasn’t doing any better with making friends than she had been in the orphanage. And she noticed the clear signs of her old anger and agitation. She reached out gently to rub Kate’s back. “You need help apologizing?”

Kate sighed. “No…” she muttered. “At least I’ve learned how to do that by myself. I’m gonna go check on her.”

“Okay,” Ryann said. “Hey, can I get your number? Just in case we don’t see each other, I… I don’t wanna lose track of you again.”

“Sure thing,” Kate gave her a little smile and took the phone Ryann offered her. She quickly typed in her number. “Kinda depressing that you’re the first girl who asks me for my number, though,” she said and handed it back.

Ryann laughed a little at that. She ruffled Kate’s hair. “You’ll get there. You’re charming under all the rugged abrasiveness.”

“Thanks,” Kate said with a roll of her eyes. She fixed her hair a bit. “We’ll catch up some other time, right?”

“Sure thing, Katie.” Ryann smirked when Kate flipped her off, and gave her the finger back. Kate smiled a pretty, wry smile that made her look objectively attractive in that ‘I might kill you’-way of hers, and ascended the stairs.

“Crazy kids,” Ryann muttered softly.

“Yeah, they’re a handful.” Kay hummed and started mixing another drink in a squat glass. “They’ve been through a lot, but they’re getting better. Learning to trust each other.”

“Kate still has issues with lashing out, though,” Ryann said and turned towards the bar again. “She used to have trouble with that. But at least now she’s quick to apologize…”

“Kid’s had it rough,” Kay said. Ryann could see her powerful forearms tense as she manoeuvred bottles and expertly mixed the drink without even measuring any of it. “She was very distrusting when I first met her… roughly two years ago.”

Ryann frowned gently. “Hey… Do you know where she got those scars? She didn’t have those when I knew her. If it’s not too personal to ask.”

Kay had lifted her drink to her lips. Now she hesitated and stared at the blue contents of her glass. “Actually,” she said softly, “Amos Finch is responsible for a bunch of those.”

Ryann’s jaw clenched in a snarl. “What?” she growled darkly. Suddenly all remorse for his death was gone.

Kay swirled her drink gently, watching it. “The old man and I went to raid one of his hideouts. We knew he’d grabbed someone. Amos would frequently just snatch people up to indulge his sick pleasures. Didn’t matter if they were human, wolf, Blood, or something else. Carver and I stormed the place, found Kate bleeding and chained up, and made the choice to get her out of there instead of going after Amos.” A deep, deep growl emanated from her throat. At first, Ryann couldn’t even tell that it came from Kay. It was so deep, it mixed with the sounds from the rest of the tavern. But then she heard it loud and clear.

Ryann clenched her fists and felt her claws dig into her palms. “Too bad he’s already dead,” she growled.

Kay watched her for a moment. “Well, Kate’s safe with us now,” she said now, and the growl faded away into a soft rumble. “Let’s talk about something else.”

Ryann took a deep breath and nodded quietly. “Yeah, okay,” she muttered. “Logan mentioned the blood donors. Let’s say I can’t find any. The rules were I’m supposed to only drink consensually, but I’m also not supposed to reveal the secret. Why? If I’d known about Bloods, I would have been much safer.”

“And in turn, everyone who’s not human would be much less safe.” Kay nodded her head over towards the stairs. “That was one hateful man. How many would go after people like Kate or Charlie if they knew they existed?”

Ryann looked down at her hands, feeling a bit stupid. “Yeah,” she muttered. “I guess I didn’t really consider that before now.” She sighed. “Yeah, I… I guess the kids’ safety comes first.”

Kay’s lip twitched in the smallest hint of a smirk. “You really care about them, don’t you?”

“Shush…”

Kay chuckled softly. “Cute. Either way, you’re right, the rules are contradictory. If you go about it the normal way. You can very much pretend that you need a blood donation. Easier than going up to someone and just asking.”

Ryann rubbed her forehead. ‘Have you ever thought about what it’d be like to be bitten by a vampire?’ God fucking dammit, Ryann… Of course she’d broken one of the biggest rules right away. For a pretty smile. And a cute face. Sounds about right, honestly, she thought.

Kay shrugged. “Look… I’m gonna be honest, I’m not a vampire. If you don’t wanna meet our donors, you’ll just have to figure something out. Like entrancing them first without taking their will, or mind controlling them to make them forget after the fact. You can—”

Ryann slammed her hands down on the bar. “WE CAN MIND CONTROL PEOPLE??” She hadn’t meant to yell, but also what?

Kay stared at her blankly until the sounds from the rest of the bar picked back up. “You know, I really think I might not be the best person to have this conversation with,” she said with an exasperated sigh and a drop of her huge shoulders.

Ryann scrambled to go after her when she walked away, nearly knocking her stool over. “Hey, wait a sec, you can’t just leave me with that!”

“Drink your rum and Coke, you baby vampire,” Kay sighed. “And don’t look so scared, nobody’s gonna mind control you. You’re way too gay and headstrong.”

“I… shut up. I’m one of those things,” Ryann grumbled. She begrudgingly went back to her drink. Kay couldn’t give her more information, but maybe Logan knew how to do that kinda stuff…

Well, I could always ask them, Ryann decided. She cast a glance at the clock above the bar when Kay took another order. Sundown had been around 9 P.M. She’d spent some time getting here. If she wanted to be sure she was home by the time the sun came up, she’d have to leave soon. It was just passing midnight.

“I’m gonna have to get going soon,” Ryann said. She was a little surprised to hear just how downtrodden she sounded about it. Kay was nice. Logan had been nice. This place… had been interesting and warm, and Ryann had almost forgotten about all the monsters at her back. They seemed so normal. They laughed, joked, cried like normal people. The baby werewolves were cute and gay. And Ryann had been reunited with an old friend that she’d thought was lost.

“You’re welcome back here anytime,” Kay said and returned to her. The order she worked on was for a simple drink that she mixed quickly. “Opening times are from dusk till dawn. Or whenever I feel like it.” She handed the drink off to the older werewolf who gave her a little nod and made their way back to their table.

“I’ve still got time for a couple of questions,” Ryann said. “Since you’re a werewolf expert…”

“Sure,” Kay said with a roll of her eyes. It was a little playful. “It’s not like I’m running a business here or anything.”

Ryann smiled winningly. Kay chuckled, and flexed her massive fucking shoulders to loosen them up a little before leaning onto the bar again. “Shoot, kid.”

Daaaaaaaamn… Ryann stared at Kay’s shoulders and the shirt that was stretched tight over them, and tried not to blush. No wonder she has two girlfriends, fuck… “So,” she said when she had taken in enough to be sure she felt inspired, not envious. “Charlie’s little pack idea. How likely is that to work?”

Kay hummed deep in her chest and ran her fingers over her calloused knuckles a bit. “It’s unprecedented if it works,” she said. “The established packs aren’t gonna like it. And she’ll face loads of opposition. But I’m still gonna encourage her and stick by her.”

“That’s sweet,” Ryann smiled at her gratefully. It was reassuring to know that Kate and Charlie had Kay in their corner. But she still frowned a bit. “So, about these packs… What makes them special?”

“Not much, other than that they hold territory. They are just the oldest families who have held power for some time, have continually been dominating the Stray population, and have the connections and money to keep a hold of their land and power.”

The bartender filled her drink back up before even finishing it. Ryann gave her a look. Kay gave her a one back that was somewhere between ‘It’s not multiple drinks if I never finish one’ and ‘What, you think a couple of drinks is enough to make a difference for me? Lightweight.’ Ryann smirked gently. She really liked Kay.

“All packs started out like this. Basically just roaming groups of Strays,” the bartender explained, gently swirling her blue drink in the glass. “So, in essence, Charlie is kinda starting a new pack. But if the other packs feel threatened in what territories the kids control, they’ll try and get them back in line. Pack wolves like doing that with Strays, so they don’t form a giant pack of their own.” She shrugged a little dismissively. “Honestly, most of the pack rhetoric is bullshit. Four of the packs pride themselves on traditions and bullshit that go back a measly hundred years or so and are just veiled elitism. There’s one pack, the Warm Embrace, that is actually focused on being a community. They run several foster homes and orphanages, their members are all a big family, and they don’t kill people for finding out that werewolves exist.” She let out a deep, low snarl that told Ryann exactly what she thought of killing people to keep the secret.

“Warm Embrace, hm?” She chuckled softly and sipped her rum and Coke. The blood in it tingled on her tongue. “Sounds cuddly. Couldn’t Charlie join them?”

“Their pack leader made the offer,” Kay explained and let her gaze wander over the rest of the bar. “Of course Charlie could have started her own thing as a branch of their pack, under the Embrace’s protection, but she really wants to do this by herself.”

“Ambitious kid.” Ryann hummed. “Well, Kate’s an old friend of mine, so if there’s anything they need that I can help with, I’ll be there.”

Kay gave her an appreciative nod at that. It was a small, gentle movement, but understood the significance of it, and caught the approving look in Kay’s eye. They talked for a bit longer, discussing Kate, Charlie, the twins, packs, and Bloods. But pretty soon, Ryann had to get going. She got to see Kate one more time and, after a brief moment of awkwardness, they hugged again. Kate leaned her head on Ryann’s shoulder and squeezed her with the enormous strength of a werewolf. Ryann smiled down at her and nuzzled their heads together gently before letting her go.

One almost-tearful and heartfelt “see you later” after, Ryann was jogging through the dark streets of Wolfshire, back to her own home. She kept an eye on the surroundings. Kay had claimed that the style of architecture, Lykanian, was actually the invention of an Indigenous werewolf who had wanted to recreate the winding, organic aesthetics of the forests they’d grown up running in.

Ryann had never been in a dense forest. There had only been little groupings of trees where she had lived before the orphanage, and her grandparents had been too old to take her camping. But she tried to imagine the pillars as the trunks of trees, and the large, expansive and asymmetrical houses and their roofs as some kind of canopy.

She could kinda see it.

As she looked around and tried to imagine what the rustle of leaves in a forest might sound like, she kept running through the rain, thinking about Bloods and werewolves and mind control. Eventually, her rhythmic breathing and the burning in her legs pushed those thoughts to the back of her mind. Then she just thought about Kate, and about the orphanage where they’d both lived. What a strange coincidence to meet her at the bar. And what an even stranger one to learn that the supernatural had always been so close.

She still thought about Kate when she climbed the stairs back to her attic apartment, and she kept thinking about her even when she fell asleep.

Ryann hadn’t had anyone in her life that she had that kind of connection with for a long time. For the first time in over a month, she looked forward to waking up in the morning. And for the first time in more than a week, she didn’t feel any hunger, as the fresh blood in her belly and the warm, numbing alcohol kept those gnawing fangs at bay.

She fell asleep and dreamed. About the smell of smoke, and ash, and a large, grey wolf trudging through the burnt out husk of a building, looking for something precious. Or someone.
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Being a supernatural creature of the night was meant to be easy. Ryann remembered vampire stories about un-sleeping badasses who were ready to rumble all the time, no matter the circumstances.

That wasn’t her. Apparently she could still get hung over. She needed her bloody coffee.

Hah. Bloody coffee. Nice. She chuckled softly to herself and winced as everything hurt. Her head throbbed painfully even at the little noise. She put her phone down and spent a few minutes trying to focus on the blood in her veins. After a bit, she managed to activate her healing gift, and with just a little blood, her hangover cleared itself up. It was still early in the evening after her visit to the bar, with the sun still out.

I guess I’m lucky to be able to heal so quickly, Ryann thought. She still needed a shower and coffee though, so she prepared a mug, put the kettle on in the kitchen and stripped her pyjamas off as she went to the bathroom, wasting no time. The warm water in the shower was wonderful down her back and in her hair, and it felt even better when she switched to cold water. The temperature was refreshing and made her feel much better. She stepped back out, brushed her hair, and went to get her coffee. She shuddered briefly when the colder air of her apartment hit her skin, but the coffee would quickly warm her up as the remaining moisture on her skin and in her hair began to dry. Ryann hummed at the smell as she continued preparing her drink.

She took the time to check her phone, surrounded by the pleasant smell. The next day was supposed to be overcast with yet another rainstorm. Maybe she would go on another run. But first she needed a pick-me-up, and she was running low on blood. After coming home the previous night, her leg wound had ached again, so she’d drunk the blood bag that Kay had slipped her.

Luckily, she had another source of blood. Well, if Rachel did get back to her. Or she could ask Logan to meet those blood donors after all. She’d thought it over a little, and she felt comfortable enough that she was willing to give it a try. It was better than having to build up her own group and hope they were as chill with the vampire thing as Rachel had been.

Ryann chuckled as her phone rang as if on cue. It looked like a cell phone number, and there weren’t many people who had hers. The ones who did, she had in her contacts list. She quickly memorized this one for later before picking up. She leaned back against her kitchen counter with her coffee in her hand. “Hello?” Her voice was still deep from having just gotten up.

“U-um, hi, Ryann…”

She smiled when she recognized the shy little voice, and blushed, remembering her unintentional flirting. Rachel had just been so cute, much like she was now. “Hi, Rachel.”

“Hi!” Rachel giggled from the other side. The reception wasn’t great in Ryann’s attic, so she came through a little distant. “I uh… I was wondering if you… You know the thing… That stuff you said uh…” she stammered.

Ryann giggled softly. “Me drinking you up?” she purred into the phone and got a little squeak as an answer. “What about it?”

“Well… I have the evening free… and all of the night… I um… I was wondering if you wanted to hang out and… you know. Do the thing.”

“Sure,” Ryann chuckled. “My place or yours? Or do you want me to treat you to someplace?”

“My place is fine!” Rachel said quickly. It sounded like she was smiling. “Um… I still live with my parents, I hope that’s not a problem… Oh, but they’re not home!”

Ryann smiled softly and turned around, switching the phone to her other hand to finish preparing her coffee. “Don’t worry about me. I’d love to come over to your place.”

“Are you sure?” Rachel asked nervously. “If you’d rather we go to your place to be alone…”

“I want you to be comfortable,” Ryann said.

“Okay… Sorry, I just feel a little embarrassed, still living at home at twenty-one.”

“Why?” Ryann chuckled, her tone light and gentle. “You don’t have to move out because you’re suddenly considered an adult. And you don’t have to be embarrassed about it.” She hummed softly at the smell of her coffee. A heightened sense of smell could be amazing in moments like this.

Rachel sighed softly over the phone. “That’s really nice of you to say,” she said, sounding a little relieved. “All my friends keep asking me when I’m gonna move out.”

“Screw them,” Ryann scoffed, putting the mug to her lips for a sip. She only almost burned her tongue. “If they’re so eager for you to move out of your parents’ home, they can help, right?” She blew over the cup a little, took another little sip and shuddered pleasantly.

Rachel giggled. It was such a soft and happy sound. “I guess I’ll tell them that next time. So… You wanna come by later?”

Ryann hummed and licked some coffee off her lip. “Tell you what,” she said, putting the mug down and getting a pen and a slip of paper. “You give me your address, I’ll finish my coffee and then I’ll come over for a little nibble, okay?”

Rachel laughed. “Right, sounds good.” She sounded really relieved and much less nervous now. Ryann smiled at that. It felt good to make the cute girl smile.

She took down the address and quickly checked how far it was going to be. “I’ll be there in about… say, forty minutes,” she said to Rachel.

“Sure! You better be hungry when you get here,” Rachel giggled. It still sounded a little shy. Who could blame her, it was probably her first time donating blood to a vampire.

“I will be,” Ryann said back, smiling. She planned to run there. That would wake her up fully.

“See you then!”

Ryann hung up, feeling pretty good about everything. She downed her coffee quickly, grateful that she’d already grabbed a shower beforehand, and got dressed. The sun was setting slowly, and she quickly checked the projected sundown time on her phone. Ryann clicked her tongue in mild annoyance. She would run a little late, not having considered that.

Things to remember for the future.

She went through her drawers quickly, opting for her nicest-looking pair of dark green cotton pants, a white tank top, and a flat, golden chain that rested heavy on her chest. It was a simple design, but still looked nice, with the tank top loose enough to grant glimpses of her tattoos. She grabbed her leather jacket and sighed contentedly as she slipped it on. It wasn’t just stylish, the smell of it and the way it hugged her body were familiar and pleasant. She would have worn it for her hunt, but she hadn’t wanted to risk ruining it.

Ryann hummed to herself as she slipped on her shoes in the last light of the dying day, tied her still somewhat moist hair up into a ponytail and jumped out the window once more. She caught the railing of the fire escape, vaulted over it, and made her way down a bit more sensibly. Her wound didn’t hurt anymore. She felt as strong as she had been before her coma. Her feet barely touched the ground, dropping from the fire escape, before she ran lost herself in the rhythm of the movements. She took a deep breath and let the distance melt away under the movements of her body. She crossed through familiar alleys, rushed across streets at the last second. There was a little park on the way, and Ryann smiled as the wind brought her the scent of grass and trees.

The sky was still somewhat light at the horizon, but she remained in the shadows. She could still enjoy the sun somewhat, and she smiled a little at the colours across the horizon illuminating the clouds.

The burning in her lungs pushed her onwards and made her smile widen. Ryann crossed the street before the park, vaulted over a railing and the bench located beneath it, calling out a little “sorry” to the spooked couple she passed this way. She breathed deep, smelling birds and little animals. The air of the park smelled really nice and fresh after the rain.

Darkness fell gradually and dipped her vision into shades of grey and black with little globes of light from the lamps dotting the path. A strange itch overcame her. Ryann hunched lower, making herself smaller as she ran faster, pushing harder. She could feel the gravel beneath her feet crunch and give way with every step before locking in and let her push herself on. Her legs burned as she got faster and faster, then she hit her peak. The fastest she could go, rushing through the park, having crossed a considerable distance in no time at all. She strained harder, wanting to go even quicker. Fire burned in her lungs, her heartbeat thundered faster than her steps.

Blood burned in her stomach. Like a valve blowing open and releasing pressure, heat coursed through Ryann’s veins. Her eyes shot open at the sudden feeling of lightness overcoming her. The ground seemed to rise up to meet her feet, and the strain in her thighs and calves was gone as she flew even faster through the night.

She was quickly approaching the end of the park, a high brick wall with a grey railing sitting atop it so people on the street didn’t fall down. Her first instinct was to run onto the bench and jump…

No, she could do better. She was weightless. The explosive power in her limbs was immense. Her arms flew up, adding to her momentum, as she performed a running leap. She soared through the air under the cover of darkness, clearing the entirety of the three metre wall— 

Her ankle got caught on the edge. Pain flashed up Ryann’s shin. Her momentum abruptly turned downward and she brought her hands up just in time to catch herself. Momentarily disoriented, she rolled across the ground and came to a halt.

Ryann groaned softly and rolled onto her back. That hurt… But it was pretty fucking awesome.

The heat in her belly died down as she sat up. She grunted when she saw her opened palms. Dark blood slowly seeped from the fresh injuries. She’d overestimated herself a little. It had to have been one of the gifts Logan had talked about. Enhanced strength. The blood she had drunk had fuelled her, giving her speed and power. And now, as she watched, the heat travelled from her belly up to her hands, and the bleeding stopped almost immediately. A moment later, gradually, the raw and torn skin began to close up.

Ryann laughed. She couldn’t help herself. With this kind of ability, she could win any fight! Not that she would use it in a regular match, she wasn’t a cheater, and that wouldn’t be any fun. But Micky? Oh yeah, she’d take his fucking head off with this.

“Are you okay?”

Ryann looked up at the rough, raspy voice, and was treated to the sight of a pretty, butch woman. Her white-blond hair was cropped short in an undercut. Ryann could see tattoos peeking out from under her dress shirt, snaking up the back of her neck in black, red, and blue ink. The backs of her hands were tattooed with beautiful flowers, one fire blue with a golden core, the other red with the same. They looked vaguely like Dahlia Blue Flowers to Ryann, all spiky and sharp. The stranger reached a hand out to help her up, but Ryann didn’t take it. She wanted to keep her blood away from the woman’s white shirt.

This stranger looked very interesting. Her skin was pale, almost milky white, and her eyes were pinkish red. Some form of albinism, if Ryann had to guess, though it hadn’t come up in her studies in detail.

She was pretty, too. Her jawline was sharp and defined, and the full lips pulled into a gentle frown. Her gaze was piercing, but Ryann couldn’t find it in herself to be intimidated, instead raising her bloody hands. “Sorry, don’t want to get you dirty,” she chuckled.

The woman hummed softly, seeming not really amused. She couldn’t be much older than Ryann. The white button-down she wore stretched gently over a muscular build. She pulled a handkerchief out of her pocket, placing it in her hand before offering it to Ryann again. “Come on,” she said.

Ryann took the hand. No need to be rude, after all. The woman pulled Ryann up with ease, a testament to her strength, despite being a few inches shorter than Ryann. Being so close now, Ryann could smell her, her blood, her natural scent… everything. She licked her lips, catching herself as her eyes wandered down the open front of the woman’s shirt, to where she could see the clear line of muscles along the sternum.

“Sorry,” Ryann chuckled. She looked down at her hands, trying to hide her thirst. “I uh… Well, I didn’t raise my legs enough, I guess.”

“Yeah, looked like it. Quite the leap,” the woman hummed softly. When had she started cleaning Ryann’s hand? And why did she look so sombre as she did it? Her touch was so gentle…

“Sure, something like that,” Ryann said casually. Her eyes fluttered at the scent again and the hunger made her mouth water. There was no way this woman could have seen her leap higher than any record holder, it was too dark, and she didn’t smell like a Blood. No, she smelled even better—

“Ow, fuck,” Ryann muttered as the woman continued cleaning. That one kinda stung.

“Sorry,” the woman said, looking up at her. “Didn’t think you were so delicate.”

“Am not,” Ryann muttered. “I’ll just clean it up and slap a bandage on it.” Not that she needed it. It was already getting to a point where she’d have to pull her hand away or explain how she was healing so fast.

“Well, keep this to help,” the woman said, pushing the handkerchief into Ryann’s hand. She pointed over her shoulder. “There’s a water fountain about fifty metres that way. You should clean yourself up. Don’t wanna get mistaken for a serial killer.”

“Been there, not pleasant,” Ryann joked.

The woman smirked. It was just for a moment, but she looked even prettier right then. The wry little smile vanished, and she put a hand on her hip. “Yeah? Sounds like a fun story. You should tell me sometime,” she said and walked past, conversation apparently over.

“Oh, uh… maybe?” Ryann said, flustered and caught off guard. This woman was gorgeous, and that intoxicating smell was addling her mind. “How would I do that? Or get this back to you?”

The stranger turned around, pointed to Ryann’s hand and gave her a little wink before turning back and continuing on her way. Looking at the handkerchief, Ryann saw the phone number stitched onto it. It looked like very neat work, too.

“Fucking smooth,” she muttered as she dabbed the handkerchief at her closing wound. “I should be taking notes.” Not that she really felt up to anything relationship-related at the moment, but someday, maybe. And besides, she could ask if her new friend was interested in giving blood for a good cause.

The good cause was Ryann.

She followed the direction Meg (her name was stitched next to the number) had pointed and found the fountain easily enough. She passed very few people on the way, too, and they were only mildly freaked out by her smiling at them with her blood-covered hands.

She washed them under the cold stream of the water, rubbing the quickly drying blood off. Her arms and elbow still hurt, up to her shoulder, but the greatest injury was already gone. Only a slight reddening of the skin marked where she had gotten hurt and chafed the skin open. She had even managed to keep her leather jacket without more than a few dirt stains that were easy to brush off. All in all, not the worst fall she’d ever had.

She washed the handkerchief as well, and folded it to press out the water after she had rinsed the blood out as best she could with her limited means. Ryann slipped it into her pocket and thought about her newfound healing ability. She could feel the blood hunger in her gut. Like a secondary stomach, a need or desire for that liquid warmth trickling down her throat. How much of her reserve had she used for that sprint? How much to heal her hands, which sported smooth skin now? She had to be more sparing until she had a steady supply.

Humming to herself, Ryann checked the street signs. This was the right neighbourhood. She actually remembered coming here a lot, back before she moved to a different part of town for an apartment closer to the hospital and her gym.

She took the rest of the way a little slower, winding down from her run. The hunger inside her made her want to sprint and test the air for a hint of Rachel’s scent.

She kicked herself a little. Get your fucking head in the game, Ryann thought to herself. You’re here to drink some blood and make sure Rachel has a good time too. Just some casual vampire-human interaction. A little blood donation, if you will. Don’t get carried away and make it weird. You got this. You can control this.

Of course she could. Enough juicy, blood-filled people had walked by her, and she hadn’t even given them a second glance. Amos Finch had been an unfortunate accident in a dangerous situation. This was completely different.

Yeah. She clenched her fist, a little nervous now. Completely different.

Rachel’s place turned out to be an inauspicious little two-story house, surrounded by just enough of a garden to be pleasantly quaint with its flowerbeds. That was the first thing Ryann actually noticed about the place. You couldn’t really see into the garden from the street, the hedges were too high. An arch of metal supported blooming roses (closed at the late hour) above the little gate, allowing a narrow view onto a path of white, uneven tiles and green grass leading up to the white door.

Ryann called Rachel’s cell. After a moment, she picked up.

“Ryann?” she asked, sounding excited and nervous.

“Hey,” Ryann said. A warm little smile crept onto her face. “I’m at your house. I wanted to know if you wanna let me in or if I should climb through a window. You know, really play up the vampire part.”

“Don’t I need to invite you in?” Rachel giggled. A light turned on in one of the upstairs rooms, the one on the left, and the window opened. Rachel looked out and waved to Ryann. “I’ll be right down,” she said into the phone, looking a bit sheepish and whispering.

Ryann smirked. “Don’t bother, cute stuff.” She hung up, already letting the garden gate fall shut behind her, and casually let her hair down. She flipped it once.

The front door was shadowed by a little outcropping and a roof, and below Rachel’s room there was a wooden lattice, white and wrapped with plants. Further below another outcropping with a window, a tiny turret. Easy.

Ryann put her phone back in her pocket, looked up to give Rachel a smirk and a wink, and started climbing. She jumped up, caught the edge of the roof above the door and pushed her feet against the column supporting it. It was a simple thing to walk and scramble up fully. The red roof tiles were secure under her feet, and she walked to the turret beneath Rachel’s window, pulling herself up on that. She casually climbed the wooden lattice, not lingering to put any weight on it, and easily reached Rachel’s windowsill. Within less than ten seconds she was half sitting on it, smirking as Rachel took a surprised step back. The cute girl looked utterly awed, eyes wide and pretty mouth hanging open.

Ryann leaned in, giggling. “So? Ready to get bitten?” she purred. Her voice had turned a little husky at the intoxicating scent, like honey and fresh rain, eliciting strangely the memory of sunlight…

“That… You… That was amazing!” Rachel burst out. “How did you do that??”

Ryann giggled again, smiling at the girl. “You’re cute, you know that?” she said and got an adorable little blush out of Rachel. She swung her legs over the windowsill, now sitting fully inside the room. “I do parkour as a hobby,” she explained.

“Oh, so those aren’t your vampire powers?” Rachel giggled and fidgeted gently with her asymmetrical bob cut, which was pretty and freshly brushed.

“Nope, all me.” She smiled at Rachel. Thank god she was taking the vampire thing so well. Ryann had honestly thought it would have been more of an ask.

“Nice place,” she added with a little smirk and looked around. The room was conservatively decorated. A desk in the corner, tidy save for a few books, a wardrobe next to the door, both looking like standard, boring IKEA furniture, a brown guitar in the corner… The large, metal bed frame and the patterned white and light blue sheets were probably the things with the most character in the room. Though the modern look was disturbed a bit by the huge, old crucifix hanging above the bed

“So… You’re here,” Rachel said a bit awkwardly.

“I am,” Ryann chuckled, looking Rachel over. She was wearing a fresh, white tank top, black, ripped pants and her cross necklace… and that was it. She looked so small and cute, brushing her hair sheepishly back behind her ear and struggling to both keep eye contact and hide her blush.

“You’re… in my room,” she mumbled, looking like she was trying to suppress a nervous, goofy smile.

“Yeah. I climbed in through the window.” Ryann took off her shoes and left them beneath the radiator under the windowsill. She also stripped off her leather jacket and folded it, setting it down next to her, and leaned her arm up against the window frame. Rachel looked her over and blushed more. It was probably a little nerve wracking to donate blood like this. Ryann was a little nervous herself. She stayed at the windowsill to let Rachel get used to the vampire in the room..

“I-I know,” Rachel muttered. “I was there.”

“You were. You were staring at me,” Ryann hummed.

Rachel blushed deeper at Ryann gently teasing her. “You were… amazing, really. That was hot… skills. You are. You have, I mean, Jesus…” She stammered a little more, letting Ryann know exactly how impressed she was. She fidgeted a little.

“Aw, thanks cutie,” Ryann purred with a gentle chuckle. “But you don’t have to be so nervous. I might be a vampire, but I’m still just a person.” She slid off the windowsill and stood in the room. She had to hunch a bit, this close to the window where the ceiling was slanted much like in her own apartment, and loomed over Rachel as a result. She decided to take the opportunity to wrap an arm around Rachel’s waist and pull her close. “Hi.” It came out in a husky purr.

“Hi…” Rachel whispered, so red now that her blush was creeping down her neck. Her head barely reached Ryann’s shoulders.

Ryann smiled down at her. “You ready for me to drink you? You got some stuff for the bleeding?”

“Y-Yeah… I-Is there gonna be a lot of blood?” Rachel muttered. “I, uh… I’ve never done this before…” She looked away sheepishly.

I would have been surprised if you had. Ryann chuckled softly and ran a finger along Rachel’s jaw. “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of it. There’s not gonna be that much blood.” She licked her lips. “And whatever spills on you, I can always lick up… ”

Rachel blushed harder. Ryann could smell her excitement as she nodded. “O-okay,” she whispered. “So… We doing this?”

Ryann smirked down at her. She didn’t detect any of that delectable fear. That was good. She wanted Rachel to be comfortable. “Sure,” she purred. “You smell like you’re ready.” She slowly pushed Rachel back towards the bed. The girl squeaked as she hit her calves against the soft mattress and fell onto it, as if just seeing Ryann had made her knees weak. “But… let’s start slow, hm?” Ryann said and smiled down at Rachel. She wanted to just dive into the main course, but she restrained herself. Hunger burned in her gut and she could smell the cute girl everywhere in the room, suffused with the floral scent on the breeze from the open window. She smelled… warm. That was the best way to say it. Warm and sweet. If that was a way to describe a scent, it fit the girl on the bed before Ryann to a T.

Rachel blushed deeper and moved back a little as Ryann leaned over her, bracing her hands either side of her blood donor. She followed Rachel, almost prowling after her, gaze locked on the girl’s jade and golden honey eyes as she leaned lower. At the next shift forward, she placed her hand over Rachel’s, keeping her there with her back against the pillows and headboard. She leaned in more and nuzzled to Rachel’s skin. Her lips gently brushed down her neck as she tried to find a good spot.

Rachel made a soft squeaking sound as the breath she’d held escaped just a little. Ryann smiled and pressed her lips to the spot she wanted to bite. She looked up at Rachel, asking her permission to go a little further.

Rachel nodded ever so faintly. Her cheeks were flushed red. Ryann felt the pumping of blood under her donor’s skin, the vein carrying blood to her heart. She gently nipped at it with her dull front teeth, just to let Rachel get used to the feeling. She got another little squeak out of the cute girl, whose free hand had moved from Ryann’s hip to her back. It slipped under her tank top. She flexed her back muscles a bit, smirking against Rachel’s neck, even though she was getting a little flustered herself at the touch.

The soft gasps escaping Rachel were music to Ryann’s ears. She couldn’t help it. She felt her hunger deepen and nipped at Rachel’s pulse again before breathing gently over her neck as she opened her mouth. She didn’t want to hurt Rachel. She wouldn’t bite the major veins, just to be safe, and she wouldn’t bite deep into the muscle. A little prick to the skin was all she needed.

The hunger in her gut was like a dull, throbbing ache in time with Rachel’s heartbeat. A deep clicking sound, almost a purr, emerged from her throat as she felt the hunger rise and get stronger inside her. She needed more than just a little. She needed this entire, beautiful girl. She needed her blood.

Then the sudden scent of arousal filled Ryann’s sinuses and jarred her out of the eager trance she’d found herself in. She flinched back. She had almost torn into Rachel, with the blood hunger in full control.

Suddenly Ryann was very scared. She pushed away from the smaller girl, who looked up at her in a kind of nervous confusion. “What’s wrong?” Rachel asked nervously. “Did I do something wrong…?”

She hadn’t done anything. “I-I…” Ryann looked at her, feeling just as caught off guard as Rachel looked. “I’m sorry. Oh fuck. I’m sorry,” she whispered and backed away a bit further. Shame forced down the hunger. She had almost hurt this sweet, kind person who’d offered to give her her blood.

More than that… Without the blood hunger clouding her mind, she could tell one thing for sure: She and Rachel had not gone into this expecting the same.

Ryann had expected a blood donation.

Rachel had very clearly expected sex. The way her thighs were clenched together, the pervasive scent of her arousal in the air… You’d have to be absolutely stupid to not notice. That, or a starved Blood wanting to feed.

“What?” Rachel asked nervously. She blushed really hard and pulled her hand away from where it had played under her waistband. “What happened…? I thought…”

“I, uh… I can’t do this. Right now,” Ryann said clumsily. Fuck… what do I say? Oh no… Don’t start crying, please don’t… “I-It’s okay!” she said quickly as Rachel’s frightful eyes got more and more watery. She wasn’t sure whether she should move off the girl, or if creating more distance would set her off even more. So she just gripped Rachel’s hand a little tighter, still gentle, and ran a thumb over the soft palm, feeling its warmth. “I’m sorry! It’s not you, I promise!”

Rachel looked up at her in embarrassment. “So what’s wrong?” she asked softly.

“I… fuck, I’m sorry…” Ryann whispered again. There was no way she could reveal to Rachel what she had wanted. Not without telling her that she was actually a vampire, and of course she hadn’t believed her! Stupid! Ryann thought angrily to herself. So fucking stupid! What were you thinking??

“I…” Tears stung Ryann’s eyes. She didn’t want to lie. But she couldn’t tell Rachel what she was. She’d almost torn into her just now. What if learning about the supernatural made Rachel seek it out? What if she got herself hurt? Or someone else?

I can’t let that happen, Ryann decided.

She looked away and got off Rachel fully. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I thought I could do this… But I’ve got some stuff going on, and… I can’t. I’m really sorry.” Her voice was an ashamed stammer. She couldn’t bear to look into those golden eyes.

She wanted to flinch away when she heard movement on the bed, and almost did when a hand touched hers. “Hey,” Rachel whispered softly. “It’s okay. Sometimes… Sometimes you just need a bit of time.” She gently tugged at Ryann’s hand.

Ryann looked at her and almost broke out in tears at the soft, kind look on Rachel’s face. She didn’t deserve that kindness from someone she had almost hurt so much. “I’m really sorry,” she whispered. “I ruined your night.”

The girl at her side hesitated for a moment. Then she spoke. “Honestly… Maybe this is for the best,” she said, in a warm and honest voice. “I was scared to say it earlier, but… I don’t think I was ready either.”

Ryann stared down at her and saw Rachel’s sheepish blush. So she hadn’t actually wanted this? She almost looked a little relieved. Ryann let out a soft, self-deprecating laugh. “Fuck…” She rubbed her face. After a moment, she looked at Rachel again. “Can we just, like, hug for a second? Just as friends.”

Rachel smiled a bit at that and opened her arms, and Ryann leaned down to nuzzle into her warmth and hold her close. She was still shaking. And she was still upset at herself. But at least, by a stroke of luck, she hadn’t completely ruined what had to be Rachel’s first experience with sex.

* * *

Ryann found that she enjoyed talking to Rachel much more than she did nuzzling into her and preparing to taste her blood. The experience had shaken both of them, and even though they’d shared a long, warm hug, Ryann still felt bad. So she kept apologizing, and Rachel kept telling her that it was fine.

“I really am sorry,” she still muttered as they sat on the edge of Rachel’s bed.

“It really is okay,” the sweet girl tried to reassure her. “I…” She blushed and clenched her fists on her knees as she looked aside. “As I said, I wasn’t ready either…”

Ryann gave her a curious look. “You sure?” she asked softly. Something I did, maybe? Well, I did almost bite her… And the purring, fuck… She couldn’t tell Rachel what was really going on. But she also didn’t want to lie to her.

Rachel groaned and looked away. “You’ll probably think I’m really stupid.”

“I would never!” Ryann said with a gentle frown. “You don’t have to tell me. I know that my own shit is… complicated.”

“It’s nothing super complicated,” the smaller girl said quickly. “Just… embarrassing.” She gave Ryann a bashful look that was answered with a gentle, questioning expression. Rachel sighed and rubbed her face. “My friends kept teasing me about it,” she muttered. “Still being a virgin, you know? Making jabs at me and my faith and… I wanted to show them, you know?”

“Oh.” Ryann rubbed her neck. “And then you met me and I…”

“Well…” Rachel blushed harder. “It was so new, I thought I could handle it, but… Honestly, I was pretty nervous.”

Ryann rubbed her eyes and kneaded the bridge of her nose. Fucking hell. So much for making sure she knew what I was talking about. Rachel still smelled incredibly good, incredibly enticing, and Ryann had completely lost her appetite. “Why’d you say yes?” she muttered. The words had passed over her lips before she realized it. “I mean… if you were nervous.”

“Well…” Rachel fidgeted, and Ryann could tell she was getting even more embarrassed. “You were the first queer person I’d ever really talked to. And you knew about me. You were… just amazing, really,” she finally managed. “I wanted to get to know you. Be your friend. It just… It took me a while to figure this out. I’ve never… never felt like this.”

Ryann rubbed her neck. This could not get any more awkward. She was the first lesbian Rachel had really talked to, and it was obvious to see that the girl had a little crush on her. It probably wasn’t romantic. Rachel had just met the first person who was like her, and so she’d conformed to what she’d thought Ryann had wanted from her. “I’m sorry,” she sighed. “I didn’t mean to… sour the whole thing for you.” She felt pretty bad about it. If she’d just been more specific about the vampire thing… But she didn’t really know Rachel. What if she told someone, even by accident? Kate’s scars came to mind.

As much as Ryann wanted to tell her, she couldn’t take that risk. It wasn’t her secret to tell. Not really.

But Rachel shook her head. “It wasn’t ruined!” she said quickly. “Honestly… Yeah, I wasn’t ready, but I’m still happy we’re here, talking! I still… I really liked talking to you at the ice cream shop.” She fidgeted her hands between her knees and was quiet for a bit. Then she asked, “Hey, if you don’t mind… Can I ask why you gave me your number? And were so… sweet to me?” She followed up quickly with, “I’m not asking you to explain why you stopped! I can tell something is bothering you, and I don’t wanna pry… But why be so nice to me?”

She looked at Rachel and met her honey golden eyes. “You just seemed really sweet,” she explained as much as she could. “It was obvious that you’d not had much queer contact.” She shrugged gently and giggled a little when Rachel’s eyes drifted to her shoulder with a huge blush. “And you were really cute,” she added and watched the smaller girl almost melt down. She averted her eyes as the blush crept down her neck, and fidgeted, far too flustered to reply to Ryann.

Ryann hummed softly. She wanted to put her arm around Rachel and pull her close, but she hesitated. Things were still a bit awkward. “Hey,” she said after a moment of thinking. “Wanna just grab a bite to eat together?” She was still hungry, but she needed something other than blood. She’d just go to the bar later. They’d let her buy some blood. Maybe even introduce her to the blood donors, and then she could ask them for help in how to deal with her latest fuck-up.

Rachel cleared her throat and looked up at her, still a little red. “Like… go out together?”

“Well… yeah. Or just order in,” Ryann said. She checked her phone. “There’s this Indonesian place that has great takeout. If we order quick, we can still get stuff.”

“Honestly… that sounds great!” Rachel beamed. “What’s good?”

Ryann pulled up the menu, and they quickly settled on a variety of grilled chicken, deep-fried fish, peanut sauce salad, and fried noodles. Ryann placed the order while Rachel went to the bathroom quickly. She made an excuse, but Ryann could still smell the involuntary arousal on her, and that couldn’t be comfortable. So she busied herself with the order and giving the right address.

After, as she put her phone away, Ryann hummed softly and sat down on the bed. She leaned back on her hands and watched the door with a gentle, regretful look. Rachel was sweet. Ryann really hadn’t wanted to ruin her night. Or week. Or just… make things awkward. But the hunger was harder to control than she’d anticipated. She wasn’t even all that desperate for food.

Maybe Logan can help me figure it out… She frowned, thoughts interrupted when a strange scent in the room caught her attention. She sniffed softly and tried to place the scent. It smelled familiar. A little like Carver… An animal? A dog! Ryann’s eyes lit up. Maybe Rachel had a little doggo? She got up to go to the door. I should really wait for her to come back… But puppy! She couldn’t help it. She was just going to take a little peek, to see if she could spot a doggo.

The smell intensified when she opened the door into a pleasantly boring hallway with light blue wallpaper and white doors to her right. To her left was a staircase leading down, and standing there was a small black and white mottled dog with pointy ears. It stared at Ryann with big, grey eyes, and its ears turned towards her as it cocked its head.

“Aw, hi puppy!” Ryann whispered happily and crouched down. She held a hand in front of her for the dog to sniff. But it didn’t come any closer, just stood there, stretched its neck, and sniffed from a distance. It drew back a bit and licked its snout before going back to sniffing.

A toilet flushed down the hall and, a couple of moments later, the white door opened to reveal Rachel, who was drying off her hands by shaking them a bit. She looked up in surprise when she noticed Ryann crouching in the hallway. “Oh, hey,” she said, walking over with a soft frown. “What are you doing?”

“Sorry,” Ryann chuckled, getting up and turning to her. “I thought I smelled a puppy and I had to check…”

“Oh? Lucy!” Rachel laughed and skidded down on her knees next to the doggo, ruffling her ears as she enthusiastically nuzzled into her. Lucy made little happy sounds and her tail wagged hard from side to side. “Aw, such a good puppy!” Rachel giggled. “You were coming to check on me, hm?” She looked up at Ryann. “This is Lucy, she’s the softest bean! Come, you can pet her! She’s always happy to see people!”

Ryann hesitated. Lucy growled at her when she reached over. She didn’t want to spook her, so she stopped. Maybe it was her new vampire side that gave Lucy some pause? “Apparently I’m not well liked,” Ryann hummed.

“Yeah…” Rachel smiled sheepishly. “She likes people, but she’s also very protective. She tends to bark at trash cans for no reason.”

Ryann giggled and smiled a little at that. “That’s adorable!” She really wanted to pet her. “I’ll wait until she comes to me. But she’s really pretty. How long have you had her?”

“A couple of years,” Rachel said as she pet the doggo. “She’s a tiny baby!” She snuggled Lucy, getting a grumble out of her as she kissed the head between the ears. Then Rachel sniffed and wrinkled her nose. “Oh, you need a bath, little lady! Did you go rolling in the flowers again? You know you’re not supposed to!”

Ryann chuckled, watching. The little doggo still gave her cautious looks and kept a steady distance between them when she and Rachel got up.

“What kind of dog is she?” Ryann asked excitedly as Rachel led her down the stairs. Lucy hurried down before them. She dashed into the kitchen, where Rachel led Ryann, and hid behind the kitchen counter. She watched them from around the corner, ears pointed up and head cocked in such an adorable manner.

“Border collie,” Rachel said, as she showed Ryann around. “She’s usually a real sweetheart…”

She hummed. “She can smell the gay,” she said as Rachel showed her into a comfortable living room with several couches and a TV. Ryann had never owned a TV. Her laptop had always worked perfectly fine for any of her needs.

Rachel giggled at that. “Maybe,” she laughed. “I mean, even I could smell the gay on you.”

“Yeah?” Ryann chuckled and leaned in a bit. “You saying I smell?” She couldn’t really help it. Despite their earlier… moment, Rachel was nothing but sweet and kind. In fact, she seemed even happier than when Ryann had been accidentally flirting with her. It was impossible not to joke, especially when it made Rachel blush, chuckle, and roll her eyes.

“I meeeean…” she hummed softly, joking and cheeks flushing a little.

“Well, you smell very nice.” Ryann decided to let her off easy.

But that still got Rachel to blush more. “Yeah?” she giggled happily. “Good! I don’t wanna be stinky.”

They spent some time on the couches, just talking about their favourite books, their hobbies, and what Ryann did for work. Just the mention of fighting matches made Rachel’s eyes sparkle. “So you weren’t lying when you said you’re a professional fighter?” she exclaimed in awe.

Ryann chuckled softly. “Well, yeah?” she said.

“Wow. Good thing Kevin didn’t fight you.”

She frowned gently. Who the hell is Kevin…?

Rachel noticed her look. “Kevin?” she said. “Larissa’s boyfriend? He tried to fight you…?”

“Oh shit, yeah!” Ryann said as she remembered the face to go with the name. “That asshole! Yeah, I would have probably sent him to the ER. Dunno why it’s always fucking straight people who try and pick fights with me. Like, I’m a lesbian, I specifically want nothing to do with them, but it’s like there’s a target on my back.”

Rachel giggled softly. “Yeah, you would probably have killed him. I honestly don’t know why they’re together.”

“Yeah, see, that’s the part I don’t get,” Ryann agreed, one leg up on the couch under her. Rachel was sitting just fully cross-legged. She leaned in a bit as she spoke. “Like, I’ve seen guys. I get that they can be attractive, even if I can’t be attracted to them, but what is up with people who date just fucking idiots? In the span of five sentences, all I got from him as a first impression was bigotry, sexism, and suicidal stupidity.”

“Yeah,” Rachel sighed. “Honestly, I think Larissa just got together with him for… well, some sort of weird social status thing. Like, she really needed to not be the last person in her friend group to get a boyfriend.”

“That’s dumb.” Ryann leaned back into the soft couch. It felt very luxurious to her.

“And he really tried to fight you…” Rachel shook her head. “He almost pissed himself when he left the shop.” There was a little smirk on her face that she couldn’t quite suppress.

Ryann smiled softly at her, leaning close to Rachel. Their shoulders brushed together and she felt warm at the little touch. It had been so long since she’d had any human contact that she really enjoyed, and Rachel was fun. And she didn’t have to talk about Bloods or anything else with her.

Her eyes ran over Rachel’s pretty little face and her little freckles before she looked back to her eyes, now lit up and happy. They glowed like gold in the gentle light, with a little ring of jade. Her whole personality was warm. Ryann had only known this girl for a day, and only interacted with her at best a couple of hours. But being with Rachel, she felt like she was sitting in the sun, and she couldn’t help but smile as she braced her chin on her fist.

She was so busy staring at Rachel’s honey-and-sunlight eyes that she didn’t notice the girl staring at her lips for a while. When she did, she chuckled softly. “What?” she asked, still smiling.

Rachel made eye contact and shrugged sheepishly. “Sorry… You just have a really pretty smile. And a pretty voice.”

She smiled softly at Rachel. “Thanks. You have a very pretty smile too,” she chuckled and felt a happy warmth in her chest at the compliments. For a moment, she just stared at Rachel. Rachel stared back, and Ryann didn’t know how long they spent like this, until the soft ringing of the doorbell jarred them out of it.

It came so unexpectedly both Ryann and Rachel jumped a little. Ryann huffed softly, just the tiniest bit annoyed. Her heart beat quickly. She had gotten lost in Rachel’s pretty eyes for a moment. They really were one of a kind. Who wouldn’t get lost in them?

“That’ll be our food,” she said as Rachel composed herself. “I’ll go get it.”

“Oh, I’ll come with!” Rachel hummed. “Just in case Lucy starts making a fuss!”

“Gotta keep the puppy back.” Ryann smiled and went to the door. She opened it, took their food, thanked the delivery guy, and pulled out her wallet.

It wasn’t until she opened it that she remembered her cash supply was running low. She barely had five dollars on her. She stared at her empty wallet and felt her heart sink when Rachel moved up beside her.

“Ooo, it smells nice!” the cute girl said, and Ryann had absolutely no idea how she’d survive the shame of asking Rachel to pay for the food after all.
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Rachel giggled softly as she took half the food into the kitchen. It really did smell amazing. She’d never had Indonesian food before, but apparently Ryann loved it, so she just had to try some.

Speaking of Ryann, she was still sulking gently as she brought the rest of the food. For someone so amazing and cool, she had been almost painfully awkward when she’d told her host that she had run out of cash. Honestly, Rachel had just wanted to pull her into a big hug and tell her it was okay.

Now that the moment had passed, she thought it was funny. “You looked so devastated,” she giggled as she put the stuff on the kitchen counter. Lucy still snuck around, sniffing at Ryann’s heels now. Maybe she really could smell the gay?

“Hush,” Ryann muttered with a soft grumble. “I wanted to treat you. To make it up to you.”

“Oh.” Rachel faltered for just a second before she put the smile back on. “Don’t worry about that. We were both not in the right space. You don’t have to make anything up to me.” She shuddered gently at the memory of Ryann nuzzling into her neck. Brushing her lips over it. Biting her. The sound she’d made that had resembled a purr… Rachel bit her lip gently. If they had kept going, would she have enjoyed it? Because she had enjoyed that first part, at least physically.

But she’d been nervous. She hadn’t been sure if she really wanted it, or if she was just trying to prove something. It wasn’t how she wanted her first time to be, she’d realized. And talking with Ryann made everything else pale in comparison. The big woman was utterly beautiful. Her muscles, her smile, her laugh, her voice… There was a faint accent to it that enticed Rachel and drew her attention. She wanted to never be away from that voice and the clever, funny person it belonged to.

“Still,” Ryann grumbled. “I’ll treat you next time.”

That made her heart flutter a bit. “There’s a next time?” she asked with a soft, nervous smile. Please let there be a next time.

Ryann put the bags down on the kitchen counter and looked at her with a little frown. “Well, yeah,” she said and rubbed her neck gently. “If you want there to be a next time.”

Rachel smiled happily. “I… yeah. I wouldn’t mind there being a next time. If the food is good!” she added quickly with a teasing smirk.

Ryann snorted. “Oh, it’s good,” she said.

“You better be right, or else!” Rachel joked.

Ryann was right. Rachel had never tried many foreign foods. The flavours were mixed, all new and different. It took a moment to get used to, but pretty soon she couldn’t get enough. She watched Ryann as they ate and talked, and she blushed gently when her eyes involuntarily drifted to her guest’s shoulders not once, but three times. The third time, Ryann caught her.

Rachel only noticed Ryann staring after a couple of seconds of slowly chewing deep fried fish. She realized the big woman had stopped telling her where she lived and how she liked to jog a lot, and was just looking at her with a raised eyebrow.

“Sorry!” Rachel giggled, blushing deeper. “Your tattoos are just really pretty!”

“Yeah?” Ryann reached out and turned her arm a bit so Rachel could inspect them. This had the unfortunate side effect that her muscles tensed under the skin. She was lean but still so thick that Rachel could practically imagine the power those arms must pack.

Rachel cleared her throat. “So… Did you get these because you are a lesbian?” she asked. Then she blinked and realized just how stupid that sounded. She hid her blushing face behind her hands as Ryann laughed out loud, much to her dismay. “Shush!” she whined softly. “I didn’t mean…! You’re, like, a fighter!” Her words came out in a flustered stammer. The first queer friend she had, and she was making a fool of herself!

Nice going, Rachel. She thinks you’re an idiot!

But Ryann just seemed really amused. “Aw, does the baby gay have some questions about lesbian tattoo culture?” she giggled.

“Stop…” Rachel grumbled. She wanted to die of embarrassment and stuffed a little more food into her mouth to chew angrily.

Ryann just leaned back, giggling and biting her lip gently. (She was so pretty when she did that, and her hair fell so beautifully over her shoulder and back!) “But you’re so cute!” she teased a little more.

Rachel glared at her with what she hoped was ferocity. “I don’t know this stuff yet!” she complained. “You don’t gotta call me a baby!” She tried not to pout. She didn’t know how well she did.

“Cute,” Ryann chuckled. “Either way, you’ve got the whining down.” A smirk was firmly stuck on her lips. “So you’re doing really well in the baby gay department.”

“I’m gonna kick your shins!” Rachel grumbled. Then she saw Ryann smirk wider and pouted more at her. “Ryannnn, stOP!!”

“Aww, but you’re being so adorable!” The big woman smiled at her. “All the girls are gonna love you if you keep that up.”

“Ryann…” Rachel blushed more.

“What? You don’t wanna get more queer lady friends?”

“…”

“Or a girlfriend?”

Rachel’s cheeks flushed hard. “Ryann!” She couldn’t think about girlfriends! She was barely out to herself, she couldn’t just go around holding hands with a pretty, tall woman with a beautiful voice and a smile that made her melt…

The big woman smirked and leaned in to brace her chin on her hand. “Someone’s thinking about it!”

“You were the one who started it!” Rachel grumbled. She didn’t want to think about girlfriends. She’d almost hooked up with Ryann. And clearly neither of them had liked it. Or rather, neither of them had felt right. It would be better to take things slow.

Ryann’s expression softened. “I’m sorry, Rachel. I was just teasing. But in my defence,” she added with that insufferably charming smile of hers, “you made it too easy.”

Rachel huffed and, after a long, tense moment, looked at Ryann. She was still bright red. “Okay. Fine. Maybe I’m a little bit gay,” she said. “But if you tease me again, your shins are mine.”

Ryann smiled. “Okay, sure,” she purred, again with that pretty, almost animalistic sound. She went back to eating, delicately biting into some fried chicken and peeling a little chunk away just with her teeth. Rachel didn’t know why her eyes kept lingering at Ryann’s lips. Her teeth were very pretty. The canines a little long, maybe, enticingly so, making her remember the nips from earlier and making her imagine actual bites…

Her teeth are ‘pretty’?? Jesus Christ, Rachel! She wanted to sink into the earth. But she couldn’t deny just how pretty everything about Ryann was. Even the way she ate.

Even the way she glanced over and still smirked.

Rachel narrowed her eyes. “Stop it,” she said.

“Didn’t say anything,” Ryann hummed playfully.

“You didn’t have to, I can see you still smirking!” Rachel grumbled and rested her chin on her hands with a little pout. “Don’t be mean! I’ve only been a lesbian for a week or so!” She grabbed another deep fried fish and took a bite.

“Well, you’ve been out for a week. You’ve probably always been a lesbian,” Ryann said, though she did make an effort to stop smirking. “And hey, I know that must be pretty scary. Something completely new and unexpected…”

Rachel groaned. “Yeah…” she sighed. “I’m just nervous about it, you know?” She picked up her fork to poke at her salad a little. It was just all so strange and new. “Ever since I came out to myself, I’ve been struggling with who I am. I always had this vision of who I’d be, who I am, and it was…” She frowned and turned her fork, looking at the food. “Well, it was bland, boring, and felt wrong. It just wasn’t me. But it was something secure.”

Ryann cocked her head gently. “You don’t have to be anything,” she said softly and reached out to put her warm hand over Rachel’s. “Just… take it slow. Be yourself. Figure out what you enjoy.”

She looked up at Ryann. “Does that work?”

“Usually,” Ryann said with a little smile. “It worked for me when I actually started trying things out. Going to the gym was just because I wanted to be strong. And after going a few times, I was addicted. Same with kickboxing.”

Rachel smiled a little at that. “I guess you’re a perfect example, then,” she said with a small giggle. 

Ryann ran a thumb over her knuckles. The touch made Rachel shudder ever so gently. Being around girls had always had that effect on her. And now that she knew why, it made her colour even darker.

“It gets better,” the big woman said softly, looking up from their hands and into Rachel’s eyes. “Look, I know people say that all the time, but it’s true. You’re not alone in this.”

“Yeah?” Rachel smiled a bit nervously. “How am I not alone?”

“Well… I think I’d consider us friends.” Ryann squeezed Rachel’s hand gently. “So… I could be your companion on this journey.” She smiled a little. “You’re not the only one with big changes in her recent life.”

Rachel tilted her head questioningly. “Do you wanna talk about it?”

Ryann sighed and rubbed her neck. “It’s… complicated. But I wanna take a step back and reevaluate some stuff.” She gave Rachel a little smile.

Rachel looked deep into her new friend’s eyes and saw something hurt and sad there. She turned her hand under Ryann’s so she could squeeze back. “Okay,” she said, smiling. “We can do this together. You’re not alone either. And, for the record… I’m glad you still wanna be my friend.”

“You bought me food,” Ryann joked.

“Did I? Or did you coerce into buying some?” Rachel giggled a bit as Ryann squirmed. “You can make it up to me by telling me about your tattoos,” she hummed.

Ryann rolled her eyes. She placed some food between her lips and crunched down on it. Rachel’s eyes were briefly drawn to the scar at her lips. She had four scars on her face in total. On her eyebrow, her lip, near one eye… and one pulling all the way across her face. Somehow she wore them so well, Rachel didn’t even consider them foreign marks or wounds. They were just a part of her.

“Alright,” Ryann eventually said with her pretty, deep voice. “Which one do you wanna know about?”

Rachel stared at her, a bit stumped. She looked them all over. “Well… Your feathers. They’re big.”

“Oh, yeah.” Ryann chuckled softly. “They weren’t actually my first ones. I wanted something that reminded me of freedom.”

“Can I touch it?” Rachel didn’t know where that question came from, but it was out there. She flushed hard, wondering if Ryann would call her out on it.

But Ryann just raised an eyebrow and nodded. She pulled her hand away from Rachel’s and leaned onto the table.

Rachel reached out a little sheepishly. Her fingertips brushed over the thick muscles and traced a feather, and she couldn’t help the nervous feeling rising in her belly. Ryann’s shoulder looked so hard. So tough. All of her did. Her muscles were like smooth boulders packed onto her bones. But she was soft. And her skin was warm under Rachel’s touch.

“This… Your flowers…” Rachel said softly as she ran her hand over them, down Ryann’s arm a little. “Wouldn’t it have been easier to just have them outlined, instead of completely black?”

“It’s a blackout tattoo,” Ryann explained. “I liked the look of it.”

Rachel nodded. “It does look good… Did it hurt?” Was it her imagination, or did Ryann lean into the touch a bit as she hummed softly?

“It hurt,” Ryann said and smiled. “It hurt a lot. But it was worth it.”

“They’re amazing.” Rachel smiled and pulled her hand away. She immediately wanted to put it back. She already missed the feeling under her fingers, the smooth warmth, the way the muscles were soft but could flex to such strength as Ryann moved a little… “Do you think you’re gonna get more?” she finally managed to ask.

“Hm, yeah, I think so,” Ryann said. “There’s this spot on my neck that feels a bit… empty. Not sure what I’m gonna put there yet.” She rubbed the space gently. Rachel craned her neck to see. There was indeed an empty space that went from her hairline all the way down between her wings, over a powerful neck to where her muscles bulged at the back…

Rachel cleared her throat as heat pooled at her cheeks. “So, uh, speaking of stuff I wanna know about you,” she said awkwardly. “I’ve been wondering for a while…”

“Yeah?” Ryann chuckled, apparently happy to be interrogated. “Ask away, cutie.”

“You have a really pretty voice. What’s that accent? I’ve been trying to figure it out all night.”

Ryann gave her a faint, teasing smirk. “Oh, that’s a secret,” she said mysteriously. “Besides, if we’re speaking of pretty voices, your laugh is pretty. You should get to do that a lot more.”

Rachel giggled and leaned a little closer. “Suuuure,” she hummed and didn’t let Ryann change the subject. But the compliment did make her chest warm gently. “You’re just saying that to distract me.”

“Oh? That was distracting?” Ryann’s smirk told Rachel all she needed to know.

She gasped and batted gently at Ryann’s thick biceps. “Ryann!” she complained. “Stop, we’re talking about you!”

“Fine…” That smile didn’t vanish, though.

Rachel grumbled softly. It was entirely too easy for Ryann to get her flustered. Her new friend was just so pretty and confident. She cleared her throat. “What do I get if I figure out your accent?” she asked firmly.

Ryann shrugged her big shoulders. “I dunno?” she mused. “Free personal training?” She looked almost a little flustered herself.

“Sounds like you just want an excuse to put me through the wringer for trying to uncover your mysteries,” Rachel hummed and tapped her chin a little, playfully. There was no reason for Ryann to ask her to come work out. She was nowhere near her level.

“You don’t have to if you don’t want to.” Ryann tilted her head a little. “But I need a workout partner. So I thought I’d offer.”

“But I’m not good at that…” She frowned gently and watched Ryann raise an eyebrow. “I mean, I do my pushups, but that’s it…”

“So?” the big woman said. “Never too late to learn. You don’t have to decide now. But, you know, having muscles kinda rocks, right?” She flexed one more time.

“Yeah, you rock…” Rachel muttered. “I mean, it rocks! I mean…” She hid her flushed face. “Um, our food is getting cold…” She gestured vaguely at it.

Ryann laughed softly, and that laugh made Rachel want to both smile and hide herself a little more. She had such a pretty laugh. Deep, powerful, and full of emotion. “You’re so adorable,” the big woman chuckled.

“Hush!” Rachel grumbled. “I’m just not that confident. I guess… I guess that’s just not me.” She looked down at her plate for a moment.

“Rachel…” She perked up a little when Ryann said her name. “You can be confident. It’s just a matter of practice.”

“I don’t know,” she muttered. She rubbed her arm nervously. “I try, but I feel… aggressive.” She wanted to tell her friends off whenever they were being insensitive or rude. She wanted to be confident enough to speak up when something bothered her. But she wasn’t like Ryann. Ryann was big, strong, and scared of nothing.

“When you’re used to being talked over, confidence can feel like aggression,” Ryann said softly. “Your comfort zone is not a good benchmark. It’s good to check yourself, but, for instance, aggressively telling someone who grabs you and pulls you around that you want them to stop is not exactly wrong.”

Rachel thought back to meeting Ryann the first time. When Larissa had grabbed her and tried to pull her away, she had felt so incredibly angry. She had wanted to pull away and return to Ryann’s side, where she had felt much safer. More understood. Much more wanted.

“I…” She hesitated. “I’d like to be strong. And confident,” she said softly.

“Alright.” Ryann smiled softly. “Just stick with me, you’ll pick it up quickly enough.”

Rachel felt warm at those words. She smiled sheepishly, and Ryann smiled back so warmly that she felt her heart beat a little faster. But as they smiled at each other, her gaze was pulled to Ryann’s lips again. To her teeth. The canines did look a bit long. Almost like…

The pretty woman cleared her throat meaningfully and Rachel’s eyes shot back up to Ryann’s as she flipped her hair back. “Not that I mind,” she said in her deep voice, “but if you don’t want lesbians to think you’re flirting with them, don’t stare at their lips.”

Rachel’s eyes went wide. “Oh!” She wanted to sink into the floor again. “I-I didn’t mean…” She faltered, not finding the words amid the heat that rose to her cheeks.

“Or hey, if you wanna flirt with them, just stare at their lips! You can look at their eyes so they know you’re doing it intentionally.” Ryann was enjoying her meltdown waaay too much.

Rachel hid her face behind her hands. “That’s not… That can’t be a real thing!” she mumbled, flustered and mildly panicked. Did Ryann think she wanted to kiss her? They had agreed to just be friends, right? And she really wanted to be Ryann’s friend! Had she ruined it already?

Fuck, why is being gay so difficult?? She hid her face a little more, turning away from Ryann.

Despite her embarrassment and her heart pounding in her ears, she heard Ryann chuckle softly. A large, warm hand gently ran down and up her back before rubbing comfortingly at her neck.

“It’s okay,” Ryann said. And, still giggling softly, “I know you didn’t mean to.”

A little whine still escaped Rachel. “I didn’t mean to!” she said with her voice all shaky.

Ryann just gently rubbed her shoulder. “It’s really okay,” her friend reassured her, and Rachel could hear the smile in her voice. The fingers at her back were soft and warm, and made little circles into her skin. Still, she hid her face and panicked a bit more, until she calmed down enough to finally turn back to Ryann.

The big woman still looked like she thought it was so fucking funny. “Shut it,” Rachel grumbled.

“Mmm, I didn’t say anything,” Ryann hummed with a teasing smile.

Rachel rolled her eyes, cheeks still hot with embarrassment. “You’re messing with me.”

“I’m not, swear to god.”

“Yeah? Has anybody ever done that lip thing to you?” Rachel raised her chin triumphantly, expecting Ryann to own up to the joke.

Ryann shrugged. “Yeah, a bunch of times.”

Rachel’s jaw dropped. She wasn’t sure why she was surprised. Of course Ryann had dated girls. Of course they’d flirt with her. But that kind of gesture was completely new to Rachel, and she had devoured whole libraries of romance books.

Then again, all those books had been straight.

Ryann didn’t tease her any more, but she still smiled at Rachel with that annoying, pretty smile of hers. They ate their food, and Rachel tried to tell Ryann more about herself. She quickly realized that there was nothing she particularly did that she enjoyed a lot. Perhaps in part because she had never really been herself and had never known herself.

And Ryann just smiled at her, put her at ease, and reiterated that she had time to figure herself out. Rachel felt so warm and comfortable with her, that by the time their food finished, she had completely forgotten about the almost-hookup. She was just having too much fun listening to her new friend, hearing about how she’d started fighting, how she’d worked hard to get into med school despite not having a continuous education for large parts of her early adult life.

I could listen to her all day. Rachel smiled, chin braced on her hand. Unfortunately, it was getting really late. Ryann sighed and stretched with a look to the clock. Rachel only had eyes for how the muscles on Ryann’s arms rippled under her light brown, almost copper, skin. “I think I should get going soon,” Ryann said.

Rachel pouted with a look at the clock. It was getting way past one o’clock. I really want to ask her to stay… She shook her head. Don’t be silly. You just met her. “Right,” she sighed softly. “I feel bad about making you stay out so late.”

“It’s fine,” Ryann shrugged as she started to help Rachel clean up. “Not the latest night I’ve ever had. ”

“And you’re gonna run home?” Rachel asked quizzically.

“Yeah,” Ryann said with a huff. “I hate commuting. Toronto is so weird. Like it’s purpose-built to make travelling around an utter nightmare.”

Rachel hummed softly as they tossed the bags into the trash. “You know, my dad says that it didn’t used to be so bad. When he was a kid, I mean. But after the reconstruction, somehow the city turned out all… maze-like. Weird. And kinda darker, he says.”

“Reconstruction?” Ryann gave her a questioning look. She got a wet cloth to wipe off the table.

“The big fire of eighty-two?” Rachel asked back. At Ryann’s questioningly raised eyebrows, she nodded. “The great fire of nineteen eighty-two burned about ninety percent of Toronto then,” she explained. “It was a big deal at the time. Like nothing people had ever seen before, a once in a lifetime event. There’s loads of conspiracy theories.”

“Of course there are,” Ryann chuckled. Rachel noticed her looking to her neck, and she stopped fiddling with her little golden cross nervously.

“I really wonder what the truth is,” she said softly. “Nobody knows. But my dad says the city got weird afterwards. There was this brief spike in criminal activity, like actual gangs roaming around, people disappearing…”

“Well, if you ever need to go downtown and need a bodyguard,” Ryann said as she looked over from the table briefly, “I’m your girl.” She winked and that almost destroyed Rachel.

Holy shit, how is she so pretty, how does she do that, can I learn to do that holy shit… She looked away and sat down to pet Lucy, who had come up to get pets. She hoped Ryann wouldn’t see the red tint of her cheeks. She definitely would though. “Maybe,” said and tried not to stammer. “We can talk about it over a workout, maybe…” Rachel hummed. She wouldn’t hate that at all, though.

* * *

Ryann smiled and waved gently before Rachel closed the door. Surprisingly, despite the colossal misunderstanding, she had had an amazing time with Rachel. Even though she ended up paying for everything. She sighed. She was headed to the bar to hopefully get some blood. She’d have to stop by a bank and get some hard cash.

Her fingers combed through her hair before tying it up again. She still felt awkward about unintentionally leading Rachel on, even if it had ultimately worked out. She couldn’t really tell Rachel that she really was a vampire. That would mean admitting that she’d almost torn into her to get her blood. That she’d almost lost control.

And she barely knew the girl! Sure, she was adorable, cute, very gay and seemed super kind… but this wasn’t just Ryann’s secret anymore. Kate relied on her secrecy. So did Charlie. Logan. Really, everyone who had helped her out and been nice to her the past few days.

Most of all, Ryann realized as she pushed her hands into her jacket pockets, she didn’t want the first friend she’d made in forever to freak out and push her away. Though she’d understand if after she did reveal the secret, Rachel wanted nothing to do with her, both for the Blood thing and the secrets. But she’d tell her when the time was right.

She really did like Rachel. In fact, talking to the cute girl about her tattoos had helped Ryann make a choice. She rubbed that empty spot at the back of her neck. Maybe she’d like a sun design there. Something that reminded her of the warmth of a summer day.

The decision had come surprisingly easy. She hadn’t really seen the sun in months. But looking into Rachel’s eyes, the warmth her scent made Ryann feel, her voice… Everything reminded her of gentle sun rays on her skin. Maybe she could ask Logan if they knew a nighttime tattoo parlour? They had to have gotten their piercings somewhere.

Ryann spent a good while thinking about tattoos and about Rachel. The cute girl was really adorable. Maybe she could introduce her to the blood donors Logan had mentioned, too! They were queer, and that way Rachel would know she wasn’t alone once the secret came out.

It took Ryann a good hour after crossing the park and wandering in the general direction of Wolfshire until she realized that she was completely fucking lost.

Fucking… This is bullcrap. Ryann stared at her phone’s GPS, which was just going crazy and showing her as being on a wide, open plaza. She certainly wasn’t. She was just standing on a large, well-illuminated street. If this keeps up, I’m going to have to look for fucking street signs.

She scrolled around on the map to try and see if she could recognize any distinctive buildings and find her way to Kay’s district that way. Ryann had never really taken the time to look at the city from above. It was… really weird. It was all angled and strange, and the buildings were both unnecessarily spaced out and too close together. The constant maze-like streets had made her interested in parkour in the first place. Save for a few main roads, Toronto was a nightmare to traverse if you wanted to go fast.

Ryann rubbed her undercut with a little sigh. Finally, she thought she might have found her position. Conveniently, there was an alley to her right that could provide the perfect shortcut across this cluster of buildings and right to where she needed to go.

Raindrops hit Ryann’s shoulder. She frowned and reached into the jacket to pull the grey cloth hood up. Thankfully she had paid extra for faux leather, since she had wanted to wear this jacket in the rain.

Yeah, this is probably the way to go, Ryann finally decided. She put her phone away and entered the alley.

The low sounds of the nighttime street behind began to fade away, as did the light of the street lamps. The cars passing sparsely behind her sounded distant after only a few steps.

Ryann shuddered at the dark enveloping her. Then her vision changed and everything came back into focus in sharp contrasts of black and white.

She picked up speed again. First she was jogging, then running. Her feet drummed a light, familiar rhythm. The alley narrowed the more she ran, as if somebody had messed up the measurements. It wound and weaved gently, and soon Ryann found herself presented with obstacles. The first was a set of dumpsters that she had no clue how anybody could remove from here. Maybe there was a broader alley deeper in the maze. Then again, she could see the colour peeling off them, leaving dark patches. They looked like they hadn’t been used much in the past decades.

Ryann sped up and jumped. She hit the cold metal lid with both hands and propelled herself further with the force. She pulled her knees to her chest and sailed over the obstacles easily. No vampire strength required.

She hit the ground running and almost stumbled at the speed she was still going at. A smile crossed her lips and a small laugh escaped her. Running to Rachel’s neighbourhood had been fun, but that had been all it was. Fun. But to actually use her skills to clear an obstacle, to keep going, faster and faster… That’s why she enjoyed parkour despite the hundreds or thousands of times she’d ended up eating dirt.

Ryann saw a flicker of light as she passed an intersection too quick to register it in time. The alley before her curved, and she weaved around some trash cans with quick movements. A chain link fence blocked the end of her path. She jumped and gripped the metal bar at the top. Muscle memory pulled her into a gate vault, and the fence rattled loudly beneath her. Her hip touched the bar. She leaned forwards, flipped over and landed lightly on her feet after she let go.

Then she was off again.

Ryann laughed. Her body felt hot, even in the somewhat chilly rain that now came down. Her limbs burned with power and she felt strong. Everything was working correctly. She’d had a rough couple months, but things were looking up. She’d even made a friend!

Her smile widened as she thought of Rachel. Anybody else, and that colossal fuck-up earlier would have been a permanent stain on her memory. Ryann still didn’t feel great about it, but they’d resolved it. Rachel even wanted to see her again!

“Gosh, she really is too sweet,” Ryann said with a heavy breath. She hopped through the puddles from the rain gutters that funnelled water into the alley. “Maybe I should calm down a little,” she chuckled to herself. She was acting like a lesbian who had discovered her first crush. She hummed softly to herself as she kept walking, still splashing through the little layer of liquid.

But something made her come to a halt. She was almost sure she’d heard a sound that broke the relative peace of drizzling rain and flowing rivulets of water. Looking about, she saw nothing. But the alley was narrow, and her viewing distance limited. Still, when she moved again, she was sure she could hear something over the sound of the rain. For a moment she was almost certain it was footsteps.

 I wish I could hear better, Ryann thought to herself. The next moment, she was deafened by a deluge of noise. She pressed her hands on her ears and doubled over. A thundering crack nearly made her skull split.

It took her a long moment to recognize the thundering in her ears as her own heartbeat, the rush of noise as her breath, and the burning at her neck and skull as the sensation of a gift. She immediately tried to calm down and shut it off.

The world returned to normal.

“What… The fuck…” Ryann gasped, heart beating so fast she worried it could explode in her chest. Her voice was a whisper, worried that she might deafen herself again. I guess I accidentally discovered a gift, Ryann eventually realized. It wasn’t just her sense of hearing. Her sense of smell seemed to have gotten better. She shook her head gently and continued on her way, a little shaken still.

The smell wasn’t great, even as she fully disengaged the gift that was slowly drawing on her little blood reserves. The alley smelled… a little foul, somehow. Ryann couldn’t quite put her finger on it. Her nose had gotten a little more sensitive since her Turning, but even without that she would have been able to tell right away that something was off. The rain continued to fall. And she continued down the long, dark alley that was maybe five steps wide.

After what felt like an eternity, she used the gift again. She couldn’t help it. Something was at the back of her mind, and she was too curious.

She didn’t hear any people over the rain, no matter how hard she focused. The houses rose almost three stories high into the night beside her, and yet she hadn’t seen a single window that hadn’t been smashed in. She looked up and could only see a tiny sliver of overcast sky. Had the buildings always been this tall? And the alley seemed to go on and on. She thought she would have cleared it in a few minutes, with the speed she was going at.

A chill ran over her back when she stopped briefly and heard a footstep that wasn’t in time with her own. It sounded like it was right behind her. Ryann swallowed nervously. She took another few steps and then stopped, foot hovering in the air.

A footfall rang out quietly behind her, splashing through a puddle right when hers was meant to have come down. Ryann spun and scanned the alley behind her.

Someone was following behind her. They stopped moving just as she caught sight of them. She could still see the drenched, wet ends of their cloak swaying.

That was what tipped Ryann off that there was something wrong. If she hadn’t had her night vision, she would never have seen from this distance that the person following her was wrapped in a tattered, torn cloak with a hood pulled up that hid the entirety of their body. She wouldn’t have realized how huge they were even though they stood hunched and half hidden behind a corner. If they were a person at all.

Ryann took off down the alley in a sprint. Buildings rushed past her left and right, but no more intersections came. The alley was devoid of anything that she could use to block a pursuer’s path as well. She heard a throaty growl behind her Definitely not a person! and cast a glance over her shoulder.

The fucker had come closer. It was hiding behind yet another corner, and while Ryann watched, it stayed there. The next time she looked back, a split second later, it was a little closer.

It had to be incredibly fast, she realized.

Fuelled by a strange fear, she ran even faster. A set of stairs appeared in her way, and she ran up them without looking, running, faster and faster. Her hand clenched around the metal railing so tight that it warped under her grip and was slashed by her claws when she pulled away.

She could hear footsteps behind her now, heavy, slow, approaching way too fast for the speed they were going at. Whatever it was, Ryann didn’t want to fight something she had no clue of. She pushed herself even faster, heart thundering in her ears, and reached another set of stairs.

The railing was warped and marked by Ryann’s claws, same as the one she had just passed. She was already halfway up when she realized this meant there might be no escape from the alley. The thing behind her called out in the voice of her old coach. She almost stopped dead in her tracks, but the frigid fear at the back of her neck kept her going.

Then it tried the same thing with Rachel’s voice.

Ryann’s panicked steps slowed to a halt.

The footsteps behind her slowed as well and came to a stop.

Ryann took a deep breath. Her chest heaved from the exertion. Rain made her forehead slick and her hair stuck to her face. She turned around slowly and watched the thing stand there, not five metres away, just a few paces from the top of the stairs.

It was huge. Ryann could see it much better now. It looked kinda human — but not really. Its lower body was too long. The enormous cloak stretched behind it, resting on a bulbous hump, while a pair of humanoid legs almost peeked out from the open front. The skin looked rough and pale, though with her night vision in black and white, Ryann couldn’t be sure.

Two human-sized arms were crossed at where she assumed the chest of the seven foot tall thing was, with perfectly human hands and fingers that tried to hold the cloak shut. A second set of hands, with long, gnarled fingers and broken, dirty nails that were more like claws, hung below its knees.

“Hey,” Ryann called out as the thing took a shuffling step towards her. Its foot fell heavily, lacking toes or anything beyond a basic cone shape with wrinkled humps and growths. “The fuck was that?” She heard Rachel’s voice in her head again. Not like the beast had called out to her, but how she had giggled and blushed and told Ryann how much fun she’d had, standing in the doorway of her home.

The monster stopped, and the cowl that sat a foot above Ryann’s head tilted gently. Almost as if it was trying to discern whether its prey had given up. Whether she was begging for mercy, a bargain, or was trying to threaten.

Ryann ran towards it.

The creature hesitated. Ryann saw its arms move, then stop with a twitch. By that point, she was already in the air, her knees shot up, and she drove both feet into the creature’s chest with a crunch. It felt like hitting a dummy made of wood and sandpaper. The way her shoes scratched over the skin, the way that skin moved like thin plates rather than actual skin, everything about it felt unnatural. But apparently the creature had never been dropkicked before, judging from the surprised screech it let out as it stumbled back a bit.

Ryann tucked her chin to her chest as she fell to the ground. She hit the floor and was immediately back up on her feet. A kick snapped against the creature’s knee with a satisfying thud, and it screeched once more.

This time it was definitely out of pain.

Ryann didn’t even think to draw back. She saw the long claws come up to swipe at her and dodged to the side. They almost grazed her, just passing her by a hair’s breadth. As soon as the threat was past her, she immediately switched to offence again. Her fist impacted the creature’s chest again, and she felt it shudder under that strike, then the next, and another one after that.

Another swipe came at her. This time Ryann ducked and moved to the side with effortless footwork honed by years of practise. Her foot slammed against the already injured knee. It buckled, and as the creature went down, Ryann saw her opening. Her body twisted in that familiar motion as she brought her leg around with the full force of a roundhouse kick. Her heel slammed into the solid mass of the creature’s head.

That was apparently too much for the damned thing, which, by the way, smelled terrible, Ryann now realized as her mind tried to analyze the situation despite the rush of anger and adrenaline. The beast screeched and backed off, half falling down the set of stairs. The cold metal railing bent under the weight of its claw as it chittered and tried to run. Ryann was hot on its heels.

Of course she wasn’t gonna pursue it much further. But she wanted one more thing. Before the monster could fully get to its feet and out of reach, Ryann lunged forward and grabbed the top of the creature’s hood, pulling it down over the opening. It chittered and tried to scramble away, trying to swat at her arms with its delicate hands while it used its large claws to try and pull itself along. Ryann’s grip kept it hunched and low to the ground.

She brought her fist down on the head once. “Don’t…” Another hit. “… you…” Another strike sent the head snapping to the side before she pulled it back. “… EVER…” One more punch as the creature’s hands ineffectively clawed at the hood. “… fuck around with her voice again!” She slammed the monster’s head hard into the ground, right on the stairs. It groaned quietly, a deep, warped sound, and lay still.

Ryann stood there, breathing heavy, her fist dripping with a dark, sweet-smelling liquid. But remembering that thing using Rachel’s voice instantly spoiled her appetite. She gave it one last kick to the head before walking away. She was shaking with rage. Her body still felt on fire, and her shoulders were tense with anger. She hated this feeling. This stupid monster, using Rachel’s voice… Ryann stopped dead in her tracks. What if Rachel ever went into this alley? It wasn’t an impossibility. She didn’t live that far away.

She stood there for a moment, quiet. Then she whirled around. Her steps resonated loudly in the space as she quickly made her way back to the creature’s unmoving form, until she was right on top of it.

Her foot came down three times with a resounding crack. The third time, the body twitched and something gave. Ryann didn’t stop. The scent of blood filled the air and her throat burned with the want to bite down, drink her fill, drain it dry, but she didn’t. She was too fucking angry to hear the sweet whispers of that promise of release from the gnawing in her gut.

All she had to do to make the tight knot in her stomach loosen was to bend down, grab the thing that smelled like cigarette smoke and chemicals, and fill her throat with the salty, liquid taste that was pooling on the steps, dripping down in slow, red curtains.

But in her anger, all she could do was glare down at the monster as her own claws dug into the palms of her clenched hand. It didn’t matter that they’d only known each other for a day. It didn’t matter if she had to find and slaughter every single monster in the city.

She would never let anything hurt Rachel.
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Ryann took a deep breath, coming down from the rush of anger. She bent down and wiped her bloody knuckles off on the tattered cloak. It smelled even worse now, slightly mouldy. The material was too fine under her fingers. She had expected something rough, sturdy, not something this… elegant-feeling. On closer inspection, it looked like something made with fine thread, something that would or should be expensive.

Ryann wiped her shoe on it.

Looking down the alley left and right, she couldn’t see any more signs of movement. Neither did she see any openings she could use to leave her current path. When she squinted, she could still make out the stairs in the distance behind her, and another set further in front.

Rain water flowed gently out of a pipe and into a drain. Ryann checked again for any unwelcome surprises, then she grabbed on to the pipe and put her feet against the wall as she started to climb. The wall was shielded from the rain by its angle, so the rain wasn’t slicking the bricks. Ryann slid her hands up the cold brass tube, ascending quite easily.

It didn’t take as long as she would have thought. The building had looked incredibly tall, but she reached the roof in less than thirty seconds. Looking down, she could see the still unmoving form.

Her phone buzzed. She frowned and lit it up, wincing briefly as her world flashed white before coming back into colour. 

I had so much fun today, the text message from Rachel read. Let’s hang out again soon. My treat this time! She added a collection of coloured hearts. Ryann chuckled when she realized they were the sequence of pride colours.

Ryann smiled softly. Can’t wait, she typed back. Now sleep! It’s almost 3 am!

Suuuure! Rachel typed back with a little smiley face.

Ryann shook her head with a chuckle, put her phone away and looked down once more. Still no movement. Just a dead, lifeless body.

She glanced around and found that the flat roof she was on actually had borders. Unlike the alley below, she could step up to the edge and clearly see that there were numerous alleys branching off where there had previously been none. She looked up a bit. The sky was a lot lighter than it had before she’d entered into the alley. Her feet crunched over the black roofing mat as she walked to a dry spot and sat down at the edge, letting her legs dangle. Having looked back, she knew that she had barely gotten down a five minute jog in the alley. There was no fucking way it could have been so long without any supernatural bullshittery.

Ryann let out a deep, shuddering breath, and finally the tension in her shoulders left her a bit. “This fucking sucks,” she muttered. This whole supernatural bullshit was just too fucking creepy to even be remotely fun. And why did it always have to be so Jesus-fuckingly dark?? At least she had made the night a little less dangerous for people. People like Rachel… Ryann looked back to where she had come from, the vague direction of Rachel’s house. 

She almost fell off the fucking roof when she saw a man standing not five steps behind her.

“Fucking— Ass!” Ryann yelled, too upset to even come up with a proper insult as she twisted and swung her legs back onto the roof. How did these fucking things keep sneaking up on her?

She came to her feet immediately, dashing forward.

The guy threw his hands up so fast his wide-brimmed hat flew off. “I surrender!” he yelled with panic in his voice.

Ryann skidded to a stop right in front of him. One fist was still pulled up to her jaw, ready to shoot out and strike, the other was lower, before her hip, ready to guard her stomach and legs. Both her and the guy were breathing hard, staring into each other’s eyes. One ready to fight, the other clearly freaked out.

He was a corpse. Ryann couldn’t think to describe him any other way. His cheeks were sunken, his eyes colourless and dull. The face, which looked like at some point had been more round than angular, was ashen and grey. His greasy, black hair stuck up in tight curls like was experiencing the world’s worst hair day, and the breath that hit Ryann’s face was cold as the grave.

A set of fangs poked out from under his upper lip.

“Who are you?” she snarled and fully let the growl out this time. Her own lips pulled back, showing her teeth.

“D-Derek!” he said, panicked. His eyes were open so wide Ryann feared they might pop out and fly in her face.

Ryann glanced at his too-large summer coat, as threadbare as his vest under it. Who wears a vest? Bloods, I swear… She relaxed her stance. “The fuck do you want?” she said roughly. Her tone was curt and tense.

“Um… Please don’t cave my head in?” Derek whispered.

“Do you know who I am?” Ryann asked him. If he was with Micky’s Hunger, she would make no promises.

He nodded. “Yeah, you’re the one who just punched the Stalker to death!” He still kept his hands up.

She grabbed him by the collar and pulled him in. Their faces almost touched as she stared into his eyes. “Who are you with? The Song or the Dawn?”

Derek stammered out, “I have tea parties with Lake!” Ryann clicked her teeth together. She didn’t smell any bullshit. She let him go, and Derek stumbled back at the light shove. He cleared his throat and tugged his vest down a little.

“What do you want?” Ryann asked him, still suspicious.

“Um… Just, to talk,” Derek said, picking up his hat. “I was on my way home and I saw you on the Stalker’s Path… That’s what I call the alley it makes all… weird. Um… blood?” He smiled nervously and opened his thin summer coat like a drug dealer to show off two blood bags hanging on his torso.

Ryann stared at it, then at him. Her stomach rumbled loudly. Not gonna look a gift horse in the mouth. If it turns out to be poisoned or gone off, I can just punch it in the face. She took one of the bags. Derek moved back a bit and sat on the air vent that stretched across the roof. He got out a thick metal straw to pierce the plastic. Ryann frowned and sat down, watching.

Derek noticed. He looked at her and smiled nervously. He was… odd. Shifty, restless. Nervous. Too much for it to be incidental. It seemed like he was constantly a little on edge. He gave Ryann a twitchy little smile. His hat rested on the floor next to him. He picked it up and put it next to him. “I um… I don’t like to waste anything,” he explained quietly. “That’s why I have my straw. Do you want one?” His voice was tight. Quiet, strained, like he was constantly tense.

“I’m good,” Ryann said and pierced the plastic with her teeth. She grimaced. The blood smell hitting her nose was just a few steps from foul. “What the…”

“Sorry, sorry,” Derek said quickly. “I uh… I scavenge.” He rubbed his crossed ankles together. His pants were threadbare too, tattered, but clean. It looked like he lived on the streets, like Ryann had.

“What do you mean, scavenge?” she asked, licking some of the blood off the bag carefully. It wasn’t great, but it smelled clean enough, so she took a gulp. It barely did anything for her hunger.

“I… I live here,” Derek explained. “I watch the Stalker… Well, watched the Stalker… That’s what I call it,” he said, fidgeting and running a hand over his head to his neck. “Every few weeks it drags someone into its… its alley. Makes them afraid. Kills them. I try and get people out!” he said quickly, forcefully, with that nervous look in his eyes directed at the empty air. “But… I’m not always there in time. It… It never ate anyone completely. So I use the blood.”

“You… drain dead bodies for blood,” Ryann asked slowly.

Derek shrugged, shrinking a bit more down into himself. “It’s better than taking it from people by force…” he muttered. “And Lake said it’s okay. As long as I save whoever I can. And if I don’t find any bodies, they said they’ll feed me.”

“Right…” She tried to suck down a little more blood. It was frigid and thick.

Derek let out a long, breathy giggle that made him sound quite a bit less sane. He slurped down a little more blood from his own bag. “So, what’s your name?”

“Ryann,” she said.

Derek’s eyes snapped to hers. Then he said, “How many Ns?”

“Two.” Ryann said after a brief pause. “And can I just say, I find it very disconcerting that you would ask that. Nobody ever fucking asks that.” Well, except Charlie. She pursed her lips at Derek’s shrug.

“I like asking questions,” Derek said, giving her a thin smile with his equally thin, bloodless lips. “Did you swear that much before you became a Blood? How long have you been like this? How do you make your skin have that colour? Who did you ask to Turn you?”

“Woah, slow down!” Ryann frowned. “I was turned against my will.”

“Oh, you too?” Derek gasped. “I was turned against my will!”

Seems to be a theme so far with Bloods that are friends with Lake. She frowned when she noticed her claws had grown again. Derek kept asking questions, so Ryann humoured him while they emptied the blood bags. “I’ve been a Blood for about a week,” she said, dropping the bag from her mouth after a deep gulp. “You?”

“About six months,” Derek said. “How’d they get you?”

“Kidnapped me from the hospital, faked my death records, fucking heart failure, for fucking fuck’s sake, Turned me in a cemetery, tried to make me drink another Blood.” Ryann gave him a flat look. “You?”

She was really trying hard to treat this as analytically as possible. This was just info. She didn’t have to remember the cold on her back under her hospital gown as she struggled against restraints. She didn’t have to remember her body growing cold, or Micky and Lucas whispering about what a Gift they were giving her.

“I was out cryptid hunting,” Derek said, and Ryann focused on his little voice to escape the unpleasant memories. “Ran into a Blood. I guess he… killed me.” He grew a little quiet. “Well, and then he probably thought that it’d be less of an issue if he turned me. You know, not real murder if I’m still walking and talking…” He looked down with a heartbreakingly sad smile. “And he just… left me. To figure it all out by myself.”

Ryann’s expression softened a bit. “That’s fucking rough, my dude. I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

“Oh, it wasn’t all bad!” the sad Blood quickly said, but Ryann could see his hands around his blood bag shaking. “I was on my own for a while, but I met some nice people! First I met Jake…” He hesitated. “Well, Jake wasn’t nice. But he taught me how to feed from people. And then I met Meagan, and she taught me that I didn’t have to feed on people if I could get blood elsewhere… And then I met Carver and Lake and we were best buddies for a while!” He smiled again and brought his blood bag up to aggressively slurp through the straw. “We still have tea parties!” he announced after.

Ryann listened up at that part. “Wait, you know Carver?” She leaned in a bit. Small world, apparently.

“Yeah! He’s a dad!” Derek proclaimed, smiling with his bloody teeth.

She blinked at him. “He’s… a dad,” she repeated.

Derek nodded and hummed in the affirmative. Then he gasped and put a hand to his mouth. “Oh! I wasn’t supposed to know that! I definitely wasn’t supposed to say it out loud! Don’t tell him I know, he’ll come for my shins!”

She frowned. “Why would he go for your shins, that’s a short person thing.”

He slapped his forehead. “Right, I meant kneecaps! And I think I need those!” Then Derek flinched away and shuddered. “Sorry, sorry!” he said quickly, holding his head. “I, uh… Drinking the blood of cryptids… That’s what I call them, right? It helps me, um… helps me understand, but sometimes my thoughts get…” He swallowed hard and took a deep breath, then looked at Ryann. His face pulled into a manic smile that didn’t reach the eyes. “Anyway, hi!”

“… hi,” Ryann said softly. Derek seemed nice. But he clearly had issues that she couldn’t even fathom.

His phone chimed abruptly. He fumbled with his clothes, trying to pull the layers aside to get to his vest pocket, and pulled it out. “Hm,” he said softly. “Time to go home.” He stood up and picked up the blood bags. “I’ll recycle these.”

“You have to go already?” Ryann asked, feeling a little sad. The fight in the alley had left her a bit raw. And Derek had been… oddly nice to talk to.

“It’s almost sun-up,” Derek said. “You should get home soon, too.”

“Wait, how?” Ryann frowned and checked her phone. It told her it was barely getting to half past three!

“Time works a bit weird when the Stalker gets to you,” Derek said. “It’s almost five.”

“Fucking magic bullshit!” She rubbed her face. “Well, at least it’s gonna be an overcast day,” she said in a grumble. She would have time to get home, but she had to subsist another day on the little, stale blood Derek had offered her. “Either way, thanks for the blood. I owe you one.”

“Nah,” Derek said with a shrug and collected his hat. He tried to put it on. Or to pin down his huge hair with it. One of those. “Any friend of Carver’s is a friend of mine. Anyway, watch out for the sun. It burns.”

“Yeah, I figured,” Ryann said. “You take care of yourself.”

“Will do!” Derek did a little twist with a flourish. He frowned when Ryann just stared at him. “This is where I make my exit,” he then said curtly and walked to the edge of the roof.

Ryann nodded awkwardly. “Yeah… Nice flourish-y thing. I was expecting a grand exit. Maybe lightning.”

“Don’t be silly.” Derek rolled his eyes. “I can’t control the weather yet!”

“Of course…” Ryann hummed, already turned half away as Derek took a running start to jump to the next roof. She frowned and turned back to him. “Hey, wait, what do you mean not yet??”

But Derek was already five roofs away, moving with an unnatural speed. Ryann briefly thought about chasing after him, but he slipped into the space between two buildings before she could make up her mind.

She stayed on the roof for a bit longer, trying to decide what to do next. At least she didn’t feel bad about killing the Stalker, no matter how brutally she had beaten it down. It had killed people, regularly. And Rachel’s house was barely half an hour from here. That alone justified killing any monster or bloodsucker she found.

It was still drizzling lightly, and the rain both smelled nice and sounded nice in the way it hit the roofs and the stone beneath in the alley. Ryann had always liked that sound. She took a deep breath and rubbed her knuckles a bit.

She briefly remembered that thing Rachel told her about the fire and reconstruction. Had the monsters been here before then? Maybe she could look up some info sometime. When she was drunk, or something.

Still, since she was already out and about, and apparently her GPS was working again and showing a bank nearby. She could at least get some cash so she wouldn’t have another embarrassing incident like with Rachel. And Logan had said they didn’t take cards at the bar. Probably because electronic records for ‘glass of blood A+’ would look really weird if anyone ever inspected them.

Ryann safely deposited her phone and zipped the pocket shut before stretching a little. She took a deep breath, feeling the pull in her muscles as she warmed up. If she was headed to the bank anyway, she might as well go on another run and clear her thoughts.

… as soon as she had found a different way down than the one she’d come. She wasn’t going to take her chances with the weird repeating alley.

* * *

Ryann frowned and impatiently tapped her foot as she waited for the bank to open up. She had tried her card at every single ATM in the open area behind the glass front doors. Every single one had declined the card. Eventually, finally, the bank opened properly and she immediately went to sort this out. Without her card she was basically broke, and she didn’t appreciate that.

She hadn’t been in a bank since she’d gotten her inheritance money situation sorted out. Sure, she went to the ATMs, but other than that, the last time she’d actually talked to anybody in a bank, she’d been a stringy, thin bean without any tattoos.

She kept her mask on as she moved up to the first bank teller she saw, a woman in her late thirties with a pear-shaped body in a professional suit and with a wedding ring on her left hand. Her name tag read Alice Romanov.

Alice’s smile was a little strained when she saw the mask. But Ryann just explained her situation, Alice flipped her long, black hair bundled into a tight ponytail back, and went to tapping away on her keyboard. She asked Ryann a couple of questions, her name, her birthdate, had a look at the card, and handed it back to Ryann with a smile.

“I’ll be right back, we’ll get this sorted out quickly,” she said.

Ryann smelled bullshit. She frowned as she watched Alice hurry away, and waited. To her credit, she waited a whole five minutes before she drew on her blood and tried to eavesdrop. It took some focus to figure out how much she needed to use. A few times, the voices came into focus, then were too loud to understand, only to become too quiet when she startled and lost control of the gift.

Eventually, she got it.

“… so you just called the police on her?” a man asked in a hiss.

Alice was the one to answer, “The accounts were closed because the owner turned up dead! A woman disappears from a hospital, dies, and a few weeks later someone tries to use her credit card?” She sounded almost panicked. “Likely story! And you didn’t see her! She looked like a criminal! All tattooed, and she wouldn’t take off her mask!”

“People can have tattoos, Alice,” a woman said, sounding tired. “And masks are perfectly fine to wear. Fuck it’s too early for this…”

Ryann stopped using her gift. She snatched up her card and turned right around, walking away. She’d heard enough. Sure, she needed to get things sorted out and make sure the bank knew she was actually alive… but that was easier said than done. That could take days. Or weeks. And she would probably be expected to show up during the day, which was already difficult. How would she explain her sudden sunlight allergy?

She had to go home. Maybe go to the bar. Talk to Logan, get help… She really wanted to be at the bar right now, the one place she’d felt safe and wanted in the last months. Things had been shit ever since she’d woken up from her coma. She really wanted to see a friendly face.

She cast a glance back when she pushed open the glass door. The realization that she was suddenly entirely broke hit her like a truck. She had thirty bucks stashed away at home, that was it.

There were sirens in the distance.

Ryann noped right the fuck out of there. She had no intention of sticking around for the police. Partly because of her past, and partly because there was a good chance that would end with her in a closely monitored situation where her being a vampire would be incredibly obvious.

Ryann dashed across the road, jumped out of the way of a car in the traffic on the other side, and ran in front of another. The driver slammed the brakes, but she was already across and ducked in between two buildings. Her footsteps echoed around the narrow alleys.

She pushed herself harder as the sirens got closer. Her legs burned with the exertion. Stonework and windows rushed past her either side. The alley curved gently before veering sharply to the right and Ryann’s shoulder slammed into the corner, showering her with grit. Her own momentum spun her and she walked backwards for a few steps, breathing hard, watching the way she’d come.

Her thoughts were racing. She really wanted to talk to Logan and Kay. Carver. Anybody who could help.

Her legs still felt light, the muscles active, ready to run. So she did just that. She turned back around, breathed deep until she found her rhythm, and ran.

* * *

Ryann slumped heavily against her door when she finally got back home. Her heart was still racing, her legs ached from the run back, and she felt paranoid as hell. She couldn’t hear any police sirens anymore.

“Fuckin… Mondays, am I right?” The joke did not do much to lighten her mood. She breathed heavily and rested her head back against the wall. A few hours ago she had felt pretty good about her situation and new friends. Now… not so much.

Another hunger cramp racked her and made her bend over with a sound of discomfort in the back of her throat. Derek’s blood bag hadn’t given her much. She needed more. She’d been lucky that the day was so overcast she hadn’t burned.

But she was completely broke now. Her accounts were closed. Her money was gone.

All because some fucking Bloods faked my death, Ryann thought between the pulsating stabs of hunger in her gut. There wasn’t even a real body! As far as she’d been able to tell, her will, which she hadn’t written, had stated that she’d wanted to be cremated. So there wasn’t even a way to disprove it with that now.

And, much as Ryann wanted to prove she was alive, the danger of being discovered as a Blood was too great. She was drained and had to practically stop her mouth from watering at the smell of people inside the building. Going up the stairs had been an ordeal, scents constantly distracting her.

I have to get back to the bar. And I have to clean this place up, just in case. Ryann got up slowly. Her body still ached from having run the whole way here as fast as she could while avoiding crowded areas or busy streets. The weather remained overcast and windy, so she didn’t have to be worried about the sun. Perhaps she would have been better off just going straight to the bar to ask for a place to stay, just until she had the money to pay rent again.

The realization that she was preparing to be homeless hit Ryann as she got up.

Her legs felt weak. Fucking… get it together, she scolded herself. She set her jaw. This is fine. You’re not homeless again. Just… ducking out for a day and a night. Just until you’ve got enough blood in you to last through some questions. That’s right. She had to just endure it for a day. Find some blood. Go to the bank again. Fake an illness. Maybe ask her new friends for help.

She still didn’t enjoy the idea of going to the police. Ryann had already committed a bunch of petty crimes during her homeless days. She didn’t regret them. Survival came first. But they would make contact with the police quite bothersome.

First I have to get rid of anything suspicious just in case, Ryann thought as she grabbed her laptop and charger and set them next to the hunter’s almanac and the notebook she had started to use for things related to it. Also the little booklet with all her important medical and personal information. If anybody came snooping around, she wanted the place to be impeccable.

Her trash was still full of blood bags. She stuffed all of it into the portable fridge and went downstairs. From the alley, she climbed up the fire escape of the adjacent house and dropped those suspicious items off there. If the police did come by, she didn’t think they’d look on the next roof over.

Her hands were shaking when she returned to her room, and her legs were tired. She wanted nothing more than to take a hot shower and try to calm her nerves more, but she steeled her resolve. She didn’t have time for a shower. Feeling clean wasn’t as important as getting to the bar. The scent of blood still hung in the room, and it only made her hungrier.

The minutes seemed to both crawl and shoot by. Ryann’s phone buzzed. It was a text from Rachel, first thing in the morning. That made her smile a bit. If nothing else, she’d made a new friend. But she didn’t have time to answer right now, and she certainly didn’t want Rachel to know about her situation. Both the Blood and money stuff.

I’ll take care of that later, Ryann decided. But as she got her emergency money and went to pick out some clothes she could take with her, she couldn’t quite get the cute girl off her mind. She remembered how Rachel had smelled that night, a sweet scent that made her think of honey and sunlight.

She remembered the feeling of Rachel’s skin under her hands, the taste, the enticing call of blood…

A rumbling sound from her stomach tore Ryann away from the memory. She grasped on to the doorframe that led into her bathroom, feeling weak for a moment. When she pulled her hand away, the wood was splintered where she had grasped it.

Stop thinking about her, she chided herself. Her lip stung painfully where she had bit it and cut herself on a fang. I’m not gonna ask Rachel for blood. Not again.

Her breath was coming ragged, and her throat felt dry. She guzzled some water and almost missed the kitchen counter when she put the glass down. She fumbled when she knocked into it accidentally in passing. It shattered on the ground.

“Shit!” Ryann hissed, annoyed with herself, the world, that stupid glass. She swept it up quickly. She didn’t want to have glass lying around. That brought back a very painful memory that made the thin scar at the bottom of her right foot throb.

Someone knocked on her door. Ryann froze. Someone called out, but her heart beat too hard for her to make out the words initially.

“Open up!” The door shuddered under three hard knocks. “This is the police!”

Ryann was already in her bedroom, hurriedly stuffing her laptop and books into her waterproof backpack. She wanted to grab some spare clothes.

“Open the door, or we will enter by force!” the officer behind the door called. She sounded young. Ryann left the clothes and turned to the window. She would have to make do with what she had on her right now.

She was halfway out when she remembered the photo.

She hadn’t packed the photo!

She almost knocked the chair at her desk over as she lunged for her bedside table and tore open the little wooden drawer. The photo inside was nothing incriminating or special. It was just a small little photo of a small family. A man with black, pushed-back hair holding a child. An older man next to him with his finger trapped in the hand of the child. A woman with dark locks falling over her shoulders, and the Asian woman next to her. Her buzz-cut was marked by a long, curved scar along the top of her head, and at the neck and under the sleeve of her white button-down were the colours of hidden tattoos.

Ryann had never seen her without a high collar and long sleeves. Not even in the height of summer.

The door flew open in a crack and splintering of wood. For a split second, time seemed to stop. Ryann saw the grey eyes of the police officer as she glanced about and focused on her. She was young, blond hair in a tight braid. Athletic and wiry. She had her gun at the ready.

She looked really young, Ryann thought in that moment. Like this was perhaps her first time busting a door down. And she smelled like her blood would be delicious. But panic and worry helped fight down the hunger as Ryann slipped the photo into her pocket and zipped it up.

Split second. Time flowed and Ryann dashed for the window. “Freeze!” the officer yelled and Ryann heard her footfalls right behind her. But she was faster.

She reached the window and jumped.

Right then she made the mistake of looking back. Her gaze crossed the officer’s again, who looked panicked with her eyes wide. But more importantly, Ryann noticed the phone still sitting on her desk, and her own eyes widened.

“Fu—!!” Her cuss was cut off as her body finished the movement it was making by instinct and muscle memory. But without her focus, without her looking where to land, it wasn’t as perfect as it needed to be. Ryann jumped and she immediately knew she would fall short.

She was going to fall three stories onto hard fucking asphalt right next to some trash cans, and probably break her spine.

There was no shock. Just a sudden recreational and that sinking feeling in her gut as she grabbed for a handhold. Her fingers grazed the fire escape she had aimed for, missed it, and she fell — and then her hand clasped on to the railing below.

Ryann’s muscles screamed at the sudden strain. It felt like her shoulder almost got wrenched out of its socket. She grit her teeth to keep a scream in as her whole arm flashed with pain, and tried to keep her numb fingers from opening.

She failed. Her fingers slipped, and she fell another two stories.

Ryann landed with a crunch and felt dull plastic edges stab at her back as she hit the small pile of trash accumulated in the dumpster. She had never been so happy to land in a bunch of garbage. She had also been fucking lucky. Had she fallen just a little differently, she would have definitely hurt herself. And her laptop would definitely have gotten damaged, maybe even the old book too.

“What the actual fuck are you doing??” yelled a voice from the mouth of the alley.

Ryann was still breathing hard and shaking a little, but she clambered to the edge of the dumpster and looked out at the garbage man in his safety striped overalls who stared at her both shocked and angry. “Uh… Sorry!” she called out with a nervous laugh as she leapt off the burst trash bags and landed on slightly shaky legs.

Ho fuck… Steady, she told herself as her legs trembled faintly. “I, uh… Mondays, am I right?” she asked with a smirk that was meant to lighten the mood.

The man stared at her, and Ryann had a hard time deciding whether he just didn’t echo the sentiment, or if it wasn’t a Monday. Her brain was a bit too stuck on ‘holy fuck I almost died’ to care about semantics. Luckily it was also too stuck on that to make her lunge at him and drink from him, no matter how hungry she was.

Actually, would a bad fall have killed her? Hard to say for sure.

Ryann looked up at her window. The officer was looking out, staring. Ryann flipped her off before starting down the alley.

Her shoulder throbbed painfully. So did her whole arm. But that was fine. She could still run.

There were shouts and footsteps behind her and saw the officer’s partner give chase, yelling something about arrests and stopping. She didn’t stop and give her hunger any chance to get sated. Instead she pressed harder, vanishing deeper into the alleys.

She vaulted over a set of garbage cans and found her rhythm. The running helped clear her head. The police officer got a little closer, Ryann noticed as she looked over her shoulder. She frowned. He was very persistent. Maybe he ran regularly? He seemed to have good enough endurance to keep up. And also to yell into his radio as he ran.

Can’t have that, Ryann thought as she decided to make the man’s life difficult. She grabbed one of the trash cans in passing and tossed it behind her, then another that smelled a bit foul, like it contained organic waste and the owner had put the wrong one out. She grabbed another two trash cans and tossed them as well. They fell with a metallic clang, blocking the path.

There was a loud clatter and crash from behind her. Ryann looked back in time to see the man jump over the first trash can, lose his footing on the uneven trash bags that had spilled out, then stumble over the second and faceplant into what was definitely a lot of spoiled food.

He scrambled back up and cursed, looking at his stained pants.

Ryann frowned. She took a step back as the officer tried to regain his footing and continue his pursuit. He stumbled again on the difficult terrain of trash bags, and kept his eyes on his feet.

Ryann, sympathetically embarrassed and eager to get the fuck out of Dodge, stopped watching and ducked into a side alley. She walked a few steps, looking for an escape route before she had to double back, and found a rain pipe. It looked well enough secured, and the cursing around the corner told her that she had enough time to climb it.

In her adrenaline-fuelled state, it only took her seconds to pull herself up and roll over the edge of the roof in a fluent, practised motion. Her shoulder protested, but she worked through the pain. She quickly moved to peer over the edge, still laying down. From this vantage point she could watch the poor man rush past her without ever considering looking up.

The chase was over.

Ryann sighed and rolled onto her back. She stared up at the cloudy sky and remembered that there was a sun. It was still overcast and didn’t look like it would clear up anytime soon, but it wouldn’t stay that way forever.

I need to find shelter. Ryann reached for the phone in her pocket, wincing at the throb of her arm and shoulder. Then she felt that there was nothing and remembered that her phone was gone, probably taken by the police by now.

She lay there on the roof, quietly looking up to the sky. Slowly the adrenaline left her system and the throbbing in her shoulder got worse. But more than that, Ryann could feel her gut open up. Not into hunger, but into a deep pit that swallowed all feeling until she felt utterly and emotionally numb.

She was homeless. Even if she could pay her rent, there was no way she could go back now. She had to think about her next move. But there was nothing in her mind. Nothing but that singular, horrible feeling of emptiness that made her wish the hunger was back.

* * *

The emptiness persisted. Deep inside Ryann, pulsating and deepening with every step. She came to when she bumped into someone and halfway stumbled to the ground.

“Watch where you’re fucking going!” they spat and moved on, still muttering under their breath.

Ryann barely registered it. She looked up and noticed the strange, desaturated look of her surroundings. It had to be close to evening. She slowly got up. Everything hurt. And she had been wandering around since morning. She didn’t even remember getting off the roof. She vaguely recalled ducking behind corners whenever she saw blue lights or heard sirens.

But mainly she had just been walking, head lowered, clutching the backpack to her chest, and trying not to break down right on the street. Now she blinked as she felt her eyes water again. Ryann sniffed softly and rubbed them, clearing her throat. “You’re fine. You’re fine…” she muttered quietly. She hugged her backpack, clinging to it.

Losing her home again had been hard. Just a little while ago she had had a place to stay, a job, a girl she’d loved… and now she had lost that and all of her belongings, and possibly every chance to ever get those things back.

Her legs felt so weak. She just wanted to sit down and cry.

Maybe it would feel good to just let it out.

A familiar scent made her raise her head. It was the strangest smell, animalistic and sharp. Ryann took a moment to inspect her surroundings. She turned her head, hunched over her belongings like a scared child, and realized that she knew the street she had wandered down.

It wasn’t too far from Carver’s home. She recognized the butcher’s shop and the pile of rubble opposite it that had once been a building. In the late evening, the shadows cast by the malformed piles of broken brick and grit were almost pitch black. There was just enough light to disengage Ryann’s night vision.

She hugged her backpack a little tighter. Had she, somewhere along the line, stumbled towards Wolfshire? She didn’t recall making that choice. She didn’t even remember getting off that roof she had hidden from the police on.

Maybe she was just lucky to have gotten here in one piece.

Somehow she had ended up closer to Carver’s place than the bar. She had no reason to assume he’d take her in, other than the few conversations and the little kind gestures he had shown her. Still, being closer than the bar, it was Ryann’s best option.

It was so dark. Her night vision should be kicking in fully, but it only shuddered grey and strange at the darkest point between two streetlights. Like she was underwater.

The dark reminded Ryann of things she’d rather forget.

She remembered the dark hole of the grave that had swallowed the casket before her. She remembered standing at the edge, crying as it was lowered down into the cold earth, and she remembered the tears streaming down her face. She remembered almost breaking at the dual pain and anger, and the sadness. Pain and sadness that the last person who had loved her was gone. And anger that she was left all alone.

And now the memory made her eyes sting and her breath hitch in her throat.

She stopped in her tracks, right under a streetlamp. A small, faint ring of light framed her shoes. Only darkness lay beyond. And for a moment she was the little girl again, fingers aching from when she had climbed out of the window down the trellis and cut her hands on the thorns of the climbing rose. She’d scuffed her knees when she’d fallen the last few metres and impacted the gravel and soil, looking out into the unknown and dark.

She remembered that same feeling of having the orphanage behind her, and the uncertainty and fear was just as palpable now.

Back then, she could have turned around. She could have asked to be let back in. Back into her home. She didn’t have to be homeless, scrounging and stealing to get by, never knowing what the next day might bring…

Ryann didn’t know how long she spent standing there before she took the next step. There was no going back. She was alone in the dark, and it clung to her feet as she walked past that point of no light, underneath a street lamp that was only very dimly blinking.

She had never liked the dark. As long as she could remember, her parents had always kept a light on in her room because she had been too scared to sleep otherwise.

There had been no night light in the orphanage. And certainly none on the streets or in crumbling, abandoned houses or empty residences that Ryann had broken into in the dead of winter nights. Being here, in the dark of an empty, cold street, was enough to make Ryann want to break down and cry again.

The animal smell got stronger when Ryann rounded the next corner. There were no lights here at all. Her night vision didn’t kick in either, as if her batteries had to be recharged. Maybe she had run out of blood? She felt entirely too miserable to really tell or care.

When she looked up, she could vaguely make out the end of the street as a car turned down towards her. The lights illuminated the buildings to her side, and for a moment she saw the dark entrance of Carver’s ostensibly defunct building. The opening was a yawning hole of brickwork, perfectly square, as if the front door and a good portion of the wall had been taken out or never put in in the first place.

The car down the road briefly blinded Ryann. Its headlights bobbed on an uneven surface that made the path of them sway up and down wildly from the pothole-riddled street up to the second and third stories of the buildings on either side. Then it turned off to the side, and for a brief moment Ryann thought she saw something in the dark. A large shape, maybe an animal, a dog of some kind. But when she blinked and rubbed her eyes, the end of the street where she’d seen the thing was empty.

Ryann stood there, very still. Common knowledge compelled her to be careful with any animal. She couldn’t tell whether what she’d seen was real or a figment of a tired, addled mind. The street was dark again, and that fear returned. The fear of the dark and what might hide in it.

For a long time, Ryann didn’t move. She clutched her meagre possessions and stayed perfectly still, even when the first drops of rain fell again. Only once she was soaked and her hair sticking to her face, did she muster the courage to move another step in the dark.

She moved towards Carver’s building. The lights were off in the windows above. She remembered the stairs, brittle and uneven, full of little debris and rubble. She stopped at the entrance of the place, looking into the looming dark, and resisted the urge to step away from it like a child from an open doorway at night because something might lunge out and snatch her up.

Ryann reached for her phone to light the way and dimly remembered that she didn’t have it. Instead, her fingers brushed over the single photograph in her pocket.

She stepped back, suddenly gripped by that cold, icy fear. Had something in the dark just moved? She couldn’t say for sure. She kept moving away, staring into the dark, until she stumbled over the edge of a sidewalk and her back hit brickwork.

Her breath was coming out quick, uneven and ragged. And before she knew it she already scrambled to her feet and sprinted down the street to where there was more light. Something was moving in the darkness, she was sure of it. There was something there, right behind her, and Ryann whirled around suddenly to lash out with a kick. It was clumsy. Stupid. She almost slipped. She nearly dropped her backpack. She definitely wasn’t presenting a real threat. Her kick didn’t connect. There was nothing in the darkness behind her, and nothing made itself known.

Ryann backed away into the wall behind her. She could have sworn there was something there. Fangs flashing in the dark. Eyes glowing. Claws scratching over stone. Mouths of creatures watering at the sight of her. She whimpered softly and put a hand to her mouth, muffling the noise. Her elbow brushed something hard. Cold metal. Paint and a top layer of rust that flaked off under her touch. It was a metal waste bin she hadn’t noticed in the dark and her panic.

It provided a corner to hide in, and that was what she did. She huddled down and hid in that corner, hugging her few possessions tight and picturing the photo in her mind. She stayed there, hunched, and tried to imagine there being someone there with her, keeping her safe as she waited for any sound, any scent, anything that would give away that the things in the dark weren’t just her imagination.
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Alice Romanov sat frozen in her chair in Mr. Fieldings’ office. She didn’t remember when she had begun to feel so cold, or why. She had been alright as her steps had carried her into the room. Now… Now was different.

She didn’t refer to Mr. Fieldings by his first name no matter how much he tried to hint at it. He sat behind his desk and smiled at her over the picture of his wife and kids whose smiles failed to reach the eyes. His usual sleaziness was gone. Not a single mention of one of the meaningless certificates and awards cluttering the shelf behind him. The nervous spark in his eyes failed to capture Alice’s full attention. Instead, her gaze was drawn to the older man sitting in the chair next to her that lay in relative shadow. He turned to her and smiled a polite, thin-lipped smile.

For a moment Alice thought he might be blind, as his bony hands rested over the golden head of a walking cane, and he wore a small, brown hat that overshadowed a set of gold-rimmed sunglasses. Strange attire for any indoors area, especially a dimly lit one. The lights seemed a little too low for the time of day, even with the rain hitting the window in large sheets. The sky was dark with grey clouds.

The man spoke. “It’s very nice to meet you,” he said in a voice that made Alice shiver with how cold and… slithering it sounded. He had a slight accent, and his thin lips pulled and twisted into strange lines as he spoke.

Alice stammered back a response that escaped her memory. Her skin was wet with sweat, and she didn’t know why.

The man looked important. She didn’t know what gave her that impression. His clothes were too big. The fancy patterned brown shirt with the golden collar chain looked expensive, as did the vest with the golden chain of a pocket watch. But the shirt and his brown tweed suit, despite being immaculate and perfect, sagged off him. Even sitting down, it looked like they were clothes made for a man of sturdier build.

His arms seemed too long, too. Just an inch or two. She didn’t know how she got that idea, but it didn’t leave her alone, and she kept staring at them. At his hands, too. His long, pointed fingers and long nails. Like someone had stretched him out.

Mr. Fieldings introduced him as ‘Mr. Gold.’ A pause followed those words, as if he was waiting for their guest to speak. It was nervous, dead quiet save for the rain at the windows. Alice could see the sweat drip from Mr. Fieldings’ brow.

“No need to be so formal,” Mr. Gold said in a tone that was almost friendly. He smiled at her with crooked, long teeth. It was chilling. He began to ask about the person that had caused the commotion earlier that day. Appearance. Ethnicity. Any distinguishing marks on her body. His long, bony fingers curled around the head of the cane he held between his knees when Alice described the distinctive tattoos in a quiet, shaky whisper. They looked strangely pointed, like the fingernails were a little long… She would almost have called it a claw.

Mr. Gold inquired about the previous, now-dead account holder quietly, in a voice so even that Alice didn’t know why she pushed herself as far into her chair and out of his reach as she could. Who had they been? When had they died? Who were their next of kin and what was their primary residence?

Mr. Fieldings quickly handed over all this private information, no matter how shocked Alice’s look was. The guest quietly stroked his chin as she explained. Despite how his skin seemed loose in places, it never really seemed to sag anywhere in particular. And despite the apparent frailty, he gave Alice a strange impression of solidity, like she could touch him and he would not move at all.

Eventually, he seemed satisfied. The room felt cold. The lights flickered gently.

Mr. Gold heaved himself out of his chair. He passed by Alice, and suddenly the pleasant aromatic scent of the office was pierced by something new. Something foul. Something rotten. It nearly made her throw up right then. Mr. Gold’s brown leather shoes clicked on the ground with every step. He stopped at the door and gave Alice one more look.

“Oh, by the way,” he then said. He knocked the steel tip of his cane against the doorframe. “You should have your lights checked. They seem a little dim to me…”

Alice tried to smile and say something, but her throat closed up. She just nodded, shaking at the sudden cold that gripped her.

Mr. Gold smiled that crooked smile of his and opened the door into the hallway, which seemed almost pitch black. His steps got further and further from the door. Each one with a slow click, click, click.

Then Alice remembered that the hallway outside had a carpeted floor that should not be able to produce that sound. And with that realization still came the somehow evermore persistent click. Click. Click. Click.

Unchanging. Unceasing.

Like the ticking of a clock.

The lights went out and plunged the room into darkness. It was so all-encompassing that she felt blinded and deafened.

Alice still heard Mr. Fieldings’ screams. She still smelled the blood in the air as something brushed up against her legs. And then she screamed too.








  
  
  Chapter 12

  
  




Ryann remained huddled in her hiding spot even when the rain picked up again and drenched her on top of anything else. The usually calming weather did nothing to put her at ease. She couldn’t hear anything over the sound of water hitting the pavement. Or smell anything. And she couldn’t see anything at all, because even when her night vision flickered into being, she only saw sheets of grey.

Hours passed. Or maybe it was seconds.

She didn’t have the strength to care anymore. She stayed hunched over her bag and felt the rain beat down on her and soak her. Part of her, the part that was too burned out to care anymore, wanted to step into the dark and back to the building with its gaping opening and its crumbling but dry stairwell.

Just to see Carver. Just to see a friendly face. Was she even sure how he’d react to her showing up wet and miserable on his doorstep? He had acted like she was welcome before.

But she also didn’t want him to see her like this. She didn’t want anyone to see her like this. Sad, alone, and homeless. This was her worst nightmare. Everything she had worked for was gone. And there was no reason for Carver, or anyone else, to give a crap about her.

Ryann hugged her knees. She couldn’t tell if the water on her cheeks was rain or tears. And worst of all, she couldn’t even tell if anything had changed from when she’d been on the streets the first time. She’d worked so hard to never be in this situation again. She’d thrown herself into studies and exercise, and had foregone anything else. No friends. Only one other person in her life. And for what?

All the fear and misery from them just came right back, as if her getting out of that situation had never happened. Ryann felt her throat close up as a tiny little sob racked her shoulders.

She didn’t know how long she sat there, indecisive, waiting, not knowing what to do or just waiting to feel anything other than this emptiness. It felt like an eternity, in which the rain pounded down on her and onto the pothole-riddled asphalt and the cracked, aged pavement.

“Ryann?” a voice asked, almost drowned out by the rain.

She sniffed softly and looked up. From where she was cowering in the dark, she could see Carver standing there. He was holding an umbrella that kept the rain off him, but Ryann had barely noticed the different sound over her own tiny sobs in the rain.

“Ryann?” Carver asked again. His deep, gravelly voice rang out firmer now. He stepped a bit closer. There was a worried note to his tone.

She sniffed again, rubbed her face, and wiped at her eyes to no longer have the rain blur her vision. A passing car driving down the street illuminated Carver briefly. He was wearing a shirt and a vest, both of which hung a little too loose off him. His heavy boots splashed the puddles that had formed as he stepped closer. His beard was much neater and trimmed close to the face, and his eyes were full of concern.

That was all Ryann could make out before the car turned off towards another road. That and his eyes, which almost seemed to flash golden in the light that reflected off them. Like those of an animal.

Ryann let go of her legs a bit. Her limbs were stiff. “Why are you out here?” she muttered, wiping at her face.

“I was taking a walk,” Carver replied. His bright, grey-blue eyes met Ryann’s as he cocked his head gently. Even in the dark, they were two points of light that Ryann couldn’t mistake. “What are you doing here? You’re drenched!”

She hugged herself and her bag, and rubbed her arms. “I… I need…” What? A place to crash? Help? Blood? Ryann sighed and just shook her head, hiding her face at her knees. She didn’t know what to say. She had to ask for something impossible.

The absence of more raindrops on her made Ryann look up. Carver had come closer and knelt down. His expression was gentle concern. Ryann hadn’t expected him to look at her so… empathetically.

“Come on,” Carver said with his deep, soft voice and reached out a hand. “Let’s get you out of the rain.”

Ryann looked aside and sniffed. “I…” She still felt so cold. So scared. And it was so dark.

Carver waited patiently. And, eventually, Ryann mustered the strength to take his hand and let him pull her up. She was tired. Drained. Cold and empty. Carver was a source of warmth as he put his arm around her to support her and lead her to the dark mouth of his building’s entrance.

Then there was the click of a flipped switch, and soft, fluorescent light flickered to life, banishing the shadows.

Ryann thought she would feel relieved. And she did. But really, she just wanted to curl up and cry.

She wasn’t entirely sure how they got from the bottom of the stairs to Carver’s room. At some point she took off her shoes and her jacket. Then she was alone in his neat and tidy bathroom. Everything passed in a blur. Her emotions were in utter turmoil. She was incredibly tired. Feeling anything was difficult, and her thoughts and emotions were all riled up. At least the stream of hot water down her back was soothing.

She didn’t even recall if Carver had said anything to her after taking her up the stairwell and into his home. He must have, because she was lacking her clothes and was taking a hot shower. There was a stool near the broad sink, with socks, sweatpants and a dark grey shirt.

I only have the one bra, Ryann realized both suddenly and with such a deep, emotional distance that she had to think it twice before it registered in her mind. She closed her eyes and hung her head under the water. Her arms pressed into the wall. She leaned on them. Her legs felt as if they would collapse if she bent or moved them.

Hot water ran down her face, and all Ryann could think about was how she didn’t actually have a change of clothes and even the kindness of a stranger could only temporarily mitigate that. The water cascaded over her sculpted shoulders and down her back. It ran down over her thighs, warm and pleasant, and for a moment Ryann placed her face directly in the stream. She tried to enjoy the sensation.

Then her stomach rumbled loudly.

Ryann huffed deep in discomfort. Water sprayed from her lips, and she braced an arm against the wall to push her wet, black hair back with the other. Deep, burning hunger gripped her gut. She had almost forgotten about it, but now it reared its head and demanded sustenance.

The blood hunger wasn’t like regular hunger. It felt like a pull in her gut towards the scents of people. Out on the streets, she could practically smell it everywhere. And here, when she pulled her head out of the water, she could smell delicious blood in the room beyond.

Carver had a lot of blood. Normal people smelled good. Carver smelled like a storm of sustenance packed into a sinewy body.

Ryann groaned and shook her head, holding her head at the sudden pounding inside. Her claws scratched over her scalp and she pulled them away quickly for fear of cutting herself. She pushed her forehead to the cold shower tiles and tried to ride out the sudden bout of pain. Probably stress and hunger teaming up to make her life worse.

She had really gone out with the intention of topping up on Rachel. Now she was once more afraid of just how little control she really had over herself. The only silver lining in her situation was that she wouldn’t have to worry about that here. She had seen Carver fight, and he wasn’t human. Chances were he wouldn’t succumb to a single, starved vampire, if Ryann did lose control.

Provided werewolves got, like, super strength or something.

Still, Ryann would blow her last little bit of money on blood at the bar if she had to.

She shook her head, flinging water droplets from her brow. I’ll figure it out, she thought, wrung out her hair and dried herself off with the folded-up towel she found in one of the drawers beneath the sink. The clothes Carver had set out for her were nice. They didn’t smell like him, oddly, instead there was a very faint floral scent on them. That and fresh rain.

Ryann slipped into them, and they almost fit her, which was surprising. Carver was a very tall man, but the pants didn’t slide too much off her hips or bunched at the ankles and the shirt was a little baggy, but not too much. When she put it on, she could almost smell something under the scents. Like the smell of an animal, so very familiar…

She blamed it on Carver’s wolf stuff. Maybe it belonged to a friend of his. Unless she imagined it and the smell was actually just ambient in the bathroom.

Ryann looked into the mirror. Her face was pale, her claws super long. Dark veins had emerged under her eyes, a stark reminder that despite her nice day out with Rachel she was anything but human.

“Bullshit,” she muttered and grabbed the nail clipper by the sink. Her nails proved stupidly tough, as always. It took her almost a full minute just to cut one, and then a bit longer to file it down to where the edges were no longer jagged.

Eventually she felt presentable again. She brushed her hair out a bit (Why did Carver own a brush? His own hair wasn’t that long.) and dried it as quickly as she could. She brushed her fingers through her hair one last time. Did she look presentable? Well, at least she looked clean, and she felt clean. So that was good.

Ryann took a deep breath — or tried to take one. Her chest seized and she coughed suddenly, or tried to, but instead it felt more like retching. She knocked over the stool as she stumbled back and gripped on to the sink. It clattered loudly to the floor, and immediately after came a knock at the door.

“You okay?” Carver’s voice came through it muffled. “Do you need something?”

Ryann wanted to tell him she was fine. But she didn’t feel fine. Her chest wasn’t moving. Air wasn’t entering into her body, and when she tried to speak, her mouth made no sound.

There was another knock. “Are you okay? If you don’t say something, I’m coming in,” Carver announced. A moment later, he pushed the door open and saw Ryann clutching her chest and gripping the sink. “Hey, hey, you’re okay!” he said quickly and reached out a warm hand to rest it on her shoulder.

She looked up at him frantically. The sink gave way under her tight, panicked grip, creating a spiderweb of cracks.

Carver looked her over with those piercing, grey eyes of his. There was a little colour around the iris she hadn’t noticed before, like a little corona of yellow, and focusing on that helped her calm down just the tiniest bit.

Then Carver made a soft “shhh” sound and rubbed her shoulder. “Trouble breathing?” he asked. Ryann nodded quickly, still shaking with fear. Her throat felt closed. “You’re okay,” Carver said in that deep, soothing voice of his. “You’re fine. You’re a Blood, you don’t need to breathe. I know it’s unsettling at first, but please try to relax.”

Ryann felt like she was trying to swallow, but the instinctive muscle movements just somehow failed her. She looked up at Carver and her mouth opened and closed helplessly.

He nodded. His look was gentle. “You’ll be okay. Calm down. It takes a little practise to get back into the habit. You’ll pick it up in a few moments.” He rose up to his full height and beckoned Ryann to stand up straight. She did, shakily and nervous, and now she managed to fight down the panic.

Not having any breath was unsettling. She also tended to be more human than other Bloods. Or was she losing that gift?

He answered as if reading her mind. “Your gift is probably running out of blood,” Carver said. “Doing it manually is like learning to use a gift. Try and remember how it feels to breathe.”

Ryann tried. It was much more difficult than she expected, seeing as she’d never had to try and manually breathe before. She tried to remember how her lungs used to move, then strained to do so.

Just as she was about to give up, a switch got flipped somehow in her brain or body, and she sucked in a deep mouthful of air. She coughed as suddenly her whole body convulsed and twitched before coming to rest again. She groaned. “That,” she wheezed, “was fucking dreadful.”

“It only feels weird because you’re not used to it.”

“You fucking try it then,” Ryann grumbled.

Carver frowned. “I think I’m good. I’m too old to die like that.”

“How old are you, like, sixty?” she muttered, bracing her hands on her knees and enjoying the sweet sweet taste of air. She remembered something about Logan mentioning how he was much older than he looked.

Carver shrugged. “Yeah, sure, something like that.” He didn’t look like sixty. He didn’t really pay attention either. His gaze remained fixed on her in gentle concern. “Come on. Let’s get you some blood,” he said softly.

Ryann nodded quietly, took another deep breath and followed him out of the bathroom. She sat down at the table right near the bathroom door, as Carver directed, and took more deep breaths. She still felt a bit nervous from that experience. But the golden light hanging above the table made everything a little better.

She looked around the place again. Carver went over to the kitchen island and started to root around in some drawers. His place was roomy and warm. The kitchen with the island and the large table led directly into the open living room with the two couches and the large windows. Rain pelted them, covering them in sheets of water and creating a calming sound. There was a bookshelf, filled almost completely with books of varying sizes.

It was such a warm and comfortable environment. Ryann realized with a start that she still hadn’t thanked Carver for letting her into his home. At least, she didn’t remember thanking him. But she felt like she should try starting a conversation first.

“Um,” she said. She shut her mouth again. Wow. Inspired. “I uh…” she tried again. “There might be some long hairs in the shower drain. Ah, fuck, I should have cleaned them out,” she said, stammering a little hastily, already half out of her seat again.

Carver shook his head. “Leave it,” he said. His voice rang clear through the warmly lit room, despite how deep and bassy it was. He reached up into one of the cupboards to get a glass. “It’s not a problem. I mean, you’ve seen my beard. I’m used to cleaning stuff often.” He chuckled softly, motioning to his much more trimmed beard. “Plus, werewolf. Lots of shedding.”

Ryann almost let out a nervous chuckle at that. She started to relax a little in her seat. It was a comfortable chair. It, and the table, were clearly made for someone of her stature. She didn’t have to hunch at all to rest her arms on the table top, which set it apart from every other table she’d ever sat at.

“That must be rough,” she said softly. “Any other troubles being a werewolf brings? I’m trying to see if I drew the short straw here.”

“Loads,” Carver said and leaned on the countertop. “Constant urge to Change and Run, smelling every single bad smell on a bus, silver allergy… Take your pick.”

“Wait, so werewolves and silver, that’s, like, real?” Ryann asked, surprised.

“For some.” Carver shrugged a little. “There’s a lot of different kinds of werewolves. My kind are allergic. Some others aren’t. Hell, some are damn near invulnerable to anything but.” He smiled a bit and looked down at the glass he had set out. “The world is big, and its secrets are numerous.”

Ryann watched him as he seemed to think about something. He seemed almost sad. “That must be difficult during fancy dinners,” she joked.

“Yeah,” Carver said. A little smile tugged at his lips. “Touching it creates a burning sensation after a bit. It’s always unpleasant, and if it gets into our bloodstream, it can kill us very quickly…” He hummed softly. “Anyway, you look thirsty.”

“Yeah… I guess it’s kinda obvious?” she muttered sheepishly.

Carver turned to the sink and pulled out a plastic bag that contained a bag of blood. “That should be enough to thaw it,” he muttered and removed the blood bag from the other one.

Ryann felt her stomach clench and rumble. She swallowed hard, throat tight with a hunger she had kept in check until just a second ago.

Carver poured the contents of the blood bag into the glass before him. The smell filled the room, and Ryann’s heart began to pound in her ears. Her claws came out again and raked over the table as she clenched her fists. They left long grooves in the wood. She tried to distract herself by looking around. There had to be something interesting… There was no way to block out the scent, though. She licked her lips in anticipation.

The blood scent got more intense when Carver approached and put the glass down in front of her. Her hands clenched tight around the table’s edge. The crack and splinter of wood sounded like a gunshot in her ears. She flinched, looked down, and immediately let go. Her eyes met Carver’s again for a split second before she looked away. “Sorry,” she said, the regret audible in her voice.

“It’s okay,” Carver said softly. His voice was as gentle as the rain drumming against the large window. He went back to the kitchen to clean up the empty bag and the island.

Ryann shook her head. Everything I touch I just… ruin, she thought and hated that the thought was so familiar. She had tried for years to get away from that mindset. But in the last month, the evidence for it had piled up more and more, with her getting injured, ruining her last relationship… And now she was homeless again, so she’d ruined her own life too.

Carver stood there a moment longer, not saying anything. Then he sighed. “Please drink.” He returned to the kitchen to clean up a little, even though Ryann suspected there was very little to clean up.

She huffed and looked up at the glass. The blood was that same, familiar, dark liquid, but where the light hit it there was a golden sheen. She inspected it curiously and tilted her head. It smelled familiar. It smelled like Carver’s. “Is that normal for werewolf blood?” The smell of it was too intoxicating. She had to dunk a finger in and bring it to her mouth.

“Hm?” Carver looked up, slinging the cloth he’d used to wipe off the island over his shoulder. It was barely more than a grunt, but his gaze was attentive and questioning.

“The colour,” Ryann said, motioning to the glass after she’d licked the blood off her finger. The taste made her eyes flutter, and she almost devoured it all in one go. But curiosity won out.

Carver chuckled. “That’s… a werewolf thing. Don’t worry about it. It’s entirely safe.”

Ryann picked up the glass and sniffed. The scent filled her nose and her thoughts, but something was nagging at her. Thoughts addled by the blood smell, Ryann brought the glass to her lips before she realized what was bothering her. “Hang on,” she said and lowered the glass from her mouth, “why do you have blood bags in your house?”

Carver shrugged, leaning his hands on the counter top. “I need my own blood in case I get injured. I heal fast, but still, better safe than sorry.”

Ryann frowned. “Can’t you go to a hospital then? Or do you literally just close up immediately? Like Wolverine or something, and that’s why you can’t go to hospitals?”

“Oh, I wish,” Carver laughed. “That’d be great. But no, it takes much longer. About a fourth of the time it’d take a normal person. And if I get really injured, I can’t use normal human blood. It’s… well, kinda like a blood condition? Has to be werewolf.” He looked down at the polished wooden countertop briefly before looking back up at her. “Has to be mine.”

“Ah.” Ryann stared into the gold-shimmering, black-red fluid again. “So wait, you have a blood condition that makes you howl at the moon and you think this is safe for me to drink?”

He gave her a flat stare. “Just drink the damn blood,” he said.

“Just asking,” Ryann said, sniffing it again. Her hunger flared at the delicious, rich scent. She could almost feel it pulsing with the promise of life it carried, despite being cold, despite being in a glass like any old glass of water…

I must be really hungry, she thought as she lifted it to her lips and took a gulp.

“It’s fine,” Carver sighed. He went back to polishing the island counter again. “As a vampire, you should be immune to my blood.”

That should have raised alarms for Ryann. It should have made her stop drinking. It should have made her put down the blood and ask exactly what he meant by ‘should be immune to my blood’.

But all she could focus on was the taste. First came the familiar, coppery rush of liquid in her mouth. Then the fluid rushed down her throat and the taste changed, becoming almost sweet, delectable, like spring water, and yet completely different and almost indescribable. A rumbling growl escaped amid her excited breaths as she eagerly gulped down whole mouthfuls of the dark substance. When it hit her stomach, it warmed her. That warmth spread through her like a wave into all her limbs. A pleasant shiver ran up her spine, and that gnawing hunger that had been ripping at her belly with sharp fangs finally abated.

Her supply ran out far too quickly, and Ryann gripped the glass with both hands as she licked the inside, trying to get to the blood that still clung to the smooth surface. A soft whine escaped her throat as she attempted to fit her jaw into the opening to be able to lick deeper.

Then she came back to herself and blushed hard as she realized what she was doing. She cleared her throat and put the glass down.

Carver chuckled softly, coming over with some tissues and a glass of water. “You’re a very clean eater,” he said with a twinkle in his grey eyes.

Ryann grumbled, snatching the tissues from him. “You don’t have to make fun of me.” She drank the water in long, greedy gulps, trying to wash away the shame. And to make her throat feel less hot.

Carver laughed, “I mean it! I’ve had vampires who just dunked it over their faces! You should see Logan, she’s like a wild animal.” 

She frowned at that and had a hard time believing him. “For real?”

“You should ask her about it sometime.” He sat down in front of Ryann and rested his hands on the table. “You are handling the hunger pretty well. How have you been feeding up until now?”

Ryann shrugged gently. “Blood bags.” She wiped her face and chin with the tissues. The scent of the blood didn’t make her want to go crazy anymore, but it still smelled very alluring. At least Carver with all the blood inside him didn’t register to her senses as a snack anymore.

“Where from?”

Ryann shrugged again, remembering the portable cooler and the people it used to belong to. “Just… found them.”

“Right… And you haven’t drunk from people?”

“I tried.” She sighed. “I almost lost it. I had to stop.” She remembered Rachel’s skin under hers. Her pulse at her lips. How good she had smelled…

Carver’s voice tore her out of those thoughts. “First time is always hard. Logan can probably help you with that.”

“It’s fucked is what it is,” Ryann growled. She could feel her jaw wanting to spring open in a snarl. Her claws extended again, despite having just cut them, and she wanted desperately to pull them through someone who deserved it.

Carver just watched her, staying infuriatingly calm. “It is,” he said, nodding. “But it does get easier.”

“How?” Ryann yelled, jumping up. She had almost torn into Rachel, and only smelling her involuntary excitement had pulled her out of it. What if it happened again? Would she just drain Rachel or someone else dry, like she had Amos? “I almost killed someone! I could feel myself wanting that blood, no matter what!”

She slammed her hands on the table in anger, cracking the wood more as her veins burned with blood and her muscles with power. Her head was spinning and she just wanted to fight, to hurt someone, someone who deserved it. Someone had done this to her. And now she couldn’t even be around her new friend for fear of hurting her! She had to keep secrets from her!

Ryann dragged her claws over the wood of the table, digging them in and wanting to destroy something or someone.

Her eyes met Carver’s. They were full of soft kindness and sympathy. They glistened gently, almost teary. He slowly reached out and rested his hands on the table, over hers. His warm fingertips brushed over her knuckles. “You are not alone,” he said in his deep, soft voice. “And you can learn to control it.”

Ryann slumped back into her chair and hunched over. Her eyes watered. She blinked the tears away.

“I—” Her voice was hoarse and tinged with sorrow and frustration. “I’m sorry…” She couldn’t meet his gaze.

“You don’t have to be.” Carver smiled at her softly. “You can let it all out.”

Ryann looked at his warm, gentle expression. She pulled her hands away and braced her head on them, staring down at the cracked and splintered table. “What the actual fuck,” she whispered. “I’m a fucking vampire.” After the first realization, she had tried to just accept it and go with it. But there was no easy way to cope with what she’d nearly done to Rachel. “Someone murdered me over some stupid vampire war and made me into a monster!” Her eyes stung with more tears. Her emotions were a whirlwind of shittiness. She’d never even gotten over how miserable she was thanks to her coma and breakup. Now this shit on top? The vampirism, the monsters. And now homelessness, being broke.

She felt annoyed. Angry. And just so tired.

“I need to punch something,” she whispered. She wanted to break something. Work out the frustrations. She thought about the Stalker and how cathartic it had been, how good it had felt to crush its head.

“Follow me,” Carver said. His voice was soft and even, and full of kindness. Ryann sniffed. Her breaths came with a snarl as she shakily got up and followed him. He led her to the furthest door from the table, opposite his own room, across the couches. Closest to the windows.

She followed him inside. A comfy, roomy home gym greeted her in the warm glow of golden light bulbs. In the middle of a number of large workout mats hung a huge punching bag. Its black material caught the light in an almost ominous way as it cast four shadows from the corner lights. Carver handed her a set of knuckle guards. Ryann looked at him. He just quietly nodded over at the punching bag and left the room.

Ryann stared at the knuckle guards in her hands. She looked back at the bag as she took off her socks and stepped onto the mat. The bag was huge, suspended from the high ceiling by a thick chain, and it was about as big as she was.

She slipped the black knuckle guards on and pulled her fists up. Her first punch sent a dull shock through her arm, into her back. The next made her grit her teeth in her effort to move the incredibly heavy bag. She punched it again, gave it a kick, and found her balance again with a growl. Her breaths started coming in deep gasps and growling huffs as she punched harder and harder. Her still-wet hair stuck in her face. Her jaws snapped open in a snarl that bared her fangs in anger.

A scream of frustration and sadness tore itself from her throat as the practised, precise strikes devolved into a flurry of blows. She didn’t stop until her arms and legs ached worse than after her hardest day of training. She didn’t stop until her voice was hoarse from her screams.

She didn’t stop until the punching bag tore open and the sand filling covered the mat, leaving her standing there angry and crying with frustration, and feeling just the tiniest bit better.
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Julius Augustine Argent hummed softly as he closed his office door behind him and moved to sit behind his desk. A fire crackled beneath the mounted werewolf head, warming the frigid halls. He barely felt it. He held under his arm a folder with the newest information his contact with the police had delivered to him.

Well, contact was perhaps too diplomatic a word. Pawn, more like. Servant. Whatever you called people who did your bidding under threat of their lives being destroyed.

He sighed contentedly as he sank back into his comfortable chair and dropped the folder, and with it the letter from his dear cousin. She was still off in Europe, hunting a wolf of her own with the head of the family. Good luck with that, Julius thought to himself and smiled at the head above the fireplace. The kill that had netted him this position. It had been quite the chase to hunt him down.

Julius rubbed the tattoos on his knuckles, elbows resting on the armrests of his chair. His eyes closed slowly. Faint, ethereal whispers filled his ear. He felt a hand on his shoulder and smiled.

The sensation faded as he opened his eyes. He pulled out his phone and set it down on the desk. Then he interlocked his fingers and waited. Minutes ticked by.

His phone rang.

Julius casually smoothed down his shirt. He adjusted his silver shield pin and cufflinks. Then, after a suitable waiting time had elapsed, he picked up the phone. “Julius speaking,” he said jovially, then, “Ah, Mr. Gold! I hope your hunt was successful?” He waited and listened to the response of the slithering, accented voice. He nodded his head in feigned sympathy. “I absolutely understand. Cutting your enemy off from their resources is the best way to drive them into a corner. I assume all loose ends are tied up?” It wasn’t that big of an assumption. Julius suspected that nobody in the know had exited that bank come closing time. In a few days, people would start asking questions.

“Oh, on my end?” Julius asked as he opened the folder and picked up the report. The picture of a woman of mixed ethnicity was attached. She had black hair, almost copper-toned skin, and green eyes with a red ring around the iris. The features were a bit difficult to place, but Julius would have conservatively guessed Vietnamese, perhaps. It was difficult to say for sure.

He put the picture down. “Nothing yet, unfortunately,” he said. “Perhaps a more… generous effort could be made.” There was no need to give Edmonias what he wanted just yet. “Extortion??” Julius gasped in feigned offence. “I would never take advantage of our longstanding business arrangement!” He hummed softly at the reply from the business partner he was tentatively extorting. Edmonias didn’t care about money. He could just kill someone else for theirs.

“Yes. Yes, quite right,” Julius said. “Of course I have ensured that she remains officially dead. Should this enigmatic prey of yours attempt to clear her name, my pawns have specific instructions to… let her see the light, as it were.” That seemed to please Edmonias. He hung up, and Julius sighed and looked at his phone. He hated dealing with bloodsuckers. At least Edmonias was straightforward about being a monster.

Still better than the board of directors. Julius hummed and called up Artifact Storage on his landline phone. He took the next half hour to flip through the reports. There was no reason for him to expedite the hunt. The longer he drew it out, the longer Edmonias would pay him. Of course, he would have to swoop in at the end. Perhaps providing Edmonias the phone the police had confiscated would be sufficient proof of his efforts. Or he could root out where the prey was hiding manually.

He didn’t even look up when Christine approached his door. “Come in, it’s open,” he said with a slightly raised voice. He ran his interlocked fingers along his sharp and cleanly shaven jaw and braced his chin on them. He gave Christine a friendly little smile when she pushed into the room. He loved seeing the unnerved expressions on his employees’ faces when he gave them small glimpses of his powers. Then his eyes turned to the silver tray the young blond woman carried, and the tall, covered object on it.

“Just put it down right here,” he said and put the folder and his cousin’s letter into one of his heavy desk’s drawers. Christine did as she was told and hurried away. It was late. Those late night shifts would be terrible for her in the long run.

I really must tell her to take better care of herself. Julius waited until the door was closed before he put the object to the side and removed the silver tray. Institute procedure stated never to touch the artifacts unless entirely necessary, and even then the employees were required to carry silver on them. A silly superstition. Julius put the object back in front of him and pulled the dark, rough cloth away.

A large jar sat before him, closed off with a lid of wood, covered with cloth and wrapped with twine. The glass was so old it was starting to fog over in places. In the dirty, translucent brown liquid inside, there floated a good two dozen eyeballs. They gently bobbed around and came to rest in the middle of the jar, optical nerves tangled together in a tight knot. Julius smiled as he slowly reached out and touched his fingertips to the glass.

As one, all the eyeballs turned to him.

“Now… Show me the wolf,” Julius whispered and let his own eyes roll back as the whispers in his ears rose to a deafening scream.
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“Do I have to learn how to drink from people?” Ryann muttered as the bar came into view. She still felt awkward about it. Her experience with Rachel had really spooked her. “I could keep using blood bags.” She adjusted how she held her umbrella a bit.

Carver shook his head. “Stale blood doesn’t give you as much sustenance as fresh blood. If you don’t want to feed every other day, you need something from the vein. And besides, the urge to bite is still there.”

Ryann sighed. “Still,” she muttered. “I can’t risk losing control. I know I can keep the hunger in check, but why poke the bear, you know?”

Carver stepped a bit closer and nudged her. Their umbrellas bumped together briefly. “The first time is the worst for anyone. Your first time feeding is rough. So is a werewolf’s first Run. Everybody needs guidance.”

“What if I hurt someone?” she asked so quietly that the rain nearly drowned out her voice.

Carver hummed softly. “You won’t.” His deep voice was comforting amidst the worries in Ryann’s mind.

She felt much better, having let out her emotions. Carver hadn’t minded the mess. He’d just given her a little nod and some tea, and then they’d sat down on the couches, and Ryann had told him everything. About the bank. About her home.

She didn’t want to think about that anymore. Not right now. “Weren’t we supposed to not even mention you at the bar?” Ryann asked. “Are you gonna be okay going near this place?”

“Kay said it’ll be fine today.” He splashed through a large puddle and watched the light from the street lamps play in the waves.

She watched him for a moment. “Yeah, I suppose. Kay really emphasized it last time.”

“Yeah…” Carver rubbed his neck a little. His deep voice had taken on a soft, almost melancholic tone. “She’s always been very kind and protective.”

“As long as you follow her rules,” Ryann muttered. “No killing unless it’s in self defence. No hunting for fun…

“No abusing your powers to make people into puppets for your entertainment,” Carver added.

She frowned and looked at him, alarmed. “Are there Bloods who can do that?” Kay had mentioned something about mind control… She should look into that as soon as she could.

Carver gave her a little nod. “Oh, yeah, there’s a lot. Trust me, you’ll learn in time. For now, let’s focus on feeding.”

Ryann nodded lightly. She could make out the stained glass on the windows now, and the sign of the drinker before the full moon. Her heart fluttered a little nervously. Had Carver told Logan and Kay about her situation? Did she feel comfortable seeing them like this? She’d dried her jacket and looked at least respectable.

I really want to make a good impression, Ryann realized as she shook out her umbrella behind Carver, who had already entered. I want them to be my friends. She stepped into the warmth, and the smells of wolf, food, blood and alcohol, and wondered how long that would take.

The place was much less crowded than it had been the other night. No sign of Kate or Charlie, or any other werewolves that Ryann knew of.

And of course Kay was standing at the bar, polishing a glass with that stoic, even expression on her face. In the warm light, and with the gentle murmurs of the Bloods around, she looked really beautiful. Ryann found herself once again fighting against getting flustered. She smiled happily when Kay raised her dark brown eyes to meet hers.

Her expression barely changed, but she gave Ryann a little nod. She was wearing a white dress shirt, black jeans and an apron around her waist again, her usual bartending outfit, it seemed.

“Oh, did anybody tell you that Kay’s a werewolf?” Carver asked Ryann. “You might not smell it on her, Logan makes her shower often.”

“Oh, that explains the smell,” Ryann hummed. She paused. Wait, do other werewolves not shower often?

Kay shook her head, a little bemused. She put the glass away and slung the cloth in her hand over her shoulder. “Damn, old man. Just gonna out me like that?” she said, cracking the smallest hint of a smirk.

Carver rolled his eyes and sat down, having left the umbrella at the door. “Didn’t you take, like, a hundred years to figure out your sexuality? Maybe I should’ve outed you to yourself.” He said it in a good-natured, teasing tone.

“Yeah yeah, whatever,” Kay said and rolled her eyes too. She continued in a soft grumble. “Didn’t take me a hundred years, shut up…” She huffed softly when Carver smiled back.

“Weren’t we supposed to not even mention this guy?” Ryann asked Kay in a whisper and pointed at Carver.

The big woman shrugged. “Only while other wolves are around. And all the ones I know are out running.”

“Oh. Do the other wolves not like you?” Ryann looked at Carver.

Logan had exited the back area to the left of the bar. They gave Ryann a little nod, sat next to Carver, sideways on the stool, and casually leaned on the bar. “Packs, mainly. He doesn’t agree with their ‘kill all humans who know about us’ rule.”

“It’s not that they don’t like me,” Carver corrected. “They just don’t like that I get in their way, which is why they teach every single one of their members that I eat children, or something…” He smiled at the Blood next to him. “Also, hi, Logan. Nice to see you too.”

“Sure, sure, nice to see you,” Logan hummed and punched his arm playfully. The resting bitch face actually gave way to a faint smile. 

“You just be careful, okay?” Kay said and leaned her crossed arms on the bar.

Carver casually reached out and gave her a pat on the head. “I’m fine, kid” he said.

He’s gonna lose that hand, Ryann thought and watched.

Kay clicked her tongue and stood back up straight. “Don’t push it, old man,” she said good-naturedly. “What can I get you? Also, I assume you’re paying for the kid.”

“Oh, are you?” Ryann looked at Carver. She didn’t like that thought. She was almost broke, but she still had a little money. Her pride and personal sense of self worth wouldn’t allow him to take over her bills. She was a stranger.

“Put it on my tab,” Carver said casually. Kay nodded. Carver gave Ryann a soft look.

Logan watched them and raised an eyebrow. The piercings in their pointed ears glinted gently. “Alright, well, I heard a baby Blood needs some drinkin’ help,” they said with a faint smile. “Wanna meet our blood donor?”

Ryann grimaced. “Don’t… don’t call me that,” she groaned.

Logan just chuckled. “Don’t worry, I’ll get bored of it quickly.” They hummed and smirked. “There, see? Already bored. Come on, I wanna introduce you to someone.” They slipped off the stool and headed off towards a table.

“You want something to drink?” Kay asked Ryann before she could move away, still fighting with conflicting emotions of reluctance and gratefulness.

She hesitated. Then she nodded. “Rum and Coke for me,” Ryann said with a thankful little smile. Anything to make her feel at ease.

Kay nodded and started mixing. “I’ll bring it by in a bit,” she said. She turned her attention back to Carver, who struck up a conversation.

“So,” Logan said as Ryann caught up to her. She had sat down at a table in the far corner, where the light barely reached, right next to a dark window. “Have you tried animal blood?”

“Does that work?” Ryann frowned and sat down. That would solve her immediate drinking problem. Though, truth be told, she wanted to learn how to control herself around people. 

Logan shrugged. “Works for some,” she said and kicked her feet up onto the table. “Not everybody, though. Generally, the more gifts you have and the more blood was used to make you, the higher quality the blood you need.”

“Does blood quality depend on blood type or something?” she frowned gently.

“We’re not sure,” Logan said. “Sure as hell ain’t something we can discern. Blood type makes no difference. But some people just have better blood. Like the donor you’re gonna meet. Let me just shoot her a text…”

Ryann nodded and looked around again. Had Logan not wanted to introduce her to someone? There was a clear line of sight across the entire bar, and the path to the front door was unobstructed. Nobody was moving towards them.

“So, who’s this friend you wanted me to meet?” Ryann asked quizzically.

“Meg. Winters,” Logan said. “Because apparently one of us needed a last name. No last name for me, my boys,” she said and raised her hands in a denying gesture.

“Who are you talking to?” Ryann asked with a little chuckle.

“Don’t worry about it, she does this a lot.”

Ryann nearly jumped out of her skin at the voice. It was low and rough, just a tiny bit raspy. Diagonally across the round table from Ryann, in the dimmest shadow of the corner, sat a person. There hadn’t been anyone there two seconds ago.

She was dressed in a tight-sleeved hoodie that was still wet from the rain, with a slashed pattern on the front and the hood up. A glass of whiskey, which Ryann had also somehow missed both sight and smell of, sat in front of her.

“Oh, sorry!” Ryann said. The voice was oddly familiar. “Didn’t see you there!” Where the fuck did she come from? She had been sure that corner was empty.

“I’m sure you didn’t.” There was a faint smugness in the Blood’s even tone. Meg slowly slipped her hood off, revealing short, pale blond hair with an undercut, and pulled her black cloth mask down.

Ryann blinked. She looked into the pink eyes, saw the pale lips pressed together in a deadpan look, the sharp jawline… “You!” she jumped up and pointed at her. It was the albino woman with the tattoos she had met on her way to Rachel’s. The one who had slipped Ryann her number on a handkerchief, and who had smelled distinctly human.

“Hi.” Meg smiled. “So, you’re Ryann. By the way,” she cut Ryann off as she opened her mouth, “do you maybe wanna tell me why I’m getting calls from the police about a fraud case and possible homicide investigation?”

Ryann huffed and sat down slowly. “Someone declared me dead, and I forgot your handkerchief at my place when the cops showed up.” She hesitated and cast a glance at Logan. “I… found out when I was trying to get some cash and my accounts were locked.”

“Mm.” Meg just made that little noise of acknowledgement. “Well, shit happens.” Logan looked far less neutral. They wore a gentle, sympathetic expression.

“I can’t fucking believe this,” Ryann grumbled. “What are the fucking chances I run into a Blood?” On my way to Rachel, no less?

“Yeah,” Meg muttered and lifted the glass she held to her lips. “What are the chances…” Whatever she had in there smelled incredibly alcoholic. It didn’t smell like just whiskey.

She narrowed her eyes at Meg. “You didn’t smell like a Blood… And you looked alive. Still do, in fact,” she said and watched the gentle pulse at Meg’s pale neck.

Meg shrugged. “We have our ways…” she said mysteriously. “I mean, you look very human.”

“Well, yeah,” Ryann frowned and looked at Logan. “But this is natural. And super rare, I’m told.”

“Oh wow.” Meg crossed her legs. “That’s super unfair,” she grumbled flatly.

Logan nodded, still balancing her chair on the back legs. “Yeah, I was gonna strangle her.”

Ryann scowled gently. “Wow, thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” Logan smiled at her.

“We’re just fucking with you because you’re new,” Meg said with a small smirk now. “I’m already bored of it.”

Ryann nodded at Meg with pursed lips and crossed her arms. “I can see why you and Logan get along,” she remarked.

“Yeah, we’re the best in the house.” Logan flashed their fangs happily.

Kay moved up next to Ryann. The big woman ruffled her hair gently. “Here you go, kid,” she said as she took Ryann’s rum and Coke from the tray she balanced on one big, strong hand, and put it down in front of her.

“Thanks,” Ryann grumbled and fixed her hair. She couldn’t really be mad at Kay, not when she was generally awesome and made her fight down a little blush with her mere presence. This is my life now.

She could smell a dash of blood in the drink, and she gave Kay a grateful little look. Kay just patted her head. She moved around Ryann’s chair and to Logan’s. Here, she stopped and her stoic expression turned just a little more intense as she loomed over her.

“Logan?” Kay said sternly with that beautiful, deep voice of hers.

Logan smirked up at her playfully, feet up on the table and balancing on the back legs of her chair. “Yeah?” she almost purred, all playful and innocent.

“Down, girl.” Kay didn’t deepen her voice. She didn’t growl or change her stern expression.

A deep blush spread over Logan’s cheeks. She took her feet off the table and sat down properly. Her eyes remained cast down as Kay put a whiskey glass down in front of her. The ice cubes inside clinked gently. “Good girl,” Kay said and walked away. Logan braced her head on one hand and covered her face.

Meg looked at Logan, then at Ryann. “So, yeah. That happens,” she said dryly.

“Wow,” Ryann chuckled. “I thought we weren’t supposed to do stuff. But jeez, that was intense!” She smirked when Logan groaned and rubbed her face.

“Just… shut up, okay?” Logan muttered. And, in a breathy whisper, “Fuck, she’s so good…”

Meg made an ‘eh, true’ expression. She sipped her drink again. “Well, while Logan is gay panicking…”

“Why didn’t you say anything when you met me at the park?” Ryann asked her. Meg had clearly known she wasn’t human.

The albino Blood shrugged. “Logan told me a new Blood was going around busting heads. You looked new. I didn’t want my head busted.”

She frowned at that. “You could have just mentioned you’re Logan’s friend.”

“And you would have believed me?” Meg raised an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t have. But now that we’re here… Logan mentioned you’re looking for a cure. For the whole sunlight allergy thing and stuff.” Her neck popped once with a tilt of her neck and a soft huff. She leaned forward and fixed her rose-tinted eyes on Ryann’s.

Ryann nodded at the question. “Yeah,” she said quietly. “I didn’t want to be like this. I was Turned against my will.”

Meg looked at Logan. “We should get enamel pins for that.”

Ryann grumbled softly and picked up her drink to sip it. The hints of blood in it helped her calm the hunger still burning in her gut. She set it down again as Logan managed to compose herself. “So?” she asked. “How realistic is it? Turning back, I mean.” She nervously waited for the answer and tensed when Meg shrugged.

“About as realistic as being turned into a blood-sucking dweller of the night,” Meg said casually. “Truth be told, I had a lead…”

“Yeah?” Ryann’s voice turned gently hopeful.

“Don’t get too excited,” Meg said in her raspy voice. “It also happens to kill you. So I’m half trying to work out the kinks on that, half looking for something else. But it’s progress.”

Logan interjected. “Point is,” they said quickly, “there’s hope. And until then, we just need to be patient!”

“Yeah…” Meg muttered darkly into her glass. Ryann got the impression that Meg liked being a Blood about as much as Ryann did. She sighed. Patience. Sure. Somehow, being a Blood was less of a pressing problem than her homelessness.

“Ryann has to learn how to feed,” Logan said to Meg. “Lyn is coming by.”

“Nice,” the other Blood smiled.

Ryann frowned and drummed her fingers on the table. “Are you sure this is a good idea?” she asked. “I had to really fight the hunger the last time I tried to drink from someone.”

“First time is hard for everyone,” Logan explained. “You have to beat the hunger once, then it becomes much easier. So we’ll be there to help hold you back, if you need it.”

“Ah.” Ryann fidgeted gently. “I guess… I really just have to beat it once?” she asked.

“Yup! Like riding a bike,” Meg said and lifted her drink to her lips. She paused and cocked her head. “If the bike was a person.” She paused again. “And riding meant biting in and sucking the blood.” She pursed her lips. “And keeping your balance was the presence of mind to stop…”

“I think she gets the analogy,” Logan said with an eye-roll.

“I think it’s a simile, actually?” Ryann said.

Logan frowned and thought about that for a moment. “Oh. Maybe?”

“Sure as shit ain’t a metaphor,” Meg muttered and took a sip. “Take that, Agnes.”

“Who?” Ryann looked at her, confused.

“Nobody. Fuck her,” Meg growled softly as she put her glass down and got up. “I’m gonna be right back, just gonna skulk around a bit, eavesdrop, as you do.” She pushed past the table and past Ryann. She smelled delicious. Warm. Full of blood.

Ryann stopped herself involuntarily licking her lips. Instead, she looked at Logan. “So, both you and Meg have fed off this person before?”

Logan hummed and smiled wistfully. “Well, one of us. Her name is Lyn, and she’s a sweetheart. But I’ll let her introduce herself. I’ve certainly gotten a donation from her, but that was a pretty long time ago. As for Meg… no idea.” They reached across the table to take a sip from Meg’s drink. “Oof, that’s strong,” they muttered with a frown before clearing their throat. They looked back at Ryann. “Meg’s very private about her feeding habits.”

“Huh.” Ryann pursed her lips. She looked at Logan stealing Meg’s drink.

“What?” Logan grinned. “She’s not drinking it right now.”

Ryann shook her head. “Hey, I was wondering,” she said then. “Could I drink vampire blood to sustain myself?”

Logan almost choked on Meg’s drink. They cleared their throat and wiped their mouth. “Jesus Christ, Ryann,” they muttered, “you just know all the right questions, huh?” They took a deep breath. “Okay, so, yeah, technically. But it’s forbidden. See, legend says you could steal a Blood’s gifts.”

“Yeah? That sounds awesome!”

“Ryann…” Logan said warningly.

“Uh, awesome, but not something I’d do,” she amended quickly.

Logan huffed softly and put Meg’s glass away. “Good, because it’s super addictive and might also make you go mad.”

“Right,” Ryann said. “I guess I’ll kill Micky with the powers I already have.”

“I could maybe teach you some,” Logan hummed. “Don’t worry, I gotcha.” They gave her a little wink.

“Whatcha whisperin’ about?” Meg asked, suddenly crouched right between them.

Ryann jumped out of her chair. “JESUS FUCK!!” Her heart beat so loud she could hear it in her ears. “Don’t do that!”

Meg chuckled. “Sorry, didn’t mean to spook you.”

“Yeah right…” Ryann put a hand to her chest and tried to get her breathing under control. Meg had totally done that on purpose.

“Yeah,” Meg said with her low, raspy voice. “I was going for Logan.” Logan gave her the finger. “Anyway,” Meg hummed as she gave Ryann a pat on the shoulder and walked back to her seat, “let me introduce you to another new friend.”

Ryann raised an eyebrow and turned around in her seat. Approaching the table was a young, pretty woman in a green dress that complemented her dark brown, almost sepia skin. Her tightly curled hair was tied up and back, revealing an undercut with lines cut from the temples going all the way to the base of her skull. She clutched a little bag nervously, but her eyes lit up when they met Logan and Meg’s. She smiled at them. It was bright, warm, and more than a little charming. Her eyes returned to Ryann, dark brown and soothing. “Hi,” she said. “I’m Lyndsey. But you can call me Lyn.”

Her scent was wonderful, if not as good as Rachel’s. Ryann purred softly as it hit her sinuses. Then she remembered her manners, cleared her throat, and stood up so she could turn fully to her. “Uh, hi…” she said and rubbed her neck a little. “I’m Ryann.”

“That’s a pretty name. It’s nice to meet you,” Lyn said and reached out a hand. She was pretty tall. Taller than Logan, definitely taller than what Ryann had seen of Meg. She was beautiful, too. Lithe, but with a healthy amount of muscle. She also smiled at Ryann so warmly. “So… this is your first time drinking from someone?” she asked. Then she chuckled and rubbed her undercut sheepishly. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t just spring that on you…”

“No, no, it’s cool,” Ryann said, a little embarrassed herself. It felt kinda weird to just openly talk about it.

“Well,” Lyn said with a warm smile. “Let’s get to know each other a bit. If you want to, of course,” she added. “I feel like it helps calm the nerves.”

Ryann nodded at that, eager to get a few moments to adjust. “Yeah, sure,” she said. “You wanna have a seat?” she pointed at the fourth, empty chair.

“I’d love to!” Lyn smiled and sat down.

Meg frowned into her drink. “Logan, did you fucking pilfer my juice? Not cool, man.”

“You were trying to scare me. Seems pretty cool with me,” Logan said with a smirk. She looked at Lyn. “Hey, dear. How are you? How’s Val?”

“She’s great, and so am I,” Lyn said with a smile, looking completely at home among the Bloods. Ryann marvelled a little at it as she sat down. She had expected someone who showed up, gave blood, and left. But Lyn behaved like a friend, not just a donor, and both Meg and Logan responded warmly to her.

Kay came by their table and put down a little dish in front of Lyn. “On the house,” she said in her deep, stoic voice.

“Aw, thanks!” Lyn smiled so happily and giggled softly when Kay ruffled her hair. “You only get to do that because I like you!” she called as Kay walked away.

“Sure, kid,” the big woman chuckled.

“Lyn’s girlfriend, Valerie, plays in my band,” Logan told Ryann. “That’s how we got to know each other.”

“Yeah?” She looked over at Lyn. “Does she give blood too?”

Lyn chuckled softly, delicately eating her little warm meat and pasta snack. “She doesn’t,” she says. “Well, except for Logan, but I think Logan doesn’t need that anymore…?”

“Perks of a werewolf girlfriend,” Logan chuckled. “And a witch girlfriend who makes sure she stays healthy.” She leaned back and put her hands behind her head. “Living the life,” she purred.

“Yeah you are.” Lyn said with a look over at the bar. “She’s so strong… Imagine being cuddled by her!”

Ryann chuckled softly. “Yeah, I guess…”

“It’s the best!” Logan affirmed with a wide grin. 

“I would never cuddle with anyone,” Meg deadpanned sarcastically. “Too much contact.”

Logan smirked. “Aw, Meg! You’re gonna make Kay sad!”

Meg rolled her eyes. “Well… Kay is a good bean,” she amended. “Maybe a hug. I could allow that. But no cuddles.”

“I’ll wheedle you down yet,” Logan hummed.

They kept chatting gently, and slowly the alcohol began to loosen Ryann’s inhibitions to the point where she no longer felt awkward smiling and joking with Lyn. “So, how’d you meet these nerds?” she asked as Lyn finished her snack.

“Actually, Logan was the one who approached me, almost… what, five years ago?” Lyn said with a look at Logan.

They nodded. “Four and a half.”

“Right, so, I was in a relationship with Valerie — my girlfriend,” Lyn explained, “and it was getting pretty serious. So, one day, Logan and I met and had a little chat.” She giggled softly. “I thought it was a prank until they showed me their teeth. I was a bit freaked out, but I’d known Logan from Val’s band practise. That made things easier.”

“Yeah. It wasn’t really Valerie’s place to tell, but Lyn had a right to know what she was getting into.” Logan smiled softly. Meg watched them and sipped her drink excruciatingly slowly. “And then she found out that we do favours for people who donate blood.”

“Oh?” Ryann tilted her head. “What kind of favours?”

“Meg helped Val and me get an apartment together,” Lyn said.

“Not a big deal.” Meg shrugged, though Ryann could see her lips pull into a faint smile that really suited her.

“Other than that…” Lyn giggled a bit. “Well, I study photography and art,” she said with an excited smile. “And it’s always good to have a couple more models. Logan has modelled for me. Same with Kay.”

Meg snickered. “Bet Logan loved that.” She cast them a glance.

“Oh, definitely,” Ryann smirked, remembering the gay panic from earlier.

“Shut up!” Logan hid their face behind their hands. “She’s… fuck, she’s good, okay?” It came out in a soft, reverent whisper.

“She is an amazing model,” Lyndsey agreed with a little giggle of her own. “I’d be lying if I said Logan had to convince me to photograph her.”

“I can imagine,” Ryann said with a smile. She played with her drink a little as the others started talking about Logan’s band and Meg gently wound them up with dreadful jokes. Something about if Logan ever wanted to do music professionally on the grand stage, they already had the sleep deprived look down.

She was thinking about Rachel again. She didn’t know why, but she really liked the cute bean. She was adorable and kind. And Ryann felt bad for having secrets from her. “Hey, guys?” she asked when there was a lull in the conversation. “How do you tell people what you are…?”

Meg raised an eyebrow. “I don’t,” she said with a faint growl. She didn’t growl at Ryann though. She was staring down at her drink. It took her a moment to look up and see Logan give her a gentle look.

“Meg…”

Meg shot straight up from her chair and headed to the back door. Ryann’s eyes followed her, and she couldn’t help but frown in worry. “Was it something I said?” she asked softly.

“No…” Logan sighed and ran a claw along the rim of her glass. “She’s just had a bit too much. Meg has had… bad experiences with people finding out about her.”

“That’s sad,” Lyn muttered. Clearly this was news to her too.

“Yeah.” Logan hummed and picked up Meg’s drink again. “Honestly, you can just get to know people and follow your gut.” They took a sip.

Lyn hummed softly and took a sip from the water Kay had left her. “Logan just asked me a lot of hypothetical questions. Like, ‘What do you think about vampires?’ ‘Would you be friends with one?’”

“Her responses were pretty cute,” Logan snickered.

“Yeah?” Ryann raised her eyebrows at that. Is it really that easy?

Lyn blushed and mumbled. “Hush, Logan,” she said sheepishly. “I guess, generally people don’t expect vampires, Bloods, to be real. So if you wanna tell someone, it probably is as simple as probing a little.”

That did sound plausible. The only issue Ryann had with it was that she’d already introduced herself to Rachel as a vampire. If she started asking questions, Rachel would probably get suspicious pretty quickly. And Ryann had some good reasons not to reveal her secrets too freely. She looked around but could see no sign of Kate.

She decided to stick with the current line of questioning. “What are the risks of telling someone? Realistically” she asked as Meg returned to the table. The albino Blood gave an apologetic look around and just got comfy for a second. Ryann gave her an equally apologetic look, which she waved off.

Logan hummed softly. “There’s two main risks. The first is that they try to tell people about it, in which case Lake will probably dispatch a fixer.”

“That would be me,” Meg said dryly and interlocked her fingers. “I’d make sure they don’t tell anyone. And make evidence disappear.”

“And the other risk?” Ryann asked.

Logan frowned. “Some Blood from a different faction gets wind of it and decides to ‘keep the secret’, as they call it, by murdering the poor soul.”

Lyn shuffled gently and rubbed under her jaw. Ryann noticed the faint scar there now.

She sighed. She really wanted to be honest with Rachel. But if it’ll put her in danger I can’t just make that decision for her. I’d protect her, of course… If she would ever talk to me again afterwards, that is. “How do you protect someone from that?” she asked softly.

Meg picked up her drink, from the top, like a lesbian. Noticing the lower amount of alcohol in it, she gave Logan a look. Logan just smiled back at her. Meg grumbled. “Keep them close. Protect them,” she said and took a sip.

“It’s not just attacks,” Lyn said softly. “There are Bloods who… try to make me do things for them.”

“We’re not gonna let those guys near you,” Logan said firmly. Lyn gave them a gentle smile.

“Other option is to get a reputation. Make sure everybody fears you,” Meg said. “Everyone now knows that I could be anywhere at any time at all. Only the most stupid of Bloods would risk provoking me.”

“Ah.” Ryann smirked a bit. “A regular badass, huh?”

Meg shrugged and put her glass down. She licked her lips once, briefly exposing little fangs. “We’re all monsters now. I’m just a monster most monsters are afraid of.”

Logan rolled her eyes. “Get used to that doctrine,” they said to Ryann. “She thinks that most Bloods, her included, are monsters. I’m trying to talk her out of it.”

“I dunno, you seem nice.” Ryann gave Meg a smile. “Not monstrous at all.”

Meg narrowed her pink eyes at Ryann. Then she shrugged. “You’ll see.”

“Sure…” she chuckled a bit. First thing Meg had done when she’d met her was clean up her injured hands. Such a monster.

Seeing her new acquaintance being all grumpy reminded Ryann of someone, and she decided to move Rachel to the back of her mind for the time being. She looked around. “Hey, is Kate not here? I was hoping to see her again.” She tried not to sound too disappointed.

“Not today,” Logan said. “You actually just missed them when you came in. She went to buff up with the others.”

“Oh, you guys have a night gym?” Ryann asked curiously.

“We do, but that’s not what she means,” Meg specified. “Every time a werewolf Shifts, their muscles tear a bunch. And their super high metabolism heals them. So they just… buff up a little.”

“Yeah,” Logan clarified. “They went on a run, so they’ll probably be back tomorrow around midday.”

“Right. Wolf schedules,” Ryann hummed. She also needed to tell Kate that she didn’t have her fucking phone anymore. And Rachel too, thinking of it now… “Is it just me or do werewolves get all the good shit? Automatic muscle building… so unfair,” she grumbled playfully.

“Tell me about it,” Meg sighed. “Anyway… How are you two feeling?” She looked at Lyn and Ryann. “You okay with giving Ryann some blood, Lyn?”

Lyndsey looked at Ryann with a small, warm smile. “I think so,” she said. “How about you?”

Ryann cleared her throat nervously. “Sure. Just uh… Gonna use the bathroom real quick.”

“Take your time, we have all night,” Logan called after her as she got up and walked away.

Ryann grunted something in the affirmative and weaved her way between the tables. She tried to suppress the nervous flutter in her chest. Lyn was nice. Meg and Logan, while both eccentric, were fun to talk to. So why was she feeling so nervous?

I just need a distraction, Ryann decided. To get my mind off Amos. Off Rachel. Off the hunger. She noticed Carver and Kay talking to each other. Kay’s expression was unusually expressive, with a stark frown creasing her brow.

A little eavesdropping isn’t a crime, she told herself as she moved under the stairs, near the bathroom, out of view of the bar. She didn’t know if she should. She just needed a tiny distraction. Just something to occupy her mind with while she prepared to dig her teeth into a woman’s neck and suck out her blood.

She drew on the blood inside her, focusing on the sensation of having her senses enhanced. At first, nothing seemed to happen. Then the sounds in the room became much clearer. Ryann slowed the draw on her blood a little and rubbed her temples to help get used to the sensation of burning in her veins. She moved more under the stairs, where the corner of the bar hid her out of sight of the room, and kept focusing on the gift. She could still hear murmurs from where she was, but she needed to be able to filter out individual voices.

At first, even with the gift, it was still too quiet, so she tried to focus more on the feeling. Then the noise nearly deafened her and she felt herself burn through her fuel, so she calmed her quickly beating heart with long, slow breaths, and tried again

I really hope there’s nobody taking a dump right now, Ryann thought and looked over at the bathroom door next to her.

“I should kill them,” Carver said and his voice was a deep, snarling rumble. It sounded like it was right in Ryann’s ear. “I should just kill Samuel and his entire horde of monsters, murderers and abusers…”

“Great plan,” Kay said disapprovingly. “Obviously you can take on thirty werewolves by yourself.”

“I can. I’ve done it before,” Carver growled, a sound that came from deep in his chest.

“You’re not in top form.” Kay shot back.

He grumbled. “I’m fine…”

“Are you? Look at you! Your emotions are all over the place! You’re half the size of when I met you. I didn’t even know it was possible for a werewolf to atrophy that badly! How long has it been since you last Changed?”

There was a heavy silence between the two for a moment.

Kay huffed softly. “Alright, suit yourself,” she said. “But please at least try to call home every once in a while.”

There was another brief pause, then Carver sniffed. “I uh… Can I just stay in the back room for a bit?” he asked softly. He sounded a little choked.

“Of course. You’re always welcome here, you know that.”

“I know, but… You’ll have to scrub my scent from everything before Dani gets back, or she might just tear the place apart.”

“Don’t worry,” Kay said. “Nemo’s on it.”

“Alright.” Ryann heard the creak of a stool over wood as Carver got up, then his heavy footsteps on the floorboards.

Kay asked, with more emphasis, “Hey, when was the last time you Changed?” Her tone demanded an answer.

Carver gave none. Maybe he gave her a look.

Kay sighed softly. “You sure you don’t want to call her?”

Ryann frowned, really interested in who Kay was referring to. “I’m fine,” Carver said. “But thanks for worrying.”

“Alright…” Kay remained quiet as he walked away, and Ryann heard a door creak open and shut again. Kay sighed deeply. “I really should call her,” she muttered softly to herself.

Ryann let the gift fade away and her hearing returned to normal. She leaned her head back against the wall and stared up at the dark, meticulously clean underside of the stairs. Her jaw worked slowly as she tried not to feel guilty about intruding on what had clearly been a tough moment for Carver. She had just wanted to take her mind off things. Not… this.

She fled to the bathroom. Right now she just wanted to lock herself in a room.

The bathroom door was thick and near soundproof. Probably by design, given that werewolves likely had enhanced hearing, too. It was long and roomy enough for tall people, tiled white, and decorated with the request that guests please clean up after their visit, and a very pointed reminder that the owner could smell who hadn’t done so and the establishment had ‘excellent customer service’.

There was a little drawing of Kay with her sword under the sign.

Ryann didn’t have it in her to find it cute. She sat down, grateful that the bathroom looked and smelled incredibly clean.

You made a mistake, she told herself. That’s fine. Calm down. You’re not acting like yourself. She huffed and hugged herself, hunching a bit. She had been curious. She’d wanted a distraction, and she’d abused her gift.

Sure, Carver might never know, but she still felt bad.

She stared at her hands when she washed them out of habit, frowning at herself angrily. It was starting to give her a little headache.

She sniffed softly. Her throat felt tight. Her chest hurt. Her eyes stung. She clenched her jaw and fought the tears down.

The stress of the last day was slowly getting to her, now that she wasn’t around people who joked and smiled at her warmly. The punching bag had been cathartic. But she was still homeless. Still alone, really.

The only people who really seemed to care that she was dead were the ones who wanted to arrest her or use her. The only person she’d loved had wanted nothing to do with her.

But she kept it down. That pain ebbed away into an uncomfortable feeling like foaming bile in Ryann’s chest. It hurt so bad, it almost felt good. It felt like it validated her almost crying.

She looked into the mirror and the sad, angry, and yet emotionless face reflected in it. I guess this is my life now, she thought again, with a quiet little sniff. At least there were people here who made it a little better.

The cold water made her shudder as she cleaned herself up. She splashed more on her face and rubbed it a bit. Blood burned in her veins and at her eyes, relieving the red irritation. There was no sign left that Ryann had just been on the verge of tears… save for long scratches in the sink where her hands had clenched into it.

Kay’s gonna kill me, Ryann sighed. She really didn’t want to make a bad impression on her. She’d need a bit of time to come up with how to break it to her. She sighed and ran her fingers through her hair, and prepared to rejoin the others.
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Ryann opened the bathroom door, and Kay was right there. She was standing under the stairs, leaning against the wall with her arms crossed. Her eyes darted up from the floor and found Ryann’s when she exited. The stoic look on her face didn’t waver as she quickly inspected Ryann’s face before her eyes darted to the bathroom behind her.

“Oh, sorry,” Ryann said quickly. She cleared her throat to get the last bit of tightness out of it. “Hope you weren’t waiting long.”

“I have a private bathroom,” Kay said in her deep, calm voice. “I was waiting for you.”

“Oh.” Ryann rubbed the back of her neck a little uncomfortably. “Um… Sorry about the sink,” she said and felt awful.

“I don’t care about the sink,” Kay said. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m fine,” Ryann muttered. She couldn’t quite manage to keep up the happy act.

“Are you?” Kay pushed off the wall and stood in Ryann’s path, one hand on her hip. There was still space to go around her, but it was clear she intended to have a conversation. She frowned when Ryann said nothing, and tilted her head. “You were Turned recently, against your will, dragged into this strange world… You’ve had to fight, you got shot. You ended up at Carver’s place nearly drained of blood…”

“What’s your point?” Ryann muttered darkly. She crossed her arms as her brow furrowed a little angrily. I know I’m in deep shit. I don’t need the recap. She clenched her jaw and looked away, unable to take the look from Kay’s dark, stoic gaze.

“My point,” Kay said softly, “is that it’s okay to not be fine.” She took a step closer and opened her arms slowly. She very gently embraced Ryann, watching her for any sign of discomfort.

Ryann’s first instinct was to stiffen up, but before she knew it she was already leaning into the hug. I must really be touch starved, she thought.

Kay was warm. Really warm. She was soft, too, and her embrace was just tight enough to make Ryann feel safe, but not too tight. She smelled nice, too. Like the old, varnished wood of her barn, the smell of aged alcohol, sweet liquor and fresh meals. She smelled… warm. Like sunlight on Ryann’s skin. Different from Rachel, but just as comforting.

Ryann sniffed softly and held back tears. A big, strong hand ran gently over her hair. “It’s okay,” Kay muttered softly. Ryann felt the vibrations of her voice in her chest. “You’re okay. I know you never wanted to be here, but you’re here now. So I’m gonna keep you safe. We all are going to keep you safe. You need anything, we’ll be there to help. Me, Logan, Nemo…” Kay chuckled very gently. “I know you haven’t met her yet, but she’ll love you. Kate is here too, and Charlie as well. And Carver, if you want him to be.” She gave her a gentle look. “He told me. About your situation.”

Ryann wanted to sink into the ground.

“It’s okay. You’re okay,” Kay whispered again, softly, and pressed a gentle kiss to the crown of her head before pulling her in more and rocking her very gently.

Maybe she should have felt embarrassed to be held by a near perfect stranger and to be rocked like a child, but right then Ryann didn’t care. She just felt protected and safe for the first time in… Since she’d woken up from her coma, really.

She felt cared for. So she hugged Kay back tight.

Eventually, Ryann managed to lean back a little, to separate herself just a tiny bit from the big werewolf. She sniffed once more and cleared her throat. “Um. Sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Kay said in a gentle tone. Her voice was so deep and soothing… She looked down at Ryann almost tenderly. Her hand still rested on Ryann’s head and ran gently over her hair. “I mean it. We’re here to help.”

“Why?” Ryann muttered, and immediately felt like an ass for doubting Kay. “I mean… I’m grateful. But I’m a complete stranger.”

The werewolf hummed. “I guess,” she agreed. “So, would you like to be my friend instead?” Kay gave Ryann a little smile that made her blush. It was just a little bit teasing and full of warmth.

“I… You don’t even know me,” Ryann muttered, clearing her throat.

Kay shrugged. “So? This is my turf, I can do what I want. I don’t wanna leave a kid all alone on the street when I can give them some warmth.”

“Well, you’ve got the warmth part down,” Ryann muttered.

“Perks of being a wolf,” Kay chuckled. “High body heat.”

Ryann rolled her eyes. “And self-building muscles.”

“Sure,” Kay chucked. She gave Ryann a pat on the head. “Don’t worry, kid. You’ll be okay.” She reached into her back pocket and pulled out a small, older-looking smartphone in a wolf design case. She waved it gently between her index finger and thumb, holding it up for Ryann to see. “It’s the best I’ve got, so it’ll do. Carver mentioned you don’t have your phone, so you can borrow this one for now. My number is in there, as is Logan’s, Kate’s, and Charlie’s. And the old man’s. You need anything, you call me. If I’m not available, you call Logan. Then Carver. Then Kate. Don’t call Charlie.” She shook her head. “That kid’ll talk your ear off.”

Ryann frowned softly. “I don’t have any money,” she said. She couldn’t afford a data plan, let alone a phone.

“You let me worry about that,” Kay said dismissively. “Same with your lodgings. You can stay with the old man until we’ve figured something out for you, or you can stay here for a while. Just… be aware that there’s four werewolves staying here, and there isn’t much to do, so they’ll be rowdy. While they’re here and not sleeping, they’ll be either playing, fighting, or… the other thing.”

“Right,” Ryann muttered and considered the offer. She would love to spend more time with Kate, but right now what she needed was privacy. And she didn’t want to be in the way. “I think I’ll stick with Carver for a bit.”

Kay nodded and took Ryann’s hand to place the phone in it. “Don’t worry, kid. We’ve got you.”

Ryann hesitated, then opened the contacts and just looked at them for a bit. I’ve never had this many people in my contacts… She stood there a little awkwardly. Kay was still watching her, and Ryann didn’t quite know how to address the complicated storm of emotions inside her.

“Hey… Thanks,” she eventually said. “For everything.”

“Sure thing, kid,” Kay hummed and ruffled Ryann’s hair.

She grumbled softly and combed her fingers through it to get it back into shape. Kay just chuckled at her little pout.

“Ready to return to the nerds?” she asked.

Ryann took a deep breath and nodded. “Yeah, I guess so. Um… Thanks for talking to me. It means a lot.”

“Don’t mention it.”

Ryann followed alongside Kay when she turned around and went back to the bar again. “And also,” she said softly, feeling her cheeks colour again, “thanks for the hug… It was very nice. And it really helped.”

“Anytime,” Kay hummed and gave Ryann a smile. “You ready for your first time?”

Ryann’s heart fluttered nervously at the question, but she steeled herself and nodded. “Yeah… Yeah, I’ve got this,” she said, though she still felt nervous.

Kay gave her a pat on the shoulder. “Yes, you do. Come on, let’s go back.” She went ahead to return to the table where the two Bloods and Lyn were still chuckling and chatting with each other.

Ryann took a deep breath and leaned on the bar for a moment. Then she nodded quietly to herself and followed Kay. She arrived a little after the big bartender. She was talking to Lyn a little sternly as she and Meg joked about alcohol.

“Well,” Kay said sternly just as Ryann got within easy earshot, “you’re not getting a drink.”

“I wasn’t going to ask for alcohol.” Lyn rolled her eyes playfully.

“Yeah, well, there’s others who give blood and then try to get a drink after,” Kay said, sounding severely unamused as she put her hand on her cocked hip. “They just take a drink and then they’re like, ‘wow, my neck’s bleeding again!’ Funny how that works.”

“I was just gonna ask for some water,” Lyn clarified with a little giggle at Kay’s perfect, sarcastic delivery.

“Just wanted to be sure.” Kay gave Ryann a look as she sat back down and picked up what was left of her drink. It didn’t look like Logan had stolen any. “You can have water before and after, of course,” Kay went on speaking to Lyn. She gently patted Lyn’s head, and Logan gave Ryann a gentle smile.

Lyn smirked and tilted her head up at the big bartender. “Is that why I’m your favourite? Because I don’t bleed all over your bar?”

“Yes!” Kay said immediately with a surprising amount of emphasis, and made Ryann chuckle. “People just don’t seem to fucking get it!”

There was a little pause in which Lyn blinked in surprise. Then her warm smile widened so much.“Aww, I’m your favourite?” She practically beamed with happiness, and Ryann couldn’t suppress a little smile. Clearly Kay had an effect on every woman who came into the bar.

Kay shrugged and rubbed her neck. “Well, you’re also just nice,” she said in her deep, even voice. “And modelling for you is fun.”

“Aw…”

“What?” Kay asked with a little chuckle.

“Nothing,” Lyn mumbled sheepishly and fidgeted her hands between her knees. “It’s just nice to be appreciated. You’re a great model, too.”

Kay smiled very softly. “My girlfriends very much loved the photos. So you’re definitely appreciated.”

Logan cleared her throat and blushed gently in her seat. She busied herself with trying to get the last drops of her drink out of the glass.

There was a little more banter, during which Logan only blushed harder, and Ryann found a moment to relax. And then Kay left, and Lyn leaned over to Ryann with a gentle smile. “So,” she said softly. “Are you ready?”

“Honestly…?” Ryann said. “No. I’m still worried about hurting you. Of going too far.”

“That’s not gonna happen,” Meg said and got up out of her chair. She stretched and arched her back a bit, which popped gently. “If you don’t stop by yourself, I’ll pull you off her.”

“Are you strong enough? I just really wanna be safe here.” Ryann looked Meg over. The albino Blood had looked pretty strong when they had first met, but she was seven inches shorter, and Ryann knew just how strong and heavy she was. She doubted Meg could really move her if she didn’t want it.

Logan snickered softly. “Oh, trust me, she’s strong enough. And I’m stronger.”

“Debatable, but okay,” Meg said with a pointedly wide smirk. “Either way, Ryann, the two of us will be more than enough to keep you from drinking too much. I’ll only come in if you really need to be restrained anyway. Doubt it will come to that.”

Lyn took Ryann’s hand. It was warm and soft. “I’ll be okay,” she said gently. “I promise. I’ve done this many times before. But if you’re more comfortable with blood bags, I’m happy to donate that way. There should be a couple of supplies downstairs.”

Ryann frowned gently. She looked at Lyn, with her open, warm smile, and shook her head quietly. “No,” she muttered. “I know I need to do it.” She had to learn how to drink without falling to her hunger. She still felt a little emotionally raw. What she really wanted was to go back to the bar and talk to Kay. Or not talk to Kay. Just… sit there. In silence. Knowing that she wasn’t alone.

Confidence, Ryann told herself. Just… do it. Don’t think, just do. If she didn’t do it now, she knew she’d spend the next hour working up the nerve.

“Alright,” Lyn said with a soft warmth in her voice. “Let’s go upstairs. ” Her touch was as gentle and featherlight as her voice. She coaxed Ryann out of the chair, and Ryann let herself be coaxed and led. Lyn’s hand on hers was more comforting than anything else, and she kept talking to Ryann the whole way from the table to the top of the stairs. “Remember,” she said softly, “you can always say no. You can always back out. And if you’re at all uncomfortable, tell us.”

Ryann nodded gently as they passed a few rooms. She could smell werewolf scents on two of them as they followed along the corridor. She let Lyn lead her further. Her blood donor pushed open one of the simple, nondescript doors and revealed a little room with a bed, a sink, a mirror, and a wardrobe. The bed was big. Easily enough for Ryann to stretch out in, which was usually hard to come by.

Lyn stopped in the middle of the room. She put her bag to the foot of the bed and turned around to take both of Ryann’s hands. “How are you feeling?” she asked softly. The pure, gentle concern in her eyes made Ryann feel a little more at ease.

“Nervous,” she replied. “A little anxious, really.” She looked back to the others. Meg leaned to the wall outside, and Logan waited at the door. “So… Are we doing this sitting…?”

Lyn’s cheeks flushed gently. “I actually prefer doing it lying down,” she said. “If that’s okay with you. I can get a little woozy sometimes.”

“But you still give blood?”

“It’s for a good cause.” Lyn smiled. “Whatever’s most comfortable for you.”

Ryann hesitated. “I think… Maybe lying down would be okay. Is Kay gonna get mad if the sheets get dirty?”

“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Lyn chuckled as they both got comfortable. It was a strange sensation at first, being in bed with someone and it being so… normal. Ryann almost felt more awkward because Lyn made sure to reassure her at every step that it was just about blood, nothing else, no matter how suggestive the situation might look on paper. It did help a bit, in the end. Ryann took her shoes off to get a bit more comfortable, same as Lyn, and sat beside her on the mattress. Lyn’s outfit seemed specifically chosen to allow easy neck access, whereas Ryann still felt a bit stiff with her leather jacket. She shrugged it off and, at Lyn’s direction, leaned over her to get into a comfortable position.

Ryann braced her hands either side of the blood donor, focusing on not messing up somehow. Her stomach burned gently with hunger, and her eyes wandered up Lyn’s neck. They lingered at the gentle pulse under the skin gently, before moving up to the pale scar right there, beneath the jaw, and then to Lyn’s gently flushed cheeks.

She raised an eyebrow. “What?” she asked at the little smile on Lyn’s face.

“Nothing,” Lyn said in a little mumble. “You’re big…” She groaned shortly after and rubbed her face. “I’m sorry, that’s… a dumb thing to say.”

Ryann rolled her eyes gently. “It’s okay, I get that a lot.” The little smile that comment put on her lips made her feel a bit more at ease.

“And you have very pretty tattoos.” Lyn added, making smalltalk. “You know, Valerie is a tattoo artist. She works on Bloods, if you ever need one.”

That really got her attention. “For real?” She smiled. “I was thinking of getting a new one! … Once I have money…”

“I’m sure we can work something out between friends,” Lyn said and gently reached up to pat Ryann’s cheek. She cleared her throat, clearly a tiny bit nervous now too. “So… you ready?”

Ryann nodded, a little flustered at Lyn calling them friends. She didn’t usually have those. “Yeah,” she said softly and gently ran her fingers over Lyn’s neck before pulling her hand away, embarrassed by the absentminded motion. “How about you? We don’t have to do this, if you’re worried.”

“No, it’s fine.” Lyn smiled at her. “And you don’t have to be afraid of touching me — within reason,” she added.

Ryann’s cheeks flushed gently deeper. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

“I see everybody is getting settled,” Logan hummed and approached to sit next to Ryann. “So, if you’re both ready… Mind if I grab your hair?” she asked Ryann. “Gonna be easier to pull you off our girl here if I got something to grab on to. Just in case.”

“Alright, sure,” Ryann muttered. She tried to joke, “I don’t usually let people grab me there.”

The corner of Logan’s mouth pulled into a wry smirk. “Think of it like a sleepover that’s gone shitty.”

“Never had one of those…” Ryann was a little distracted, because Logan had gently pushed her fingers into her hair. She could feel them flex atop her scalp very gently, preparing to grab and pull. They were colder than she would have thought, but not unpleasant.

“You’ll get the hang of it,” Meg hummed. “Alright, I’m ready.”

“Okay,” Lyn said with a warm smile. “Let’s do this.”

“Yeah,” Ryann said. Lyn reached up and gently pulled her closer by the back of the neck. She took a deep breath, and the smell of Lyn’s blood overwhelmed her. She was full of warm, salty and sweet blood. Ryann licked her lips involuntarily. A deep huff escaped throat as she leaned in and nuzzled the girl’s neck. It didn’t smell as good as Rachel’s. Less sweet, maybe, giving less of a feeling of sunlight and more like a freshly blooming flower…

A deep, growling click emanated from her throat, so fast it was almost a purr. The feeling of Logan behind and on her drifted into the background. She pressed her lips to Lyn’s neck and gave her a little nip to see if it was a good spot.

Lyn’s hand gently guided her just a bit lower, the fraction of a millimetre. Her lips pressed tenderly to Lyn’s pulse. The blood donor gasped softly and leaned her head to the side as Ryann gave her another tiny nip. Just a pinch and tug with her dull front teeth.

Ryann’s heart began to beat a little faster with the worry at the back of her mind. She fought it down. She was taking her time, but not like with Rachel. Rachel had overwhelmed her with her scent and warmth. Lyn was warm as well, but it was… different. There was something gentle in her touch, and as Ryann got situated, she whispered gentle words of encouragement. Ryann took a deep breath.

You got this, she told herself as her fangs gently grazed over Lyn’s skin in the opening of her mouth. If you can do this and not lose yourself, you can do it anywhere. Anytime. With anyone.

She thought she could smell Rachel for a brief moment. Her mind got drawn to those honey and sunlight eyes, and her own fell shut.

She bit down.

The rush of blood was immediate and electric down Ryann’s throat. She could feel her belly filling with the welcome warmth and a pleased purr escaped her with her breath. The taste was electric and intoxicating. There was no way she could ever stop.

It wasn’t just the taste. She could feel the gentle movements of a body against hers, and she nuzzled more into that familiar, welcome warmth. In her mind, it was Rachel who was gently pressed up against her. Rachel, whose waist Ryann wrapped her arm around to pull her close. Rachel, whose slender arm Ryann’s fingers ran along feeling the tendons when she got to the wrist and grasped it gently.

And somewhere at the back of her head, she dimly recognized that she was drinking too much.

That’s enough, a thought entered Ryann’s mind. You’ve had enough. Stop.

But surely a few more gulps wouldn’t hurt, right? It tasted so nice, and it felt so good the way it rushed down Ryann’s throat, the way the delicate form in her arms shuddered. Just a little… She should go back and see Rachel, explain the situation and drink from her —

Ryann pulled away so fast she almost spat out a little mouthful of blood. Her breath was going fast, and her next instinct was to hug Lyn tight.

Lyn didn’t push her away. She held Ryann close and whispered in her ear. “Hey, you’re okay…” Her words were so soft, and Ryann shuddered at the realization that she had almost killed this sweet, gentle girl.

But Lyn just ran a hand over her head, with Logan’s fingers now removed. “I know that was really scary for you,” she whispered. “But you’ve done it. You’re okay.”

“I nearly… I…” Ryann’s voice failed her in shame. Lyn knew. She had to know.

“You stopped herself,” Lyn just whispered and hugged her tight, even as delicious blood spilled over her neck and had absolutely no hold on Ryann with its sweet scent anymore. “Some still struggle much harder. And some keep struggling. But you stopped yourself.”

Ryann just took a shaky breath and held Lyn close. She’d never had much contact with people. She’d never been a huge hugger. The only person she’d hugged or cuddled regularly had been London. Lyn’s embrace was nothing like that. She was comforting and gentle, and, for the first time that evening, Ryann just closed her eyes and let herself go.

* * *

It took a bit until Ryann had fully composed herself again. But she felt better than ever. Her stomach was filled with a gentle warmth, and, much as it should make her uncomfortable, holding Lyn close was a comfort as well. She took over pressing the cloth from Lyn’s bag to her neck, keeping a gentle pressure on the little bite marks to help stop the bleeding.

Lyn watched her gently for a bit. She smiled a little and reached up to gently run the back of a finger along Ryann’s cheek. “Are you okay?” she asked softly.

“I’m fine,” Ryann said with a frown. “You’re the one who nearly…” Nearly got drained. She clenched her jaw at the thought.

Lyn smiled so softly and adjusted in the bed to lie on her side and look at Ryann. “Are you okay?” she asked again, with deeper emphasis this time. Her dark eyes were full of kind concern.

Ryann sighed. She nodded very slowly. “I’m okay,” she whispered. She looked around and wasn’t quite sure when Logan had left them alone. “It was… scary for a moment there. But now…” She gently pulled the cloth away from the girl’s neck. It was smeared with blood, already crusting. Beneath that was dark skin on a slender neck that should have made Ryann’s mouth water. But she forced that sensation down with such ease now, she almost wondered why it had been so difficult before. “I’m okay now,” she finished.

Lyn smiled. “Good. I’m glad I could help.”

Ryann huffed softly and gently dabbed at a bit of the blood. They’d need a little water to clean this. “Sorry for getting you all dirty.”

“It’s fine,” Lyn rubbed her neck a bit. The little bite marks had already crusted over with blood, and she reached into her bag for a bandage to stick over it.

Ryann went to the sink and moistened the cloth to clean Lyn up a little. Lyn stayed lying down for a bit longer. She shuddered at the cold water, but endured it. Ryann paused as she cleaned up the back of Lyn’s shoulder. “I… thanks,” she whispered. “You were really sweet. I don’t think I could have done this without the encouragement.”

Lyn smiled at her. “I’m really happy to help,” she said again.

Ryann answered the smile with one of her own as she gently put the bandage over the wound on Lyn’s neck. “I guess I really should repay you.” Her fingers brushed over the patch.

“It’s your first time, you don’t have to…”

“I want to.” She gave Lyn a sheepish little smile. “I’m just… grateful.”

Lyn thought for a moment. “I mean, if you insist…” she said then, though there was a definite excited sparkle in her eyes. “Do you wanna model for me?”

Ryann smiled and nodded. “It’s the least I can do,” she said. “I did just bite you.”

“It wasn’t unpleasant.” Lyn rubbed her scar in thought and sat up a bit. “I… I think I’ll rest a bit more,” she said. “You’re welcome to stay.”

Maybe… Ryann’s thoughts were interrupted by the rumble of her stomach. A very regular, very normal hungry rumble. She blushed a little. “I think I might have to get some food,” she chuckled.

“Oh, wait, before you go!” Lyn reached over the edge of the bed and fished a little Polaroid camera out of her bag. “Can I take a photo of you?” Her cheeks turned a gentle darker colour. “I like to have a memento from clients that were nice…”

Ryann smirked a little at the cute flush. She began to purr again involuntarily. “Oh, you thought I was nice?” she giggled, finally allowing herself to relax a bit. At least here, with Lyn, she felt safe and protected. Which was a little funny, because Ryann knew she was way stronger than the little blood donor.

“You objectively were!” Lyn pouted. “But you don’t have to say yes…”

Ryann leaned in and let herself drop next to Lyn. Her weight shifted the mattress, making Lyn fall against her with a squeak, and Ryann plucked the camera from her hand. “Sure,” she purred as she lifted it up to try and take a selfie. “Let’s try this.”

“Ryann!” Lyn flushed just a bit deeper, but the photo was already taken, and Ryann chuckled.

She handed the camera back to Lyn. “I bet you it’s gonna look amazing,” she chuckled. “If not, we can take another one later!”

Lyn rolled her eyes hard. “Go get your food, you nerd!” she said with a little smile. “If it doesn’t come out well, you owe me another favour!”

“We’ll see!” Ryann smiled to herself and slipped out of the room. The smell of blood gave way to that of werewolves as she walked along the corridor, and then to drinks and warm food.

Logan and Meg were sitting back at their table and gave Ryann approving smiles when she came down. She joined them. They welcomed her and patted her back, telling her how well she’d done. Even Meg seemed to have a genuine smile on her face.

“Thanks,” Ryann just muttered sheepishly and rubbed her neck. “I feel much better.”

“You should be fine drinking by yourself from now on.” Logan smirked. “So… how was it?”

“It was… normal,” Ryann said, trying not to think about how her thoughts had drifted to Rachel. She frowned at Logan’s pout. “What?”

“Oh, don’t mind them. They just like to make blood drinking romantic and get all the details.” She said, pointing at Logan who raised her glass and smirked. “And that’s only because they’ve got a girlfriend with a big-ass sword, like that matters…”

“Says the person who got all flustered asking about if she could hold it,” Logan chuckled.

Meg grumbled and hid her face in her drink. Ryann could still see the enormous blush creeping onto her cheeks. “Well, swords are cool,” Ryann said.

“Yeah, they are,” Meg agreed.

“You’re both adorable,” Logan chuckled. “I’m sure Kay will let you hold it if you ask nicely.”

Ryann opened her mouth to ask if she really thought so, but a loud grumble from her stomach cut her off. Her cheeks flushed gently and she held her stomach, which suddenly reminded her of just how empty it was. She hadn’t eaten since the night out with Rachel.

“Get yourself to the bar, Kay will make you something,” Logan instructed Ryann. “Meg and I actually have some business to discuss.”

“Sure, don’t wanna get in the way of that,” Ryann hummed as she got up again.

“Trust me, it’d bore you to tears,” Meg said. “Oh, actually… Do you want my number again?”

Ryann blushed gently at the reminder of how Meg had slipped her her number before. And how she had immediately lost it.

“You could get in touch if you need anything. You know. Gotta stick together. And any friend of Logan’s a friend of mine.”

Ryann smiled softly. “Yeah… that sounds nice. I’d love to stay in touch. I can just text you so you get my number.” Friends, huh?

“Oh, don’t text,” Meg said quickly. “My phone doesn’t have a screen.” She said it with zero hints of a joke in the gentle rasp of her voice.

Ryann stopped with her new borrowed phone half out of her pocket. She blinked and wondered if she had heard right. Logan rubbed her face quietly with a sigh and an exasperated expression. “You… what?” Ryann asked. “How does your phone not have a screen?”

Meg pulled out a tiny, black phone with buttons and a matte little screen. It looked like it was maybe twenty years old.

Ryann frowned. “Why…?”

Meg looked at the phone, then back at Ryann. “This thing hasn’t broken once in fifteen years.”

“But… again, why?”

Meg just shrugged. “I hate charging my phone. This one I need to charge, like, every two weeks.”

“Damn,” Ryann muttered. She handed Meg her phone, got her number, and called her. The phone buzzed silently. Meg looked at the number and nodded. “Gotcha. Alright, see ya later.”

Logan took Ryann’s arm as she walked away. “Don’t worry,” they said, “I’m gonna get her to use a phone she can at least text with.”

“This phone is never gonna die. Same number and provider for fifteen years, baby!”

Logan sighed. “I’m gonna break it.”

Meg gasped loudly.

Ryann shook her head with a little smile. Meg was odd and quirky. She pretended to be all tough and mysterious, but Ryann could see the funny person underneath. She probably owned that phone just to piss Logan off.

The alternative was a little too sad for Ryann’s liking.

Kay looked up from her seat behind the bar when Ryann approached. She had her sword in her hand, tip rested against the floor, and was cleaning or polishing it with a dark brown cloth that smelled like leather and oil. “Hey kid,” she said with her deep, full voice.

“Hey,” Ryann said, feeling a little flustered again. She rubbed her neck and sat down. “So uh… thanks. Again. For the hug, I mean…”

Kay smirked. “Don’t mention it,” she said, wiping the cloth over her blade in long, fluid strokes. “Logan and Meg been giving you a hard time?”

“They’re alright,” Ryann said, smiling a little at the thought that she might be able to make actual friends here. “They helped me with my blood hunger. And Meg seems secretly far less… I dunno, far less ‘Meg’ than she pretends.”

“Yeah, she tends to put up a bit of a front,” Kay hummed, eyes fixed on the sword. “Likes to pretend she’s all business and grim looks and phones without screens.”

“Does that come up a lot?” Ryann asked, frowning gently.

Kay nodded. “Way more than it should.” There was a tiny hint of exasperation on her face. She looked up at Ryann. “How’s Lyn?”

“She’s good,” Ryann smiled gently. She fidgeted her hands a bit. “She… she really helped. She was very kind and comforting…”

Kay smiled approvingly. A faint change in the tilt of her lips, nothing more. “And how are you feeling?”

“Pretty good,” Ryann said, smiling. She leaned on the bar a little and allowed herself to relax. “Normal-hungry though. Logan said you might have something for that?”

Kay rolled her big shoulders and put the sword to one side, leaned against the bar. “Cook’s just left, but I can see if we have something. Any allergies or preferences I should be aware of?”

“Oh, it’s okay. I don’t wanna be any trouble,” Ryann said quickly, raising her hands. “Please.”

“No, you’re getting food,” Kay just said and walked through the door behind the bar.

Ryann rubbed her neck again, a little more flustered. She really wasn’t used to people caring about her in any measure. Even when she and London were together, she still just took care of herself. That was just how it was.

Now, she was being practically forced to accept kindness. It made her chest feel funny, but in a good way.

Ryann got halfway through wondering if Carver was still in the back rooms when Kay returned. She was carrying a wooden tray with bread, cheese, meats and grapes. “Here you go,” she said and put the entire thing down in front of Ryann. She added a thick cloth next to it, flipped a sharp knife with a carved wooden handle out of her belt and held it out to Ryann. “On the house.”

Ryann took the knife, trying not to let on how her throat was closing up. “I… thanks,” she whispered.

Kay tilted her head gently. “Something wrong?” she asked.

Ryann shook her head. “Nothing,” she muttered. She looked at the plate, which looked so delicious she could hardly believe it was for her, and fumbled with the knife a bit.

Kay frowned. She came around the bar and put a hand on Ryann’s shoulder. “Hey, kid. Talk to me,” she said softly.

“I just… I don’t get why you’re being nice to me,” Ryann muttered. She took a shuddering breath in and tried to hold her tears back again. Crying because of a food platter… God I probably look pathetic. It wasn’t that she still felt sad. She felt better. The drinking had helped. They’d offered her a home. But with this much kindness, Ryann was slowly feeling overwhelmed by emotions.

Kay just embraced her again and pulled Ryann’s head to her warm chest. “It’s alright,” she said softly. “You don’t have to be embarrassed to have feelings. You went through some rough shit.”

Ryann just leaned into her a little more. One of her hands remained clenched around the knife, the other into the fabric of Kay’s sleeve as she held on to her too. She sniffed quietly and a few tears did make their way down her cheeks.

“I’m nice to you because I want to be,” Kay said softly and brushed her hand over Ryann’s head. “I’m not looking to get anything out of you in return. I just want to know that you’re okay. I don’t like seeing kids having a hard time. Especially ones being Turned without approval.” She shrugged. “I guess I get it from my mom.”

“I’m not a kid,” Ryann muttered and sniffed.

Kay ran her hand over her hair again. “Yeah, but you’re younger than me. So I’m gonna take care of you.”

The knife fully clattered to the floor as Ryann turned to Kay and hugged her back as tight as she could. She almost fell off the stool, but Kay easily caught her and held her up.

Ryann’s tears flowed freely now, and for the first time in what felt like forever, she let her guard down and just let herself be comforted.
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Ryann’s tears eventually subsided. Kay had held her and shielded her from the rest of the bar, and Ryann felt embarrassed at just how comfortable and safe she had felt.

Now, sated both with blood and food, a walk in the cold night air was exactly what Ryann needed. And it just so happened that Lyn needed someone to walk her home, so Ryann had volunteered. She smiled softly and looked at the girl walking next to her with a grateful look.

Lyn gave her one back. “Thanks for walking me home,” she said to Ryann. “I don’t really like the dark…”

“No problem,” Ryann said back softly. “I wouldn’t want you to have to go home by yourself.” Logan had told her that Lyn was one of the rather more desired blood donors. So she and Meg generally kept her safe from any Bloods that made her uncomfortable.

The rain had subsided. The smell was heavy in the air, and Ryann breathed it deep. “So, this is what you do?” she said softly. “Photography by day, blood donations by night?”

“Every couple months,” Lyn chuckled and smiled. The Polaroid selfie had turned out unexpectedly good. She kept looking at it with a little smile whenever they passed under a street lamp. “My sleep schedule is flexible.”

Ryann raised an eyebrow. “Don’t do that too much,” she said softly.

Lyn chuckled and leaned in to bump Ryann with her shoulder. “You’re very sweet,” she said and stopped in front of what Ryann recognized as a tattoo parlour. The name was hidden in the dark beyond a street lamp. “I’m glad I met you.”

“I’m glad too,” Ryann said softly. “You really helped me. Thank you for… you know. Being gentle.”

Lyn shrugged. “Don’t mention it,” she said with a smile. “Oh, actually,” she then added, “come on for a second!” She took Ryann’s hand and pulled it.

“Okay?” she chuckled softly at Lyn’s enthusiasm and let herself get pulled into the tattoo parlour, in which the lights were still on. The smell inside was familiar to Ryann. Blood. Disinfectant. Medical soap. And, surprisingly, a faint tinge of what she thought might be ink.

There was a pale Blood with a green undercut sitting in a chair, getting tattooed on the back of their hand. They looked over briefly and gave Lyn a smirk and a nod. She waved at them with a smile, and then focused on the tattoo artist, presumably Valerie, who got up to greet her.

Ryann wasn’t quite sure what she had expected, but she hadn’t quite expected ‘awesome.’ Valerie was much shorter than her, five-two at best, with two ring piercings in the corner of her lower lip, a purple mohawk that stood up like a flaming crest, and a sleeveless leather vest with spikes on the shoulders. No wonder she’s in a band with Logan. Valerie smiled at Lyn and leaned in to kiss her softly. They clasped hands and smiled softly. Lyn whispered something to her and hurried off.

Ryann kept inspecting Valerie curiously. She was definitely of Asian descent, and best guess Ryann could make that she was mixed, like her. Valerie had a loose, white tank top on under her vest, so Ryann could see the impressive black diamond pattern that moved over her collarbone and pooled on her shoulders. The black colour complemented her dark skin. She was so enamoured by how cool it looked, she didn’t notice Valerie scowling at her softly out of sharp blue eyes. The right one had a little spot of green, some sectoral heterochromia. Her eyebrow piercing glinted in the light from above. Ryann frowned, but maybe she just imagined it, because Valerie went straight back to work.

“Uh, hi…” Ryann said. “I’m Ryann.”

“Yeah. Nice to meet you,” Valerie said curtly and went back to work. Her voice was a little deep and raspy. Ryann couldn’t help a little chuckle.

Lyn returned. “Here you go,” she said and put the Polaroid in Ryann’s hand. It had a phone number on the back of it.

Ryann frowned a little more. “Weren’t you gonna put that on your wall?” she asked. She wasn’t sure how she felt about Lyn giving her her number.

“I wanted you to have a reminder,” Lyn said with a smile. She noticed Ryann’s look, and the smile fell for a moment, then her eyes went wide. “Th-this is not meant to be flirty!” she said quickly. “I just wanted you to have my number in case you ever wanted to take some blood again!”

“Oh, yeah, I get that!” Ryann said, gently flustered. Lyn’s girlfriend was barely three metres away. “I just… yeah.”

Lyn rubbed her face. “I’m sorry… I should’ve just given it to you the normal way,” she sighed.

“You’re okay,” Ryann said a little awkwardly. “I imagine any relationship that starts with taking blood is probably not a good one.”

“Yeah… yeah, I’m sorry,” Lyn muttered. “I didn’t mean to snap. I just… there’ve been people who took getting my number as a free pass to hit on me.”

Ryann frowned at that. “No no, I would never do that. You have a girlfriend. And those sound like shitty people,” she said and put the Polaroid in her jacket pocket.

“That’s why I don’t see them anymore.” Lyn sighed. She rubbed her face again. “I’m sorry, it’s late. I really did enjoy today. “You were kind to me. Which is not what many Bloods do.”

“You were kind to me first,” Ryann said, voice slipping a little deeper as she relaxed. “So… I’ll see you around for modelling? And blood, I guess.”

“Once my red blood cell count returns to normal,” Lyn giggled softly. She reached out a hand. “So, see you around?”

“Sure…” Ryann chuckled at the offered hand.

“What?” Lyn frowned.

She just giggled at the smaller girl. “I dunno, it’s just funny. Do people usually handshake people they’ve drunk blood out of?”

Lyn turned all flustered again. “I dunno!” she grumbled. “I don’t… shut up!”

“Okay, okay.” Ryann at least tried to suppress her giggle as she took Lyn’s hand. She was quickly ushered out onto the street, still giggling. Some awkwardness aside, she felt pretty good about the way that had gone. Maybe she could make an appointment with Valerie and get her new tattoo sorted out? And maybe get to know her a bit more, since having more gay friends sounded like a dream.

That thought put a spring in Ryann’s step. But when she went past an empty house without windows and crumbling brickwork, she stopped. She frowned and looked at it. Did it smell weird? It felt a little cold… Ryann squinted and glared into the dark. The street lamps cast stark shadow over the empty doorway. She thought she could see something move inside…

The ringtone of her phone — howling wolves — made her jump. Ryann fumbled with it and cussed softly as she put it to her ear. “Yeah?” she said.

“Hey, just checking in,” Logan’s voice came through cheerily. “You need to get your ass back here!”

“Tell her to hurry,” Meg remarked in the background.

“Yeah, what she said,” Logan hummed.

Ryann frowned. She looked back at the old house, but her initial worry vanished. What she’d taken for movement had turned out to just be a trick of the light. “Why?” she asked with a frown, and continued on her way. “Did something happen?”

“Carver wants you to meet Lake,” Logan said. “Maybe see if they can help your whole situation.”

“On my way!” Ryann hung up and started running. From what she’d been told, Lake was the head vampire of Toronto. Powerful, influential, and a friend of the group she’d been hanging with. If anyone could and would realistically help her with her issues, her closed accounts, her faked death, it would be them.

She pushed herself a little harder on her run. Old brick buildings passed her by on either side as she traversed the distance back to the bar in a fraction of the time it had taken to come from there. 

When she arrived, right as a light drizzle started back up, there was a black, slender limousine pulled up in front of the bar. Ryann eyed it curiously and headed inside the bar. She found Carver sitting at the bar, savouring a drink. He looked over when Ryann entered. “There you are!” He knocked his drink back. “Come on! We don’t wanna keep the big boss waiting.”

“Woah, hang on, I just got back!” Ryann said as he ushered her back right outside.

Carver stopped. He smelled of alcohol. Not like he had a problem, but he’d definitely been indulging a bit. “Why?” he asked, half outside in the rain. “What’s the holdup?”

“Lake is, like, a celebrity, right?” Ryann frowned gently. She was just a little bit nervous. “I mean, they’re important, yeah? Isn’t there something I need to know before meeting them?”

Carver gave her a flat look with his grey eyes, and shook his head. “They’re a fucking nerd like you and the rest of our friends.”

“That somehow doesn’t fill me with confidence that they’ll be able to help,” Ryann said as she followed Carver to the car.

He shrugged. “They’ve got money and connections. We need both, right?” He opened the limousine’s door and gestured for Ryann to get in. After one more moment of indecision, she did.

The inside of the vehicle was just as spotless and black as the outside. It smelled faintly of expensive drinks… and a hint of blood.

“Good evening, Mr. Carver,” the driver said as Carver slipped inside and closed the door. “The master is expecting you.” Their voice was light and casual.

“Thank you for picking us up,” Carver replied. He relaxed into the seats, while Ryann sat stiffly on hers as if she was sitting on coals. It felt way too fancy for her.

The limousine barely even swayed when the driver put it in motion. They wore a cap despite there being no need for any shade, and were very sharply dressed. Even their chestnut hair was perfectly braided to fall over their shoulder and rest against the dress shirt.

Ryann patted the seat gently, seeing how much give was normal and what was a sign of the seat trying to swallow her. The driver continued along the winding streets of Wolfshire. Ryann peeked out of the heavily tinted windows a few times. They kept missing corners by mere inches, like the limousine was just the right size to allow manoeuvring in the narrow streets.

Carver hummed gently, completely at ease. The limousine moved smoothly and steadily, and eventually it left the narrow streets of Wolfshire. “Is there any news about what’s going on with Lake that I should know about?” he asked. “Something werewolf-related?”

“There is a rumour that the Warm Embrace has designs on the Greater Toronto Area as its territory. The leader has been in contact.”

Ryann watched curiously. Kay had mentioned the Warm Embrace once. I think that used to be her pack…? She watched Carver’s eyes light up at the information.

He smiled a little. “Well… I suppose she would be. I hear she’s a very ambitious woman.”

“So I have heard,” the driver said evenly. They made eye contact with Carver in the mirror, and Ryann could swear something passed between them in that look.

“Anybody wanna let me in on the secret?” she asked.

Carver chuckled softly. “Sorry, kid. The matriarch… or rather, the leader of the Warm Embrace is a very powerful individual. But she would run this area with kindness and a strong hand. If Lake wants to expand their hold, she would be the best candidate to take over.”

“Fun,” Ryann hummed. “So, this matriarch… what’s she like?”

“The best,” Carver affirmed. “You have to meet her someday, she’s amazing! Ambitious, kind, confident and absolutely unshakeable.”

She raised an eyebrow at Carver’s happy, almost dreamy tone. It was hard to tell, with how deep his voice generally was. “You’re not crushing on her, are you?” Ryann asked. She didn’t expect an answer. She certainly didn’t expect Carver’s cheeks to flush gently.

“I… It would be inappropriate for me to meddle in pack affairs,” he said quickly. “I’m a Stray. She’s a pack leader. I mean, what kind of doomed love story would that be?”

“Not hearing a ‘No’ there,” Ryann remarked.

Carver grumbled louder. “We have… some history. Let me just say, crushing on her would be the furthest thing from my mind.”

She took that with a hefty grain of salt.

Carver leaned back into the seat. “Anyway… If the matriarch of the Warm Embrace takes over, there will be some changes around here.”

“Hugs for everyone?” Ryann muttered a little sarcastically.

He chuckled at that. “Ask her. I’m sure she’d hug you if you really wanted it.” He gave her a little wink.

Ryann rolled her eyes. “Sure, I’ll get right on that,” she said sarcastically. She let her fingers run over the seams of the black leather seats, and her mind returned to Lake. If they just had a limousine at their beck and call, maybe they could simply clear up Ryann’s issues. But why would they? Maybe if Carver asks them nicely and I promise something in return…? What did she have to offer?

Well, the one thing that came to mind was what had put her in this situation in the first place. Micky had wanted her to kill for him. Well, she could just offer the reverse. It was a surprisingly easy resolution to make. After all his bullshit, why wouldn’t Ryann kill him?

“So, where exactly are we going?” she asked, trying to focus on something else.

“Lake’s sanctuary,” Carver said. “The Night Shard.”

Ryann’s eyes widened in surprise. “The Night Shard is a Blood stronghold?” she asked. The Night Shard was a high-rise similar to the Shard in London. It wasn’t as big, less than half the number of floors, made entirely of black glass and decorated with black marble inside. 

“Pretty much, yeah,” Carver said casually. “They took it from the Bloods who held the city before them.”

“Sounds badass,” Ryann said, relaxing into the seats a bit. “And you think they’ll help me?”

“Definitely.” He smiled softly. “At the very least, they’ll help get you a job. Unless you’d like to help out Kay or me. I’m sure we could arrange something.”

She raised an eyebrow. “With my stellar qualifications? Sure.” Maybe she could work as a bouncer at Kay’s. Not that the big woman needed anyone to fight her fights. She didn’t exactly have bartending experience, and the few months she’d worked in the service industry had been an absolute hell. She cocked her head at Carver. “Actually, where do you get your money?”

“I have… a number of private businesses,” he said just a bit hesitantly. “I run a butcher’s shop not that far from where I live.”

Ryann huffed. “Figures,” she muttered. With a name like Carver, of course he’d need a place for the bodies.

“What does that mean?” Carver frowned at her.

“Nothing,” Ryann smirked. “Just… You know, don’t chop me up or anything.”

He gave her a flat look. “Haha. Funny.”

“Look, it fits, okay?”

“Why does everybody keep saying that shit?” Carver muttered to himself. “My name’s Carver. Just Carver. That’s it. There’s nothing to it.”

“Sure, sure,” Ryann giggled. “I’ll keep your secret.” She hummed softly to herself, then frowned when Carver leaned really far back in his seat. “What?” she asked.

He cleared his throat. “Nothing, just… deja-vu.”

Ryann giggled a bit more to herself. For a little while, they sat in silence and listened to the rain fall onto the roof of the car. The minutes dragged on into what felt like hours. Ryann stared out of the window. Sometimes I wonder if it’ll ever stop raining, she thought as she watched the water flow over the glass pane and distort the street lights into strange, glowing spots.

She ran a finger along the window gently. Wolf packs. Blood factions. Ryann felt like suddenly her world had become much smaller and bigger at the same time. Some things didn’t matter anymore, others very much so. What was going to happen in Toronto that she otherwise would never have noticed? The packs and Bloods rarely interacted with humans, right?

“Hey, Carver?” she asked softly as the limousine picked up speed on one of the main roads. “What’s gonna happen if the Warm Embrace takes over here? I mean, with the humans who know about you guys.” She looked over at him.

He hummed softly and shrugged. “Why would anything happen to them?”

“Because nobody is supposed to know. And, if I didn’t totally mishear, werewolves enforce that law by killing.” Ryann drummed her claws gently on the leather of the seats. “They’re not gonna go after Lyn or Valerie or anyone, right? I mean, I assume not. Kay lets them know, and she used to be Embrace…”

Carver’s expression softened from a frown to a kind and gentle one. “No, don’t worry,” he said. “The Warm Embrace doesn’t kill people unless absolutely unavoidable. Think ‘they know about us and are coming after us armed and ready’. Actually,” he said with a smile, “the Embrace has several human pack members.”

“How does that work?” Ryann asked, surprised. “Are they just ones that haven’t been turned yet?”

“Not exactly,” Carver said in response. “They just happen to know. So… why not make them part of the pack? Especially since most of them are from the foster homes the Embrace runs. In other cases, they just make sure the person is, um… well, they know better than to go tattling,” he finished.

“Huh… That’s actually pretty sweet,” she muttered softly. “And what about the Dawn?”

“The Dawn has a different way to go about it.” Carver crossed his legs a bit as he explained. “Mind control. Memory erasure. Faking deaths. It’s pretty easy, when you have the ability to just lie still, close your eyes and stop breathing. You don’t have to kill anybody if they find out what you are, as long as they can’t tell the secret.” He chuckled softly. “Besides, you guys are more discreet in the first place. Vampires might need blood, but that’s much less easy to spot than having to turn into a huge-ass dog every other day.”

“Yeah, I guess,” Ryann hummed. She rubbed her jaw and let a finger play over her fangs. “If I really wanted to blend in, I could even file these down, look completely human.”

“They grow back,” Carver said. “So maybe that isn’t such a bad idea.”

Ryann’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “Fuck, am I a vampire or some weird, blood-sucking shark-bat?” She shook her head a bit. At least she might not need that dentist appointment after all.

Carver chuckled gently. “Might have to ask Logan about that, they’re the person to go to about blood-sucking shark-bats. Either way, you’re not really much of a bat,” he said.

She rolled her eyes at him. “I mean because I’m a vampire? I go out at night? I’m all dark, mysterious and misunderstood?”

He nodded with a dry chuckle. “Truly,” he said, “the first thing that comes to mind when you think about bats.”

“Hey, I drink blood! Some bats do that!” She squinted at Carver playfully. “At least I don’t smell like a wet dog after running around in the rain.”

“You know I have a perfectly good shower,” he protested, meeting her gaze with his own narrowed eyes.

“Yeah, but you were out of dog shampoo,” Ryann giggled. “Maybe we can pick you some up from Kay’s.”

“You are lucky you’re charming,” Carver grumbled.

“I’m hilarious,” she hummed.

The driver cleared their throat. “Sir, Ma’am.” They both looked up at them and met their deadpan look in the mirror. “Not to break up this truly riveting banter, but we have been parked for a good three minutes.”

Carver and Ryann both looked at them. “Is the sass part of the package?” Ryann asked him. “Or do you think they get paid extra for that?”

“Premium deal just for us,” Carver muttered and opened the door. He stuck his umbrella outside, proving, to Ryann’s mind, that he really would smell like wet dog. “Thanks for the ride, buddy.” He patted the top of the car before making way for Ryann.

She went to follow, but hesitated. The driver smelled entirely human. No werewolf or Blood scent. I’ve already made a couple friends today… she thought. Maybe I should try for one more? “Hey, what’s your name?” she asked the driver.

They chuckled softly. “That’s a secret. But I’m sure you’ll be able to figure it out if you dig a little.”

“Alright, be all mysterious. I’ll just ask Carver.”

“Good luck,” the driver chuckled. As soon as Ryann had closed the door, the limousine started to roll away almost soundlessly.

Carver was immediately there and held the umbrella over Ryann’s head. She gave him a grateful look. They were standing in an open plaza near the road. The Night Shard loomed dark into the rainy sky above them.

“What’s their name?” Ryann asked, nodding her head to where the limousine vanished around the corner.

“I don’t know,” Carver shrugged. “They won’t tell me.”

Ryann frowned. “How long have you known them?”

“Ten years, give or take. And saved them from a werewolf, so it’s not that they don’t like me, they’re just being mysterious.” He went to walk up to the building.

“Wait, hang on!” Ryann sprinted after him to stay under the umbrella. “Ten years, and you never found out their name?”

Carver shrugged as he pulled a key card from his pocket. “It’s like a little game. Every now and then I’ll try and guess one. They seem to enjoy that.”

“But what do you call them?”

“Buddy.”

“Wow, that is so lame,” Ryann said teasingly. She got a little distracted by the dark floors of black marble, the stairs that were outlined with little white marks, the walls that glittered like a galaxy with stars… Going around the inside of the night shard were a number of galleries, one for each floor. Here and there Ryann saw movement on them, and when she looked back to the doors briefly, she noticed a desk and a receptionist she had completely missed. From the inside, the black glass was perfectly see-through.

“Wow…” Ryann muttered again, genuinely this time.

“Yeah, pretty nice, isn’t it?” Carver smiled as he headed to the stairs. “Come on, it’s a long climb to the penthouse.”

She frowned at him. “Hang on, isn’t there an elevator?”

“Nah. There never was one put in. Also makes it more defensible,” Carver said and started to climb. “Come on! Twenty-seven flights, let’s go!”

Ryann groaned softly. At least she’d be getting a workout in.

* * *

By the end of the climb, Ryann wanted to find whoever had decided not to put an elevator in and force them to walk all of these stairs themselves, throw them back down, and make them do it again. “I hate this,” she huffed as they went up the final flight, on a still quite large floor, despite them being close to the top.

“Don’t worry,” Carver huffed. “One more, and we’re in the penthouse.” He guided her over to a set of double doors in the wall, behind which he reveals — surprise surprise! — another set of stairs.

Ryann rubbed her face. She wasn’t exactly weak, but after twenty-five flights of stairs, she was ready to kill to give her legs a break. Still, at least the last flight of stairs, which Carver counted as two, apparently, looked doable. They climbed them to where they wound around, joined another set of stairs to meld into one, and led to a set of fancy varnished brown and gold double doors at the top.

“Finally…” Ryann sighed heavily. She flinched when she only noticed the two Bloods next to the door as their skin and clothes shimmered, dropping their camouflage. The two barely paid attention to Carver, instead they narrowed their eyes at Ryann. She tensed at the glares and soft hisses. The one to her left was a short woman with black hair tied back into a tight braid. The man on her right had his hair slicked back, and both of them carried guns.

“She’s with me,” Carver said. He took a moment to breathe as the Bloods relaxed. “Could you please announce us to the master?”

“The master expects you,” the woman said, dropping her hand from the holster. How they’d gotten guns, Ryann didn’t care to know. She personally hated them. She’d always been of the opinion that guns were bad. Getting shot by a guy who liked torturing children had only reinforced that.

The Bloods stepped to the doors. The man knocked, then called out, “J. Carver and guest!” There was a moment of silence in which they waited for a reply.

Ryann raised an eyebrow at Carver. “What’s the ‘J’ stand for?” she asked. I thought ‘Carver’ was a mononym.

“Jolene,” he said deadpan and completely serious. “But really any ‘J’ name will do.”

“Yeah? Interesting name.”

“They did a song about me,” Carver muttered as they waited.

Ryann giggled softly. “Funny, your hair’s not very auburn.”

He shrugged and ascended the last few steps with her. “Some creative licence was taken.”

The first room of the penthouse was already beautiful. A gallery stretched above the doors and to a set of huge windows that offered a beautiful view onto Toronto, opposite the doors. Square, wood-panelled columns in dark varnished brown and bronze and gold supported the gallery. Similarly styled doors led off, one on the wall to the right, one further left along the wall they had entered through.

Carver elaborated, “I don’t usually flirt with married men.”

“But all other men need to watch out!” a melodious voice called to their left. “He’s a charmer…” The voice was smooth and laced with a purr.

Even before they stepped into the room, Ryann could now see a raised dais in the room that held a beautiful, black concert piano. Further to the left were the stairs that led up to the gallery in two straight, gently angled flights, and in front of that, illuminated by a large chandelier, sat a little couch on which a beautiful vampire of African descent enjoyed a glass of blood.

Lake Avenatti wasn’t quite what Ryann had expected. Hearing about the big boss of Toronto, the leader of the Scorching Dawn, she had expected either someone huge and intimidating, or someone very old and dead-looking. A Blood with long arms and sharp claws, and eyes that struck terror into the hearts of their enemies.

Lake was none of those things. Their dark skin looked vibrantly alive. The only blemish Ryann could make out was a splash of white vitiligo along the left of Lake’s neck. Their dark brown eyes scanned Carver and Ryann, and the full lips behind the wine glass curled up into a charming smile. The long, golden finger claws they wore gently clicked against the big wine glass.

“Carver…” they purred as they put the glass down on a little table next to them and sat up. “I was wondering when you would make your way here. Did you want to keep me waiting…?”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Carver said with a smile.

Lake’s bare feet gently brushed the floor before they got up. Their red dress swayed gently around slender calves as they elegantly stepped closer. It hugged their very femme form. Ryann could scarcely believe this thin person was indeed the terrifying leader she had heard of.

As they walked, Lake brushed a hand over their neck to sort out their hair. It was tightly braided in narrow portions to their skull and left to fall over their right shoulder in a multitude of thin, perfect cords. Here and there they had gold braided into their hair, and it glinted in the gentle light.

Carver leaned down to hug them gently. They couldn’t be much taller than Logan. 

Ryann averted her eyes a little when they separated and Lake turned to her. The dress’s front was split down to their narrow waist, leaving the back open as well. “And you must be Ryann…” Their voice was warm and gentle. “I am so sorry for what happened to you.” They reached out their hands, palms turned upwards to invite Ryann to place hers in them.

I probably shouldn’t insult the only person who might be able to help me. Ryann placed her hands gently in Lake’s, just enough for their fingers to curl around each other. Where they touched, a deep, soothing warmth travelled up Ryann’s arms. Suddenly the tension in her shoulders vanished, and she felt at ease. Lake smiled, glancing at her out of dark brown eyes under golden eyeshadow.

“Let’s see what we can do for you, hm?” Lake asked with a gentle tilt of their head and such a gentle smile that Ryann almost forgot where she was. The other Bloods might fear Lake, but she couldn’t see it. They were warm and radiant, like the sun itself, and Ryann felt at ease.

For the next half hour, Lake eased Ryann into the new surroundings. They acted less like a gang boss, and more like a casual new friend. They showed Ryann their kitchen, a secret compartment under the counter from which they offered her a blood bag, which Ryann gratefully declined. As they walked, Carver explained the situation. Eventually, after Ryann had seen the rows of bookshelves on the gallery, and the doors that led off to the second floor of the penthouse, they returned to the couch with a couple of chairs for Carver and Ryann.

“It is a bit of a shit situation,” Lake summarized and played with her finger claws over the rim of their glass. They lounged on the couch again, head propped up on one hand.

Ryann sighed. “You can say that again…” She dropped her head and sighed, arms resting across her knees. She and Carver had both declined refreshments, which left Lake as the only one with anything to fiddle with.

They hummed softly and thought. Two of their golden claws dipped gently into the blood, and they brought them up over their face, letting it trickle into their mouth and licking them with gentle flicks of their tongue.

The more time Ryann spent around Lake, the more she felt their age. They had a presence. A power. Like a panther prowling around them. Elegant and deadly, and yet somehow soft.

“It does make sense that they would do this,” Lake eventually said, golden claws clean once more. They turned to Ryann and Carver. “Ensuring that you don’t have anywhere to go back to probably wasn’t easy, but they put a lot into Turning you. And knowing Micky, he definitely has the connections to close some accounts, frame you for something… As much as I hate it, the other factions have no qualms blackmailing or bribing people to do their bidding.”

“I still don’t get it,” Ryann sighed. “Logan explained his fucked up logic, but why the fuck would I ever work for him?” She wanted to choke Micky. And toss him out of one of Lake’s windows.

“Bloods are quite stupid,” Lake said. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

“Try me.” She hadn’t meant to growl. It still came out, and she gave Lake an apologetic look.

Lake smiled softly. “If you insist…” They leaned back a bit. “I was born over a hundred years ago,” they began their story. They added with a chuckle and a toothy smirk, “I know, I don’t look it. But a hundred years ago, this territory was held by the Umbral Convergence, arguably the oldest and most pompous of the vampire factions. And I was not one of them. I was entertainment. Food. A walking meal.” They smiled and now there was a fire and anger in their expression. “I was cattle, as they’d say.”

Ryann flinched under the look, but when she opened her mouth to apologize, a raised golden claw rose to silence her.

“I am not looking for pity,” Lake spat. They took a moment and shook their head. “I,” they said very slowly and softly, “want vengeance. With blood and fire. But I need you to understand why.” They rose from their couch and began to pace. There was a pressure in the room now that seemed to emanate from them. Their smell, sharp and strange and full of strong blood, became overpowering for a moment. Ryann found it hard to look at them, as if they glowed like the sun or a raging fire.

“I was one of hundreds of people who were toyed with, killed on whims, and generally treated more like animals than people. I don’t remember a life before the windowless rooms of the Convergence, their classical music and cigars and alcohol.” Lake let their fingers gently run over the backrest of the elegant couch, crimson and golden ornamented. What was visible of the wooden backrest was carved with swirls.

“We were at the Bloods’ mercy. Every night, one or more of us died. We weren’t allowed to speak. We communicated by passing notes that we ate whenever we were in danger of being discovered.” Lake snarled softly. “Swiping a piece of paper or anything to write with, was basically a suicide mission. I never learned how many of us died each night. Or if they’d had names, rather than numbers.” Their golden claws scratched over the white spots at their neck for a moment, leaving red marks. They closed up as quickly as the claws made them, prompting Ryann’s curiosity. Could she learn to heal that quick? That would be useful.

Lake continued to pace gently, clicking their claws together. “One day I developed vitiligo. Suddenly I was much less desired. I almost died several times from blood loss. And, likely just as apologize was starting to set in, a young vampire drank a little too much and killed me.” Ryann winced sympathetically, but Lake went on quickly. “He of course then tried to Turn me, because he thought he’d face a more lenient punishment. Somehow he didn’t fuck it up, and I was the thing I despised most.” Lake stopped right next to Ryann. Their claws gently rested over Ryann’s shoulder as they stepped behind her. “Do you know what happened next?”

“No,” Ryann said softly. She was starting to understand Lake’s absolute hate for the other factions now. She’d only gotten a small glimpse of it, but the stories about the Scorching Dawn and its rules made more sense now.

Lake was quiet for a moment in which Ryann was nearly overwhelmed by the scent of their blood. She almost thought she could see red wisps of the scent floating through the air. A trick of her mind. “Nothing happened,” Lake whispered with such finality. “They welcomed me. Directed me to join their entertainment. To drink from my fellow captives. They…” Lake chuckled softly, and it was mirthless and full of anger. “They genuinely thought I’d thank them!” They shook their head, long braids swaying at their hip, and returned to relax on the couch. Their eyes flicked from Carver’s to Ryann’s. “So I did the only reasonable thing I could. I staked each and every one of them, dragged them to the roof of their building, and notified the rest of their Hungers just before dawn.”

“Wow…” Ryann muttered as Lake finished their story. “That’s uh… That’s rough, buddy.”

“Well, not really any more or less than what they did to you,” Lake said despite Ryann’s obvious disagreement. “Pain and abuse aren’t a competition.”

Pretty sure being used like a blood bag, almost killed, and abused for months or years is worse… She frowned gently. “So… Bloods are all just stupid, is that it?”

“Essentially?” Lake shrugged. “It’s not so difficult to imagine. They are so convinced of their world views, so focused on their big picture, that they dismiss anything else. And I suppose a healthy disregard for anybody’s thoughts, feelings, opinions and agency also help.”

“God, they are dumb…” Ryann looked over to Carver, who just watched quietly. He shrugged.

“Werewolves are similar,” he said in his deep voice. “With the exception of the Warm Embrace, of course.”

“Of course,” Lake purred softly. They smiled and took a sip from their blood. “Either way, Ryann,” she then addressed her again, and the smile faded. “I’m very sorry this has happened to you, and I regard it as my personal responsibility. Protecting the people of my territory is my first priority, and I am sorry I wasn’t able to do that for you.”

“It’s really not your fault,” Ryann muttered with a gentle frown, but she appreciated the sentiment.

Lake watched her for a moment. Their claws drummed on the fabric of the couch. “I’ll dispatch someone to look into your apartment situation,” they said after that brief moment of contemplation. “See if we can’t salvage your belongings. In the meantime, we need to find you some lodgings…”

Carver cleared his throat. “You’re welcome to stay with me,” he said and gave Ryann a gentle look. “I have a guest room, and it’s close to the bar.”

“I don’t want you to have to pay for me,” Ryann said. She felt comfortable around Carver. He was kind and had taken her in once already, for no reason. And that just made the idea of him spending hard-earned cash for her sake even more uncomfortable.

He just shook his head. “Don’t you worry about that.” He gave her a soft smile, and Ryann briefly wondered if that was what having a father feels like. “It’s only until you get yourself situated. I can ask Kay if she’d let you work at the bar. That way you can get your own money and feel more at ease.”

“What about rent?” she asked, still fidgeting.

“I own the building,” Carver said. “No rent required.”

Ryann hesitated. You need the help. She nodded slowly. “Okay,” she said. “That sounds good.” She gave Carver a grateful little smile. “Thanks.”

He chuckled. “You’re welcome, kid. Everyone needs a little help sometime. Even Kay needed a place to stay once.”

“Kay did?” Ryann could hardly imagine that. Kay was amazing. Strong. More than anyone Ryann had ever met. And she’d been homeless? The thought, as ludicrous as it seemed, helped Ryann relax a bit.

Carver shrugged. “Maybe she’ll tell you the story sometime,” he said with a little smile.

Lake watched them, smiling as well. They clicked their fingers, making the metal claws snap loudly. “Meg!” she called out softly.

“Sup.” The dry, raspy voice right next to her made Ryann almost jump out of her skin. She spun around, half out of her chair, and glared at the albino Blood who had appeared next to her out of thin air.

“Jesus fuck!” Ryann huffed hard, putting a hand to her chest. Her heart was racing. “How long have you been there?”

Meg cocked an eyebrow and ran her fingers through her white-blond hair. “I’ve been here the whole time.” The light made the blue flower on her hand look like an explosion of fire. “I rode in the same limousine.”

“Buddy, what the fuck…” Ryann groaned and rubbed her face. “You could just… not?”

“Lake told me to spy on you,” Meg shrugged.

They smiled apologetically. “Sorry about that.” It was a genuine apology. “It’s standard practice to observe new Bloods. We need to make sure nobody too power-hungry or otherwise unhinged joins our faction.”

“Is that what I’ve done?” Ryann asked and crossed her arms with a frown. “Joined your faction?”

“Essentially,” Lake smiled softly. “Honestly, Logan and Derek both already vouched for you, so Meg’s testimony is more of a formality. Don’t worry, I’m not expecting you to work for me, though I’d be happy to provide compensation for anything you do to further our cause.”

“And that cause is…”

Their smile widened. “Burn all monsters. But, really,” they amended quickly, “it’s to protect people.”

Ryann hummed softly. “So, you really do know Derek?”

Lake’s expression turned a bit sad, for just a second. “Yes,” they then said, relaxing on the couch. “We have tea together. And I appreciate you being kind to him. He’s had a rough time, and the Gift aggravating his condition has not helped matters.”

“No problem. He’s a nice guy.” So if they do have tea parties, I wonder what else he said is true? Ryann cast a sidelong glance at Carver. Maybe he did have kids? Not that it was any of her business.

“Either way,” Meg said, “Ryann’s a good bean.”

Lake raised their eyebrows at that. “Oh? I don’t think you’ve ever described anyone more favourably than ‘Not a threat.’”

Ryann gave Meg a look. The albino Blood gently rubbed the back of her neck. Was she blushing gently? “Yeah, well… Lyn likes her. I trust her judgment.”

There was a soft hum from Lake as they tapped their chin with a claw. “Very well.” They fixed their eyes on Ryann. “Given your situation, and the ringing endorsement of so many of my trusted friends and business partners, I grant you free rein over the city,” they announced. It felt strangely formal, and Ryann tilted her head questioningly. “Most Bloods are required to bring every death to me for investigation. You, however,” they said with a little glow in their eyes, “may exercise as much violence as necessary to keep yourself safe. I of course hope it remains restricted to Micky’s Hunger and his allies.”

“Oh. For real?” Ryann perked up a bit. “So I don’t have to do any paperwork to off this asshole? Sweet.” She really wanted to get her hands on Micky.

“I’ll help,” Meg said so dryly Ryann couldn’t be quite sure if it was serious or not. “I can root him out, you step on his face, one less monster in the world.”

Ryann smirked at her. “Sounds good to me.” That deep, clicking growl exited from the back of her throat again. She could hardly wait to pay that asshole back for everything.

They spent another hour or so just filling Ryann in on some things. As Carver and Meg excused themselves to peruse Lake’s newly acquired books, apparently something they both had a passion for, she learned about the history of the Dawn in more detail. Lake told her of the other factions, which ones were trying to make a move, and which knew better, and what she could expect in terms of the slow little turf war between them.

It was a lot. They only covered the broad strokes, and Ryann’s head was still spinning by the end. It seemed like she’d have an easier time picking these things up by actually going out into the streets, something Lake encouraged her to do for a few weeks or months, to get used to her new existence. They also answered Ryann’s questions about the fire and the rebuilding of the city. Apparently one of the other factions had meddled there, and Lake hadn’t noticed until it was too late. A downside to their refusal to meddle in human affairs.

By the time Ryann, Carver and Meg had descended back down the stairs and had exited into the cool night air, Ryann felt like her head was filled with too much information. At least Lake had promised to look into her whole ‘being declared dead and also being broke’ situation. That eased her mind a bit, but not enough.

Still, Ryann stepped outside, walked down the flat stairs that led up to the Night Shard, and rubbed her face. “I need to fucking punch something,” she muttered. Her own face and the Night Shard behind here were reflected in the large puddle. She looked tired. But she just needed to exert herself. Sort her thoughts, find something familiar in the strain of her muscles.

“We could go to our gym,” Carver suggested. “It’s a bit of a jog, but we can probably run it.”

“That,” Ryann said with a grateful smile, “would be awesome.” A gym sounded perfect. And there probably wouldn’t be anyone to bother them this time of the night. Provided normal humans were allowed there in the first place.

Carver chuckled and scratched his beard briefly. “Yeah… But I think we should focus on sparring. You should be as prepared as possible for when Micky shows up again.”

“Can’t argue with that.” She smirked and tilted her head, popping her neck twice. “You gonna fight me, old man?”

He rolled his eyes playful and shook his head. “No, you need someone at your level. I’d kick your ass.”

“Sure thing, Joanna,” Ryann chuckled.

Meg groaned loudly. “Please don’t encourage his stupid name thing!” she shook her head at Ryann’s giggle.

“Why not?” Ryann asked. “It’s fun!”

“Is it?”

“Meg!” Carver interrupted. “You wanna come with, to the gym? Ryann needs a sparring partner at… well somewhat her level,” he finished.

Meg, who had some pretty dark circles under her eyes, looked at him, looked at Ryann, assessed her, and drew her lips into a thin line. “Sure,” she said roughly. “Haven’t been punched in the face in twenty-four hours.”

“Awesome, me neither,” Ryann smirked. “Let’s go!”

Meg shook her head, but her wry little smirk had only widened. She walked past Ryann, not at all intimidated by her bulk and the fact that Ryann was at least half a foot taller, and led the way.

Ryann chuckled softly to herself. If Meg was anywhere near as good as she was confident, sparring with her would be a lot of fun. Maybe, in just a few ways, being a vampire isn’t completely terrible. With that thought and a little weight lifted off her chest, Ryann followed her new friend into the night.
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Two weeks after she first met Lake and the others, Ryann was once more skulking around a place she wasn’t supposed to be. She quietly closed the gate of the place she was sneaking into. Her steps carried her up the narrow path, over stone tiles and soft, green grass. She could have entered simply through the front door. Instead, she quietly climbed up onto the roof, lured by the sweetest, most delightful scent she had ever smelled. She quickly and quietly slipped along the wall, climbed up another, and reached an open window. In the middle of July, the summer heat made it impossible to keep them closed for long. And that provided Ryann the perfect point of entry.

Her fingers curled over the side of the windowsill, pulled her up further, into the room and—

“Ryann!” Rachel called out, blushing as she simply sat on the windowsill like the last few times she’d come to visit. The cute girl was getting her workout clothes ready. Now she rushed over from her wardrobe. “You can’t just climb in through my window every time!”

Ryann chuckled softly. She rubbed her neck and looked outside. “Sorry,” she said. “Didn’t mean to. Guess it’s in my nature.” Rachel’s scent had just been so alluring, she hadn’t thought. She smiled sheepishly at the cute girl pouting at her. “Can I make it up to you?”

“You’re a nerd,” Rachel grumbled and stepped closer to throw her arms around Ryann’s neck. She only reached her because Ryann was seated on the windowsill.

Ryann returned the gesture gladly. Her big arms wrapped around the much smaller girl and held her close, gently but firmly. She still felt touch starved, even after two weeks with new friends and supportive people, so she welcomed the warmth of Rachel’s body against hers. She nuzzled into the smaller girl and purred deeply. She liked texting her too. Rachel had offered her her number again during their first dinner together, but Ryann had of course remembered it. How could she not, when her little friend was so sweet and lovable?

Rachel giggled softly and pushed her head to Ryann’s. “You really gotta teach me how you do that,” she said, continuing the hug. “It’s so cute…”

“Shush…” Ryann muttered, gently embarrassed. She didn’t know why Rachel calling her cute always made her feel so flustered. It had to be because Ryann was almost a full foot taller and three times her weight in muscle. In contrast, Rachel was small, delicate, and had the most adorable little smile. Being called cute by this cutie was ridiculous.

Although… she thought as she held Rachel so close and enjoyed the hug for a long, long minute, She’s gonna start to get a little bigger someday soon. After all, she was here to take Rachel to a gym, like she’d promised.

But for now, she just wanted to hold her close, and she was grateful that Rachel seemed to tolerate her long, drawn-out hug with a happy little hum. Then, far too soon, (or perhaps far too late, if Ryann were honest,) the embrace ended. Rachel smiled at her softly.

“You really have to stop climbing through the window,” she said and rested her hands gently at Ryann’s neck. Her tone was gently chiding. And was that a hint of jealousy Ryann detected? “The neighbours are gonna see and call the cops one of these days! And you’re lucky my parents are out today.”

“Sorry,” Ryann smiled at her. She loved the feeling of Rachel’s hands on her skin. “It really just kinda happens, you know? Why climb stairs if your window is just a couple of metres away?”

Rachel rolled her eyes playfully. “Vampires,” she joked, running her thumbs over Ryann’s skin. “What was that about inviting you in…?”

“Oh, you want me to leave?” Ryann teased, and enjoyed Rachel pouting. But her heart ached just a tiny bit. Every time Rachel brought up the vampire thing, she felt like she was lying to the cute girl all over.

“No!” Rachel protested. “You nerd, of course you’re always welcome! But please don’t get the neighbours to call the police, okay?”

“Sure, sure,” Ryann chuckled. “I won’t slip in through your window without you asking me to.” She really didn’t want to draw any unwanted attention, but whenever Rachel was around, she just wanted to be close to her. Why ring the doorbell when she could just climb up to the window?

“Anyway,” she changed the subject and let arms rest around Rachel’s waist, “you ready to go to your first gym?” She gave Rachel an excited smile.

“Nervous,” Rachel said with a small but excited smile of her own. “You sure I can do this?” She looked down a little sheepishly.

Ryann pulled her a little closer. “Absolutely,” she said firmly. “You’ve got this. Everybody starts somewhere, and I can show you how to do everything! We’ll be the only ones there too, so you can take your time and get to know the equipment.”

“Okay!” Rachel gave her a smile back. She gave Ryann another long hug, giggling excitedly and almost shaking a little with excitement. “Let me get a quick snack!”

“Sure thing,” Ryann hummed. She watched Rachel hurry off with her little bag, and went to check her phone again. She didn’t want Rachel having to walk through the streets in the middle of the night, so they’d decided to meet up very early in the morning. Rachel thought it was Ryann’s usual waking time. In reality, she’d just chosen enough time to not burn in the sun on her way to the gym. She’d have to spend the day there. Luckily there was a little room for exactly that purpose.

She followed Rachel downstairs, watched her get a quick sandwich. Lucy ran up to her and sniffed at her heels. Ryann giggled and looked down at her. “Hey, Lucy,” she chuckled softly. “You’re a cutie…”

Rachel looked over from the kitchen counter and smiled. Then she hummed. “Oh, I was wondering,” she said, a little muffled, and then swallowed the bite of food in her mouth with a sheepish smile. “Since my parents are out, I didn’t want Lucy to be all alone while I’m gone… Do you think we could take her along?”

Ryann hummed softly, thinking. Lucy would certainly find the gym very interesting. “I’d have to ask Kay — she owns the place,” she said. “But I’m sure it’ll be fine, as long as we don’t make too big a mess and clean up afterwards.” She smiled softly and reached down to gently rub Lucy’s head. The cute doggo let her do that now, but pulled back after a few moments. “We can at least go for a walk with her first, make sure she doesn’t poop anywhere. But bring your bag along,” Ryann said as Rachel put the dishes she’d used away.

“Sure thing!” Rachel hummed and went to the bathroom. “Let me just brush my teeth real quick, and then I’ll be ready!”

“Take your time,” Ryann said with a gentle smile as the dawn came ever closer.

They left not too long after. Lucy was incredibly excited. She also barked at a good number of trash cans they passed. Ryann got a little spooked by that, but when she tested the air, there was no strange scent of Bloods or monsters around.

“Sorry,” Rachel giggled as they passed the barking doggo and she hurried after them. “She is a nervous little puppy.”

“It’s fine,” Ryann said with a soft chuckle. “It’s cute, but I think the neighbours might disagree.”

“We usually walk her at very specific times,” Rachel said. “When it’s not quite so dark. You get up really early…”

“Habit,” Ryann said and smiled. “Hard to shake.”

Rachel looked at her with a smirk. “Yeah? Like wearing black leather in the height of summer?” She looked Ryann up and down, taking note of the loose grey pants, the tank top that was so tight her abs rippled through, the jacket… “You’re gonna sweat so much!”

Ryann shrugged. “It’s fine,” she said with a little smile and a gentle chuckle at seeing Rachel blush. “Honestly, my tattoos get pretty warm, so if I have to suffer I might as well be hot doing it.” (Rachel rolled her eyes at the obvious pun and Ryann’s grin. But she still smiled.) “Besides,” she added, “I don’t really sweat that much. Guess it’s not in my genes.”

“Now I’m jealous,” Rachel grumbled. They kept chatting and talking about fashion as they walked, occasionally interrupted by Lucy barking at a lamp post or road sign.

“I was thinking of trying an undercut,” Rachel hummed. “I’m just not sure if short hair would look good on me…”

Ryann hummed softly. They stopped under a streetlamp near the park, and Rachel cast Ryann a questioning look when she gently turned the cute girl to face her. Ryann pushed her fingers slowly into the hair at the side of Rachel’s head, and gently brushed it back so it lay flat to her head. She let her eyes wander over Rachel’s face. “Hm. I’d say it’d look pretty good on you,” she hummed and smoothed the russet-brown hair back into shape before pulling her hand away.

Rachel’s cheeks were gently flushed. “Thanks…” she whispered softly. “Just… trying new things, you know?”

“I know,” Ryann said and smiled comfortingly. She looked at Lucy, who dashed into the park excitedly. “But hey,” she added as she pulled Rachel along, “you’re trying something new today, right?” She flashed her charming smile. “After this, the next step will look so much less daunting!”

Rachel laughed softly and let herself be pulled down the ramp into the park. “I guess,” she said. “But right now, even the idea of job interviews is daunting…”

Ryann slowed her pace a little as they reached the gravel path, and looked back at Rachel with a soft look. “You don’t have to rush,” she said softly. “Moving out is a big process. It’s okay to take your time.”

“Yeah, but I wanna,” Rachel hummed and moved a little closer to Ryann. She whistled, prompting Lucy to come sprinting back to them, then continued, “I wanna figure out who I am, you know? And I can’t do that when I’m still nervous about coming out to my parents. I mean, I think they’ll just not care, but…” She shrugged. “I dunno, I just kinda don’t want to. This is my thing. Not theirs. You know what I mean?” She looked up at Ryann, looking for a semblance of her understanding what she meant.

Ryann nodded and squeezed her warm, soft hand gently. “I totally get it,” she said. “And yeah, you get to keep your personal stuff to yourself if you want. Coming out is not a requirement.”

Rachel smiled happily and leaned into her. “Thanks, Ryann,” she said softly. “I’m really glad I have you to guide me a bit. It feels… less scary. Even if I say dumb stuff sometimes…”

“Hey, you’re good,” Ryann said. “You’re learning. I’m happy to help. I’m gonna introduce you to some really queer people, you’ll learn even more. Speaking of which,” she said as Rachel giggled and smiled gratefully, “I should really call Kay and ask her if bringing a dog to the gym is okay.” She pulled out her phone and gave Rachel a look. “I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

Rachel hummed softly. “Yeah… What are they like?” She looked up at Ryann and gnawed on her bottom lip a bit nervously. “I don’t wanna make a bad impression.”

“Uh…” Ryann chuckled a bit helplessly and shrugged. “Kay is fucking awesome. She’s buff as shit, pretty as all hell, and tough as nails. I’m not gonna spoil it, but you’ll love her, trust me.”

“Sounds like a gay dream,” Rachel remarked, a little subdued.

“Tell me about it.” Ryann shook her head, fighting down a little blush at remembering just how easily Kay had knocked her on her ass, and how gentle and warm her hugs were. “The woman owns a bar, runs a gym, and has two girlfriends. Gay dream is right.”

“Hm.” Rachel walked for a few steps as the dial tone played from Ryann’s borrowed phone. Then she stopped. “Wait, two girlfriends?” she repeated, surprised.

Ryann opened her mouth to answer, right as Kay picked up. “Yeah?” the bartender asked in her curt, deep tone.

“Hi, Kay!” Ryann smiled and held the phone so her voice would easily be picked up. “Would it be okay if I brought a dog to the gym? I promise she’s well-behaved!”

There was a moment of silence from Kay, in which Rachel anxiously fiddled with the oversized shirt she wore. Then the deep voice spoke up again. “Am I on speaker?”

“Yeah…?” Ryann said. Rachel gave her a questioning look and Ryann shrugged.

“Take me off speaker,” Kay said, and Ryann did as she was told. She put the phone to her ear.

“Okay?” she asked with a small frown as Rachel busied herself with keeping an eye on Lucy. Ryann paced gently in the white ring of light the park lanterns cast down on the path.

“You’re seriously bringing a dog to my gym to impress your girlfriend?” Kay asked.

Ryann turned a fiery red colour. “Kay!” she hissed, looking over at Rachel as if she could have somehow heard it. She couldn’t have, she was busy slowly following Lucy as she sniffed about. “Rachel is just a friend!”

“Yeah?” Kay chuckled. There was a hint of a smirk in her deep voice. “So you haven’t been holding hands?”

“Shut up!” Ryann’s face felt like it was on fire. “I’m gonna fucking fight you!” They had been holding hands. But just as friends! It felt good to hold Rachel’s hand, why wouldn’t she hold it??

“Try me. Anytime, kid.”

She rolled her eyes. “Can we take the dog, or not?”

“Sure, sure, just make sure it doesn’t leave a mess.”

Ryann looked over to Rachel. “Should be fine. Doggo’s pooping right now.”

Kay hummed. “Doggo, huh? Wow, you really are cute.”

Ryann rolled her eyes hard. “I’m hanging up,” she announced dryly.

“Tell your girlfriend I said hi!” Kay called, just as Ryann cut her off. She grumbled loudly and ran her fingers through her hair. Damn Kay, always making her flustered for one reason or another. When she wasn’t teasing, she was generally so badass that Ryann just couldn’t help but want her attention. And who wouldn’t? She was objectively hot, and her voice? Her skills? Ryann wanted to be that good at kicking ass.

Someday, she decided. She frowned at the new text message on her phone. She had completely missed her alert. She opened it.

Hey, got Vincent, the message said. He didn’t wanna talk. Below that, I made him talk, with a purple devil face attached. Ryann rubbed her neck a bit. Meg was… an interesting friend. She sounded so dry half the time, but made shitty jokes. Sometimes Ryann found her genuinely smiling, other times she looked silently miserable.

Getting her a phone that she could text with had been actually pretty easy. Lyn had to weigh in a little, call it a favour for giving Meg blood bags a couple of months back. And the first text messages had been… interesting.

Their first exchange over text had literally been an argument. Much like Vincent now, they’d been pursuing a member of Micky’s hunger. When it had turned out he didn’t know anything about Micky’s whereabouts, Meg had cut the guy’s throat off.

Ryann had been conflicted. Yeah, Micky was a monster. Yeah, they’d caught him (Had his name been Dean? Don? Something like that.) stalking a random woman in an alley. But the visceral nature of tearing into someone who was already defeated, to put a blade to his throat and carve through… That had hit Ryann harder. She looked at that first message.

She didn’t know what had compelled her to write that. Maybe she had just been tired. She didn’t even really believe it. If you kill a murderer, the number of murderers in the world stays the same, she had written.

Only if you stop at one :D, Meg had written back.

For whatever reason, as soon as she’d read it, Ryann had understood. Meg was like her. Turned against her will. Angry. Hurt, probably, deep down. And she wasn’t going to let it happen to anybody else.

It oddly made her feel a bit more at ease. She had allies. And they understood her deeply.

She texted, At the gym later today. During daylight. Wanna come spar? She put the phone away when no immediate reply came. She checked the time again. It was getting a bit close to sunrise. Ryann chuckled softly. Well, a little jog to warm up doesn’t hurt, she thought and smiled at Rachel as she went to give her the good news.

Rachel beamed happily.

Then Ryann told her they were jogging the rest of the way, and the smile turned a bit sheepish. “Think I can keep up?” she asked.

Ryann patted her head. “Definitely,” she said. “Come on, we’ll take it slow!”

It was a nice morning to start jogging. Visibility got better every minute, and once they’d exited the park, they had no trouble seeing either way. Rachel kept a good pace with Ryann, and Lucy enjoyed herself too. The cute little doggo ran alongside Rachel, looking up at her with her tongue hanging out, and barked happily every now and then.

Rachel very quickly found a comfortable rhythm. Ryann still kept an eye on her, but the smaller girl was doing so well that she decided to pick up the pace a little as they entered Wolfshire. Rachel barely had time to look around at the architecture. She narrowed her eyes at Ryann smirk. She pushed herself a bit harder and held pace once more.

“See?” Ryann said, smiling. “You got this!” Sunlight was cresting the tops of the buildings when the gym came into view. “Almost there!”

“How about a little race to end the run?” Rachel suggested. “Loser has to buy dinner!”

“Yeah?” Ryann smirked. “You sure? You know I run pretty much everywhere.”

“Well,” Rachel hummed, “sounds like you’re trying to chicken out!”

That so? She smiled at Rachel and pointed out the gym, a squat, unassuming little place nestled in between two houses. The area was close to Carver’s home, full of cracked roads and with barely anyone around even at night. “First one to touch the stairs wins,” Ryann declared. “Three, two, one, go!”

Rachel dashed off. She had watched Ryann’s devious smile with some suspicion, but she was really giving it her all. She’s not bad, Ryann thought to herself as she gave Rachel a little head start. Then she cracked her neck once and took off in a sprint too. The sound of her feet on the pavement signalled her swift approach. She quickly caught up to Rachel and overtook her at the halfway point. She came to a stop on the stairs with a sharp skid, and looked back at the slower girl with a grin.

“Guess you’re buying dinner!” she purred as Rachel reached her, a little out of breath.

“Show-off,” Rachel giggled. She bumped Ryann. “I’ll buy you dinner next time. Also, is this it…?” She looked at the gym with a hint of disappointment. The building was small and the white outside dirty. The windows were completely dark, heavily tinted, and everything looked a bit flimsy. There wasn’t even any indication that it was a gym.

“The outside is a fixer-upper,” Ryann agreed as she pulled out the keys Carver had given her. “But the inside is amazing, trust me!” Kay and Carver, who had co-owned the place for a while, had focused on the interior, rather than the outside, which had helped keep the place nice and secret from the few non-wolf, non-Blood people who actually lived in the area.

She opened the sturdy lock, pulled the door open and held it for Rachel. The inside of the gym was impeccable. Light grey walls with nice patterns and a few large mirrors to check form went all around the room. There was a ring for sparring, and an extra area with sparring mats.

There were several duplicates of the same machines, built for people of vastly different sizes, which Ryann appreciated. She didn’t want Rachel struggling with anything that just was built for her size. There were weights too, of course.

Lucy immediately started running around, sniffing everything. Her tail wagged hard as she sniffed the equipment and weights, probably smelling the werewolf scent on some. Either way, the place had to be really exciting for the cute doggo, with the people smells around that wouldn’t leave, no matter how much Kay cleaned and aired the place out.

Rachel gasped softly as the lights turned on. “Wow! This place looks amazing!”

“And we’ve got it all to ourselves,” Ryann chuckled. She smiled at Rachel. “Come on, let’s get changed.” It took her until she was right at the locker room doors to realize that she was about to change in front of Rachel.

For whatever reason, that made her heart beat a little faster with nervous anticipation.

* * *

Rachel was in a gym for the first time. She could smell the odours of people around. Not sweat or general body odour, the place just smelled well-used, probably by people much stronger and much more experienced than her.

This was not why her heart was racing. The jog and dash also hadn’t affected her that much. She hadn’t really expected to beat Ryann. She’d just wanted to see how quick the tall woman could be, and all her expectations had been blown out of the water as Ryann had dashed past her and made it look easy.

No, the reason why her heart pounded in her chest was because she was in a locker room with Ryann, about to get changed. Ryann was sharing a locker with her, so they were standing very close together, and Rachel couldn’t help the blush creeping onto her cheeks when Ryann turned her back and pulled off her shirt.

The wing tattoos on her shoulders rippled along with the other muscles on her back as she pulled the shirt off with a little huff. There was an empty space in her neck and going down between her wings. Ryann had shown it to her before, mentioning she was going to get something there.

“Your back is huge,” Rachel muttered and only realized a second later that she’d said it out loud. Her cheeks flushed gently, and she quickly pulled her own workout clothes on.

“Yeah? I guess,” Ryann said with her deep voice. It so often had a slightly amused note to it. Her own shirt hugged her body tightly, pulling over the huge arms and wrapping around her thick torso. “Time to get you one,” she said and turned to Rachel with a smile.

“I’m not sure I can get that big,” Rachel said with a sheepish smile. “You’re a whole foot taller than me.”

Ryann shrugged. “You can still get big,” she said. “Come on! Let’s go!” Her tone was encouraging. It carried a gentle excitement that made Rachel want to try. And so she took a deep breath and followed Ryann around.

Her new trainer had set her a very early time for her to get up, and, honestly, Rachel had had a hard time sleeping the night before. Now that she was here, she was wide awake and excited. The little jog and run had realize her, and watching Ryann move around this space so confidently was a little inspiring. Lucy still ran around, sniffing everything.

“Alright,” Ryann said as they reached the workout mats. She turned to Rachel with an encouraging smile. “Time for some warmups, stretches, and then we can get to the real work.”

“Yeah!” Rachel smiled back at her, feeling quite excited. She would never have had the courage to come to a place like this without Ryann to guide her. But now that she was here, she couldn’t wait to get started.

Actually working out with Ryann was fun. It was also demanding. Ryann didn’t spare her, but she kept encouraging Rachel with her smile and affirming words. Rachel found herself desperately wanting to live up to her friend’s expectations. Ryann taught her how to use the different machines, but the weights were probably what Rachel liked best. There was just something viscerally satisfying about pushing her muscles to the limit. Ryann made sure to check her posture, and every time she gave Rachel a little pat with the back of her hand when she forgot, Rachel felt a little flash of heat travel up her body.

She didn’t know exactly why Ryann touching her made her feel so excited and happy. Maybe it was just because Ryann was actually amazing, and just being around her and learning from her made Rachel feel more comfortable with who she was and what she wanted. She was still figuring things out, but Ryann being there helped.

They joked gently between workouts, though Ryann kept them on track. Hours passed like minutes as Rachel’s body grew gently more sore, and she enjoyed every second of their time together in the quiet, air-conditioned gym. The only disturbance was Lucy, still running around and sniffing things, barking every now and then.

A noise from the outside briefly distracted her. Rachel looked over as a car raced and bounced past on the pothole-riddled street, and immediately got a reprimand from Ryann. “Hey!” the large woman said sternly and clicked her fingers with those beautifully manicured, black nails. “Don’t get distracted while lifting! You set the weight down, then look around.” Her tone was stern, but still friendly.

“Sorry!” Rachel huffed and gave her a little smile before putting the dumbbells down. Ryann had given her a set heavier than she would have chosen for herself. As much fun as she was having, her arms and legs were quickly starting to get tired. “I think I’m at my limit…”

“I think you’ve got more in you,” Ryann said, looking her up and down, which made Rachel blush a little. She was out of breath, sweating, and feeling weak. Ryann had been training with her, and she barely even looked winded at all. “But this is enough for today,” Ryann agreed. “Let’s get you cleaned up, hm?”

“Oh, actually…” Rachel said softly and looked at the clock. Ten a.m. We’ve been at this for four hours! She stopped, a little surprised at herself.

“What is it?” Ryann stopped and put a hand on her cocked hip. She looked so good with her hair tied back and the tight shirt pulling around her muscles. Her shoulders alone strained the sleeves.

Rachel fidgeted a little. “I was… Well, if you still have time, I was thinking you could show me some fighting moves.” She looked up at Ryann hopefully.

Ryann smirked a little, and that made a gentle, embarrassed heat pool at her cheeks again. “You wanna see some moves?” Ryann chuckled. “Sure thing, cutie.” Her chest always felt funny when Ryann called her that. “Let’s go onto the mat…”

They took off their shoes, and Ryann showed her a few different strikes and kicks. She was utterly amazing. Her feet moved lightning-quick, much faster than Rachel would have ever thought possible seeing her for the first time. Ryann looked big and heavy, but every muscle was full of explosive power and she could move at speeds that made it hard for Rachel to follow her movements. She clapped, very impressed when Ryann finished her presentation.

“That was amazing!” she laughed. “Think you can you teach me some stuff?” The question slipped out before she realized how silly it sounded. Ryann was built to be a fighter. Her limbs were thick and powerful, her core rippled with muscles beneath the skin. I could never compare to that.

“Sure!” Ryann’s answer made all the sudden anxiety drop away. She smiled so softly down at the smaller girl. “I mean, it’ll take a while to get you up to a level where you could confidently use this stuff though. So don’t start picking fights,” she added with a wink.

Rachel giggled happily. She didn’t quite know what came over her, but the next moment she playfully lunged at Ryann. “But I’m so strong already!” she exclaimed as she wrapped her arms around Ryann’s powerful waist and tried to topple her, or even just make her sway.

Neither of those things happened. Ryann twisted with impressive speed and suddenly Rachel found herself flat on the cold mat. Ryann looked down at her with a little smirk that tugged at that pretty scar on her lips. “Uh-huh?” she asked and sounded very amused. “Super strong already?”

“Ryannnn!” Rachel whined and wriggled. Strong hands gently and effortlessly restrained her wrists. Ryann’s leg pressed down gently on her stomach, pinning her with the enormous weight of the woman. She didn’t fully lean on Rachel, but just kneeling over her was enough to hold her down. And all of Rachel’s struggling just made Ryann giggle a little more.

“What did I say about picking fights?” she teased. Her eyes sparkled happily.

Rachel whined and wriggled harder. “Careful!” she grumbled back, attempting to retain some dignity. “I could kick your ass! I’ve just been going easy on you!”

“Yeah?” Ryann chuckled.

“Yup!” Rachel nodded. Unexpectedly, Ryann let her go. Rachel tilted her head questioningly. Only then did she notice that Ryann’s smile turned more devious. The next moment, Ryann began tickling Rachel.

Rachel tossed and turned as the fingers at her side sent the feeling all throughout her body. She tried to clamp her mouth shut, but even so the giggling fit escaped her lips. She bucked her hips in an attempt to toss Ryann off, but she was completely immovable. “Ryannnn!” she whined louder and lifted off the mat a bit as she writhed and tossed. “Evil!”

Ryann giggled and caught her wrists again, pinning her once more, gently and with ease. She leaned down lower over Rachel and tilted her head with a smile. The light from the lamps cast her toned neck in a stark shadow and drew Rachel’s eyes there before they flicked up to Ryann’s. Green with the faintest ring of red on the inside. She could get lost in those eyes, even as she pouted. And, for a moment, they were alone. Nobody and nothing else mattered. Rachel was alone with Ryann, having fun, feeling right, and the rest of the world simply ceased to exist.

Being pulled out of that state of calm and happiness was jarring. It came with the sound of the door opening, a car passing by and bouncing on the pot-hole riddled street Lucy dashed over to the door from where she’d been watching them from the edge of the mat. Her barking rang out in the space.

Rachel tried to turn her head to see who had entered, a little frantic, and found that she couldn’t quite see the door. She looked back up at Ryann, and frowned at the gently flustered expression.

“Oh, damn,” the big woman muttered. She let go of Rachel, got off her, and stood up. “Hi, Kay. We didn’t expect anyone else,” she said over Lucy’s barking.

“Clearly.” The voice was deep, smooth, and perfectly level. Rachel would have called it soothing, had its owner not caught them in a compromising position. She blushed hard and let Ryann help her up.

Standing in the doorway was the largest woman, or person in general, that Rachel had ever seen. One hand hung at her side, the other was cocked on her hip as she looked down at the barking puppy with an inscrutable expression. Her skin was dark, marked by three large scars that went right across her face. They had just missed her eyes but went over the stoically drawn line of her lips, and even over her thick neck a little.

That was another thing Rachel noticed immediately. How thick she was. Ryann’s biceps were almost the size of Rachel’s head. This woman was even bigger.

Kay tilted her head at the puppy, and Lucy abruptly stopped her barking. She slowly crept closer and sniffed the woman’s heels, curious.

Ryann guided Rachel off the mat and around some equipment to where Kay was. Kay looked back up at Ryann and Rachel with the most beautiful, dark brown eyes Rachel had ever seen. They seemed to glow with almost a patch of gold where the light hit them.

“So,” Kay said to Ryann, and her expression and tone remained perfectly stoic. “Had fun playing with your girlfriend?”

Rachel stopped dead in her tracks. Any teasing Ryann had ever inflicted on her paled in comparison to these few words. Me… Ryann… What… Girlfriends???? She sputtered and went to protest, but only stammered nonsense came out.

Ryann, too, had turned a deep shade of crimson. “God, what the fuck?” she complained with the brightest flush Rachel could have ever imagined on her. “Rachel and I are just friends! God, Kay, it’s bad enough Carver keeps pulling this shit!” She rubbed the back of her neck and looked away in embarrassment. “I’m so sorry,” she said to Rachel as Kay chuckled in that beautiful, deep voice of hers. “Fuck… This was not how I wanted this to happen.”

“I… we… just friends!” Rachel whined too.

Kay smirked, ever so faintly. She was undeniably beautiful. Her black hair fell in a thick, wild mane over her shoulders. She reached her hand up to push it out of her face. “Sure, sure, just friends,” she acknowledged with a little nod. “Absolutely.” The muscles of her thick arm and shoulder flexed with every movement.

“I’m gonna fucking fight you!” Ryann growled, rubbing her face.

Kay smirked back. Rachel frowned a little. Was there a new glow in her eyes at the challenge? Her teeth flashed in a grin. “Anytime, kid,” she said and rolled her shoulders a little. “We can go right now.”

Ryann rolled her eyes. “Later,” she grumbled. “Anyway, if you’re done being an ass… This is Rachel.” She looked down at Rachel. “Rachel, this is Kay. She owns the place.”

Rachel frowned a little. She was definitely intimidated. She had wanted to avoid gyms and people for precisely this reason. Kay was enormous. The huge woman could probably pick her up with one hand. She was intimidating. She was more than Rachel could ever hope to be.

Rachel swallowed nervously and stepped forward, holding her hand out for a handshake. “I-It’s very nice to meet you…” she said and managed not to make her voice shake too hard.

Kay’s grin softened to a gentle smile. “You’re cute, kid,” she said. Her deep voice actually was quite soothing. Rachel blinked as Kay stepped close and just hugged her. A huge hand on her back pushed her close to the large woman. For a moment, Rachel stiffened. Then she felt the comforting warmth emanating from this woman and she couldn’t help but relax.

“Nice to finally meet you,” Kay said as she leaned back a little. She gave Rachel a pat on the head and ruffled her hair. “Ryann keeps talking about you.”

“She does?” Rachel muttered, surprised. She reluctantly leaned away a bit. Kay smelled nice. She smelled a little like dog, and then there was a herbal smell to her.

“All the time,” Kay whispered to her and gave her a little wink. She really was impossibly beautiful. “Did you enjoy the private tour?”

“I, uh… yeah,” Rachel smiled a little. She had to crane her head back to look up at the big woman, but even so she somehow couldn’t find the will to move away. “It was a lot of fun.”

“Good.” Kay’s lips pulled into a little smile. She had really pretty lips, thick and dark. The scar over them looked pretty old, now that Rachel got a good look.

Then Rachel remembered what Ryann had said about staring at women’s lips and pointedly looked down and stepped back a little before making eye contact again. Somehow, she got the impression that Kay knew exactly what had gone on in her head right then. “Well, we’d be happy to have you join us more often,” Kay said.

“Yeah… I think I’d like that!” Rachel said and smiled.

Ryann moved up next to her and was also promptly pulled into a hug. She grumbled softly. “I’m still gonna kick your ass,” she muttered.

“Anytime, kid,” Kay repeated and ruffled Ryann’s hair too.

“What are you even doing here?” Ryann asked as she fixed her hair. “I thought you were gonna come by later with Meg.”

“I wanted to see the puppy,” the big woman announced. “On that note…” She looked down at Rachel. “Can I pet your dog?”

Rachel blinked, a little surprised. “Uh, sure,” she said, still flustered around this huge gay idol. “If she lets you, I don’t see why not?”

“Good, then just ignore me.” Kay smiled happily and knelt down. She reached out a hand, and Lucy came over to let herself be pet almost immediately. She was never just that trusting. Kay noticed Rachel’s baffled look. “I took a couple of dog whisperer courses,” she said and rubbed behind Lucy’s ears. The puppy grumbled happily and leaned into the big woman, barely moving her.

“And you call me soft,” Ryann grumbled, still flushed from earlier. She nudged her head back to the mat, signalling Rachel to follow her.

And Rachel did follow, but her thoughts stayed with Kay. “Is… Is she bigger than you?” she asked Ryann in a whisper as they got out of earshot.

“I know, right?” Ryann muttered with a new, equally flustered look as the one Rachel sported.

“Why does she call you kid?”

“She’s older, and she calls everyone younger than her kid.”

Ryann got her shoes, and Rachel followed her example. She shook her head and gave Ryann a look. “No wonder she has two girlfriends,” she muttered with only a little hint of jealousy, and looked over at the tall woman who was smiling and giggling softly as Lucy tried to lick her face.

She looked over at the clock again. She had to get going. “So… are you gonna walk me home?” she asked Ryann in a light tone. She would really love that. “I um…” She giggled sheepishly. “I was too busy keeping pace with you to keep track of where I was going…” She smiled at Ryann and watched her face fall a little.

“I’m sorry,” Ryann said with a deep sigh. “I gotta stay. I have an appointment here today. To see if I’m cut out for working here.”

“Oh.” Rachel tried not to let the disappointment slip into her voice. “That’s okay,” she said, only a little subdued. “I can probably just use GPS…”

“Rachel… I’m really sorry,” Ryann said and stepped close. She gently lifted Rachel’s chin with a finger. “I really wish I had time… Let me at least call you a cab, I don’t want you walking home by yourself…”

“I’ll take her,” Kay’s deep voice interrupted. She came over with Lucy nuzzling to her leg at every step. “I’ll walk you home,” she said to Rachel. “I can show you the best way.”

“For real?” Ryann looked unreasonably relieved. “That would be great.”

Rachel sighed, quickly recognizing that she wasn’t going to get to spend more time with Ryann that day. Well… Maybe I can get to know Kay a bit. And I should be grateful. “Thanks, Kay,” she said with a soft smile. “I appreciate it. Everything. Letting me come here…”

“Don’t mention it,” Kay shrugged her huge shoulders. “You’ve got a puppy, so you’re good in my book.” She gave Rachel a little joking smile. She was actually pretty charming, and Rachel couldn’t help herself letting out a little giggle. They joked for a bit longer, Ryann got put in a playful headlock, and then Rachel went to clean herself up. The showers were pleasant and clean. And when she felt how tired her muscles were from the day’s work, she couldn’t suppress the satisfaction. Ryann had been right, this had been fun. Both working out and assisting Ryann. Getting to watch her.

They’d spent almost five hours together, plus the time they spent walking. And yet, as Rachel exited through the door Kay held open for her, she couldn’t help but feel disappointed that it was over. And despite Kay being wonderful, funny, pretty, and loving Lucy, a part of Rachel still wished it was Ryann there with her instead.

And she didn’t quite know why, but for a moment she’d gotten the impression that Ryann was very sad to see her go too.








  
  
  Chapter 17

  
  




Hiding her condition from Rachel sucked. Even now, days later, Ryann felt angry about it. Hiding sucked. Lying sucked.

Watching her walk away all sad and dejected sucked. And the only reliable way she had to deal with those feelings was to work out until her limbs ached.

Ryann angrily punched her fist forward a little harder, missing the mark by an inch. Her fist almost slid off the punching bag and she nearly lost her balance. With an angry cry, Ryann threw a kick that made the heavy bag sway to the side with a thud.

“Damn, what pissed in your breakfast?” Meg remarked dryly as she walked into the gym.

Ryann huffed and turned towards her. “Thanks for the mental image,” she deadpanned. “And, for the record, it’s my sunlight allergies. You ready to spar? I need to work this out on something.”

Meg looked at the swaying punching bag. She looked back at Ryann and shrugged. “Sure, yeah. I like getting slammed in the face by someone twice my weight in muscle.”

Ryann chuckled and stretched a bit. “You say that, but you pretty often find a way to avoid fighting me, even when we work out together. What’s wrong?” she added with a smirk that flashed her fangs. “You scared I might kick your ass?”

“Well, your arms are as big as my head, so yeah, it’s a valid concern.” The albino Blood put her water bottle down at the edge of the workout mat.

“Didn’t know you looked at my arms,” she teased Meg a little.

“You literally have them on display.”

“Do I?” Ryann asked innocently. She flexed a little and watched her sleeve tighten around her biceps. She shot a look at Meg and smirked at the faint but visible blush creeping over her cheeks. Meg, despite all her acting tough and rough and mysterious, was just a really gay bean. That’s why she and Ryann got along so well.

“Give me a minute to get dressed, nerd,” Meg grumbled and hurried off.

“Don’t keep me waiting, or I’ll have to hunt you down!” Ryann joked. She liked Meg. Getting to know her had been a bit of a chore, but she was fun to be around. Their personalities just somehow meshed really well.

It was really fun to make her blush a bit, every now and then. Meg wasn’t the only one on the receiving end. The gentle teasing went both ways, and as much as Ryann often wanted to punch her in the moment, having someone to joke with felt good. On top of that, Ryann and Meg had one thing in common.

They both loved to fight.

Today, however, Ryann couldn’t quite find the same enjoyment in it as normal. Meg didn’t hold back during sparring. Ryann had seen her fight Kay (and get her ass kicked). She’d fought Meg herself. Meg always gave it her all, and normally Ryann would have found that very enjoyable. But today she was just off. During the whole of their session, her frustrations built and she couldn’t find her rhythm.

Meg clearly noticed that something was wrong. She pressed Ryann less than she would usually do, and that pissed Ryann off even more. She was definitely better than this! With all the openings and opportunities Meg gave her, she should be able to kick her ass six ways from Sunday!

A curse escaped her as her opponent slipped right past her attack and into her reach. She struck with her elbow, aiming for the face. Her arm was pushed aside, a knife flashed at her neck and pressed into her skin — “I win,” Meg hummed. Her pale lips pulled into a thin smirk, exposing little fangs.

Ryann grunted softly, glaring at her. “You got lucky,” she said. Her elbow still pressed against Meg’s free hand, which she’d used to block it. Her other arm was hooked around Meg’s neck, ready to put her into a headlock and pummel her. “I was about to wreck your ass.”

“Suuure,” Meg chuckled. “You should just admit that I’m better than you thought.”

“I literally kicked your ass the other day,” Ryann rolled her eyes. She was well aware that her frustrations were misplaced here. But it was easier to work this shit out in company that she could maybe consider asking for advice.

“You insisted on making it a fist fight.” Meg shrugged. “You’re good with your hands, I’m good with my toys. Nothing wrong with that.”

Ryann raised an eyebrow. “Really?” she asked dryly.

Meg frowned. “What? I…” Her frown vanished into a flat look as she understood. “How old are you?”

“You’re the one who said it!”

“You said shit about wrecking my ass, and I restrained myself!” Meg protested.

Ryann smirked as Meg let her guard down. In a split second, Ryann had grabbed her by the back of her neck. She threw her opponent, tripping her up and sending her to the floor. To Meg’s credit, she almost immediately caught herself, but Ryann was already on top and had Meg’s knife hand restrained.

“Not so hot now, huh?” Ryann purred down at her. Her free hand was gently clasped around Meg’s throat, not tight, but holding her down. Ryann had learned not to leave Bloods the ability to move too much. And Meg had insisted on treating it like a real fight.

Meg huffed, wriggling her knife hand a bit. “Excuse you,” she purred back, “but clearly I am quite hot. I’m the one with the big woman on top of me.” The smugness was slightly ruined by her bright blush, but the second knife she’d pressed to Ryann’s inner thigh, right to her femoral artery, brought it back. 

Ryann looked down, then back at Meg. “We should probably stop before this gets any more unintentionally sexual.”

“Yeah, please,” Meg said in a flat tone. The two separated, and Ryann reached out her hand for Meg to help her up. Meg was half a foot shorter and quite a bit lighter. But she still packed a punch, and she was really good with her knives.

Ryann frowned and looked Meg over as she stepped off the mat. Her rash guard hugged her entire body tightly, only revealing a blue flower and what looked like a part of a red snake at her neck. I would have noticed a concealed knife, Ryann thought.

“Where’d you get the second knife?” she asked as she stretched a bit and followed Meg off the mat. They had an appointment at the bar. Well, Ryann did, and Meg was tagging along.

“I stashed them around the place.”

Ryann blinked. Meg had said it like it was the most natural thing in the world. “You… why?” she asked.

Meg shrugged and picked up her water. “I don’t usually only have one knife on me. But I don’t advertise it. It was supposed to be a real fight, right?”

“I guess,” Ryann muttered. She looked down for a brief second, and when she looked up again, Meg was gone, completely removed from her senses.

Ryann didn’t take it personally. She’d known Meg only for a couple weeks, but she seemed pretty okay. A little bloodthirsty sometimes, but Ryann couldn’t deny that she got shit done. She seemed almost a little shy around Ryann too, though with their continued sparring sessions, a lot of those inhibitions had fallen away. You can only kick and punch someone so many times before it makes or breaks the friendship.

That’s not to say that Meg wasn’t still a bit secretive and kept to herself. She kept disappearing. She didn’t seem to like anybody seeing her even close to undressed either — which was reasonable — but Ryann never even saw her without long sleeves, no matter how hot the night was. Usually that also included a sweater with a hood and a mask.

Ryann shrugged a little. She didn’t expect Meg to fully think of her as a friend after less than a month. But she felt pretty comfortable around the albino Blood. They liked the same things. The same jokes. On their nightly trips around the city looking for Micky (Carver had been so upset when he’d learned they’d done that alone.) Meg and Ryann often found themselves predicting each other’s thoughts. Be it them getting tired and wanting to take a moment to rest, or deciding how to deal with a rogue Blood from Micky’s Hunger.

Ryann huffed and decided to stop thinking about Meg and instead went to take a shower. She didn’t need to shower nearly as much as other people, given that she nearly didn’t sweat at all. But a cold shower after a workout just felt good and was good for her muscles. She stripped her clothes off and just let them drop at the entrance to the showers in the locker room. She hummed and turned one on, shuddering as the cold water hit her chest and then her shoulders and back.

She braced her arms against the shower wall for a moment, just getting used to the temperature. Then she looked over to the next shower and sighed. “You know,” she said into the empty room and felt a bit silly, “if you’re shy, you could just say so. I’m good with taking turns.” She turned the shower on and focused back on herself as cold water sprayed from the shower head. The way Meg’s invisibility worked, she would have no way of knowing even if her friend was getting doused by water right this second, less than two metres away. But there were limits to that ability, of course. Anything Ryann would definitely notice, like doors opening, the water turning on, that would break the spell of the gift.

“I feel stupid talking to an empty room,” Ryann sighed and ran her fingers through her wet hair. “You get cold water too. As punishment for making me feel dumb.” There was really no telling if Meg was here. She resigned herself to that fact and lathered her hair in shampoo. She was careful with her little claws and enjoyed the stream of water down her back.

Well, if Meg was there, Ryann would be rude not to talk to her. She smirked, eyes closed to prevent any shampoo from getting in. “You better not be sneaking a peek,” she called into the empty shower room. It was a joke of course. Ryann trusted Meg to be respectful. All she had to do was flex to make her blush. It was more likely that Meg was having a little meltdown.

She finished up her shower and dried herself off a little before wrapping her towel around her waist and collecting her clothes. When she walked around the line of lockers, back to her own, she found Meg at the one next to it, adjusting her thin, black sweater.

Ryann smirked and opened her own locker. “How was the shower?” she asked.

“Cold,” Meg grumbled and pulled her hood over her still wet hair. Even so, Ryann noticed the bright flush on her cheeks. It got worse when she looked at Ryann and her eyes shot to Ryann’s chest before she abruptly turned around. “I’m gonna be outside,” she said quickly.

Ryann chuckled a little, feeling her own cheeks heat up with a gentle flush. “Sure, dude,” she said. She hadn’t really considered she might see Meg in the locker room. She put her clothes on quickly. It was a good thing she and Meg were friends, or this could have gotten much more awkward.

At least Ryann hoped they were somewhere in the realm of friends.

Meg didn’t mention the accidental nudity when Ryann exited the gym and locked the door behind her. And why would she? They’d practically showered together. It totally wasn’t weird.

God, she probably thinks I’m weird, Ryann still thought as she walked beside the albino Blood.

“So, I was thinking,” Meg said as they made their way through the streets in the direction of Kay’s bar, “you’re still looking for a way to make your own money, right?”

Ryann sighed. “Yeah,” she muttered and rubbed the back of her undercut. She slicked her damp hair back. “I was thinking of asking if I could help out at the bar or the gym.” But the gym probably made just enough money to pay for the maintenance. It wasn’t quite as open to everyone, like the bar. And Ryann had zero qualifications to work at a bar. “I, uh…” She sighed, a little embarrassed. “I wanted to feel things out first. Get to know everyone a bit.”

Meg hummed softly. “Well, you know,” she said and turned her head to look at Ryann, “you could always work for Lake. Help me on my jobs.”

“What kinda jobs? More Blood-hunting?” Ryann didn’t mean to be so curt. But whenever Micky came up, she was almost overwhelmed by anger.

“Not quite,” Meg said. “I mean, yeah, if you know what places the Song frequents and you fuck them up, Lake might pay you. But usually it’s commission work. Using my very specific set of skills.”

“Stabbing people? Flailing around? Getting pinned by bigger women?” Ryann smirked when Meg shot her a dirty look.

“Shut it, you and Kay are beasts in the ring and you know it.” Meg ran her hand under her hood, into her hair. “I get information. I spy on people. Sometimes I… remove problems. Either temporarily or permanently. I try and keep an eye on what Bloods in the city are doing where they think they aren’t being watched.”

Ryann nodded. “Yeah, I guess you’d be good at that. So why would you need my help? I’m pretty sneaky, but I’m not exactly Solid Snake.”

Meg rolled her rose-tinted eyes hard. “I’m not asking you to hide under a fucking cardboard box,” she said.

Oh, good, Ryann thought. She knows video games. Let’s hope she doesn’t make any more references, because that’s pretty much all I picked up.

“What I need,” Meg continued, “is muscle.” She rubbed her jaw a little. “But sometimes things don’t quite go as you plan them, you know?”

Is that why she looked a bit messed up last week? Ryann frowned and eyed Meg a little. Meg seemed to always have some injury somewhere. Scuffed knuckles, a split lip, cuts and bruises… Ryann wasn’t quite sure how comfortable she was with the idea of putting herself in harm’s way for money. She liked fighting. She didn’t particularly care for the killing part. And throwing herself into unnecessary danger was a bit much.

On the flip side… Maybe one of these days Meg wouldn’t make it back from a job.

Ryann sighed and rubbed her neck. “I’ll think about it,” she said. Meg nodded quietly. Ryann frowned and watched her. “Say, is this a good time to ask you what you actually do when you’re not training or hunting Bloods?”

“I spend most of my time hunting monsters,” Meg said a little harshly. Then, after a moment she said, “I also like to know things. To learn about stuff. Magic and occult shit, and weird supernatural creatures. Also other stuff. Medicine, engineering…” Her voice had softened a little, but her tone was still awkward.

“Cool,” Ryann said with a little smile. “I like to learn stuff too.” That’s why she’d started studying medicine in the first place.

“Yeah, you’re a bit of a nerd. I think you’ve spent more money on books than you did on food.”

The remark went unanswered for a little bit. Ryann frowned and stopped. Meg stopped too and looked back at her. “Yeah,” she said slowly. “I might have. But how did you know that.”

“Oh.” Meg had turned around to her. Now she rubbed her neck and looked. “Okay… You have every right to be mad…” She looked at Ryann, and Ryann thought she saw a hint of nervousness in her expression. “I may have seen a bunch of your personal information.”

“Why?” Ryann frowned. She felt a little hurt, and she didn’t like having her privacy invaded.

“I was looking into the police situation, and they had detailed accounts of your spendings as part of their investigation.” Meg sighed. She fidgeted her tattooed hands a bit. “I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to invade your privacy.” She sounded genuinely sorry.

Of course. It made sense. Ryann sighed deeply. She couldn’t really be mad at Meg for trying to help her. “Okay,” she said and shoved her clenched hands into her jacket pockets. “I get why you did it,” she continued, and kept her voice neutral. She wasn’t mad at Meg. “But you still owe me,” she added and smirked as she walked past Meg more briskly now.

“I do?” Meg chuckled softly. Ryann noticed now that she had to hurry a bit to keep pace with her and thought it was kinda cute.

“Yup! You gotta train more with me! Hand-to-hand from now on!” Ryann smiled. She was going to focus on the bright side. People were trying to help her with her situation. “If you want to, of course.”

Meg looked completely dumbfounded at that. “Why me? I’m not exactly a fighter.”

“Mmmm, sounds like a lie,” Ryann hummed. “You look tough. And you’re pretty decent with a knife.” She bumped Meg gently with her shoulder and gave her a winning smile. “Come, it’ll be fun! And hey, I could teach you stuff! Like, on the regular! We could be a force of nature against the powers of… I was gonna say ‘darkness’, but it’s more like ‘Micky and his idiots’.”

“I think Kay’s supposed to train you?” Meg muttered, a little flustered by Ryann’s insistence. “I heard Carver talk to her. Anyway, I’m good with knives, yeah. But hand-to-hand, I’m not great. I’m not strong or tall or fast, I’m not experienced or technically proficient…”

“All the better to learn! What if you don’t have your knives?”

Meg gasped and put a hand on her chest in mock horror. “That would never happen to me!”

Ryann hummed softly. “It could. Like, if you seriously fought me. I’d disarm you like that,” she said with a click of her fingers.

“I’d like to see you try!” Meg said with a roll of her eyes.

A little husky growl rose in Ryann’s throat and quietly echoed over the empty street. “Yeah? Better put your money where your mouth is.”

“I fucking will!” Meg said. “Still, you’ll probably be busy with Kay. So don’t get too comfy beating me up.”

Ryann frowned and thought about the big bartender. If Carver had asked Kay to train her… Well, she wouldn’t hate that, she thought with a soft blush rising to her cheeks. She was amazing, huge, a great fighter, kind… Yeah, Ryann wouldn’t hate that at all.

She and Meg kept talking. Somehow, inevitably, the conversation turned back to the Bloods who had been causing problems in the city lately. And, inevitably, the conversation led to one specific argument Ryann had overheard Meg and Logan having.

“I mean, of course I kill Bloods,” Meg said darkly. “With no hesitation. People are who I refuse to hurt. Monsters are a different story.”

Ryann frowned at her. “Yeah… You ever gonna explain where the line between person and monster is for you?” She wouldn’t usually care. Under most circumstances, she would agree that Micky and his entire faction, whose core tenets relied on being horrible, were monsters.

The part she didn’t like was how Meg included herself in that category. It wasn’t a regular thing. It just came up every now and then. ‘I’m the monster that other monsters fear,’ or ‘Of course they’re scared. I’m a monster.’ Those kinds of things.

“Technically, we’re all monsters,” Meg said firmly. “We all have that hunger inside us. If starved enough, we’ll try and tear apart our best friends for a snack. But…” Her voice softened a bit. “Some of us make more of an effort to be people rather than monsters. Like you,” she said with a look. “And Logan.”

“And you?” Ryann asked when Meg didn’t say anything else.

Eventually Meg cleared her throat. “I have my own urges I indulge in. And I’ve done things that I regret.” She lowered her head a bit and evaded Ryann’s gaze. Like she was ashamed.

I don’t think monsters regret what they do that deeply, Ryann thought. “Agree to disagree,” she muttered. But they continued the rest of the way in an uncomfortable silence.

* * *

Ryann had been looking forward to going to the bar. She liked hanging out around Kay and Logan, but more importantly, she had another appointment with Lyn. Blood bags really did stave off the hunger, but every now and then Ryann felt herself craving the act of biting and drinking.

When she stepped into the building, she immediately picked up on the sweet scent of her blood donor. She quickly spotted her, sitting at a table in the middle of the room. Next to her, purple mohawk vibrant and pushed up, was her girlfriend, Valerie. She had a bag hanging over the backrest of her chair.

That was why Ryann was excited. Valerie was going to perform with her band. Lyn was giving blood. The perfect opportunity to talk about getting a tattoo! She smiled and gave Kay a little wave before heading over to them.

“Hey guys!” Ryann leaned on a chair opposite them and smiled. Logan was sitting with them, wearing a black leather jacket and generally looking more put together than usual. “How are you doing?”

“Ryann!” Lyn beamed at her and got up to give her a friendly hug. “I was starting to think you’d gotten lost!”

“Sorry,” Ryann chuckled and rubbed her neck as they separated. “Had to kick ass, take names… You know how it is.” Logan chuckled, but all Ryann got from Valerie was an eye roll. Ryann tried not to frown. Valerie didn’t like her, for some reason. She was nice enough, but she didn’t really seem to warm up to Ryann. Their few conversations had been polite and curt.

But Ryann was determined to endear herself to her. Lyn was… well, she was a friend. A kind friend who cared for Ryann’s wellbeing, had given her blood, and had taken photographs of her that, in her words, “‘Were going to get her so many photography gigs with lesbians.’” Ryann really didn’t want Valerie to dislike her. Apparently she just generally disliked Bloods other than Logan.

Logan smiled as Ryann sat down. “Had a good workout, then?”

“It was alright,” Ryann hummed.

“Pretty sure that was a new punching bag,” Meg remarked as she sat down between Lyn and Ryann. “So she did destroy one. In case you wanna order more.”

“I cleaned up,” Ryann grumbled. Valerie somehow looked even less inclined to give her a pleasant look. She focused on her food.

Logan looked between Ryann and Meg. “You didn’t give her the ‘Ugghhh, I’m such a monster’ routine, did you?” they then asked with a sigh. “Meg…”

“That’s not at all what I sound like!” Meg protested. “Also, shut up. I’m not a liar.”

“You are,” Logan said very flatly, “a total liar. You lie all the time. And you have secrets!”

“Well, take it as a testament to our relationship that I’ve never lied to you.”

Ryann was tempted to weigh in, but Logan just sighed and shook her head. “You’re a good person, Meg! You can’t escape that.”

“Fuck off!”

“Never!”

Ryann pursed her lips. Well, that’s a thing now.

“Don’t mind her,” Logan said now as Meg rolled her eyes and crossed her arms indignantly. “She’s very edgy. But she’s got a good heart.”

“She seems very adamant to try and pretend otherwise,” Ryann chuckled.

“She is,” Logan said softly. They hesitated when Meg stood abruptly and walked away. They sighed softly. “Meg…”

She didn’t stop, just walked to the back door and left.

“Should we go check on her?” Ryann asked, a little worried for her friend.

“It’s fine…” Logan sighed and drummed her fingers on the table. “Meg is just not very good with people… She barely opens up to the people she likes, and barely likes anyone.”

“What about me?” Ryann asked after a brief moment. “She seems pretty open with me.” She was a little nervous after having spent the rest of their walk in silence. She hoped that Meg liked her.

Logan chuckled and put Ryann at ease. “I noticed,” she said with a little smile. “I think she likes you. You’re… You’re her favourite kind of person. Even if she’d never admit it.”

Ryann smiled a little bit at that.

Lyn put down her water, having finished her snack. “Alright,” she said to Ryann. “Wanna get started? I’d like to make it back in time for Val’s show!” She hugged Valerie and smushed their cheeks close.

That put a smile and a happy little blush on Valerie’s cheeks.

Logan smirked. “Heh. Gay.”

“Shut, you…” Valerie fidgeted with her leather vest when Lyn pulled away. “We’ll get set up… Don’t take too long,” she said and smiled at Lyn softly.

“We won’t,” Lyn promised. She got up and quickly waved Ryann over. “Come on!”

Ryann chuckled softly and got up. “I’m coming, I’m coming…” she said. She gave Valerie an awkward little smile. “Um, good luck,” she said clumsily. “With your show. I’ll see you after?”

“Yeah, sure…” Valerie said. She looked too happy to be grumpy.

Ryann hurried after Lyn, who was already heading up into the guest rooms. It smelled strongly of werewolf up there — and other people, faintly. Maybe Kay had more blood donors over. Maybe Danielle was doing her thing again. Ryann caught her flirting pretty regularly, whereas Kate went on Runs more. Kay often reprimanded her gently. She really should balance her time as a wolf and human better, she should go to the gym. But Kate didn’t.

Lyn had also been supposed to come to the gym, and had basically stood Ryann up. She hummed softly, deciding to confront her friend. Lyn and Valerie clearly both wanted to get stronger, so she didn’t quite understand why they didn’t go to the gym where their best friends could help them.

Lyn was already sitting on the bed, taking off the leather jacket with the Neon Drip logo, glowing fangs and the band’s name. She’d probably gotten one because she was Valerie’s girlfriend. Lyn was a good three or four inches taller than Valerie, who was adorably short, so she couldn’t have just stolen it.

“Could you try being extra careful today?” Lyn asked as she slipped one strap of her dress halfway off her shoulder. “I really want to look good later for Val…”

Ryann frowned. “In that case, shouldn’t we maybe postpone this?” she asked and leaned into the doorframe.

“It’s fine!” Her friend smiled at her. “I just need a bandage for a bit. Blood bites aren’t too big, if you do them right.”

“Mm…” Ryann hummed and nodded, but she didn’t move any closer. “Say,” she said slowly, “I thought we were gonna meet up at the gym today…?”

“Oh.” Lyn blushed. “I uh… Listen, Ryann, I’m sorry…” She fidgeted her hands between her knees. “I just… you know how much Kay can bench? I can’t even come close to that. It’s… intimidating. And more than a little disheartening. Which is why I don’t go to that gym. I’m sorry,” she muttered. “I should have said.”

Ryann sighed and moved to sit next to her. “Lyn… Kay’s a werewolf. I can’t lift that much either. And Kay is fucking huge.”

“Yeah,” Lyn sighed with more than a little note of longing in her voice. “Have you seen her muscles? Goals…”

“You know what helps with that?” Ryann asked softly. Lyn looked at her with hopeful, brown eyes. “Going to the fucking gym!” Ryann said and bumped her smaller friend with her shoulder. “Seriously, nobody’s gonna look at you weird for being newer to it, or for being human. We wanna help support you.”

Ryann’s friend rubbed her face. “I know… It’s just gonna take more courage than I have right now.”

She gently pulled her close. Lyn rested her head on Ryann’s shoulder. “I get it,” Ryann said softly and ran her fingers up and down Lyn’s arm. She wasn’t exactly weak. In fact, she was pretty athletic, but Ryann could see how seeing people like her and Kay and even Danielle could be disheartening. The latter, seven years younger than Ryann, had her beat in height and muscle mass. But that wasn’t the point.

“You can’t compare yourself to others so much,” she whispered and held Lyn close. Her little friend had a few streaks woven into her hair that matched her purple dress. “You’ll get strong too. You just gotta work on it.”

Lyn was quiet for a bit. Then she nodded. “I’ll think about it. Thank you, Ryann… I’m really sorry for not telling you that I wasn’t gonna come.” She sounded genuinely sorry. “I just… I didn’t have the courage to do either.”

“It’s okay,” Ryann whispered again and held Lyn close. “I want you comfortable. Like you did for me when I tried a scary new thing. Remember that?” she chuckled. “I feel like if you can guide a vampire through blood drinking, even though she might lose control, then you can go to a gym. But I won’t push you.”

Lyn nodded quietly. “Okay. Thanks.” She sighed softly. “We um… We should get started.”

No need to rush… Ryann didn’t say it quite then. Lyn clearly felt awkward, and rushing would only make things worse, but so would telling her to slow down. Instead, she took a deep breath. “Okay,” she said. “How about I drink from your elbow today?” This appointment would be the fourth time Ryann had drunk from a person, and her second with Lyn.

“Oh.” Lyn stopped, already half lying down. She propped herself up on her arms. “Won’t that be a bit awkward for you?”

“Yeah, but there’s less chance you accidentally get some blood on you.” Ryann scooted down on the bed a little. It was a tiny bit awkward. Lyn had told her during her first photo shoot (which had been unexpectedly fun) that she generally had to fight a little dizziness after giving blood. Still, Ryann would make it work.

Her friend hesitated a bit. Then Lyn nodded. “Alright,” she said and lay down fully. “How much do you need?”

“Not much.” Ryann slowly moved over Lyn. She was getting more comfortable with it. And she had a lot of blood in her already, but that itch to bite was still there. She picked up Lyn’s arm and pressed her lips to the crook of her elbow. She cast a glance up to see Lyn nod, and gently bit down.

The taste of warm blood was delicious, as always. It rushed into her mouth and filled her mind with the taste. Ryann purred softly and drank. She only sucked gently, for barely a few minutes. Then she stopped the bleeding with some gauze.

The more she drank blood from people, the less emotionally awkward it became. At this point, it had almost turned into just a general chore. Like brushing her teeth.

She let Lyn rest a bit. They talked quietly. It was just meaningless small talk, about Valerie’s tattoo parlour, the Blood and Ink, and Lyn’s recent photo shoots. But soon, the muffled sounds from downstairs became louder and louder.

“Val’s show…” Lyn said and tried to sit up. She blinked and clenched her fingers into the sheets, clearly feeling dizzy.

“Hey, wait,” Ryann said softly and put a hand on her shoulder. “You should rest more…”

Lyn protested. “But I really wanted to see their show!” She looked utterly dejected at the idea that she might not get to support her girlfriend.

Ryann hummed softly and rubbed her neck. I wouldn’t feel good about making her miss the show, she thought to herself. “Okay,” she said softly. “How bad is it?”

“Not that bad…”

“You stay here,” Ryann said as she got up. “I’ll go tell Logan to delay a bit. Close your eyes and rest.” She quickly hurried out of the room and down the stairs. Logan, Valerie and two others were setting up their instruments in the far corner. Logan looked up when Ryann rushed over, and, after Logan briefly introduced her to the people she didn’t quite know, Ryann explained the situation. The other band members exchanged a look.

“Sure, we can delay,” Camellia, the bassist, said. She looked familiar. Her round face and purple eyes reminded Ryann of Logan’s girlfriend Nemo. She wore a black crop top with some white accents, and her shoulder-length hair was two-tone pink and light blue that faded into brown further down.

The drummer, Jin, fiddled with their equipment. “How long is her dizziness gonna last?” Their face was covered with a blindfold-like bandana that went down to their chin and sported the glowing fangs of their band logo, as well as a set of glowing eyes.

Ryann frowned softly. “Honestly,” she said, “I don’t know… I didn’t drink a lot.”

Jin ran a hand over their neon teal hair. They wore the leather jacket, like Logan and like Lyn had worn. “Logan, you’ve drunk from her. How long does her dizziness usually last?”

“We should be good with half an hour.” Logan gave Valerie a look. They nodded to each other. “Alright, we’ll delay. Keep us updated.”

“And thanks…” Valerie said with what sounded like great reluctance. Ryann gave her a tentative little smile, and headed back upstairs.

Half an hour later, she guided Lyn back down the stairs. She still insisted Lyn lean on her, and when they sat down and the lights went out, she told Lyn to keep a hand on her arm and shake her if she felt dizzy again. The first note played and the band became visible as everything neon on them began to glow. Their different hair hues, paint on their faces, the accents of their clothes… Jin’s drum sticks flashed teal and turned into broad lines as they started to drum hard right from the get-go, never missing a beat.

Valerie’s fingernails and tattoos lit up purple, and as she began to strum the first notes, the colour transferred to her strings. It gradually changed to pink and purple at the tip, perfectly mixing with the colours of Camellia behind her.

Then Logan’s whole body lit up in a flash of russet neon as they started their part and began to sing.

They were pretty good. Ryann wasn’t too set on any genre of music, but she did know some punk rock. Still, even for someone who wasn’t a music connoisseur, the energy in the room was palpable, like a physical thing. Soon she found herself chanting the lyrics along with Lyn whenever she recognized a song.

The band took a little break, right after a song where Logan did something that turned their voice into a demonic growl. Kay came over to bring her some water. They two exchanged a loving look and a soft kiss.

Following along with Kay was Nemo, their girlfriend. She was much shorter than Kay, five feet tall at best, with a round face. Her skin was also a bit lighter than Kay’s, and she wore very goth wardrobe. One pant leg was black, the other black and white checkered. She had a fingerless glove on her left hand and a fishnet sleeve covering her right forearm. Her shoulder-length magenta hair almost seemed to glow a little as she stepped onto the stage, threw her arms around Logan’s neck and kissed her cheek. Ryann could almost hear her little giggles over the excited conversations in the packed bar.

Ryann had only gotten to talk to Nemo a few times. She was a bundle of energy and chaotic optimism, and she was very sweet. Also, apparently, secretly a badass. In her words, she had ‘very intentionally seduced both Logan and Kay at the same time.’ Kay had snorted and ruffled her hair with a smile. The three were very soft together.

Valerie came over to their table. “You made it!” she beamed at Lyn and hugged her.

“Of course!” Lyn smiled so happily and hugged her back. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world!” She nuzzled into Valerie’s neck.

Valerie held her close, then drew back gently. “Are you feeling okay? Where’s your bandage? I thought you gave blood?” Her eyes quickly darted over to Ryann, who pretended not to be there as the two were soft and gentle with each other.

“I’m doing fine. Not dizzy anymore. Ryann suggested taking some from my elbow today,” Lyn said softly. She smirked a little. “I guess my neck is free for someone else’s bite…”

Valerie blushed darkly. “I… maybe…” she whispered, and Ryann fully focused on Nemo and Camellia, who she definitely recalled were sisters now. Twins, maybe? Though Nemo was much bubblier than her sister, and much more unhinged, from what Logan had told Ryann.

She looked up when Valerie cleared her throat next to her. “Hey, uh…” She rubbed her black undercut a bit.

“Hey…” Ryann raised an eyebrow. Valerie didn’t really like her. Logan said she didn’t really like any new Bloods or new people. But now Valerie sighed and looked at her directly. The piercings in the corner of her lower lip and at her eyebrow glinted as she shook her head a little.

“Thanks. For uh… being considerate.” She blushed gently as she said it. “Usually Bloods don’t really give a shit about Lyn. Which is why I don’t like her donating.”

“Well, that’s shit.” Ryann huffed and crossed her legs at the knee. She gave Valerie a little shrug. “If they don’t care about her, they shouldn’t drink from her.”

“Yeah… Yeah,” Valerie said and actually gave Ryann a tentative little smile. “Still. Thanks.”

Ryann chuckled softly. “Seriously, don’t mention it, dude,” she said. It was a bit of an awkward moment. Neither she nor Valerie knew what to say, so Ryann looked for something to distract herself. Her eyes lingered on the diamond tattoos adorning Valerie’s collarbone and pooling on her shoulders.

“What?” Valerie asked with a little frown.

“Nothing,” she said with a little sheepish chuckle. “You just look pretty fucking awesome. Those tattoos are cool.”

“For real?” A beaming smile made its way onto Valerie’s face. “Thanks! I did these myself!” She had a nice voice. A little deep and just a bit rough, perfect for singing in a queer-ass band.

“For real?” That’s actually real impressive! “Dude, that’s awesome!” Ryann smiled back at her. “I can’t wait for later! Bet your designs are awesome!”

“Y-Yeah, same!” Valerie looked almost a little flustered. “I uh, I gotta go, but I’ll see you after the show?”

“Oh, definitely!” A loud purr escaped Ryann as she talked. She really wanted to get started on picking out a new tattoo for herself. She would still have to go see Lake before she could actually pay for one, but they had planned on meeting later that night to figure that out.

The music started up again, the lights dimmed and neon glowed, and Ryann lost herself in the sounds of the music.

* * *

After the show, the whole band crowded around Ryann and Lyn’s table. She got to know Jin a little, who had switched their mask for a pair of sunglasses and got led over by Camellia. Ryann learned quickly that they were a couple, when Nemo whispered it into her ear before Logan pulled her aside.

“Nemo, don’t spread people’s private business around,” they said sternly and tried to make Nemo sit down, which she was waaay too hyperactive for.

“But she’s my twin! We’re basically the same person!” Nemo giggled and fluttered her purple eyes at Logan. Her magenta eyeshadow matched the colour of her hair and brought out her darker eyes. The black skull on her purple choker bounced gently as she wriggled around.

“That’s not how that works,” Logan sighed.

Camellia chuckled, pushing Jin’s chair in. Their face, as far as Ryann could see, was covered in thin scars. “It’s okay,” Camellia hummed. “We are basically the same person.” She looked around. “What’s a clone? That’s so silly, why would you even mention that…”

Jin facepalmed quietly and smacked themselves in the face. “You’re fucking ridiculous,” they said and ran their fingers through their short, teal hair. It was pushed back with one small braid at the side, revealing a blond undercut.

“What, me? No!” Camellia giggled and reached up to adjust Jin’s shades for them.

“So, how was the show?” Valerie asked eagerly. “Did you guys like it?”

“It was fucking awesome!” Ryann smiled. “You gotta let me know next time you play! The neon was so cool, how’d you make it glow like that?”

“Magic!” Nemo hummed and bounced around the table a little to hug all the band members. She got a few splashes of neon on her purple top. A little got on the laces covering her cleavage and her skin. Camellia made her stop so she could wipe it away.

“We used to use just UV colours, but then we went with something more skin-friendly,” Camellia explained a little calmer. “We didn’t wanna risk burning any Bloods. UV lights aren’t as bad as the sun or fire, but still unpleasant.”

“Right, magic…” Ryann chuckled. “I keep hearing about this magic, but I’ve never really seen any.”

“Ooo, let me show you!” Camellia smiled eagerly. “Your drink’s getting warm, right? I can cool it down!”

“Sure!” Ryann was pretty excited to see some real magic.

“Cam…” Logan sighed. “Please don’t paint eldritch symbols on the table.” She rubbed her face, giving up on trying to wrangle Nemo as she kept dashing around the table and having snippets of conversations.

Nemo’s sister scoffed gently. “As if I’d need circles or ingredients to cool a drink,” she said and leaned over the table as Ryann slid her glass over. A neon teal-painted finger clinked against the glass, and frost covered it, spreading from the point of impact.

Ryann stared at the glass. What. The actual. Fuck.

Jin smirked. “Cool, right?” They started chuckling a rough chuckle, and it took Ryann a good minute to get the joke.

She stared at Jin, who grinned wide, at Camellia who waved happily, and pulled her drink close. It was cool to the touch, as if freshly mixed. Ryann cleared her throat. “You uh… Yeah, we’re gonna have to talk about how that works sometime…” she said, curiosity fighting with her surprise.

“Heh,” Logan smirked. “Nerd.” They sighed when Nemo rushed past.

Kay ended Nemo’s trip around the table. She reached out and took Nemo by the back of the neck as she passed between them. Her hand looked huge and heavy on Nemo’s smaller form, and she squeezed gently with a deep growl. “Nemo,” she said with her deep voice. “Sit.”

Nemo’s cheeks turned a shade of red. She moved over to Kay, much quieter, and happily sat in her lap. She nuzzled into her big girlfriend as Kay wrapped her arms around her.

Logan blushed softly, sitting right next to Kay. Kay smirked and looked over at them. “You’ll get your turn later,” she said and sent more blood to Logan’s cheeks as they quietly gay panicked.

Ryann chuckled softly. “And they tell us not to be too gay,” she hummed softly to herself.

“Tell me about it,” Valerie said in a quiet mutter. Her chair squeaked gently over the floor as she pulled it in to sit next to Ryann. “So… I drew up some designs like what you asked for, to try and make it work with your wings…” She put her folder on the table, and Ryann forgot all about the gay girlfriends as soon as she laid eyes on the first of the designs.

“Dude, these are sick!” she said, scooting closer to inspect the sketches of suns sitting atop her feathers.

“Yeah?” Valerie beamed. She picked up a pencil and a fresh sheet of paper with pre-drawn wings. “See something you like?”

They spent the rest of the night there talking about tattoos and figuring out the designs, while Lyn chatted with Jin, Camellia joked with Nemo, and Logan watched the tattoo conversation with a smile. Kay simply watched over them all, chin resting on Nemo’s head. Her expression was stoic as ever, but there was something soft and gentle in it as she watched her friends.

Kate and the other werewolves came by after a bit. She gave Ryann a hug from behind, to which Ryann patted her forearms, and the conversation turned to Valerie recreating Ryann’s hexagonal pattern tattoo for Kate, like they had planned to do in the first place, back when they were kids.

Ryann sipped her drink and enjoyed the warm and gentle atmosphere. This felt nice. Even with all her issues, at least now, right here, she had people who liked having her close. She looked them all over gently.

Here, she had friends.

* * *

Ryann was still thinking about that gentle moment that had warmed her heart, when they began to approach Lyn and Valerie’s apartment. She had never really had time for friends in her adult life. It was really nice to share some passions with some now. She giggled softly when she recalled the conversation she and Valerie had had about the old man’s butcher shop. Really, a butcher shop? With his name?

“What’s so funny?” Meg asked. She had reappeared just as quickly as she had vanished, and seemed unwilling to discuss her walking out of the bar.

“Oh, nothing,” Ryann chuckled and pushed her hands into her jacket pockets. “Just thinking about Jessica’s cannibal shop.”

“Excuse me?” Meg frowned. “Did I miss something?”

“Jolene,” Ryann said.

Meg rolled her eyes with a terrifying ferocity. “I hate you,” she said matter-of-factly. “So much.”

“What?” she giggled. “It’s funny!” Carver’s little name thing annoyed Meg to no end, which made it even better. Ryann still had yet to figure out exactly what the J in his name stood for.

She crooked a smile and watched Meg as she grumbled and complained softly. After a moment, she nudges her. “You should join us at the table next time,” she said softly.

“Why?” Meg shrugged and pulled her hood up as if to shield herself a bit. “I’m not friends with anyone there.”

Ryann felt a sting at that. “Kay and Logan said you’re their friend.”

Meg looked away. “That’s… complicated.”

“I thought we were getting pretty friendly.”

Now the pale Blood sighed. “We are… but I don’t wanna intrude on your friendships.” She shrugged as they passed by the yawning, empty doorway of the building a little ways down from Lyn and Valerie’s apartment. The two humans were following a little further behind, being cute and gay together, with Lyn clinging to Valerie’s arm and telling over and over how amazing her show was, while Valerie blushed and tried to deflect with a happy little smile. Their apartment came into view.

Ryann sighed. “You’re not intruding, nerd.” She put a hand on Meg’s shoulder. She would have put an arm around her and pulled her in, but… she wasn’t sure they were quite there yet.

“I’m only walking with you because you wanted to head to Lake’s after walking these two home,” Meg growled quietly and looked down as she trudged along. With her black sweater and black pants, she looked like a living shadow whenever they passed between two street lights. “Valerie doesn’t like me, you know? I believe she called me an inconsiderate ass? Personally I’d just go with monster.”

Ryann growled softly and rolled her eyes. She was getting really tired of the monster bit already. She turned around and called out to Valerie. “Hey, Val, do you think—”

The words got stuck in her throat. Just a couple of metres behind them, Valerie and Lyn had veered off towards one of those empty, abandoned doorways. The same one that had given Ryann a weird feeling before. With all the street lights around, her night vision wasn’t active, so Ryann couldn’t make out the entrance of the building beyond red bricks. But she could see the long, spindly arms with too many joints that had reached out of the dark and into the light, and the long, pale fingers wrapped around Lyn and Valerie’s hands as it guided them towards the dark.
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Ryann dashed for them immediately. “Let go!” Her voice was a roar that made the two girls flinch and tear their eyes away from each other, and made them huddle closer together. In doing so, they trapped the grey hands that held theirs between them. Valerie looked down and ripped her hand away with a cry. Lyn looked at her, then down. Her own scream was cut off as she was dragged towards the dark so quick she was pulled off her feet.

Valerie screamed out her girlfriend’s name and lunged for whatever was there in the dark. Her guitar case clattered to the floor as she ran straight for the danger.

Ryann was faster. She pushed Valerie back by the shoulder, getting her out of the immediate danger. She was only human, and Ryann’s veins burned with anger and her gift of strength. She ducked past the second hand that flew at her and slammed into the ground behind her with a thud.

Her foot slammed down on a long, thin limb covered in pitch black, coarse fur. Bones broke under the force of her rage, and something in the dark screeched. It was a rough, harsh sound. The limb beneath Ryann’s heel struggled and writhed, clearly broken, but Lyn couldn’t seem to rip her hand out of the fingers. Her face was a grimace of fear and shock.

Valerie hurried to her side and ripped at the long, grey fingers. They were disturbingly humanoid but too elongated. Slowly, they opened the grip together.

“Run!” Ryann yelled. Her claws came out, and she dug them into the limb beneath her. The thing in the dark screeched again.

Valerie half carried Lyn, supporting her. Ryann could smell blood from where her friend’s skin had been chafed open. She seemed to have trouble walking. A third hand shot out of the dark, going to grab them with the speed of a striking snake.

Three of the six fingers flew off along with an ark of black blood, and Meg’s form flickered into existence as if a sheet was being pulled off her, just in time for her to get slammed in the chest and flung over Valerie and Lyn, who had ducked to try and evade. The curved knife in her hand glinted as she was tossed out of the rings of light on the floor.

Ryann growled. She dashed over to the two humans and grabbed Lyn around the waist. She half dragged, half carried her away with her gift still burning in her veins. She felt far too light.

Three long, thin, fur-covered arms hung in the air, several metres from the entrance of the building they presumably came from. They drifted more towards Valerie, who was dashing after Ryann.

Ryann lunged for her and grabbed her when one of the hands shot forwards. She turned with Valerie held before her, and braced for the impact. Another screech sounded out, and someone slammed into Ryann, much gentler than she had anticipated. Meg groaned and let out a curt growl. “Get them out of here!” she snarled.

Ryann grabbed Valerie’s hand and dragged her away. She looked so pale and frightened, Ryann almost picked her up right then. But she still moved, and Ryann pulled her to Lyn, who stood there, frozen in shock. “Come on!” She grabbed Lyn’s hand too and dragged them. Lyn had lost her bag. Valerie’s guitar remained discarded on the street in its case. They didn’t question her and just tried to keep pace.

The sound of air being forced out of lungs signalled Meg’s arrival. She was almost flung right into them, and rolled across the ground. She immediately scrambled to her feet. Her eyes were pitch black, and for a moment something flickered at her lips. Her teeth looked too long, too thin as she snarled. She had lost another knife, but she pulled a new one from a slit in the thigh parts of her pants. It was long and thin, and she brandished it with a pained growl.

They reached the entrance to the Blood and Ink, and Valerie fumbled with the keys she pulled from her vest pocket. Her hands shook too much. She nearly dropped the keys, so Ryann put her hand over Valerie’s. It calmed her long enough that Ryann could take the keys.

Her own heart was likely beating just as fast as Valerie’s. She had almost watched her friends get dragged into the darkness. She’d almost watched them get eaten by some sort of monster. But she was a fighter. Even though adrenaline was coursing through her, even though her heart beat like a war drum, her hands were steady. She unlocked the door and pushed her friends into the shop. Valerie wasted no time pulling Lyn away from the door and hugging her tight.

Meg dashed into the shop. She was without her knife, but she was clutching Lyn’s bag and Valerie’s guitar case.

“You okay?” Ryann asked as she closed and locked the door behind her.

“Fine,” Meg grunted. She smelled of blood. Her own, and more rancid, thick, black blood. Half her face showed signs of a forming bruise. She put her cargo down in the corner and sank down next to the door. One hand pushed into her sleeve and came back with another knife, this one almost as thick as her forearm, with a wavy blade. “Lost a few knives.”

“So much for not getting disarmed,” Ryann huffed, watching the dark outside for any movements as Valerie cupped Lyn’s cheeks, wiped her tears and whispered comfortingly.

“It’s not disarming if you stick them in someone intentionally,” Meg huffed. “But I did get slammed a couple times. So I may have lost my grip…”

“What the fuck was that??” Valerie’s voice was tense with anger and fear. “I thought I was holding Lyn’s hand, and suddenly…” She shook quietly.

Ryann frowned and put a hand on her shoulder. “Hey,” she said as gently as she could, suppressing a nervous growl herself. “You’re okay. We’re gonna take care of this.”

Valerie hugged her out of nowhere. She squeezed her arms tight around Ryann, and her fingers clenched into the back of her leather jacket. “I-I… Thank you…” she all but whimpered. It was so soft, Ryann nearly missed it.

She quietly hugged Valerie back. She wasn’t super into touch with strangers, but she understood just how spooked Valerie had to be. She was a fighter, Valerie wasn’t. She had already fought one monster and killed another. This was Valerie’s first encounter.

Ryann waved Lyn over too, and her friend practically fell into the hug. Lyn’s frightened sobs were the only sounds in the room for a moment. Valerie shook too, crying quietly. And Ryann held them both close. Her own heart ached at seeing them terrified and sad.

After a moment, Ryann ran her hand over Valerie’s hair, careful not to scratch her with her long claws. “Do you have a first aid kit?” she asked Valerie. “We need to have a look at Lyn.” Of course they’d have something. Lyn regularly gave blood to vampires, after all. But asking Valerie, making her think, would give her something to do.

Valerie looked up at her. She wiped her eyes and nodded. “Y-yeah…” she said and cleared her throat. Her voice was choked. “I’ll go get it!” She quickly went to the back of the shop, to the bathrooms.

Ryann frowned and looked down at Lyn’s leg. Blood was streaming from it and filling the air with its scent. Meg growled very quietly and put a hand to her mouth to suppress it. Ryann looked at Lyn again. The smaller girl was still clinging to her, shaking.

“Is it okay if I pick you up?” Ryann asked softly. “I don’t want you putting too much weight on that leg until I’ve had a look.”

It took a long moment before Lyn seemed to understand and react. She nodded shakily, and Ryann leaned down to scoop her up. Lyn wasn’t all that heavy, so she had no trouble carrying her to the furthest chair in the parlour, away from Meg, who was quietly struggling with her hunger.

The entire time until Valerie returned, minutes that felt like hours, Ryann held Lyn and gently rubbed her back. She was shaking so much, and she felt so small and scared, Ryann couldn’t help but be reminded of her worries over Rachel. Her friends had no real defences against monsters like that.

Luckily, Lyn seemed more shaken up than actually injured. Her knee was scuffed and her skin chafed open, but after some quick cleaning and a bandage to stop the bleeding, she should be fine in a couple of days. The injury was large, but not very deep, and would clot quickly.

“What was that?” Valerie asked again, quietly.

“Whatever it was,” Ryann said as she secured the bandage and looked up at the two girlfriends clinging to each other, “we’re not gonna leave it alive. Can you guys go somewhere to be comfortable?”

Valerie looked down at Lyn, who was still utterly terrified. She nodded, glancing back at Ryann. “Y-Yeah…” Her voice was still hoarse and tense. “Our apartment upstairs… It’s pretty Blood-proof. Should work for monsters too.”

“Okay,” Ryann said and stood up. Her hand brushed gently over Lyn’s, but there was a grim tone to her voice as she spoke. “Go there. Try and rest. Keep your phone close, we’ll go deal with that bitch.”

Val nodded, still anxious, and gently coaxed Lyn out of the chair. Both still looked shaken up, but Val clearly had some experience with distressing situations.

Ryann took a deep breath. Smelling the blood in the air made her want to go over to the other building right now and tear whatever lurked in the dark apart, with her bare hands if she had to. But when she saw Meg reason won out. The pale Blood was slumped where she sat next to the door, arms resting over her knees. Her knife gently bounced in her hand, nervous, ready to be used. But she was clearly in pain. The monster, whatever it was, or maybe it was even more than one, was large and strong. It would be stupid to go after it alone, Ryann admitted to herself.

She went over to Meg. “You doing okay?”

“Fine,” Meg huffed. “Got hit a few times. But I’ll be fine.”

“Right…” Ryann frowned. “We should call help. Kay. She had a big sword. Logan.”

“Already done,” Meg said and lifted her phone. “Nemo too, just in case she has some handy magic that can help.” She huffed and slowly pulled herself up on the wall. “Logan’s been teaching you corrosive blood, yeah?”

“They tried.” Ryann looked down at their hand. Logan had pricked her palm with a claw and she had felt the gift inside them. She had yet to be able to replicate it. “I still haven’t quite got it. Why?” She closed her fist and dropped it to her side.

Meg made a deep, pained sound as she took a step and stretched. She grimaced. “That thing is tough. I threw a couple of things at it. Acid seems to work pretty well.”

“I’m not sure I can do that reliably.” Strength and healing were Ryann’s forte. Especially healing, she found, having maliciously abused that gift to push herself to the brink in her workouts over and over, and then heal her shredded muscles quickly. She’d only done it for about a week, because the pain had been utterly excruciating (worse than getting shot, worse than getting stabbed, worse than stepping on glass barefoot, somehow worse than the monthly bullshit). Still, it had helped her to get closer to her previous level of strength.

I don’t really need anything special, she thought. I’m a professional fighter. Pretty sure I can just punch this thing in the face.

“Suit yourself,” Meg shrugged. “I’m keeping watch outside, make sure our friends aren’t getting ambushed.”

“Sure,” Ryann said. She looked at the bloody trail on the ground. “I’ll see if I can’t clean up a bit. Don’t want the place smelling of blood.” Meg grunted in acknowledgement. Ryann hummed and looked around. She didn’t see a mop in the room, but Valerie’s dropped guitar case sat in the corner. Ryann winced a little at the memory of it crashing to the street.

She hummed softly, thinking. “Hey, did you go back for their stuff?”

Meg looked at her, eyes their normal pink-tinted colour instead of black. “No? It was just there, I managed to scoop it up.”

Ryann narrowed her eyes with a soft hum, not believing her. “Sure, buddy. Whatever you say.” She remembered exactly where Valerie’s guitar case had fallen. Only way Meg could have gotten to it was by running straight at the danger.

Meg grunted, and Ryann let it go. But, as Meg slipped out into the night, she secretly thought that her grumpy friend might just be softer than she liked to admit.

* * *

Kay arrived quickly, with Logan and Nemo in tow. She was still in her bartending outfit sans apron. Her expression was, as always, stoic and firm, and yet Ryann got the distinct impression that she was pissed off to no end as she entered the shop. Ryann had just gotten done cleaning, and she looked up as the door flew open. She opened her mouth to speak, but Logan, who slipped in right after Kay, was quicker.

“Where are they?” she asked. There was both anger and concern in her expression.

Ryann nudged head towards the back of the place. “Upstairs. Lyn is resting. She was injured a little, but it’s mostly shock that’s keeping her down.”

“Thanks.” Logan quickly made her way to the back door.

“What are we dealing with?” Kay asked. She had her sword in her hand, held in the sheath.

“Something big,” Ryann said softly. “Long arms with black fur. Long, grey fingers, six on each hand. It’s strong, and it can probably mess with our heads. It made Lyn and Valerie think they were holding each other’s hands, lured them right in front of it.”

Kay took note of her tone. She brushed her thick hair back and tilted her head gently. “What’s wrong?” she asked curtly. Nemo took her hand and squeezed it when she dropped it at her side. She looked quietly nervous too.

Ryann growled quietly and rubbed the back of her head. “I could have prevented this,” she said quietly. “That building the thing’s been squatting in, I noticed it before. I felt that something was wrong with it weeks ago, but I didn’t pay attention!”

Kay let out a deep, short hum. She squeezed Nemo’s hand back once before letting go. “Come here, kid,” she said and beckoned Ryann closer.

She frowned and looked up at Kay. She slowly shuffled a bit closer, and Kay brought her hand to the back of Ryann’s neck. She pulled their foreheads together and closed her eyes. Ryann felt the warmth from the hand at her neck seep down into her spine and back. For a moment, Ryann was still nervous and angry at herself. Then she felt herself transported back to a different time. Her childhood, when she’d still known the warmth of her family.

She remembered her mother’s forehead against her own, and, very slowly, her nerves calmed. Her shoulders relaxed and she unclenched her hands and jaw. A very soft sigh escaped her.

“You’re not at fault,” Kay said softly. Her deep voice soothed Ryann’s temper. “Let’s go out there and kill this thing.”

Ryann nodded gently. “Okay,” she whispered after a long moment. And Kay leaned back a bit. Ryann looked up into her dark brown eyes. They were full of kindness and warmth. She brought her hand up and ruffled Ryann’s hair.

“Let’s go, kid,” she said. “Got a monster to kill.”

The door opened again, and Nemo gasped. “Oh, Kay, it’s a puppy!”

At that, Kay turned around and growled softly. Ryann moved to see what was going on, just as Kay rumbled a deep, “What the fuck are you doing here?” Kate stood in the doorway. She fidgeted with the end of her shirt as Kay growled. Her green eyes searched around the room and found Ryann’s.

“I heard Ryann was having trouble,” she said and lifted her chin. “I wanna help.”

“Were you following us?” Kay placed the tip of her sword’s scabbard on the ground, making a loud clicking sound on the tiles. She did not sound happy.

Kate shrugged. “I… yeah. I did. But only because you would have sent me away otherwise!” she quickly added and stepped into the room.

“Don’t be hard on her!” Ryann quickly said and moved to take Kate’s hand. Kate squeezed it back gratefully. “The more help we have, the better!”

Kay shook her head. “That’s not how this works,” she said sternly. “I tell you where to go and what to do. If I say you don’t fight, then you don’t fight.”

Kate made a soft whining noise. She rubbed a hand through her short, black hair and looked down. “I’m sorry…” she said. Her voice lowered to a sad mutter. “I’ll go.”

“Aw, but you did such a great job tailing us!” Nemo pouted and blocked the door. “I only saw you twice!”

“Niaomi…” Kay sighed.

Ryann frowned. “Who?”

“Oh, that’s my name!” Nemo smiled brightly.

“But…”

“Nemo’s a nickname, but let’s focus,” Kay said. She reached out a hand for Kate, and the younger werewolf stepped closer. Kay put an arm around her in a hug. “I don’t want you away from danger because I don’t trust you,” she said as her huge arms enveloped Kate’s lanky form. She nuzzled her close. “I don’t want you in harm’s way. Not when I can be there instead.” The way she talked to Kate was almost familial, Ryann thought. Like a big sister. Maybe it was a werewolf thing.

Kate grumbled softly. “You let Sarah and Dani work with you!” she protested softly despite the hug. “And Charlie!”

Kay frowned gently and leaned back a bit. “Dani and Sarah follow instructions. Charlie is a fighter. You, kid, are an uncoordinated mess of rage and aggression.”

“Sounds perfect,” Meg said dryly from right next to Ryann.

“Jesus!!” Ryann nearly punched her. “Stop doing that!”

Meg blinked at her, now clearly with a black eye forming thanks to her accelerated healing and body functions. “Do what?”

“Ass.”

“Sure.” Meg looked at Kate and Kay, who had separated a bit. “So, she in or what? Because this is a big fucker. And uncoordinated rage and aggression is about what I’d prescribe for this one.”

Kate gave the older werewolf a pleading look. Kay ran her fingers through the dense, dark mass of her hair. She hesitated, then rolled her big shoulders. “Fine,” she said to Kate. “But you stay behind me. You watch our backs.”

Kate nodded eagerly. “Yeah! You can count on me!” She smiled at Ryann, and Ryann felt a little sense of excitement at the idea of fighting side by side with her oldest friend.

Meg pulled a large knife from her back, under the sweater, and handed it to Kate, gripping the blade. “This is the pointy bit,” she said as Kate took it. “You cut here, stab with this…” She stopped when she met Kate’s deadpan look. “You know how a knife works, okay, gotcha.”

“Thanks…” Kate said, a tiny bit taken aback, and went to stand next to Ryann.

Ryann bumped her gently with her shoulder. “Glad to have you aboard, kid.”

“Not you too…”

“Anyway,” Meg said and clapped her hands. “I had a look at the thing. It’s big. Looks like a cross between a human and a deer. Long limbs, humanoid feet and claws, pretty much fills out whole rooms. It looks starved, too. I could count its ribs. The head is sorta deer-shaped too, but massive. No antlers or horns or anything.”

Kay sighed, texting someone. “Really wish the old man was here,” she said. “He knows about monsters.”

“Who?” Kate asked.

Maybe the almanac could help, Ryann considered as Kay deflected the question. But did they really have time for that? She’d felt how strong the beast was. What if it decided to leave its den and go after their friends directly.

She clenched her fists. “We don’t have time to wait for anyone else,” she said, and Kay agreed with a nod.

“Then we should go and kill it already,” Logan said as they returned. They looked utterly pissed now. “Anything we need to watch out for?” she asked Meg.

“Well, for one the mind shit it did. Doubt it can do that during combat, but be on your guard.” Meg pulled another knife from somewhere and flipped it in her hand. “It’s got long arms, long legs, but I doubt it can move much, with how cramped it is in there. No signs of sapience that I could see, so we should be good to just go in and cut it up.”

Kay hummed softly.

Kate played with her knife. She looked a little nervous. “So? What are we waiting for?”

Logan, Kay and Nemo exchanged glances. They looked at Meg, who pointedly said nothing. “Well,” Logan said slowly, “not everything dies when you cut it to pieces. What do we do then?”

“See if it has a heart,” Nemo said. “I think I can do something with that. Meg, can you come over here for a minute?”

Meg grunted and the two took a couple steps aside. After a brief talk, Meg waved Nemo along to the bathroom.

“While that’s happening,” Kay said, “let’s go see if we can’t drag that bitch out, hm?” She unsheathed her sword and put the scabbard aside.

Logan took her hand. “Just a moment,” she said. “What about Nemo? I don’t want her fighting something like that.”

“Right…” Kay sighed and put the blade over her shoulder. “Let’s focus on the task at hand,” she then said and looked at Ryann. “You good without a weapon?”

“I’m good,” Ryann said and cracked her knuckles. “I guess we’re taking out its arms first?”

“Yeah, take out the arms, then the legs. Then we go for the kill,” Kay said. She nudged her head at Kate. “She’ll watch our backs. Logan and I will fight with you. Meg just…” She trailed off and looked at Logan.

“Meg does what she does,” Logan shrugged.

“Reassuring,” Kate said. Ryann looked up when Nemo came bouncing back to the group, and Meg exited the bathroom after a moment, adjusting her sweater.

“This better work,” she said. Ryann could see the hint of a symbol painted on her neck. Or maybe it was carved in. Hard to tell.

“Okay, let’s go!” Nemo said excitedly and went to go to the door.

Kay’s hand on her shoulder stopped her. “Not so fast, missy,” she said sternly. “You’re staying here.”

“Aw, what?” Nemo pouted. “But it’s magic stuff! You need me!” She grumbled and grabbed Kay’s hand when it left her head. She took Logan’s too, pouting at both of them.

“Nemo…” Kay sighed. “I can tell Meg’s hurt. She’s a Blood. You are not as resilient as her. I’m not letting you walk straight into danger.”

“Kate can protect me!”

“I’m sure Kate would do her best, and I know she’s capable,” Kay said firmly. “But I’m not going to gamble with your life.” She raised the hand Nemo was holding to brush her fingers over her girlfriend’s cheek. “You’re far too precious to me.”

Nemo grumbled and leaned into the warmth. She looked at Logan. “You agree with her?”

“I’d rather you made sure our friends upstairs feel a little safer,” Logan said and leaned in to kiss Nemo’s head. “I know you can fight, Nia. But let Kay and I take care of this one, okay? It’s just a bit too dangerous for my liking…”

Nemo still grumbled, but then she sighed and relented. “Fine…” she muttered. “But you better not get hurt.” She looked between the two of them. “Either of you!”

“Promise,” Logan whispered.

“Yeah, we promise, Sparkle,” Kay said just as softly, with such a gentle, loving look. She seemed to melt a little when Nemo took her hand and kissed her knuckles. She did the same for Logan and held their hands pressed to her lips for a long, soft moment.

She let them go, eyes still full of love. “Be safe.”

“You too,” Logan said quietly as Kay nodded.

Ryann felt her own heart melt gently at the soft moment. “Don’t worry, Nemo,” she hummed and put her arms around Kate and Meg’s shoulders. “We’ll protect your girlfriends!”

“You better, or I’ll blow up the whole building!” Nemo said jovially and went to go upstairs. She had regained her happy smile, though Ryann could still see some worry in her eyes, and some discontent at being kept out of the fight.

“Sure, sure,” Ryann hummed and smiled. “We got this.”

“We better,” Meg muttered. “She’ll actually do it.”

Kate was just looking at Kay and Logan softly. “You guys are cute,” she muttered and immediately blushed darkly.

Kay rolled her eyes. “Sure, kid,” she said and ruffled her hair as she walked past. “I’m going through the front with Logan. You and Ryann, find yourself a window. We don’t wanna make it easy for the thing.”

“So you’re gonna take the hardest hits?” Ryann asked with a frown. “Not sure I like the idea of you making yourself a target for us.”

“Well, tough shit,” Kay said and shrugged. “I’m not gonna let it go after you kids.” She looked at Meg too. “Counts for you as well.”

“I’m not a child,” Meg said dryly. “Don’t call me kid.”

“Sure,” Kay shrugged. “Suit yourself, kid.”

“Shit the bed…” Meg rubbed her face.

Logan smiled a bit. “Come on,” she hummed and waved them along. Kate followed immediately, while Ryann tied her hair up first. She felt a nervous anticipation in her chest as she exited out into the night as well. Somehow, fighting alongside people she cared about made her more nervous than when it was just her own safety on the line.

Still, she thought as the warm night air brushed away the chill from the shop. At least I have people I can trust to help out. People who won’t abandon me. She turned around and opened her mouth to thank Meg for everything. For sparring, for protecting their friends, for scouting out the threat…

Meg was gone. Fucking typical.

* * *

Kay was the first through the door, just as planned. As soon as she and Logan disappeared into the dark, something roared. Thankfully, all of them had some sort of night vision — except Meg, from what she’d told Ryann.

I’m sure she has a flashlight, she thought as she slammed her elbow into the window, using her gift briefly. Glass shattered into the abandoned building, and a heavy slam rocked the walls.

Kate was through the window before Ryann could even say anything. She followed her friend and her world turned monochrome.

The inside of the building was hollowed-out, missing the upstairs floors. Beams and pillars still held scattered pieces of floor and supported walls, but most of the inside was a huge room. Kay was dodging another swipe from a long-fingered hand and flicked her sword. The tip carved through a black mass of fur.

The monster, hunched in a corner, shrieked. Logan’s face had become long and full of hard edges again, wrinkling in a sneer. Their russet hair spilled down their back longer, like a mane, and they stopped a swipe at their midsection by swinging their long, sharp claws. Ryann had seen those claws carve through a person like it was nothing, but here they seemed to get stuck in the dense fur. Logan pulled their left hand’s claws over their arm, drawing blood, and now smoke rose from their next slashes. They narrowly avoided getting grabbed by a six-fingered hand.

It was hard to make out the monster with Ryann’s night vision. It huddled in the darkest corners, where it blended to the shadows. She could just about make out where the stumps that grew from its too-long torso split off into a multitude of arms. She conservatively estimated six on each side.

Kate snarled and lunged. She grappled an arm that had tried to sneak around Logan to grab their leg while the others flailed. Her knife stabbed into the hand three times before the monster tossed its head and threw her off with a deep, raspy howl.

Ryann dashed in and threw a kick against one of the six limbs trying to find a way past the arc of Kay’s sword. The blade didn’t seem to cut as well as it should have, but with the force it was wielded, Ryann could still hear the occasional crunch of bone.

Ryann’s kick slammed an arm aside, and Kay chopped down. She almost severed the limb as it came back up. Her sword stuck in over halfway, made the creature roar, and came away with a spray of black blood.

Ryann looked for an opening. The arms were too thin and moved too erratically for her to really target them. She’d have to go straight for the throat. Meg had been right about it looking emaciated, Ryann realized. The waist of the creature was almost as narrow as its spine, and a multitude of ribs jutted out so sharply against the dark fur that even Ryann’s night vision could make out the shadows they cast. It was just sitting there, ribcage looking almost hollow, with its legs so long that even squatting the knees reached the shoulders.

Then it began to move, tensing its legs to rise up.

“No you fucking don’t!” Ryann snarled and dashed in.

“Ryann!” Kay called out, but she was already past the flailing arms. Even just sitting still, this thing was keeping them at bay. They couldn’t let this fucker move around.

Ryann reached the torso, stared up at a narrow snout with huge, white eyes behind it, and slammed her heel straight into its gut. The long mouth flew open and revealed flat teeth that went all the way down the throat as the monster screamed. Ryann cursed under her breath, having forgotten to activate her gift. This wasn’t just some normal fight against other Bloods. This thing needed to die, and it was tough.

She dodged back as a fist sung straight past her, and threw a punch, activating her gift this time as she punched the monster in its torso. The whole body shuddered and creaked, as ripples went over the skin like it was gelatinous.

Ryann realized too late that it was missing a sternum. The tips of its ribs pierced through the skin as they snapped together like a steel trap, like a huge maw of bony fangs. Pain shot up Ryann’s arm as it was pierced.

She tried to rip her arm free, but to no avail. With her one arm, she couldn’t get enough leverage to pull the ribs apart, and, to her shock, when she tried to summon the gift of strength, she felt her blood seep out through her wounds. Something wet and burning touched her fingers as the body of the monster expanded within the rib cage, enveloping her hand. She flexed her fingers, but her claws got stuck in the dense mass of flesh. She cried out when it started to burn more painfully.

A growl announced Kate at her side. Her eyes looked white in Ryann’s monochrome world, and she gripped the ribs piercing into Ryann’s arm. With a snarl, she began to pry them apart. Kay and Logan closed in too, defending them from the monster’s arms, which flailed wildly now and created large indents in the walls, threatening to bring the whole place down as it knocked loose bricks and tore through beams.

It screamed, a high-pitched, angry roar that rattled Ryann’s teeth, and tried to stand again. Just the small movement jerked at Ryann’s arm and made her feel like she was about to lose it. She grit her teeth and looked up just in time to catch sight of Meg jumping from the dilapidated upper floor, knife in hand. She slammed into the monster’s head and stabbed down, sinking the blade into the eye. The beast shrieked in pain.

Kay rammed her sword into the leg next to her with a cry as the monster paused. It pierced through to the midpoint, and Kay levered it hard. Something snapped, and Ryann was jerked aside as the whole monstrosity slumped hard to the side and nearly took out a wall. Kate’s snarling became even louder next to her and with a sudden burst of strength, she ripped open the trap Ryann found herself in just enough.

Ryann pulled her arm free, opening her wounds more. Out of instinct, she tried to call on her healing gift as she left some skin and a lot of blood behind. But she was shaken, heart pumping with anger and adrenaline, and the sensation she focused on wasn’t quite right.

Instead of healing her, her blood began to smoke. The monster tossed its head, roaring even louder as the mass of red at its midsection burned deep into its flesh.

Oh. So that’s how acid works, Ryann thought and ducked under an angry swipe that instead hit Kate square in the side. Her lanky friend should have been tossed like a straw doll, but she squared her feet and braced against the hit with a snarl. Her teeth looked sharper as she opened her mouth and bit deep into the hand. The monster, still trying to right itself as Logan slashed at its uninjured leg, ripped its hand away. Kate growled loudly, a large, wet chunk of something dark remaining in her mouth.

She spat it out.

Ryann twisted out of the way of another slam and yet another, which shook the ground beneath her. She froze when her eyes fell on Meg. She lay unmoving beneath the monster’s fallen side, past where Kay struggled against the grip of four hands on her thick arms and shoulders. She growled loudly and pointed at Meg. “Get her out!”

Ryann dashed right past Kay, slid under a hand that swiped at her, and reached their friend. Her clothes were stained with dust. Best Ryann could tell, she had been crushed against the wall by the monster’s weight.

Meg barely seemed to weigh anything when Ryann scooped her up and made a break for it. Logan came to her aid and flung acid at the hands closing in on them and slamming the walls and floor. The whole building shook, and the beast roared again.

Kay managed to pull the hands off her with Kate’s help. “Everyone fall back!” she yelled, not even taking time to get her sword. She grabbed Kate by the arm and pulled her along when the younger werewolf decided to turn towards the monster again.

But this time, the beast didn’t seem content with letting them go. It fell to all fours (all thirteens, minus the one leg…?) and crawled after them.

Kay growled deep in her chest. “Ryann, get Meg out! Kate, Logan, keep it off me!” She practically tore off her shirt.

“Seriously? Here?” Logan yelled and didn’t sound thrilled.

“Thirty seconds!” Kay yelled back and continued stripping with impressive efficiency. It took Ryann’s flustered brain a moment to realize that Kay was about to turn into a wolf. Her eyes got stuck on the huge scar that pulled over Kay’s right shoulder and back, where something large had bitten down and gouged at the flesh. She had more scars, of course, marking her whole enormous body stark white against the dark of Ryann’s vision.

She wasn’t the only one staring. Both Logan and Kate were equally flustered. Neither of them noticed the long, swiping limb covered in dark fur that rushed towards Kay until it was too late.

Meg twisted out of Ryann’s arms and lunged in front of Kay. Her hood had come loose and her face was covered in blood. She took the hit in Kay’s stead and was thrown backwards with a wet crunch of breaking bones.

Kay caught her and Logan pinned the arm with an angry cry. Kate slammed a foot down on it, breaking the bone. Ryann noticed Kay laying Meg down. She didn’t watch any further. Rage and fear for her friend overwhelmed her and she charged at the monster once more. Its head was almost at eye level with her now, and when she dodged past a grasping hand, she roundhouse-kicked it with all her strength. Teeth came loose and the monster’s head was tossed to the side. It made a rasping, gasping sound, and tried to move back. Its arms were too long to really attack something right in front of its head.

Ryann gave it no room to flee. It was already slow with its broken leg, and Ryann had no issue following up and throwing punch after punch after kick at the beast’s head. One of its eyes was already messed up, and after bloodying its nose, Ryann swiped her claws at the other eye and made the beast roar. It tried to straighten up, but was yanked back down. Logan and Kate still held the limbs it had used to attack restrained.

Then its other arms slammed into Ryann’s side and tossed her straight across the room. She gasped and huffed, trying to get up again. The beast shrieked once more, blood dripping from its face.

She came back to her feet with a gasp. Her side stung, and her ribs hurt. Logan and Kate were still restraining its multiple arms. It flailed around, fists slamming on the floor in sequence as it tried to find the people holding it in place.

Kate dashed around the slamming fists and drove Meg’s knife into the monster’s unimpeded arm, right where it split into the six arms. It howled and swung with its whole body. Kate just barely ducked under the strike that instead destroyed a large portion of the front-facing wall. The street lamps flooded the space and finally showed Ryann in detail just how bruised and blood-covered Kate was. She snarled and went to dash at the monster again, despite her fucked-up arm, which was only functional because of her healing gift and the adrenaline rush.

A much louder snarl covered hers. It was powerful and deep, enough to make everyone, even the monster, freeze. Two glowing points of light remained in the shadow of the undestroyed wall, where Kay had been, and where Meg was slowly getting back to her feet, even with blood soaking her sweater. Kay stepped out of the darkness, and Ryann got to see her very first Changed werewolf.

She was huge. Meg was tiny next to her. Kay appeared more the size of a horse than a wolf. Her fur was a flash of pitch black that melded into the shadows as she growled at the monster. It hesitated, blind and in pain. Then Kay shot forwards with the speed of a cannonball. She slammed into the monster and threw it to the floor at the edge of the streetlamps’ light. Fangs flashed white and Kay tore into the monster’s free arm as Logan held on.

“Ryann!” Meg called out. It was a hoarse, rough sound. “Get the heart!” She slid a weapon over the floor, giving it enough force to reach Ryann. The movement alone looked painful for her, and she leaned heavily into the doorframe.

Ryann snatched up the weapon as she dashed past. It was a heavy cleaver. Ryann resolved not to wonder why the fuck Meg carried that with her.

Kay was ripping and tearing at the creature’s limbs. As Ryann reached it, she just tore a full limb away and made the monster flail. Kate and Logan both had to pin its other arms with all their strength. Logan was sawing at them too, trying to sever them, which Kay seemed to do with ease. She was nearly invisible in the dark, with Ryann’s night vision deactivated by the light flooding in.

She jumped and landed hard on the monster’s back. The cleaver came down on its head with a crunch, sticking in. It shrieked and tossed its head. Ryann pulled it free and dug her claws into the beast’s shoulder to hold on. She relied on her friends to keep the angry limbs off her, which was working well, judging from the sounds of crunching to her right.

Ryann had a vague idea of where the heart was. Unfortunately, the beast’s chest was forced to the ground by its flailing and its damaged leg. So she went through the back.

The last stretch of the fight was more arduous than it was dangerous. Ryann hacked away at the bones, using her gift in short bursts to strengthen the impact, while the ribs writhed and snapped shut and open under her. Kay changed from ripping off the arms to tearing at the monster’s throat. Ryann nearly pissed herself when the huge fangs shot out of the dark and slammed shut around the neck, rending and tearing. She finally broke away the ribs that had been in her way. She could feel the heart beating under the flesh and atrophied muscles. With an angry yell, she carved harder into the beast. It screamed and writhed, but Kay’s enormous weight held it down. Her eyes were dark with a shine of gold from the light.

Ryann slammed the cleaver into the monster’s spine, which did nothing, and thrust her hand into the flesh. Her claws cut and her skin burned, but finally she felt something in her hand. Something that pulsed rhythmically and quickly.

She would have maybe felt grossed out, if it wasn’t for Kate crying out as the arms she was holding down lifted her off her feet and slammed her into the wall. Logan ran to where she slumped down, slashing at the arms. Her own lay severed in a bubbling puddle of acidic blood.

With a furious cry, Ryann ripped the heart free. It was large, bigger than her hands, and the veins connected to it were thicker than her fingers. They stretched, and she grabbed them with her free hand, releasing her hold, and tore her claws through them.

Dark blood spilled out of them and out of the heart as it pumped frantically.

And then it kept beating as Ryann was tossed off and Kay was the only one holding the monster down. It flailed even harder, shaking the entire building. Dust rained from the ceiling and walls and pillars cracked.

“Toss it!” Meg yelled, then broke down in a coughing fit.

Ryann threw the still-beating heart, and it landed near Meg. She ripped the cleaver free just in time for the beast to rear up and toss her off. Kay pulled it back down, and the impact shook the ground beneath Ryann. Somehow, despite being emaciated, this beast had immense weight and strength.

She didn’t have time to wonder about it, though. She trusted that Kay could take care of herself, and instead dashed over to Logan, who was trying to fend off the grey, six-fingered hands.

Ryann dropped the cleaver. She crouched down as soon as she reached Logan and Kate, and put her young friend’s arm around her shoulders. Kate groaned as Ryann lifted her and half carried, half dragged her to the door. Logan continued to fend off the monster. Kate’s face was covered in blood that seeped down from her scalp. Ryann grit her teeth in worry and fixed her eyes on her goal again.

That’s where she saw Meg. She held the large heart by the veins coming off it, dangling above her face. She swallowed it whole.

Ryann nearly froze where she stood, despite the sounds of cracking stone and slamming fists behind her. She knew Meg was using magic, to make herself seem human. And she knew that every now and then, it flickered and she got a hint of what was beneath, but this was the first time she genuinely saw it.

Beneath Meg’s face was something with needle-sharp teeth and a large, large mouth. She could still see the malicious flicker of it as Meg looked at the monster, like an afterimage of teeth. The monster screamed out suddenly. Its hoarse cry was cut off by a crunch, and it slumped.

An eerie silence fell over the demolished room. The arms shuddered and fell limp. Everything was still and frozen, save for the sounds of Kay continuing to rip and tear at the creature’s throat. Her snarls and huffs filled the room as, slowly, everyone relaxed.

Ryann took Kate over to the door, keeping a nervous distance from Meg as she checked her head wound. She wasn’t scared of Meg, of course. She’d seen Logan make their mouth large as a party trick, which had been terrifying. She was just still running on adrenaline and nerves.

Ryann shook her head. You’re being silly, she told herself after she made Kate press one of Meg’s handkerchiefs to the shallow wound on her scalp. Meg was way too much of a nerd to really creep her out, of course. She had little handkerchiefs with her name on it.

She was also tiredly slumped against a wall. Not exactly the definition of menace.

“Kay! Kay, drop it!”

Ryann looked over to the monster corpse, where Logan was talking to her wolf girlfriend and trying to coax her into letting go of the monster’s neck.

Kay grumbled loudly. She put her paw over the thing’s shoulder possessively and kept pulling and tearing at it.

“Kay!” Logan sounded a little helpless, yelling at her.

There was a loud crunch and a tearing sound. Kay huffed loudly and padded closer to Logan. She dropped the monster’s severed head at her feet and sat down.

Logan looked down, then looked up at the wolf, which towered over her, even sitting down. “Thanks,” she said dryly. “It’s just what I always wanted.” 

Kay licked her face, and Logan recoiled in disgust. She pressed her hands against Kay’s snout to push her away as she protested. But, clearly, that was one battle she wasn’t going to win.
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Ryann let herself sink down against the wall next to Kate. She had finished checking her over. She was on her feet again quickly, eager to make sure the decapitated body was actually dead. Ryann had instead sent her off to go tell Nemo the good news, and maybe get the first aid kit. Ryann could have gone herself, but she was a little occupied with a new and interesting sight.

Kay was Changing back.

Her huge wolf body writhed gently as her bones changed shape. The narrow snout shrank back, teeth changed size, and the large scars pulled back into their usual place. Huge, rippling muscles moved over her back, flexing and relaxing as the ribcage and shoulders changed their shape. Pitch black fur vanished into skin as if it had never been there. Kay grunted softly as her spine returned to its proper shape and she stood up. She hummed and rolled her huge shoulders, entirely naked and unbothered. Her dark eyes moved over Ryann, to Meg.

“Everyone alive?” she asked. Her deep voice was soothing after the battle. Ryann blushed hard and looked down, but nodded. Even so, she couldn’t miss just how incredibly buff Kay was. Somehow she looked even bigger without her clothes.

Kay chuckled softly, clearly amused. “Meg? How’s your ribs?”

“Peachy,” Meg said with a thumbs-up. She had dragged herself to a half-demolished set of stairs and was resting there now, sitting hunched over.

“Everyone’s okay,” Logan said quickly and hurried over with Kay’s discarded clothes. Funny, since they and Kay were the ones who had somehow been in the thickest fray and had come out with mere scratches. “Now will you put on some clothes??” The gay panic made their voice a little higher than usual. Ryann giggled quietly to herself. She looked over again, now that Logan was blocking most of Kay’s body.

“Just gimme a second,” Kay said casually and stretched. “Been a while since I’ve had a good hunt.” Her huge muscles flexed gently as she moved. She seemed to enjoy the cool air in the building on her skin.

“Kayyy…” Logan whined.

Her girlfriend smirked and took Logan’s chin. “If you’re so adamant, maybe you should help put them on me?” she said. Her eyes remained fixed on Logan’s, gently lidded.

Logan melted and gave her a faint nod.

Ryann chuckled softly at the girlfriends being cute. She leaned her head back against the wall and rubbed her arm as Logan got busy trying to urge Kay into her clothes. Of course Kay had ripped her shirt open without taking time for the buttons, so when they were done, Kay’s thick midriff stayed on full display, which did not help Logan’s situation. They walked away and hid their face for a bit. Kay just chuckled happily. She picked up her sword where she had dropped it, and joined Ryann at the door.

“You doing good?” she asked and leaned the sword to the stones next to Ryann.

Ryann smiled a little. “Fine,” she said. Her arm was blistered and burned where the monster’s flesh had sucked it in. The deep punctures had already stopped bleeding, and her side still throbbed with pain from a slam. But she would be able to heal that pretty easily. “Couple of scrapes, nothing I can’t handle,” she said, determined to look tough in front of Kay.

Kay smirked faintly. “I’m sure,” she said. “Kate?”

“Couple of cuts and bruises, but she should be fine too.” Ryann chuckled softly as Logan came back over and possessively hugged Kay’s arm to hide their face in the huge muscles.

Kay nodded. “Better go check on Meg then.” She gently patted Ryann’s head. “You fought good, kid.”

Ryann smiled at the inevitable hair ruffle. “Thanks,” she said softly. “Honestly, Meg’s the one who took the hardest hits.”

“I’m fine!” Meg croaked from over by the stairs. But Kay frowned gently and tilted her head at her. All of them heard just how pain-filled her tone was.

Kay went over and talked to Meg for a bit. Ryann tried not to listen in. The three kept their voices down, but she still heard Kay offering Meg some blood. Evidently, the offer was refused, because Ryann didn’t smell any when Kay returned to her. “Can you keep an eye on the corpse? Nemo will want to have a look at it.”

“Sure thing,” Ryann said. She looked over at Meg. “How’s she doing?”

Kay huffed deeply. “Not great. But of course she won’t talk to me. Meg doesn’t want people to think she’s weak. Maybe you can try, you got beat up too.”

Ryann frowned a little. “Yeah… I’ll give it a go,” she said. Kay gave her a nod and left, and after a bit, Ryann heaved herself up and walked over to Meg. She leaned against the wall near her.

Meg was slumped against the wall next to her. She looked pale, and Ryann could see blood spots and bruises under her sweater.

“Damn, dude,” she said. “Maybe you do need help, if that’s how fucked up you get.”

“Oh, it’s not usually this bad,” Meg sighed and then gasped sharply and flinched. “Ouch…”

Ryann frowned, really concerned now. “Hey, you sure you’re good?” Meg didn’t seem to be bleeding too much, so she wasn’t in danger of dying, as far as Ryann could tell. Bloods only died to some very specific things. Fire, the sun, decapitation or having their hearts removed… Anything that fully and completely shut down their circulation or drained the blood from them was a danger.

“Fine,” Meg gasped. After a moment, her breathing stabilized. “Honestly, this is a Tuesday for me.”

Ryann frowned at the clear contradiction of ‘it’s not usually this bad’ and ‘this is a Tuesday.’ “Yeah, dude,” she said. “You need help.” She sighed and a little growl escaped her. “At least we killed that fucking thing. Piece of shit, going after Lyn and Val…”

“Yeah, what an ass…”

“I wish I could kill it again,” Ryann growled.

Meg raised her head from where it had hung between her knees. She looked down at Ryann from her seat on the stairs. “You wanna punch something?” she asked.

“Not now,” Ryann sighed, even though she really wanted to punch something. “I should heal up first. We all should heal up first.”

“For sure,” Meg said and slowly stood up. She limped down the stairs. “But I was thinking… There’s this place I know, underground fights, betting, gambling, lots of people venting their frustrations… It’s kinda hardcore, but I gotta go there anyway to check it out, and I was wondering if you wanted to come along?”

Ryann looked at her a little surprised. “I mean, sounds interesting… But why are you telling me?” She knew one of the reasons why Meg was telling her. She was diverting attention from herself, which Ryann wasn’t going to let happen in the long run.

Meg leaned into the wall opposite Ryann and shrugged. She winced gently. “I see the way you look every time Carver pays for shit.” She rolled her eyes at Ryann’s immediate reaction to protest and deny it. “Come on, it’s just me. I get it. You wanna pay with your own money. Well, this is a way for you to make a lot of cash pretty quickly. I know the fighting scene down there. It’s pretty much the same thing you’re used to, but not as many rules. The fighters down there don’t know who they’re fighting until they’re in the octagon. There’s Bloods too, though they’re not allowed to use their powers on mortals. No werewolves that I know of…”

Ryann rubbed the back of her neck a bit. “Is it dangerous?”

“It can be.” Meg started to clean off her knife, which Logan had brought back to her. The black blood clung to it like chewing gum. “You can lay down rules before the fight, like no groin shots, no hitting someone in the back of the head, all that good stuff. Sometimes the establishment makes some rules. But it’s really the lack of rules that makes it exciting for a lot of people. Only hard no-no is killing or maiming someone in the ring.”

“I see.” Ryann let her fingers brush through her undercut. “And why do you want me along? Why not Kay or Logan or anyone else?”

Meg looked up at her briefly, then shrugged. “No special reason. Maybe I just wanna get to know you better.”

“And why do you say you wanted to go there?” Ryann asked with a curious frown.

“The person running the show is like us. Blood. I’m just supposed to sneak in so I can check if everything is on the up and up.” Meg tested the edge of her blade with her thumb. “I need someone who can get her attention, like a new Blood. Someone who can hold doors open just a little bit longer, so I can slip in.”

Well, it does sound like fun. “Sure,” Ryann said. “Just give me an evening to juice up.” She would have to go ask Kay for some help. Or maybe Lyn…

Probably not, Ryann thought. She went through enough today. She remembered the crunching of bones from Meg’s chest as the monster had struck her.

“Are you okay?” she asked softly.

“Oh, yeah, totally fine,” Meg said, but it came out in a tiny bit of a wheeze as she put her knife back into its sheath and had to move her arm across her body.

Ryann frowned softly. “Why’d you make yourself a target like that?”

“Oh, no reason,” Meg shrugged. “Just… instinct, I guess.”

“Sure…” Ryann hummed. “Why don’t I believe you, buddy?”

Meg looked at her flatly. Her lips drew into a thin line.

“Maybe it’s because Kay is, like, three times your size,” Ryann mused. “She could have taken that hit no problem. Barely gotten bruised, I’d imagine.”

“She would have gotten bruised,” Meg growled quietly and looked aside. “Better me than her.”

Ryann frowned. Then, suddenly, it all made sense. “Oh fuck… You did that for Nemo?”

Meg grumbled loudly. “Look…” She sighed. “Fine… Fine, yes, I did,” she finally admitted and rubbed her hand over her head under the hood. “Logan and Kay… I owe them a lot. They got me out of a bad situation. I wasn’t gonna let their girlfriend be sad because one of them got injured.”

“You really think she’d like seeing you hurt instead?” Ryann asked and crossed her arms. Meg putting herself in harm’s way for the benefit of someone else’s girlfriend… It just didn’t sit right with her. It seemed wrong. Selfless to the point of self-destruction.

“Doesn’t really matter,” Meg said. “Kay’s got someone who loves her and worries about her. I don’t. It’s an easy choice.”

Ryann frowned. “Doesn’t sound like something Nemo would appreciate. Or Kay, or Logan. You’re their friend,” she said and tilted her head. “Why would they be okay with seeing you in pain?”

“I don’t care.” Meg leaned her head back against the brick wall. “I’m not gonna let anything happen to them.”

Ryann watched her for a long moment. Meg passed herself off as a tough, sarcastic person who couldn’t give a damn about anything. But then she did stuff like this, put herself in danger to protect someone else’s girlfriend for convoluted reasons that basically boiled down to them being her friends. She did the same with others, like how she’d helped Lyn and Val get their apartment and tattoo parlour, how she looked for Ryann’s killers every other night. And she always had a reason, some excuse to make it look like it was all business.

Frankly, Ryann wasn’t buying it. She knew bullshit when she saw it, and, whether she was lying just to Ryann or to herself for whatever reason, Meg was bullshitting a lot. And she really didn’t like seeing Meg shoulder those burdens by herself with no acknowledgement. Logan and Kay seemed resigned to let her do as she liked, at least for the moment. Ryann was more stubborn than that, and with her Meg seemed somehow more willing to compromise on her bullshit. Maybe she didn’t want to seem weak in front of her old friends. With Ryann, she joked more, smiled a bit more, and when Ryann invited her for a drink, she usually agreed to come.

Meg was, tentatively speaking, a friend. And Ryann knew that, deep down, she just really needed a hug. Just like she’d needed one before Kay had embraced her and told her things would be okay.

Ryann cleared her throat. “Hey uh… we should hug,” she said.

Meg did a double-take. “Excuse me?”

“Yeah, come on!” Ryann awkwardly extended her arms. “You know. We survived, and stuff. That’s enough reason for a hug, right?”

“My broken ribs might disagree…”

“Meg, come give me a hug,” Ryann insisted.

Meg pursed her lips. “… alright, sure,” she then said and slowly shuffled closer and into the embrace.

It was so awkward for a moment. Meg seemed to be almost insecure about touching Ryann. Her hands gently brushed over the sweater, as if she was trying not to be too rough. And Ryann didn’t know where to really put her hands either. Meg was actually really small. But eventually, they found a way to make it sort of comfortable.

Ryann patted Meg’s back very gently. “You’re a good kid,” she said.

Meg frowned. “I’m older than you.”

“Aw, but not by that much, huh?” Ryann chuckled softly.

Meg grumbled. “Fuckin’… Logan, god fuckin’ dammit…”

Ryann laughed softly. She leaned back and gave Meg a pat on the head. “You should have told me you’re soft, we could have hugged earlier.”

Meg blushed in the half-dark. “Soft??” she scoffed. “What are you talking about? I’m not soft! Monsters aren’t soft!”

“Yeah, but you keep saying that Logan and I aren’t monsters because we’re trying to be good. You’re doing the same thing, so…” Ryann booped her on the nose. “So, what the fuck, buddy?”

Meg stood there. Her blush now went down to her neck. She cleared her throat hard. “You’re delirious.”

“I’m not the one who got her ribs smashed on the off-chance that Kay might get hurt,” Ryann said.

“Well… It’s fine. They’re just ribs, they’ll grow back,” Meg protested. “That’s not being soft.” 

“I don’t know if that’s…” Ryann stopped. “You know what, sure,” she then said, compromising a little. She’d gotten Meg to hug her. It was a start.

Meg grumbled softly to herself. “Should’ve asked Kay for help,” she grumbled as Ryann separated from her. “Soft… Yeah fuckin’ right…”

“You’re cuddle-soft,” Ryann said with a little nod.

“I wouldn’t be caught dead cuddling anyone,” Meg said so vehemently that Ryann thought she almost convinced herself. Almost. “Say,” Ryann hummed, “do you just wanna go back to the bar and rest up?”

Meg shook her head. “Nah,” she said softly. “The limo is probably waiting already.”

Kay and Logan returned with Nemo. The little witch was bouncing along happily, looking a tiny bit relieved that her girlfriends were safe. She immediately came over to them. “Oh no! Meg, are you okay?” she asked, concerned. “Did the monster hit you? Do you need some help? Can I have your blood? Are you feeling alright?”

Meg and Ryann both blinked at the tiny girl with the lavender hair. Meg cleared her throat. “I’m fine. I don’t need help,” she said in a low, slow voice. “Why do you want my blood…?”

“No reason!” Nemo said happily.

Meg blinked again, face completely even. “I don’t like giving out my blood. I know what people could do to me if they had that.”

The little witch giggled. “Oh, I wouldn’t do that.”

“I know, but I’m paranoid.”

“Fair enough. Hey, Ryann, can I have your blood?” Nemo asked excitedly.

Ryann gave Kay and Logan a look. They both shook their heads, a bit exasperated. “Maybe,” she said.

“Nice!” Nemo cackled happily and went to inspect the corpse. “Ooo! Do you think we could take out some parts of it? Maybe I could do something with the heart…”

“Wait,” Meg frowned. “Didn’t Kay tell you? I had to eat the heart. You know, to make the magic work, like you said?”

“Oh! That actually worked?”

Meg’s mouth hung open. “You weren’t sure if that was gonna work…?” she muttered.

“Well, no?” Nemo smiled at her apologetically. “Never had the chance to test it before.”

“Okay, well, if I throw up, is it gonna come back to life?” Meg asked. “Asking for a friend.”

Nemo tapped her chin and thought for a moment. “Oh,” she said. “No, it should be dead.”

“Oh, good.” Meg threw up.

* * *

Meg had thankfully recovered some strength by the time they reached Lake’s sanctuary. Back at Lyn and Valerie’s, Ryann had spent some time talking to Kate, making sure she was okay. She had also checked in on Valerie and Lyn.

It had been… awkward. Lyn had finally been able to sleep a bit when Ryann had checked in on them, and she and Valerie weren’t good enough friends for her words to really matter. She could tell her that they were safe now however much she wanted. It didn’t mean shit if Valerie didn’t believe it and just continued clutching the bracelet Nemo had given her to ward off supernatural creatures.

Seeing her all scared made Ryann angry. She’d seen Valerie play her music. She’d seen how much she enjoyed her art. She really hoped that cheerful happiness would return.

She barely listened to what Lake and Meg were talking about as they sat down in Lake’s guest room on the couches. She looked up when her name was called, and gratefully took the glass of blood that Lake offered her.

“Thanks,” she said softly. The red liquid was sweet when she took a sip. It eased the burning of hunger in her gut. Healing quickly always took more blood than letting it rest.

“You’re quite welcome,” Lake said. They offered Meg a drink too, which she took but set down on the side of the wooden armrest as she continued to explain everything that had happened.

“So anyway,” Meg concluded, “then we came here, and I still made it up the stairs faster than Ryann.”

“You cheated,” Ryann grumbled. “You went invisible.” Truthfully, she was just concerned about Meg. Ryann had gone slow, but of course Meg had been right behind her at Lake’s door. She’d probably pushed herself.

“Well, this should help with the bones,” Lake said and went to one of the cupboards lining the windowless room. They returned with an elegant bottle, wreathed with metal, and a glass. It was filled entirely with a translucent, red liquid.

“What’s this?” Meg asked as she took it.

“A new creation. Or a very old one, if you can trust my blood mage.” Lake sat on the couch opposite them and crossed their legs at the knees. They were so elegant, feet bare, with a small, golden anklet around one ankle. The way they walked was almost like gliding. “It’s a distilled gift. All the healing power comes from the elixir,” Lake elaborated. “And, not to worry, there are no adverse side effects.”

Meg frowned. She swirled the thick liquid slowly in the bottle. “That sounds expensive and rare. My ribs are gonna heal by themselves.”

“By tomorrow night?” Lake asked and raised a perfectly manicured eyebrow. “I doubt that.”

Meg sighed. She slowly uncorked the small bottle. It fit perfectly into her hand. She sniffed it and then downed the contents.

Ryann frowned. “Anything?” she asked. Meg still looked like she’d been hit by a truck, spreading blood over the fancy couch.

“Hm. Not sure. Oh, wait…” Meg grimaced at the crunch and snap of her bones moving back into place. “There it is,” she muttered.

Ryann shuddered at the noise. “Oof, that doesn’t sound right,” she said. “Was that painful?”

“Excruciatingly,” Meg said with a smile that hardly masked the pain. “But it’s fine. Just a regular Monday for me.” Her glass of blood sat before her, untouched.

Ryann nodded at it. “Aren’t you gonna drink? Help with the pain.”

“I’m not too hungry right now…” Meg said evasively. Ryann frowned. She had never seen Meg drink blood before. Even all the blood donors she’d asked so far had only ever given her blood bags. Maybe Meg just didn’t like eating in front of people? Ryann didn’t want to push it.

“Let’s talk about why I asked you to meet me.” Lake folded their hands on their lap. “I’ve looked into getting your accounts restored, Ryann.” Their smile turned apologetic. “Unfortunately, it’s not as easy as I’d hoped.” 

Of course it isn’t. Ryann sighed and sank back into the couch. “Well, thanks anyway,” she said. She had really hoped that would be resolved, given Lake’s influence. She owned a huge-ass building and Ryann generally got the impression that they were loaded. She sighed and drank some more blood.

“We did find out a few things,” Lake continued. Ryann looked up, frowning softly. The leader of the Scorching Dawn steepled their fingers, clicking the golden claws together. “For one, we’ve found evidence that there was really no reason to close your accounts. It seems the head of the Argent Institute has been pulling a lot of strings to make all that happen.”

“Fucking Rowan!” Ryann growled and nearly spilled her drink as she bumped into the low table between them as she got up. She ran her fingers through her hair, snarling angrily.

Lake tilted their head, looking a little confused. “No, his name is Julius.”

“No, but Rowan is the asshole from the Institute who told him about me!” Ryann started to pace. She was really done with Rowan’s shit, even weeks later.

Lake frowned. “Do explain,” they said, and Ryann did. She went through the entire thing of how she’d met Rowan, the deception, her stealing the book. When Ryann was done, they dropped the blood-filled wine glass from their lips and licked over their fangs slowly. “I see,” they said. “Well, either way, I don’t think you stealing from them is the real problem. We found signs of a powerful Blood involved in Julius’ private activities.”

Meg frowned and looked away from where Ryann paced behind the couch. “His family doesn’t usually work with Bloods. Or any kind of supernatural, really. They certainly don’t get involved like this.”

Lake nodded. “Hence why I thought it was strange. The Blood in question is also rather vicious. We had to enlist a fleshgrafter before the necromancer we’d hired could even begin to work their magic.”

“Ew,” Meg said.

Ryann frowned. “Sorry, you hired a what now?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Lake said and waved their hand casually. “Anyway, the corpses of the bank employees—”

“Corpses??” Ryann repeated and stopped her pacing.

Lake paused. They looked to Meg, confused. “I did mention another Blood was involved, right?”

“Monsters will be monsters,” Meg sighed. “So, someone’s targeting Ryann directly.”

“Basically,” Lake said with a nod and took another calm sip of their blood. “We know his name. Mr. Gold. Unfortunately, that’s all we know,” they added. “We don’t even know what faction they’re with.”

“Probably Micky’s,” Ryann growled. She was itching to get her hands on that guy. Her claws shot out of her fingers and she fought the urge to pull them through Lake’s furniture. They didn’t seem to mind Meg covering their things in blood, but Ryann doubted they would be appreciative of the property damage.

“Maybe,” Lake said with a gentle tilt of their head. “It’s possible a higher ranking member of the Song decided to take care of things. Or it could be a completely unrelated Blood looking to strengthen their faction. We won’t be able to tell until we find out more about them.”

“Right,” Ryann muttered. She sat down again when Lake beckoned her back to the couch. “I don’t suppose I could just grab this Julius guy by the ankles and dangle him out a window until he fesses up?”

Lake’s lips pulled into a wide smile at the idea. One stained with a little red. “Oh, if only it were that easy,” they mused with a chuckle. “No, Julius has some occult powers of his own. We wouldn’t even get close to him. He’d see us coming from a mile away. And even if we did catch him by surprise, he is quite dangerous.”

“So he’s magic?” Ryann asked and crossed her arms angrily. She braced her foot against the low table.

Meg hummed softly. “Something like that,” she said. “He knows things. Sees things he wasn’t there for. Half his Institute is fucking terrified of him.”

“Luckily,” Lake intervened, “his abilities, like most magic, seem to be less reliable when targeted at werewolves.” They smiled again. “The Warm Embrace will be coming to Toronto in the coming months. They’re good friends, and I’m sure they’ll be more than happy to help out one of my friends,” they added with a little smile meant just for Ryann.

She frowned gently, remembering the name. “Kay’s old pack? They’re coming here?”

“Yes, and they’re bringing a few powerhouses,” Lake said smugly and took a sip.

Meg groaned very loudly. “It’s gonna be fuckin’ Miss Die Hard isn’t it?”

“Who?” Ryann looked at her. The scowl on Meg’s face seemed uncharacteristically genuine. “Die Hard?”

“Some asshole,” Meg grumbled. She put her feet up too and crossed her arms.

Lake giggled softly. “Aw, what’s wrong? Trouble in paradise?”

“Don’t even fucking joke.” Meg rubbed her face. “Just let me know who’s coming and when.”

“What am I supposed to do in the meantime?” Ryann sighed and drummed her fingers on her arm. She didn’t want to be a burden on Carver any longer than she had to be. He was letting her live with him and had given her a nice room, he bought food and took care of all expenses… I feel like I’m taking advantage of him. She ran her hand through her hair. Maybe I should take Meg up on her offer. Make some quick cash. Just so I’m not a complete deadweight.

“You could always come work for me,” Lake purred. She smiled at Ryann like an old friend. “If you get bored with Josephine and the others, that is.”

Meg groaned even louder. “Fuck it, I’m out.” She got up and walked out of the room.

Ryann giggled a little as her selfless, tired friend walked away. “Well… I might have a job opportunity lined up,” she said tentatively. “Meg offered to… sorta employ me. As muscle, to keep her safe. Clearly, she needs it.”

“Yes… She gets in over her head often,” Lake hummed and ran a golden claw down her neck in thought. “It’s dangerous work, but Meg is reasonable. If ever you feel it’s too much, you could just talk to her. She’d see reason.”

“Yeah…” Ryann muttered. She looked at the door again. “Hey, you’ve known her for a while, right?” Her gaze turned back to Lake. “How would you describe her?”

They raised an eyebrow. “Capable. Discreet. And rather selfless,” they eventually said with a knowing look. “I’m guessing she got those injuries while defending someone else?”

“Yeah,” Ryann muttered. Meg had glossed over that part. “I just don’t get why she has such a low opinion of herself.”

“Just talk to her,” Lake said. “She seems to like you. She’s not been nearly as grumpy since you started coming around with her.” They winked playfully. “I think she might want to be your friend.”

Ryann smiled softly. “We might be there already…” She liked the thought of being friends with Meg.

She and Lake talked a while longer. Eventually, Meg rejoined them, and they went over how a small part of the police force in Toronto was probably under the direct influence of Julius Argent. Everything led back to him, but Ryann tried not to let it ruin her mood. Instead, she focused on Meg. A few times, she made her smile just as a natural part of the conversation, and Meg really did seem to be more out of her shell than when Ryann had first met her. Her wounds also seemed to be doing much better.

Eventually the night began to draw to a close. Lake clasped Ryann’s hands as they said goodbye. “You know you’re always welcome here if you need anything, don’t you?” they said with a soft, gentle tone.

“Yeah, you keep telling me,” Ryann said back with a gentle smile of her own. Lake was… interesting. At times, Ryann would feel the weight of their words, the age and experience behind them, and then other times they were just a normal person. Kind. Concerned. A friend.

“I just worry if you’ll remember.” Lake looked over at Meg pointedly. “You’re keeping stubborn company.”

“Yeah yeah, fuck you too,” Meg said and rolled her eyes.

“I’ll get you to hug me yet,” Lake promised with a playful twinkle in their eye.

Meg stepped behind a pillar and vanished. Ryann chuckled softly. “I guess she’s shy.”

“I guess,” Lake laughed. They squeezed Ryann’s hands one more time. “Say hello to Carver for me,” they added with a gentle purr as they parted from Ryann and (presumably) Meg.

“Will do!” Ryann smiled gently. Lake was very kind to help her, even as her situation seemed to become more and more complicated.

She began making her way down the many steps of the Night Shard. She did cast one look back before leaving Lake’s penthouse, and watched them gently strip the golden claws from their fingers and rest them on the huge, black concert piano. Gentle music began to fill the stairwell as Ryann descended. Then the doors closed and the Shard was silent, save for the quiet conversations of passing Bloods who gave Ryann polite nods.

Each one of these people has been turned against their will, Ryann realized as she watched them pass. Many of them were as old as Lake. A few were from a short period of a failed expansion, in which the other factions had run rampant in Toronto. Ryann sighed softly. She wondered who the Blood was that had apparently decided to fuck with her life.

She wondered if she should just go after Julius herself… but caution prevailed. Whenever Meg didn’t feel satisfied that she’d gotten enough information out of one of Micky’s Bloods, she dropped Lake’s name. Up until now, that had been enough to send every single one of them into a frenzied panic. They were all terrified of them and what they could do. So if Lake was being cautious, Ryann wasn’t going to take a chance.

She reached the front door, which the receptionist helpfully opened for Ryann, just as Meg became visible again. “You’re a nerd,” Ryann said as she went to enter the waiting limousine.

Meg shrugged. “Habit,” she said. “And I don’t like hugging.”

“That so?” Ryann hummed a little amused, remembering the numerous times Kay had hugged her, and their own hug. She didn’t call Meg out on it.

“Yup.” Meg stared out of the window for a bit before turning back to Ryann as they drove the quickly busying morning streets. “So… You wanna come along to the fight club tomorrow?”

Ryann hummed and thought for a bit longer. It sounded a bit daunting… She hadn’t fought in an official match, even an underground one. There would be no strict regulations. No equal matchup. It could end up pretty challenging.

“Sure,” she said. She was itching to get back into it. “Tomorrow night? You sure you’re good to go?”

“I’ve broken enough bones to know when I’m fine,” Meg huffed. “I’m good to go. You?”

“Full on juice, and fully healed.” Ryann watched Meg thoughtfully. She still looks pretty pale, she noted.

“Good,” Meg leaned back into the seats and smiled. It looked oddly soft on her, even with the dark veins surrounding her now-sunken eyes. She was low on blood.

They spent the rest of the ride in comfortable silence, until they reached Carver’s place. Ryann hummed softly as she got up. “You sure you’re good to go tomorrow?” she asked, hand on the door handle. The night was quickly becoming less dark. “I’m fine waiting.”

“I’ll be fine,” Meg said. “Besides, I wouldn’t be investigating that place if there wasn’t a good chance there’s some monsters getting up to shit down there. And you know how I feel about monsters!” She said it like a joke, but it only sounded pained.

Ryann nodded gently. “Okay. But if you feel at all under the weather, we reschedule.”

“Sure thing, mom.” Meg rolled her eyes playfully.

Ryann rolled her sarcastically. She looked at the still-nameless driver. “Your name isn’t Meg, is it?”

“Nope, sorry,” they said with what sounded like a smirk.

“Worth a try,” Ryann sighed and crossed another potential name off the list.

Meg snorted. “Was it really?”

“Course!” Ryann stepped outside and gave Meg a wink. “They’re a mysterious asshole, like you.”

“Wow, thanks!” Meg laughed.

Ryann chuckled. “You know I say it endearingly.”

“Good, or else I’d fight you.”

“Yeah? Try your best, buddy!” Ryann laughed.

The driver cleared their throat. “Sunrise in ten minutes,” they said.

“Okay, see ya later! Don’t break your ribs again!” Ryann said quickly and slammed the door shut. The limousine sped off and bounced down the road a little.

Ryann took one last breath of the fresh morning air before entering Carver’s building. Her night vision kicked in as she walked up the broken stairs to his home. Her keys jangled gently as she unlocked the door. It opened, and her vision filled with warm, golden light.

“Joseph, I’m home!” Ryann called as she stepped in and closed the door behind her.

Carver hummed softly from the table, where he was reading the newspaper. “Welcome back,” he said. He looked up with that soft, friendly smile of his. His beard was getting a bit out of control again. He’d probably shave it soon. Most notably, his left eye had turned entirely golden.

“How was your night?” he asked. “Kay called. Mentioned you had to hunt a monster? I prepared some blood and food, in case you’re hungry.”

“Oh, thank fuck!” Ryann sighed in relief and took in the scent of fresh stew. She hung her jacket next to the door. “I’m good with blood, but I’m starving! Did Lake tell you we were headed out?” she asked as she went to get herself a bowl and filled it.

“They did. Thought you could do with a warm meal after the day you’ve had.” He watched her for a moment before going back to the paper.

“Thanks, Dad,” Ryann said jokingly. “You know, I’ve been thinking,” she hummed as she sat down at the table. “Maybe we should keep a closer eye on monsters around the places where our friends live. I mean, there seems to be a bunch of them around…”

“There’s gonna be even more as time passes,” Carver said and cracked his knuckles gently. “The longer you’re a Blood, the less you’ll miss. Most monsters that exist in large swarms just kinda shift people’s perceptions of them. It takes some getting used to.”

“I guess,” she muttered and dunked some bread into her stew. She nibbled on it. “I’d still like to try and get a handle on all of them,” she insisted. “Seeing Lyn hurt and scared… sucked. I don’t want my friends to be in danger every time they go out.”

“Friends, hm?” Carver hummed with a little smile.

Ryann rolled her eyes at him. “Yes. Lyn is literally giving me her blood on a near constant basis. Pretty sure we’re friends at this point. And Valerie… well, she’s Lyn’s girlfriend and she looks fucking awesome. I’d like to think we’re friends, too. Or getting there.” Valerie had been much less standoffish after they’d started chatting about tattoos. Maybe she had just been a bit nervous. Ryann was pretty intimidating, she could admit that to herself.

“It’d just nice to see you making friends,” Carver chuckled. “We can absolutely try and keep an eye on the monsters around. Maybe use that fancy encyclopedia of yours.”

“If I could fucking decipher it,” Ryann grumbled. “Still haven’t found anything more about the language. All I have to go on are the scribbled notes on the first page. So it’s been going slow.” She had barely even deciphered a page.

“Oh.” Carver hummed softly. “I think I can help you out with that. I’m pretty good with languages that have largely faded into obscurity.”

“That would be nice.” Ryann took another bite from her bread. “We can be research buddies!”

“You should ask Meg too, she’s got a lot of old books about dead languages.” Carver focused on his paper again. He turned the page and skimmed it briefly.

Ryann chewed slowly for a moment. The mention of Meg had reminded her of the job she’d agreed to do with her. She looked up from her food, at Carver. “Hey,” she said softly.

He looked up at her and raised an eyebrow.

She hesitated for a moment. What am I trying to say…? “I wanted to…” She rubbed the back of her neck a bit. “I uh… I might come into some money soon. Not sure how much, and probably not enough to really make a difference, but you probably won’t have to buy all my shit for me anymore… And I just wanted to say thanks. For everything.”

Carver’s expression softened. “You’re very welcome,” he said, and his deep voice was filled with kindness. “And don’t worry. Save up your money until we can get you fully back on your feet and get you a steady source of income.”

Ryann chuckled softly. “You know,” she said mirthlessly, “most people would say three weeks is enough time to get used to a change like this, and would be sending me out there to get a job already.”

“Then most people are stupid,” Carver said curtly. He folded his hands gently. “You’ve gone through something few people could ever imagine. I know what that’s like. All of our friends do. Take your time. Go at your own pace.” His expression was so kind and gentle. Ryann wondered, once more, if this was what having a father felt like. “I know that you aren’t lazy. Once you find something you feel good with, you’ll be okay. And until then, I will be here to help support you. We’re not hurting for money, so there’s no need to hurry.”

Ryann fought back a few raw emotions at his words and the kind tone of his deep voice. “We?” she muttered softly.

He nodded. “As long as you live under my roof, we’re a family,” he said. “I’m not going to stop supporting you right when you need it most.”

“Damn, old man,” Ryann muttered and blinked away a few emotional tears. “Do you always take in random people like this?” She’d said it as a joke, to lighten the mood. But Carver nodded.

“Yes,” he said firmly. “I would never leave someone on the street.”

Ryann almost felt herself tear up at that. “Okay,” she whispered. She cleared her throat. “Yeah. Thanks. Oh, also, Lake said to say hello,” she quickly added. Hah. Deflection. Guess Meg is rubbing off on me.

Carver just watched her for another gentle moment. “Alright,” he said softly. “Would you like some tea after you’re done? We can talk about your day, and how Meg kicked your ass when you’re clearly the better fighter.”

“Hey!” Ryann laughed. “She’s slippery, okay? It’s not that hard to get her on her back, but she wriggles around a lot. And yes,” she added with an eye-roll at Carver’s smirk, “I would like some tea.”

Carver chuckled and got up to make some tea. Ryann finished her meal, thinking about how lucky she was to be surrounded by people who supported her with their time, money, and even blood. She had to find a way to repay them all. Especially Lyn, Val and Carver. Also Logan and Kay, and Meg, and even little Nemo, who always had time for her and made her smile. Maybe, if she tried hard, they’d consider her a friend too, someday.

“You know,” Carver said as he handed her her mug after she’d finished dinner and had washed the dishes quickly. She was sitting on one couch already, one leg under her, watching as the sun slowly cast more light over the buildings outside. She liked doing this before they had to close the curtains. “If you do get into some money, you should get yourself something nice,” Carver continued. “Like that tattoo you wanted.”

Ryann looked at him in surprise, hand extended for the black ceramic mug with the white letters spelling ‘World’s Okayest Dad.’ He just had those, even though he said he didn’t have any children. “You sure?” she asked sheepishly. She wanted to, of course. She knew it would make her happy, but… “I’d feel guilty not saving every penny to get back on my feet.”

“I’m sure,” Carver said and sat on the opposite couch in an equally gay pose. For his perceived age, he still was incredibly limber. “Do something that’ll feel good. And you’ll be supporting a local artist.” He smiled softly and sipped his tea. He seemed to like it without any sugar or milk.

Ryann just held hers for a bit. She smelled the calming aroma and watched the sun. She imagined the warmth in her hands were rays of golden light.

Inadvertently, she thought about holding Rachel’s warm hands in her own. She remembered the gentle touch of her when she’d walked Rachel home after spending an evening out with the pupper and her. She remembered her sweet, warm smell. Eyes that shone like the sun trapped in a piece of pale jade.

She had only known Rachel for a few weeks, and she had grown in confidence by leaps and bounds. It was inspiring to see. Ryann chuckled softly. “Thanks,” she muttered and looked at Carver softly. She didn’t know what else to say. He was the reason she had a roof over her head. He had introduced her to people who could help her. Who made a normal friendship with Rachel possible. There were no words she could say to thank him more. 

He just nodded at her, and they enjoyed the sunrise together, sipping their teas. Then, eventually, they drew the curtains, and Ryann said goodbye to the light another time. She put her empty mug away and went to quickly check on her room. She frowned when she found four large, plastic boxes at the foot of her bed.

“Uh, Carver? Did you put stuff in my room?”

“No?” He came over and stopped outside the room, waiting until Ryann opened the door to admit him in. He frowned at the boxes. “There’s a note.”

“Shit, there is,” Ryann muttered and picked it up.

It was a card in a beige, textured envelope. It smelled like fresh rain and flowers. Ryann opened it and pulled out the card. It was filled with large, elegant letters.

Got your stuff back from the police. Took me some time. Unlawfully seized goods and all that…

Anyway, hope you enjoy having pretty clothes again.

And, on the other side: - Meg

Ryann went through the boxes almost frantically. All her clothes were there. Her tiny sewing kit for mending clothes, which she’d learned how to do after getting off the streets and refusing to spend more money on clothes. The few pieces of jewellery she wore were there.

The picture with the poem on the back that London had given her for their first anniversary. It showed Ryann resting after a workout, and was one of their earliest photos together.

She put that away.

Even her little set of dumbbells was back. The only thing missing was her phone, much to Ryann’s disappointment. She checked the lists on the boxes, and it wasn’t recorded anywhere. Someone must have swiped it.

Still. She had her stuff back. “I… Why wouldn’t she tell me about this?” Ryann asked in a soft mutter. “I wanna thank her.”

Carver shrugged, leaning into the doorframe. “She’s private. And shy, I think.”

“Yeah, maybe…” Ryann muttered. “I’ll definitely make it up to her.”

“Tomorrow,” Carver said. He gave Ryann a pat on the shoulder. “You had a big day. Rest up.”

“Okay,” Ryann said softly, holding a shirt (Her own shirt!!) in her hands. She looked back as Carver went to go to his room. “Goodnight, Carver,” she said.

He stopped and looked back at her. “Goodnight,” he said softly and smiled. Then the door closed behind him.

Ryann didn’t sleep until late that night, or day, as the case may be. She snuggled under the covers of her comfortably large bed and smelled her own scent on her shirts, not the gentle notes of werewolf from whoever had donated the clothes Carver had been able to provide her.

Mostly, her mind was occupied with Meg. That sarcastic, dry nerd who kept doing selfless things and pretended like she was a monster for not doing more. Ryann thought about her until her eyelids grew heavy.

Her last thoughts before drifting away lingered on Meg’s injuries, and how she’d refused to drink blood even from Kay, when she’d offered. She wondered why she’d never seen Meg drink. As a last thought, her mind lingered on the glass of blood at Lake’s, which had remained untouched even as they left.
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“Never knew you loved hugs,” Ryann purred as she squeezed Meg the next day, in the middle of Carver’s… her and Carver’s place.

Meg squirmed and wriggled around helplessly. “I am literally not above stabbing you!” she grumbled, but she didn’t use her superior vampire strength to pull free.

“Aww, no. You love hugs, or else why would you keep doing nice things for everyone?” Ryann purred and gently nuzzled her head to her smaller friend’s chest. Friends, that’s what she’d decided they were now. Tentatively. If Meg wanted that.

“Monsters don’t get hugged,” Meg complained, feet dangling above the ground.

Ryann hummed. “Clearly you’re not a monster, then.” She slowly let Meg down, but didn’t quite release her. “For real, Meg. Thanks for getting my stuff.” She squeezed her gently.

“Yeah… Whatever…” Meg looked away. A blush was encroaching on her cheeks. She smelled like the card she’d left Ryann, like fresh water and flowers, and also a little like old books.

Ryann smiled so softly down at her. “Meg,” she said and put her hand on Meg’s head gently. “Thanks. Really. This means a lot.”

Meg looked up at her. She was definitely blushing now. She pushed Ryann away. “Nerd,” she grumbled. “I would’ve done the same for anyone. Stop thanking me.”

“Sure, have it your way.” Ryann smiled a little at her. She didn’t want to overwhelm Meg with affection. “You wanna have something to drink? We got tea and coffee…”

“Uh, yeah… Sounds nice, but we actually have some stuff to do tonight.”

Carver looked over from the bathroom he stepped out of, freshly groomed. “Oh,” he said. “That’s your job opportunity?” He sounded a bit concerned. “You sure you’re okay going with Meg? She tends to get into trouble…”

“Oh, it’ll be fine,” Meg said.

“Yeah, this is actually not the thing I was talking about,” Ryann said with the best smile she could muster. “We’re just going around checking on the area a bit. Though we should probably double- and triple-check that there’s no creepy-crawlies.” She didn’t want to lie to Carver, but she also didn’t want him to worry. She would have asked one of the others to come along, but literally none of them were in any way inconspicuous. Kay was six-three, Carver six-four, Nemo stood out anywhere, Kate was too quick to blow up, and Logan… Logan was busy keeping a watch over Lyn and Valerie.

Carver nodded. “Alright,” he said and gave Ryann a pat on the back. “Watch your backs out there.” His eyes had returned to fully grey.

“Always,” Ryann slapped his back in return. She quickly pulled her shoes on and opened the door for Meg. “You try not to have too much fun at Kay’s,” she called to him jokingly.

“I will have exactly as much fun as I intend to have,” Carver joked back. “Drink, start a bar fight, get kicked out… So much on the schedule!”

Ryann rolled her eyes. “Sure, Judy.”

Meg’s groan was audible throughout the entire stairway. “Do you have to??”

“Yes, absolutely,” Ryann chuckled as the door fell shut and she caught back up to Meg at the bottom of the stairs. “What’s got you so grumpy?”

“I stumbled on my way down,” she muttered.

Ryann almost laughed out loud. “Meg, the light switch is right there!” she turned it on, returning her world to colour, so she could see Meg blush. “Why didn’t you turn it on, buddy?”

Meg rolled her eyes. “It’s higher up than I’m used to. Guess I missed it,” she said as they started walking.

“That,” Ryann said as she pushed her hands into her sweater pockets, “is adorable. What, do you not have night vision?”

“No,” Meg said in a grumble. “Most Bloods don’t get night vision. Fucking unfair. Anyway, let’s go this way. I wanna check on Lyn and Val’s place real quick.”

And she says she’s not soft. Ryann smiled a little “Sounds good. Are we gonna head back to the gym after?”

“Hm? What for.” Meg looked up at her quizzically. “Oh, you mean for gear?” Ryann nodded. “Forgot to mention, it’s bare-knuckle. That gonna be a problem?” She said it casually, as if she already knew.

Ryann grinned. “Oh, fuck yeah!” She cracked her knuckles in anticipation. “I’m good. Not my first bare-knuckle fight scene.”

“Good. I like a partner who knows how to get her face bloody without complaining.”

“You say it like you think I’m gonna lose,” Ryann chuckled.

Meg laughed dryly. “Oh, I have the utmost faith in you,” she said. After that, they spent the walk to Blood and Ink in relative quiet. Neither of them said it, but Ryann could tell they were both on edge. They kept an eye out for anything out of the ordinary.

Something large flew overhead at one point. Ryann saw a flash of white, a shadow against the darkness, and heard the sound of feathers. She tensed.

“Don’t worry about those things,” Meg said. “They’re pretty harmless. Don’t even eat in the first place.”

“What are they?” Ryann asked quietly. She still scanned the darkness between the buildings above, but didn’t catch sight of any monsters.

Her albino friend shrugged. “Dunno,” she muttered. “They just like to flock around places. People don’t see them. They just watch.”

“Hm. Well, maybe we can figure it out together,” Ryann said. “Just to be safe.”

Just as Meg grunted affirmatively, there was another rush of wings. Ryann’s hair stood on end. She was instantly reminded of the sound Bruce had made when he’d swooped low to try and claw her back open. She spun around, ready to throw herself to the side and drag Meg with her.

Instead of a monster, Ryann came face to face with Logan. They smirked. “Hi.”

“Jesus fucking Christ!” Ryann just barely managed to not flinch back. She put a hand to her rapidly beating chest. “How did you do that?”

Logan tilted their head. “Do what? I’ve been here the whole time.”

Ryann looked at them for a long moment. She looked at Meg, who was trying hard to not let her lips draw into a smile. She took a deep breath. “Fuck both of you,” she said and meant it.

Logan chuckled and hugged her. “Aw, don’t take it personally! You keep flexing on all of us, we gotta show off our shit too!”

“Only you don’t actually show me shit,” Ryann grumbled and hugged them back. “Except for the acid stuff. Thanks, by the way.”

“You’re welcome,” Logan hummed. “You learn pretty quick. What brings you guys around here?”

“Just checking on the area,” Meg said. She scowled as the wind picked up a little and brought a rotting stench with it from further down the street. “Ew. That our monster?”

“Yeah…” Logan rubbed their face, nose wrinkled against the smell. “Nemo’s looking into how to make it stop. Alternatively, we might just douse it in gasoline and set it on fire. See if that helps.”

Meg pursed her lips. “Actually, uh… maybe don’t. That can linger for weeks.” She blinked. “Don’t ask me how I know that.”

“… right,” Logan muttered. “Anyway, I’m gonna go patrol the rest of the area. Kay’s checking on Wolfshire with the puppies. You guys gonna be at the bar later?”

“Not tonight,” Ryann said as she and Meg both started walking with Logan. “We’re gonna take care of some personal stuff. You know, check on a few places, see if we can’t figure shit out about monsters.”

“Sounds interesting,” Logan hummed. They kept chatting for a bit, until Meg tugged Ryann’s sleeve to signal that they had to go down a different alleyway. They said goodbye to Logan, who hugged them both.

As they separated and Logan got out of earshot, Meg cleared her throat. “You know… you don’t have to lie to them. Carver, Logan…”

Ryann sighed and rubbed the back of her head. “I know… just…” She took a deep breath and released it in a huff. “I don’t want them to worry about me.”

Meg hummed softly. “Fair enough,” she said, and they continued the walk in silence to where Lake’s limousine was waiting to bring them to their destination.

The drive was, as always, pleasant, calm, and comfortable.

For Ryann. Meg absolutely hated it. She practically kicked the door open and stormed out as soon as it stopped, while Ryann continued to guess name after name to figure out which one was the driver’s. They seemed to immensely enjoy it, but Meg was, like, allergic to names.

“Fucking bullshit,” Meg grumbled and kicked a trash can

“What’s wrong, buddy?” Ryann chuckled as she closed the limousine door and it began to roll away. “You don’t like Richards?”

“Fucking look at them, their name is obviously not Richard!” Meg growled. She rubbed her face. “Ugh, why are you such a nerd…?”

“Comes from hanging out with you.” Ryann slapped her on the back playfully. It made Meg stumble gently and blush. “So, where are we going?”

“Couple of streets down,” Meg said and rubbed her back. “The club is called ‘Monster Massacre’.”

“Cool…” Ryann hummed. “I already know there’s Bloods taking part. Should I be worried about the massacre part of it?”

“Nah, you’re not a regular member.” Meg popped her neck a little. They walked by a wall that was heavily marked with graffiti. The bulk of the design showed a bloodied, bandaged fist. “It can get really bloody and violent, from what I hear, and there’s more than a few deaths every other week. But I haven’t actually been able to get a good look. They make sure everything’s locked down tight. Every entrance has multiple sets of guards on it. They don’t keep the doors open. Everything’s pretty hush-hush. They also have an oscura.”

“What’s that?” Ryann frowned and looked down at her smaller friend.

Meg clicked her tongue. “A kind of Blood. Like me. One that shows up enough with the same abilities to get its own name. Oscura can all go invisible.”

“Like you?”

“Oh, Ryann…” Meg gave her a fanged smile. “Nobody’s as good at it as I.”

Ryann watched her for a moment. Did she seem a bit nervous? Ryann put a hand on Meg’s shoulder. “You gonna be good?”

“Yeah, fine,” Meg said, though there was a nervous note to her voice. “I don’t think they’re as good at hiding as I am. I should be able to detect them.”

Ryann nodded. “Okay. So what do you need from me?”

“I need you to get me past the front door. And I need you to keep all eyes on you so I can sneak around. I’ll deal with the invisibitch, and then I’m gonna have a look at their finances.”

Ryann frowned gently at her friend. “I thought you just wanted to scout it out? You expect they’re killing humans?”

“If they didn’t,” Meg said, “there would be no reason to keep it all hush-hush from Lake. But no, I just have some history with this dude…” She rubbed her chest with a grimace.

“Okay, so I go in, punch some people?” Ryann rolled her shoulders. “Sounds easy enough.”

“Yeah. Today is an open tournament. I managed to get us, or you, rather, a spot.” Meg reached back to wrap her fingers around the handle of her big knife briefly. Satisfied with its position, she let go again and led Ryann through the run-down streets. “Your opponents could be anybody from complete randos to professional fighters. Winner gets to join the club as a fighter. And today every rando who can’t afford a membership gets to come and watch.”

“Sounds great,” Ryann muttered.

Meg slapped her back. “You got this,” she said. “Just introduce yourself as ‘Cutthroat.’ After the first couple fights, you’ll get a private locker room in case you wanna freshen up or something. Keep the door open, I’ll find you.”

Ryann nodded. Then she looked again, and Meg was gone. She sighed, pushing down the nerves. Come on, you got this.

She approached the large building with the sign proudly announcing “Monster Massacre! Open Night!” There was a line of people in front of the entrance, which was manned by a pale bouncer a full head taller than Ryann. One sniff told her he wasn’t human.

He grunted and looked at her when she walked up, mask and hood up, hands buried in her sweater pockets. “Cutthroat,” Ryann said curtly. “I’m on the list.” She stared him down.

He grunted again and checked his clipboard. He flipped over the first page. Then the second. Ryann impatiently tapped her foot and cracked her neck once. She looked over the people in the rest of the line, some of whom were glaring at her. Apparently ‘Open Night’ still didn’t mean everybody got in to see the violence.

Then the bouncer gave a different grunt. He motioned Ryann forward to the door, and banged on it twice before crossing his arms again. One of the double doors with the paint flaking off opened just a bit. The bouncer nudged his head toward it.

“Good talk,” Ryann muttered. She frowned. They kept the door just open enough for her to slip through. No way Meg would make it through before they shut. Ryann slid her hand along it and activated her gift. She forced the door open twice as wide and got some yells of surprise for her trouble.

“Woah, hey, sorry,” Ryann quickly said as several members of security in black shirts with white print glared at her and moved in. She lifted her hands in a peaceful gesture, and blocked the door from closing. “Didn’t mean to spook anyone.”

Behind her, the line of people craned their necks, all desperate to catch a look inside. The security personnel patted her down. They stuck her into a completely full locker room with ten other women, some of whom looked like amateurs. A few looked like they actually knew what they were doing. They shot Ryann calculating glances. She ignored them and instead went into the back corner, where she sat, legs wide, and began to wrap her hands slowly. Some of the others started giving her nervous glances.

Ryann frowned when another one entered. A kid, barely older than Kate. Her black hair was shorn down to the olive skin, her jaw set grimly, but Ryann could see how nervous she was despite her obvious attempt at looking intimidating. She watched the kid sit in the corner near her.

“Where’s your wraps?” she asked her finally, as they got closer and closer to the starting time they’d named.

The kid looked up at her and glared. “My what?” she asked harshly.

“Calm the fuck down,” Ryann said with a stern look. She still hadn’t removed her mask. She lifted her hand up. “Your wraps. Put them on. No telling when you might get called to fight.”

The kid scoffed. “I thought this was a bare-knuckle tournament. Not bare-knuckle for babies,” she spat. Her voice was pretty deep. It made her sound older than she probably was. She was tall too, and had some good muscle on her.

Ryann nodded slowly. “Okay, everyone in here can tell you’re a fucking amateur. So maybe stop growling quite as much.” She got up, making the girl tense, and went to the door. She gently slapped the shoulder of one of the security people waiting outside in case there was a brawl in the room. “Yo, you guys got some extra gear?”

“What?” they asked back.

Ryann glared. “Wraps, mouth guards, do you fucking have any?”

They scoffed. “You can bring your own or take the injuries,” they said and looked away again.

“Right, that’s fair,” Ryann said. She added, “Oh, sorry, buddy,” when she purposefully ‘stumbled’ and gripped onto their shoulder. She swiped the ring of keys from their belt as they cussed and yelled at her.

“Yeah, yeah, sorry,” Ryann grumbled as she went back into the room. She went to the large, metal locker next to the door and tried keys until one fit. She left it open and came back to the kid with a couple of mouthguards that she’d washed out in the sink and a set of wraps. She held them out to the kid.

“Here. Put them on.”

The kid stared at them.

Ryann rubbed her face. “Of course you don’t know how to put them on. Try out which one fits. And don’t complain to me about the taste, I did my best. It’s better than losing a tooth.”

The kid tentatively tried out the mouth guards, while Ryann wrapped her right hand. “Why are you helping me?” she asked quietly after Ryann was done. “We could end up fighting.”

“I’m not gonna leave a kid hanging when she needs help,” Ryann said with a shrug. “I was that kid once. Now pay attention, you’re gonna need to know how to do this if you keep fighting.” She continued to wrap the kid’s other hand.

Ryann had barely returned to her seat when the door opened again, and a small woman with a hard face and short hair walked in. “Cutthroat,” she said. “You’re up.”

Ryann stood up and cracked her neck. She looked at the kid, who stared up at her. “Good luck,” she said and followed the woman out. Her first opponent introduced himself as Cyborg. He looked decently tough, with thick arms and a calculating look, only a little shorter than her.

Then he complained about fighting a woman.

“Take it up with the lottery. Your names got drawn, you fight.” The hard-faced woman looked at Ryann. “It’s called Massacre for a reason.”

Ryann smiled behind her mask. This was going to be fun. She just hoped Meg had made it through the front door, or her stalling every time they got to another door was wasting time for no reason.

* * *

Meg skulked around the outside of the large room as Ryann was led up to the ring. She didn’t like this place. The outside had been shabby. Everything up to the locker rooms was clean but old, with paint flaking off metal doors that squeaked in the hinges, age-dirtied walls and well-trodden hallways.

The inside? Where people stomped their feet and chanted and Ryann basked in the spotlight? It reeked of money. Everything was spotless, clean and seamless. The ring was huge, sturdy and new. It was also slightly set into the ground, which left room for an upstairs office or VIP room to overlook the fight. There was even a balcony from which to watch the fight, though it was further from the action than the windowed room.

I’ll call it ‘the office’ for now, Meg decided as she slipped past an annoying man who bounced around so excited for carnage that he nearly bumped into her. That could have been costly.

Gabriel Brody, the resident oscura, was skulking around somewhere here. Meg sniffed the air and grimaced faintly. Too much sweat. Too much booze.

She began by combing the downstairs. She went through every hallway, every room that she could get into. The men’s locker room housed ten men of varying sizes and physical prowess. One was complaining about the no weapon rule. Security looked about ready to toss him out.

One gave her pause. He was small, thin, with stringy muscles that barely looked like they could hold him up. He was pale, too. Meg clenched her jaw quietly. Maybe he was here for the prize money. Maybe something else. He smelled sick enough that he could be desperate. He also looked her straight in the eye and paid no attention to the man trying to intimidate him. The guy wasn’t going to touch him, of course. That would be grounds for immediate disqualification.

Meg walked away, and the thin man’s eyes followed her.

She returned to the main room. If Ryann was just taking her time, making a spectacle of it… Nope. She came just in time to watch Ryann twist and throw a perfectly aimed kick right at her opponent’s chin. He fell like a log and stayed down.

The crowd erupted in applause, and Meg rubbed her face. Of course. That’s why they used to call her ‘Knockout’. Ryann didn’t fuck around. She enjoyed her fights, but clearly her opponent just hadn’t been enough of a challenge to keep her interested.

Just as well, Meg decided as Ryann walked away under the cheers of the crowd. She kept herself professional, stoic, still wearing the sweater that obscured her tattoos. Probably for the best, the place was actually kinda chilly.

As long as there were more fights, Meg could investigate the place. And there were going to be quite a few fights. The next pair was being led out already. 

She went through the rest of the building. There was a medical wing. A bit too medical. Way too many blood bags in freezers and coolers. There had definitely been no documentation about a blood bank that Meg had found. So this was pretty much illegal.

She pushed herself up against the wall when several people approached. Their steps echoed along the empty corridors on cracked and dirty tiles. Meg’s ability might make her invisible to most people, but she still wasn’t going to take the risk.

Two people dressed in paramedic uniforms with the club’s logo on armbands entered the room. They carried a stretcher, on which the half-conscious ‘Cyborg’ lay. “Why do I gotta stay on this thing, I’m fine!” he insisted falteringly, nursing a bleeding nose on top of what looked like a concussion.

“We need to do some checkups,” one paramedic said as they got Mr. Cyborg (or was it just Cyborg?) from the table onto a stretcher. “And we’ll require a small blood sample…”

“Wait, hang on,” Cyborg complained. “I thought you only have to give a blood sample if you’re a regular member…”

The paramedics paused and looked at each other, expressions inscrutable under their masks, which served only to hide their faces from the larger crowd. “I see,” the first who had spoken said slowly. “Pacify him.” The other one nodded and moved up to Cyborg, who somehow sensed something amiss. He scrambled back just as they leaned in and grabbed him by the back of the neck. Within a few seconds of forced eye contact, Cyborg relaxed.

Meg narrowed her eyes. She knew this type of gift. Useful on some humans, but not terribly effective on those with a strong will, or those expecting to be attacked. It hardly ever worked on Bloods. But this explained the masks and the hats they wore to shadow their eyes. That would make it easier to hide their unnatural eyes.

The second Blood leaned close to Cyborg. “Who told you about the blood samples?”

“My cousin, Dick…”

“What the fuck kinda name is ‘Dick’?” the Blood muttered. The other one looked through a ledger they’d gotten from a hidden compartment behind an empty wardrobe.

“Yeah, Dick Dickson. What the fuck kinda name is that? Is this fake? Did you fuck up the screening?”

The Blood near Cyborg rolled his eyes. They looked back at the human and asked, “What’s your full name, and your cousin’s full name?”

“I’m Richard Dickson. He’s Dick Dickson.”

The two Bloods looked at each other. “They… what the fuck.”

“Isn’t Dick just short for Richard??”

“I know, right??” The hypnotizing one looked back at Richard. “I am so glad this is not my problem. Now, be good and relax while we take some blood.”

Richard nodded and laid back.

“Can’t we just take all of it now? I mean, they broke the rules.”

“Gotta sign off with the boss first.”

Meg watched for a little while longer. When she was sure they wouldn’t hurt Richard, she made her way back to the main area. The kid Ryann had been helping, her name was Morgan, as it turned out, was kicking ass. She was taking a beating too, but the amount of mass on her let her just shrug it off. She downed her opponent and easily pinned them. Meg frowned softly. She didn’t like this kid being here. Hardly any older than maybe Dani and Sarah, she really shouldn’t be there.

Meg went through the rest of the building as more and more fights began and ended and the crowd got more and more hyped. Most fights didn’t end as well as Richard’s. Meg didn’t have time to watch much, even if every now and then she found herself entranced by how quick and precise Ryann’s movements were whenever she fought. Instead, she snuck through corridors, checked the basement, which was closed and mid-construction from what she could see, and the locked-up, closed parts of the building that had security patrolling here and there just to make sure nobody had wandered anywhere they shouldn’t. In the end, she always found herself going back to the main room. There was only one thing left to explore.

The second floor.

Meg made her way around the crowd to a set of locked doors she suspected might lead upstairs. She quickly sliced two of her fingers and drew on the blood inside her. It burned. It made her yearn for more. She needed more. She needed to hurt, to get more than just blood, she needed to feel—

Meg fought down the feeling. Acid bubbled at her fingertips as she pushed them in and burned open the lock. The act made her invisibility flicker away. She quickly slipped through and closed the door behind her. Having her hood up and her mask helped the anxiety of being seen. She still grasped at her chest and felt the pendant beneath her clothes. It was always a source of calm for her, and, after a moment, she drew on her blood again and became unseen once more.

Being unseen, unheard and impossible to smell did nothing to put Meg more at ease. There was a simple rule when it came to physical gifts. The one who is better with it has the advantage. She was better at being unseen than Gabriel, so she’d be able to sense him. But others could be better than her, standing right beside her without her noticing, and so she still crept up the stairs carefully. At least the upstairs had fewer doors. Meg did a quick scout around the place. There were fewer guards here. Two were guarding the office. One was standing next to a fire escape. He’d have to go, if she ran into Gabriel.

Lake hadn’t sent her here, contrary to what Ryann might believe. Meg rarely had to be sent anywhere unless Lake wanted it dealt with quickly. No, she was just curious. She really wanted to know why this fight club was so secretive. What did Rebecca have to hide? She really wanted to know. And if she managed to root out some monsters, all the better.

Her curiosity was halfway satisfied as she watched out through the one-way windows. Ryann was cleaning the floor with her opponent. She almost playfully danced around his strikes before jabbing him in the face or the ribs. She was making a show of it, like Meg had asked her. And she was good. She had grown so much from her first, nervous match, years ago.

Meg smiled softly. She moved on in the shadows, while Ryann stood tall in the light.

Her fingers played over the hilt of her knife as she scouted out the hallway fully. She tried not to pass by the three guards too closely. She knew they were Bloods even before she smelled them. They had that look in their eyes. Hard. Cold. Uncaring.

Monsters.

She frowned when the hallway ended far sooner after its bend than she’d assumed. She had thought it would curve around and connect to the balcony. In her previous quick survey, she had neglected it, since it was a public area, and she hadn’t been able to see a door leading to the private parts of the building.

She couldn’t be sure, but she thought the whole upper part of the building might be lined with one-way windows. The lights upstairs were kept dim, which made sense, since most Bloods didn’t need that much light, even if proper darkness still fucked everyone over, except Ryann.

Meg was pulled from her thoughts by the smell of old blood when she reached the end of the hallway. The door before her was fancy. Covered in wood and decorated with gold. Meg reached out and pressed her fingertips against it. Not hard, just enough to test the door without undoing her gift. She looked around. There were no cameras. She hummed very softly to herself.

She knew what a soundproof door felt like.

And now she really wanted to know what Rebecca Maskin was doing in her spare time.

She crouched down and pulled her thin wallet from her sweater pocket. Nobody in their right mind just carried lockpicks around. Meg had learned her lesson with that quite painfully. Now she tested the lock, and, to her surprise, found it was likely one she knew how to open. That was fortunate. It was decently sophisticated, but since she didn’t get a lot of chances to use her tools, she tried to practise a little every day.

Blood scent hit Meg as the security guard from the fire escape began to make his way over. He hummed softly to himself, scratching his well-groomed beard, and stretched a little. Meg quickly pulled away from the door. The guard grunted and pulled out a set of keys. He unlocked the door, and immediately upon opening it the blood smell intensified. He stepped into the room. Muffled voices sounded from the inside. Meg frowned and slipped in behind him, right through the open door.

The inside was sparsely furnished. The walls and ceilings, made of concrete, unlike the rest of the building, were covered in sound dampening foam. There was a gutter set into the floor. It was stained a rust brown colour. A set of fancy gold-decorated chairs sat before the floor-to-ceiling windows that offered a wonderful view of the ring, where Ryann was kicking ass now. She was still pulling her punches though, enjoying the fight. Even with the mask, even across the distance, Meg could tell she was smiling. She scanned the room and a growl almost escaped her. Shackles. Chains, affixed to the far walls. A young man was tied up in one of the spots. His clothes looked clean and fresh, but he was clearly there against his will. His wrists were raw from where he had pulled against the chains, and now he cowered against the wall as the visible Blood approached.

He took a breath in. His nostrils flared. The young man smelled delicious. He licked his lips, and Meg drew her knife while sidestepping back to the door. Just as she went to push it shut, she smelled a new scent. Faint. Barely there. Familiar.

She pulled back as quick as she could without losing her gift, and somehow didn’t bump into Gabriel as he entered. The invisible oscura slipped right past her and up to the Blood who was moving to grab the chained man. The air rippled like a curtain that was being pulled off him as he came into view and gripped the other Blood by the shoulders.

Gabriel didn’t look like a very powerful Blood. He was small, slight in build, but what he lacked in mass and size, he made up for in presence. His fancy clothes were always impeccably clean. He always wore a dark purple frock coat, buttoned up with a vest at the front. It looked like a piece of shit, so it really suited him.

He hissed at the bearded Blood, who froze, and showed off his long fangs. “What the fuck are you doing in here?” Gabriel snarled. He looked like he was straight from the hairdresser or whoever did his makeup. Undercut neatly shaved, not a hair out of place on the longer, braided hair with the glossy black shine. He had an elegant, frankly useless knife pressed to the offending Blood’s neck. The tip dug into the skin, drawing blood.

“You know this door is supposed to remain closed at all times!”

“I’m sorry, sir!” The other Blood looked terrified. “I just thought… Just a little taste wouldn’t—”

Gabriel thrust the blade in and ripped it out, splashing red liquid across the wall. The Blood gurgled and clawed at his sliced throat. Gabriel pushed him aside. “Filth,” he muttered with a sneer on his picture-perfect face, pale but with just the right amount of makeup to make it seem natural. He unclipped his radio from his belt and brought it to his lips. “Gabriel speaking,” he said. “Found Artie from security sampling the product in the VIP room. He’s no longer employed by us, over.” He listened to something through his earpiece. “No, no problem,” he said. “I’ll deal with cleanup. Over.”

He put his radio back, clipping it to his belt again and smiled at the young man. “Don’t worry,” he all but purred at the terrified human and leaned close. “I’ll be much gentler than he would have been.” Of course he was never gentle. And he never asked permission. He was a monster.

The door slammed shut as Meg pushed against it. Gabriel was immediately upright and facing her, knife at the ready. His black eyes went white at seeing her. “You!” he managed to yell. His hand went to his radio.

Meg was already on him. Her large knife slashed down and went straight through his arm. He cried out and tried to lunge away, using a Blood gift. Meg caught him by the ankle as he tried to catapult himself to the ceiling of the room. Her arm was almost wrenched from the socket. She grit her teeth and slammed Gabriel down to the ground. Her knife severed the tendons at his knees.

“Try jumping now, monster!” she hissed. It came out as a deep, rattling sound full of hate.

“Wait, I—”

Meg kicked down on his head. This bastard had been a thorn in her side for years. Learning he was on Rebecca’s payroll now had only made coming here more important. Meg pushed her knee into Gabriel’s back and pinned him. He tried to stab her with his long, thin knife. Metal screeched as Meg blocked it with her own blade and slid hers along his, cutting off a few fingers. The smell of vampire blood was intoxicating.

All Gabriel had going for him were his invisibility, his reflexes, a leap that could carry him almost thirty feet, and the ability to stick to walls. That, and being a fucking monster.

Meg thrust her blade into the back of his neck, severing the spine. He went limp. Meg’s muscles strained as she ripped her knife out to the side. The huge gash left blood leaking out and straight down into the gutter in the floor. Meg growled and stood up, blood scent still addling her mind. She flipped away the stupid fucking frock coat and grabbed the radio. She also patted Gabriel down for a phone, which he didn’t have on him.

No reason to let him call for backup with his last, frantic breaths.

Meg wiped her knife on his clothes and then went over to the young man, who tried to press himself away from her as much as the chains allowed. “Hey, hey! It’s okay!” Meg said quickly. She held up her hands and then put away the knife when she realized she was still holding it. “See? No threat!” She paused. “Never mind, you’re still tied up.”

He frowned at her and watched her cautiously. A few muffled sounds came out around the gag.

Meg nodded thoughtfully and looked at the two bodies. Artie she could leave, but Gabriel had to go. She couldn’t risk anybody finding him dead. That would put the whole place on high alert. “Okay, listen up,” she said to the prisoner. “I’m gonna have to jam the door shut. Chances are they might still get in, but it’ll buy us some time.” She frowned at his glare. “Hey, I can’t just let you out! Got more monsters around here. You smell like a breakfast beacon, so even if nothing happened in the time I spent getting you out of those chains, we’d still be fucked.”

He grumbled and jangled the chains.

“No!” Meg sighed. “I promise I’ll get you out, but that bitch— Ah, fuck.” Gabriel had announced he would clean up Artie too. “Okay, never mind, I have to take them both out back. And uh… I kinda need you to bleed a bit?” She smiled apologetically behind the mask, pulling out a small knife. “I promise I’ll be very gentle, but he already said Artie had drunk from you, so if there’s no blood… I’m sure you follow.”

They had a small argument, after which Meg just quickly leaned in and pricked the young man’s neck twice. “I’m very sorry,” she repeated. “I promise, I’ll clean it right up. Just a second. … Okay, maybe a few more minutes. … Okay, that’s probably enough.” She quickly cleaned up the wound with Gabriel’s handkerchief, to not leave any traces of her scent. “Okay,” she said then as she got up and wiped off the knife to put it away. “I’ll be back. You sit tight.”

Excellent conversationalist, she thought to herself as she left the young man behind. She collected all of Gabriel’s fingers and put them in his pockets. The severed piece of arm she pushed under his collar. Then she peeked outside, turned invisible out of sight of the human, and went to dragging bodies to the fire escape and out.

Actually disposing of two vampire corpses was more difficult than it sounded. Too far away, and Meg risked discovery just by someone walking into the VIP room. Too close, and the smell would attract someone who just stepped outside for a bit. But Meg was nothing if not an expert.

She dumped both bodies in the smelliest dumpster she could find. That’d mask the scent until she got around to burning them.

Still, when she went back, the VIP door jammed shut just in case, Morgan was being led with the last semifinalist, a small, burly woman who looked like she worked on a construction site. Meg cussed and hurried down the stairs again. Once the cheering started, she slipped out through the doors, which thankfully still looked firmly closed despite the corroded lock.

Morgan and her opponent were laying into each other with heavy blows, dodging every now and then. Their swings had the raw, unpractised movements of amateurs. Meg hesitated. She should check on the medical wing. But she just couldn’t shake the feeling that she should check on Ryann first. She needed more time. She needed another chance to get into the office. If Rebecca was there, Meg needed to get her before they had to leave. Just being seen here would cause issues for her if she didn’t deal with Rebecca…

She had to search for a bit. They had relocated Ryann to a different room. A private room where she was by herself, no security in sight.

Meg smelled the blood when she came down the corridor. Fuck. She ran the rest of the way, and quickly lost her gift, becoming visible to the whole world. Her knife came out as she shouldered open the door. It was another locker room, and inside was carnage. Four bodies lay slumped, broken and bloody. The first was right where Meg entered. He had been a Blood with grey skin. Small, squat, and packed with muscle. He rested in a position against the wall that left his neck at a strange angle. There wasn’t much left of his face, that wasn’t blood-covered. Meg could see where the head had been split by tremendous force.

She could smell the blood thick in the air. Foul, almost rancid. Weak Bloods that couldn’t survive heavy head trauma. Another two lay in the path leading between the lockers. A bench had been snapped in half by the force of another Blood’s head being smashed into it. He was wearing a cheap suit, now stained with red. A third lay over him, one arm and one leg bent at a weird angle. Red leaked out under his head too. A fourth completed the set, crushed cranium just visible beyond the corner of the lockers. And when Meg rounded that corner, Ryann was sitting hunched over as far away from the bodies as she could.

“Ryann!” Meg rushed to her side. She stopped when Ryann flinched up. Then Ryann’s eyes shot to the floor. She looked away again.

Meg frowned softly. She stepped around the big woman to approach her from the front, where she didn’t have to see the carnage she’d undoubtedly caused. Ryann remained hunched, resting her arms across her knees. “Ryann?” Meg asked softly.

“I’m fine,” Ryann muttered. Her voice was pretty quiet.

Meg stepped a bit closer. She watched the soft shudder of the broad shoulders as Ryann clenched her jaw and kept her head down.

Where is her mask? Meg wondered. Wearing her own mask gave her a sense of security. Strength, when she needed it. She found it discarded near the last corpse and went to get it. Then she returned to stand in front of Ryann. “Hey,” she said a little awkwardly. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah. They, uh… weren’t expecting a Blood.” Ryann huffed and ran a hand over her mouth as she looked up and leaned back. “These guys… They’re the same ones who put me in the hospital in the first place,” she said. A mirthless smile pulled at her lips. “They were actually trying the same shit again. ‘Lose the fight or else’. Then one of them recognized me. Apparently they all thought I was dead.” She took a deep breath. “They tried to kill me twice. So… I killed them first.”

Meg gently handed Ryann her mask. She fidgeted with it in her hands. Meg rubbed her neck a bit. “I know that must have been hard,” she said. She often treated killing as a quick, easy, and necessary thing. But so far she’d always been there to take the burden off Ryann.

“I just… I knew they weren’t gonna stop,” Ryann muttered. “And I got so angry. They put me in a fucking coma. Almost killed me. They were gonna do that to other people… or worse.” She rubbed her hands over her thighs for a moment before clenching her hands. “It’s fine. Just… It caught me off guard.”

Meg hated touch. She didn’t like the way it felt to have a stranger’s hands on her, or their bodies together.

She didn’t hesitate for a second to step closer and hug Ryann. She didn’t recoil when Ryann hugged her back tight and pulled her in. There was something about her that made Meg comfortable. Something that made her feel… oddly safe. Something she just had to give back to Ryann. She let Ryann rest her head against her chest. She didn’t mind the fingers clenching into the back of her sweater. She held Ryann close like she hadn’t held anyone in six years. Her hands gently brushed over the soft, black hair. It was tied into a tight ponytail, as always when Ryann fought, so Meg gently brushed her fingers through the soft undercut beneath once, before moving down to gently rub her neck and back.

“I know this was really difficult,” Meg whispered. “I’m sorry that happened to you. I’m sorry for all of this. Sorry that…” She sighed. Sorry that I couldn’t protect you. She didn’t say it out loud. This was not the moment to apologize so she could feel better about her failures.

Ryann needed a moment to compose herself, and Meg let her have it. She didn’t care that at any moment somebody could come in and see them. Ryann huffed deeply. “Sorry I ruined your operation,” she muttered.

Meg shook her head. “I don’t care,” she said and meant it. She had been preparing for this mission for months, documenting everything she could from the outside, searching through records and spying. “Your safety is much more important.” She hesitated for a moment, then added, “If you need to leave here, we can go right now.”

Ryann leaned her head back to look up at her. Her beautiful green-red eyes were a little reddened with unspilled tears. “Why do you smell like blood?” she asked softly.

Meg sighed softly. “They’re keeping people here against their will — Just the one, honestly, unless you count the people who lose their fights and get tapped for blood. I had to deal with some of the Bloods here. But we can probably get them out of here along with you…”

Ryann’s expression immediately. She shook her head. “No,” she said. Firmly. There was only a single bruise forming on her cheek. She hadn’t kept her guard up. A habit of hers. Meg smiled softly and gently cupped the cheek to brush a finger across it, as if she could make it disappear. Ryann continued, unperturbed. “Morgan’s not gonna come willingly. Not unless I beat her. She really wants the prize money.”

“Ah. Didn’t know there was a prize,” Meg muttered. She thought for a moment. “I suppose… Alright, you go wait in the hallway, far enough down that nobody smells the blood. I’ll take care of the bodies, and I’ll make sure the other fighters are alright.”

“Okay.” Ryann nodded. She seemed more secure again. A little more steady on her feet, even though inside she still seemed a little shaken up. “Thanks.”

They looked at each other awkwardly for a moment. The separation was too abrupt after their moment just now. Ryann was likely searching for the words to say thank you without admitting that she had been disturbed by what she’d done. Meg wanted to make sure Ryann was okay without making her admit just how deeply the killing had affected her.

“Okay… see ya later,” Ryann eventually said awkwardly.

“Wait!” Meg blurted as she turned away. She wanted to smack herself when Ryann turned back. What am I even trying to say? Are you okay after killing four people? Her eyes settled on a stain on Ryann’s sweater. “You’ve got blood on you,” she said, pointed, and felt really fucking stupid.

Ryann frowned and looked down. She nodded. “Thanks,” she said and stripped out of her sweater, revealing the white tank top and the huge tattoos beneath. She rolled her large shoulders. “Honestly… This is much better.” She looked at Meg again. “Thanks, buddy,” she said with a genuine smile.

Meg rubbed the back of her neck. “Don’t mention it,” she muttered, flush hidden under her mask. The things she would have done to be half as strong as Ryann… She cleared her throat. “Don’t lose.”

Ryann nodded, eyes locked on hers. “Don’t get caught.”

“Never,” Meg said with a tiny smile that Ryann couldn’t see. “Catch you on the other side.”
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Fighting Morgan turned out to be brutal, even though it all passed in a blur for Ryann. Amateur or not, she was strong and she knew vaguely how to guard her weak spots. Her punches were nothing to sneeze at either. She had a few inches on Ryann, and a lot of mass. She wasn’t the fastest, but Ryann was drawing out the fight the way Meg had asked her to. She had to make sure everybody else got out alright.

After a punch almost knocked her out cold, she had to stop playing around. She pressed the attack, caught Morgan off guard, and got through her guard. She still refused to fight this kid as hard as she could. She didn’t strike her knees or elbows, she didn’t go for the head. She just whittled her down with kicks to the thigh and the side. Slowly Morgan’s grunts became heavier and more pained. Her movements became more sluggish. And then, finally, Ryann couldn’t let it go on any longer. She dashed around the kid and got her in a chokehold. But she didn’t press down just yet.

No matter how she looked at it, hurting Morgan seemed wrong. Knocking her out, choking her out, she didn’t deserve any of it. And she seemed uninclined to concede.

Ryann’s thoughts were going a mile a minute. She brought Morgan down to the floor, where holding her was easier and leaned in, struggling against Morgan’s efforts. “Listen to me, kid,” she hissed over the cheers and yells of the crowd. “You need to concede.”

“Fuck off!” Morgan huffed, wet with sweat all over. Her clothes were drenched.

Ryann growled softly. “Listen to me!” she hissed again. “This place is not what you think it is! You’ve lost, but I don’t wanna hurt you anymore. Did you not notice how everyone who lost their fights is gone?”

“So what?” Morgan strained to pull Ryann’s arms away, to no avail. But at least the fear of getting choked made her keep her voice down.

Still, she didn’t want to listen. And no matter what Ryann thought off, she just couldn’t see how she was going to get Morgan to tap out. She wanted that money. Desperately. She was willing to put herself through a lot of pain and even threat of injury to try and make it happen.

Then the referee, whose only job until then had been to make sure that unconscious participants were indeed unconscious, jumped into the ring and ended the fight. Ryann let go of Morgan. She got up and dimly caught how the referee announced the final match to be a best of five. They were going to get a brief moment of respite, during which the ring was open for anyone to come in and participate in one-on-one brawls.

The ref gave Ryann a pat on the back. “Take a breather,” they said.

“Why is it a best of five?” Ryann asked with a growl. Morgan crossed her arms and grunted.

They tilted their head at the two. “Boss’s orders. You don’t like it, you can always concede,” they added with a shrug.

Ryann growled. “Fuck this,” she huffed and walked away. She was giving serious thought to just conceding herself. That would probably get her kicked out, but maybe she should still ask Meg…

She left the main room under cheers and the excited claps of the attending observers. Nobody dared to try and pat her on the back. She had already made clear just how that would end after the first time. Morgan clearly intimidated most of the people there too much for them to try it. She brushed past Ryann to head to her own room, breathing hard and clearly not doing well. Ryann wanted to talk to her, but the security personnel stopped her. They smelled dead.

Ryann huffed and went back to her own room. They let her get out of sight when they were sure she wasn’t going to try and find a way to get through the other locked rooms here and there to get to Morgan. Instead, she went to her locker room, the door of which was left open.

It still smells like blood, she noticed. But the bodies were gone. That was good.

Ryann felt a clump in her throat. She sat down next to the door and huffed softly, rubbing her face. They’d caught her off guard. They hadn’t recognized her until the very last moment before the fight. And… she had just killed them.

I get why Meg calls them monsters, she thought now. Those had been the same people who had put her in the hospital. Had tried to kill her. They’d left her for dead. If a lost pedestrian hadn’t come across her, she’d probably be dead. She couldn’t have let them live.

But it wasn’t easy to just hurt and kill. Was that why Meg called herself a monster? Because it hurt to do what she did, even if it needed to be done? Ryann hugged herself quietly. She wished Meg were there to hug her again. That had been comforting. She’d felt less alone.

A hand brushed over her back, to her shoulders. Meg. Ryann briefly thought about how strange it was that she already recognized the touch so immediately. There was something about the way she felt. Even when she tried to wriggle out of hugs, she just… felt nice to hug. Now she hugged Ryann again, and Meg’s head rested against hers for a moment.

“I took care of the bodies. And all the other people are well on their way out of here,” Meg said. Her raspy voice was soft. Ryann gently moved to look up at her. Meg still had her mask and hood up, but Ryann didn’t need to see her face to see the gently concerned look in her eyes.

“Thanks,” Ryann said softly. “I’m sorry for ruining your mission here…” She didn’t want to know how Meg had gotten rid of four bodies, or why the floor was wet and oddly clean of red bits.

Meg shook her head. “It’s fine. I found out what I needed. And either way, your safety matters far more.” She knelt down and, after a moment’s hesitation, touched her forehead to Ryann’s. “I’m sorry I put you in danger,” she said. “If you have to blame someone, blame me. Never blame yourself for protecting yourself.” Her voice was a gentle, comforting whisper. “They’ve taken so much from you already. Don’t let them take anything else.”

Ryann nodded quietly. She let her head rest against Meg’s, slowly calming down a bit. When they separated to hug properly, she chuckled. “I knew you were soft,” she whispered and pulled Meg in a little more.

Her albino friend huffed. “I’m gonna let it go this once,” she whispered back.

“Sure, sure sure…” Ryann chuckled softly at Meg’s little grumble.

Meg leaned back a bit, but her hands remained on Ryann’s shoulders, and it felt comforting and right. “How’s your fight? Did you win?”

Ryann sighed and let out her breath in a deep growl. She pulled her mask down. It was wet from her heated breaths. “Apparently it was turned into a best of five. Guess the boss liked the spectacle.”

“Okay… Okay…” Meg muttered. “Yeah, we need to fuck off outta here. I don’t like this.”

Ryann shook her head. “Not without Morgan. And I don’t know how to get her out of here without fully knocking her out.” She didn’t want to hurt Morgan. She was clearly desperate for the prize money.

“How much prize money is it?” Meg asked. She also said, “Fuck me, why is there even prize money…”

“Forty grand.”

“Shit the bed…” Meg rubbed her face. “Look, let’s just drag her out and I’ll pay her to make up for it later, okay? Lake’s gonna pay us a bunch for this anyway…” She stopped suddenly and lifted her head. Her eyes snapped to the door. “Someone’s coming.”

“Fuck!” Ryann got up quickly and tried to look casual as she stepped outside the room. She frowned at the group of four security people that were approaching. “What’s up?” she asked.

The short, hard-faced woman in front nodded at her. “Boss wants to see you,” she said curtly and scratched her neck.

Ryann crossed her arms and squared her feet a little. Everything about her was a clear sign she wanted nothing to do with the boss. “What if I’d rather rest for the next fight?” she asked coldly. “You know, since it’s suddenly a best of five.”

The woman scowled, but the man next to her, lanky, with curly, grey hair, stepped forward a little bit. “It’s customary that the boss congratulates the finalists. She was a little busy earlier, but she has time now.”

I don’t trust this. Ryann clenched her fists, ready to throw down. But, unfortunately, her appetite for violence had been sated a bit too thoroughly. She could still hear the crunch of skulls in her ears, still felt the vibrations shudder up her arms and legs in a brief, deadly moment. She remembered every strike against Morgan as she’d tried to wear her down, tried to make her give up the fight without hurting her too bad.

That was really the point, wasn’t it? Even if Ryann fought her way out of this or left, Morgan wouldn’t have the same inclination. And Ryann worried about what the boss of an illegal monster fight club would do to a young and impressionable person like her.

She could practically feel Meg’s stares at the back of her mind as she sighed and let her shoulders fall. “Fine,” she said. “Let’s go.”

They took their spots around her, and the small woman and the lanky man took the lead. All of them smelled dead. They didn’t take the usual route. Instead, they moved through the empty corridors and rooms of the building, until they reached a staircase. Ryann sniffed gently as she smelled something familiar coming from the opposite door. It reminded her of Logan’s acid.

The man in the lead sniffed. He frowned.

“Hey, uh, is this gonna take long?” Ryann asked to distract and just kept walking as he slowed. “I kinda still have plans tonight.” She smelled pretty strongly of blood and different people’s sweat. That would be enough to mask the scent.

He hissed, showing little fangs under his upper lip. “Not long,” he said, sounding a little more irritated. “Come on.” He led her up the stairs, alongside the small woman. Unlike her, he had next to no muscle mass. Most of the security Bloods were burly and at least physically strong.

Maybe he has some special gift that makes him suited for this position. Ryann watched him cautiously. If he had her gift, enhanced strength, he’d probably be a match for most normal people. But she could do the same and would be easily able to overpower him. Just in case she needed to get out quickly.

They led her up the staircase and along a corridor lined with windows that offered a perfect view of where the crowd was cheering, hollering, and taking turns beating each other senseless. Up here, everything looked pristine. There was cursing from around the bend, but Ryann didn’t get to see what was going on. They led her into a door to her left. An office, Ryann recognized, as she stepped past the two guards. There were plants in the left corner. To the right was a heavy desk, and a plain wall with a bookshelf and a painting of a pale, naked demon-like creature wrestling with a man and biting out his throat. (Ryann assumed it was some weird vampire art. She already hated it.)

The boss was standing at the large windows. Ryann’s eyes quickly adjusted to the dim light. She was tall. Her plain shirt stretched over her broad back and shoulders as she watched the fighting go on. Morgan was already in the room, squinting at her in the dim lights. She scowled when she saw Ryann. There were now nine Bloods in total in the room, excluding Ryann.

“Do you know why this club exists?” The boss’s voice was cold and hard. Like iron. Like nothing could make it falter. She turned her head just a bit to look at Ryann and Morgan over her shoulder. Her eyes were narrowed and just as hard as her voice. Everything about her looked hard, really, the lines in her face, the sharp jaw, the angles of the muscles that ran down her arms. Like a jagged rock.

Her hair aided that impression, uniform grey and cut into a short bob just at the jaw. She didn’t look old enough for grey hair, so it was probably dyed.

“This club,” she continued as Ryann and Morgan remained quiet, “exists because everyone has a hunger. Some hunger for food. Some desire wealth or status, or just the appearance of those. And some crave violence.” Her voice for the first time gained emotions at the word. It became a hungry growl. Like she couldn’t wait to see people rip each other to shreds.

She took a deep breath and folded her hands behind her back again. “A lot of people crave violence. They crave a real battle. Real dominance. Here, they can have this. Not just as a spectacle. But in private. One-on-one. It is a specialty of ours. Only for the truly initiated.” She smiled cruelly and looked to them again. “And you get to be a part of it. Congratulations, you’ve proven yourselves.” She pressed a button that slowly and quietly lowered blinds over the huge, seamless windows.

Morgan was the first to react as the boss turned to look at them. “So, what? It’s not a best of five anymore? I have to share the prize money with her?” She nudged her head in Ryann’s direction.

Ryann rolled her eyes. Stop trying to look tough. She could tell Morgan was nervous. She could smell it on her. The other bloods had dispersed throughout the room behind them. The lanky man sat on a round table at the windows, complete with water and wine. The smaller woman remained close to Ryann. Ryann felt her gaze burn into the back of her neck.

The boss smirked. “Big words from the clear loser of that fight.” She seemed amused.

Morgan huffed and crossed her arms a little tighter. “So why even announce a best of five in the first place?”

“Quite honestly…?” The boss hummed and smiled at Morgan. She tilted her head as if she had to think a little. “My refreshments were delayed the whole fight. I wanted to enjoy myself.”

She’s not amused, Ryann realized. The way she looked at Morgan was like she’d look at a snack. Ryann suppressed a growl. “So, what’s your name?” she asked bluntly. “And what do you want from us?”

The boss looked at her with cold, grey eyes. “I’m Rebecca,” she said with a deep, dangerously lazy edge to her voice. Not sultry, but close. Self-assured and confident that she could have Ryann dealt with at any time. “Rebecca Maskin. Boss, to you.” She smiled. “And what I want… is you, Cutthroat.” She tilted her head with that same, dangerous smile. “Why don’t you tell me your name?”

Ryann glanced around. She could see the Bloods close to Morgan in her periphery. She really didn’t want to provoke Rebecca while Morgan was in here. Especially not while surrounded by enemies. “Ryann,” she said. She left it at that. Her claws dug into her wraps as she balled her fists nervously. She didn’t like the energy in the room.

“Well, Ryann,” Rebecca purred and walked to stand in front of them, before her desk. “As I said, I want you. You’re a skilled fighter, and you know how to make it exciting. You’d be quite the boon to our establishment.”

Ryann could sense Morgan’s displeasure and disappointment at Ryann being singled out for her skills. She probably would have jumped on the offer. “What do I get out of it?” Ryann asked evenly. She had no intention of working with Rebecca and her crew of monsters.

Rebecca leaned back against the desk, hands resting on its surface. “You’d get a salary, of course. And prize money. And, of course…” She looked to Morgan, but hesitated when the door to the office was pulled open.

A large Blood in overalls stepped in. “Boss, we managed to get the door open.” He was dragging a young man with curly black hair by the arm. He was pale and looked terrified. Aside from his paling face, his skin had the healthy look of a living human. He smelled of blood. Sweet blood, though not as sweet as Rachel’s…

“Ah, finally! Refreshments!” Rebecca smiled as the new Blood let the human go. “Go find Gabriel. He has some explaining to do. Now, you…” She looked at the human. “Come here.”

Ryann suppressed a growl as he slowly walked past her and over to Rebecca. His head hung low. He was shaking. Morgan frowned hard at the display. She slowly moved to unfold her crossed arms, letting them hang at her side with the fists clenched. “I think we’re done here,” she said, clearly creeped out. “If you don’t actually need me other than to tell me I lost, I think I’ll go.” She turned around, but her way was immediately barred by the security Bloods.

Ryann looked around. Can I take eight Bloods? Or ten, including Rebecca and the guy at the door? Twelve, with the ones outside… Is Meg here? Honestly, she was tempted to try her luck. She hated every part of this. She wanted to get Morgan and the other kid out of here.

Rebecca ignored Morgan completely. “Anything else?” she asked the Blood in overalls as the young man shuffled up next to her and she put her arm around his shoulders, making him flinch.

The Blood at the door cleared his throat. “Actually, yes. That guy, Derek, has been sneaking around the outside of the building again.”

Rebecca frowned at that. She sighed, and there was a long pause. Then she shook her head. “Break his legs. That should send a message.”

Fuck it, Ryann thought. She clenched her fists tighter. Her thoughts went a mile a minute. She wasn’t up for killing again so soon. Not to mention, if she did start fighting, who knew how that would go down for the kids? No, her best option was to take Rebecca as a hostage. She looked pretty strong… but it was the best option she had.

Rebecca clicked her fingers. The other Bloods grabbed Morgan as she turned back to Rebecca, and forced her down to her knees. She struggled against them, but couldn’t seem to free herself. Even tired as she was, they were having too easy a time holding her down, given that they were both over a foot shorter.

Strength gifts, Ryann recognized. She almost moved towards them, but Rebecca’s growl stopped her.

It was a growl of pleasure. “That is my offer to you, Ryann,” she said with half lidded eyes. “Your fill of your defeated opponents. True domination. Something that’s only possible here, where the dawn can’t reach.”

“What the fuck are you talking about??” Morgan’s voice was frantic and panicked. She looked around, struggled, tossed and writhed, but to no avail. “Let me go!”

Ryann grit her teeth. A deep, angry growl finally emerged from her throat. Rebecca smiled. “Have your fill, Champion,” the boss purred and gripped the young man next to her by the hair. She forced his head back, exposing the throat, and leaned in, eyes locked on his delicate neck, lips parting to reveal fangs—

Ryann stepped forward and punched her square in the face. Blood burned in her veins, enhancing her strength. You’re not getting back up, a voice in her mind growled as something gave way under her fist and Rebecca was tossed back, almost falling over the desk. The young man barely had time to react, and neither did the Bloods behind Ryann, who cried out in anger. She already twisted and kicked one of the Bloods holding Morgan in the head full force. Ryann’s strength was superior. Her opponent was thrown back, with his head snapping back hard. He fell to the floor, unconscious, though he wouldn’t stay that way for long.

The other Blood on Morgan snarled, trying to grab her around the neck as Ryann approached. Her thoughts were racing. She’d have to deal with him quickly, get him off Morgan, get her out of the way, grab Rebecca… She had no time to be precise or gentle. Another punch to the face shattered the Blood’s jaw. She grabbed Morgan and pulled her away, then the other Bloods were on her, nine of them remaining.

“Stay the fuck back!” Meg’s voice suddenly reverberated through the room. It was a roar more than anything else, full of fury and hate. The Bloods, surprisingly, all froze.

Meg was behind where Rebecca had gotten up. A spray of blood had coloured the white carpet before her, and a long, thin blade peeked out from her tight shirt at the chest. Dark vampire blood trickled down and soaked it.

Despite being a good deal shorter than Rebecca, Meg seemed to have no problem being intimidating as fuck. And Rebecca’s eyes were glassy, her limbs slack. Paralyzed on a metal stake.

The hard-faced woman took a step forward, but immediately Meg’s large knife was at Rebecca’s throat. “Ah, ah!” she growled. “One more of you moves, and she dies. Then who’s gonna pay you to get fucked up? Unless you think you can take me.”

The Bloods looked at each other, growling and frowning. Morgan stuck close to Ryann, clearly shaken -up. “What the fuck is happening??” she whispered, still frantic.

“Don’t worry about it,” Ryann said quickly. “Just stay behind me.” She did not want to explain vampires to Morgan. Luckily, she was shaken up enough that she did exactly as she was told.

The Bloods on the ground were slowly getting up. One nursed a broken jaw, the other rubbed a hand through his patchy beard, groaning at where Ryann’s kick had caught him. The small, hard-faced woman was the first to step up and talk.

“I don’t think you can kill her fast enough before we get you,” she said with her rough voice. “She can heal a slit throat easily. And even if you manage to get her head off, we’d still have the club.”

“Yeah? You wanna risk that?” Meg growled. Her voice was low, almost a whisper. “You ever run a business before? Because it took me months to sift through all the paperwork Becky here used to throw me off the trail. Without her expertise, even if you manage to kill us, someone else is gonna find you out real quick.”

Morgan nervously gripped Ryann’s shoulder at the mention of killing. Ryann could sympathize, and she placed her hand on Morgan’s. To the uninitiated, this whole situation had to look like a fever dream.

“I think I can make do,” the hard-faced woman said. She flexed her fingers, letting long claws extend from them.

Meg looked over at Ryann. There was something nervous in her eyes. She glanced at the humans. Clearly she was weighing their options.

The phone in Meg’s breast pocket buzzed once. Meg smiled. “Well, looks like we win anyway,” she said.

Ryann gave her a questioning look. “What’s going on?”

“I made a call,” Meg said mysteriously.

The door swung open, and Lake Avenatti stepped into the room.

* * *

Lake Avenatti, leader of the Scorching Dawn, and first furora in centuries of vampire reign, stepped into an office that smelled of blood and Bloods. They clicked their tongue and looked over the Bloods who immediately backed away with terrified looks in their eyes. Even now, they could smell human blood on them.

Meg, ever the reliable agent, had Rebecca Maskin on a metal stake and a knife at her throat. Ryann was there too, protecting two humans. She looked a little relieved at the backup, though her eyes scanned the empty doorway for more. Of course, the Bloods Lake had brought were combing the rest of the building discreetly.

Lake smiled at the young Blood. “Ryann, dear, could you make your friends close their eyes? And cover their ears, too.” They wanted the humans out of this room, but there wasn’t enough space. No matter what, they’d be within arm’s length of true monsters. Lake couldn’t risk that.

Ryann nodded. She quickly turned the two around. The larger kid looked very confused. Morgan was bloody and beaten, and despite her size, Lake could see how lost she felt in this place. Their heart ached gently for her. The other one, a young man with a pretty face and curly hair, looked terrified. Lake knew that terror. He’d been bitten before. They’d seen that look too many times to mistake it.

They let out a deep breath and walked more into the room. A golden finger claw ran along the bookshelf to their left, as their bare feet brushed over the white carpet. “Some Bloods spread rumours about me,” they said, speaking slowly and evenly. “They say I’m addicted to torture.” Their claws scraped harshly over the wood and ripped pieces of it away. A small, thin smile crested their dark lips. “I’m not, of course. I hate inflicting unnecessary pain. I don’t condone torture on most days.” They folded their claws behind their back and stepped closer. “But,” they said in a low, angry tone, “I do condone sending a message.” They fixed their dark brown eyes on the Bloods before them, smelling their fear, seeing it in their faces. “I think your corpses will get the message across just fine.”

Blood burned and surged through Lake’s veins. Fire like liquid sunlight scorched them from the inside as they sent out their gift. The Bloods stood there, wide-eyed and affected by the sudden feeling that had overcome them. Then the one in the overalls lunged and grabbed one of the others. He sunk his claws into the Blood’s throat with a cry of unbridled rage. Lake’s rage.

His claws tore away at the flesh while the other Blood, similarly frenzied, pulled a knife and stabbed him in the gut over and over. Their eyes leaked blood.

The hard-faced woman in the lead nearly ripped a lanky Blood apart with claws and enhanced strength. She jumped on him and dug her teeth into his neck. Blood sprayed in a wide arc over the white carpet as she threw her head back with a piece of throat still in her mouth, then searched for the next victim of Lake’s wrath with wide, vacant eyes.

One Blood ripped another’s jaw fully out of the socket, splashing more crimson liquid across the carpet before another grabbed them from behind and slammed their head into the wall over and over.

Lake just stood amid the carnage, expression hard and cold, their rage displaced into the monsters around them. It ended with the hard-faced woman tearing the knife stuck in the guts of the one with the overalls out, freeing said guts. She stood there, breathing heavy as around her the cold corpses of her friends finally remained still and dead.

She looked at Lake, fear still in her eyes.

“See?” Lake purred. “Now you’re getting it.”

* * *

Ryann watched the carnage, hoping that Morgan and the other kid had their ears firmly covered. The Bloods were tearing each other apart. Lake stood in the middle, wreathed in an aura of blood and fire that seemed to emanate from them. They stood amid the slaughter like an angel of death. And then, just as suddenly as it had begun, it was over. Only one remained, bloody knife shaking in her hand. The room fell quiet. She looked at Lake in fear.

“See?” Lake said in a tone that was dangerous and full of cold hate. “Now you’re getting it.”

Outside, something happened that made the crowd cheer. The remaining Blood looked down at the carnage. She looked over at Rebecca, still paralyzed and limp.

Lake stepped closer. Blood seemed to burn and harden beneath their bare feet. “Now, I can’t exactly let you go. That would defeat the point of the message.”

The Blood spun as soon as Lake stepped into reach. The knife slashed through their throat in a spray of crimson, much lighter than that of the other Bloods around. The woman flipped the knife in her hand and rammed it into Lake’s chest.

Ryann jumped up, ready to rush to their side, but Lake raised a gold-clawed hand.

Ryann stopped. She blinked, not sure if she was seeing right, and went back to hold the two kids close. She hugged their heads to her shoulders and tried to signal to them to keep their eyes closed and their ears covered.

Lake caught the Blood’s clawed hand as she tried to go for their face. They stopped the much burlier vampire dead in their tracks. The slash on their throat closed up, pulling together and mending itself within seconds. Lake clicked their tongue. “And here I thought we understood each other,” they said and placed a claw against the woman’s forehead.

Tiny flames flickered up Lake’s arm. The Blood in their grip opened her mouth in a scream. Nothing came out except smoke that went with the glowing eyes. The face charred around every opening, and she went slack. Lake let her drop to the floor, in a heap over two other corpses. They turned back to Meg and Ryann, and casually pulled the knife from their chest and their very much beating heart. That wound closed up immediately too.

“Meg,” Lake said. “You did well.”

“This,” Meg said dryly, “was a shitshow.” She looked over at the kids. “What do we do with them?” she asked quietly.

Lake sighed softly. “All we can do is get them out of here and somewhere safe,” they said softly. “Be a dear and make sure Rebecca doesn’t get loose.” They gripped the paralyzed blood’s jaw, digging the golden claws in a little. “I took time out of my busy schedule just to see her. We’ll see how much she likes being drained over and over.”

Ryann shuddered softly at the words. Then Lake focused on her, and their harsh expression softened. “Oh Ryann, darling,” they said softly and stepped closer. But they didn’t reach out. “I’m so sorry you had to see all that,” they said, folding their hands. They looked sad. Regretful.

Ryann shook her head. She could feel the kids shudder quietly in her arms. “You saved them,” she said softly. “That’s what matters.”

Lake nodded quietly. They inspected the two humans gently, and eventually looked at Ryann again. “I can take care of them now.”

“Sure…” Ryann said hesitantly. Trust in Lake. They’ve done this before, I’d bet. She let go of the young man and tapped his shoulder. She patted Morgan’s as well

They flinched, opened their eyes, and looked at her fearful and confused, in Morgan’s case. Ryann pointed to the side, where Lake stood a little ways away. Except for the blood on their neck and chest, they looked pristine as ever. Their brown eyes watched the young man softly.

“Hello,” they said very softly. They made sure to stand in such a way that the two didn’t get a look at the carnage. “I’m Lake. It’s very nice to meet you.” Their voice remained gentle and comforting as they slowly stripped the golden finger claws from their hand and put them down on the desk. “You went through some… difficult things today. I promise I’ll explain everything.” Their smile became even softer. “You’re safe now.”

The young man broke down in tears and fell into Lake’s arms.

* * *

Lake kept the two’s attention for a bit. In those few minutes, a bunch of Bloods in casual clothes quietly hurried into the room and cleaned away as much of the corpses as they could. They rolled up the bloodstained carpet as well. After that, Lake gently took the two humans’ hands. They already seemed to trust them, and they kept their eyes on them as Lake led them out of the room.

“I need that prize money…” Morgan still muttered in a daze as Ryann walked with her out and down the fire escape.

Ryann rubbed her shoulder. “Listen,” she said softly as behind them two bloods lifted Rebecca’s paralyzed body into an unmarked van. “I can go back and see if there’s any of it in the office.” After all Morgan had gone through and was still willing to do for the money, she wasn’t going to question it. She recognized a kid in trouble.

Meg gave Morgan a pat on the arm. “Come on, let’s get you into the car.” She gently led Morgan away to usher her into a spotless, black car. Ryann ran her hands through her hair with a deep sigh and sat down on the bottom stair of the fire escape. She let her hair down and shook it out a bit.

I feel like I’m gonna have a headache. She hadn’t expected this when she’d agreed to help Meg. Honestly, except for the boss, the blood stealing, and the people ambushing her, everything had gone fine.

She rested her arms across her knees and sighed, shaking her head. “Who am I kidding?” she muttered. The whole thing had been rough. The only silver lining was that they’d shut this shit down. If they hadn’t been here, Rebecca and her Hunger would have killed more. They probably would have done something to Morgan. Maybe Turned her.

Ryann really didn’t want anyone else going through what she’d experienced. Especially not a kid like Morgan.

She sighed deeply and watched Lake speak with Morgan and Alec, as the young man’s name had turned out to be. Then the leader of the Dawn stepped back from the two, and their car drove off, taking the humans to safety. Lake had shown some incredible empathy and gentleness, especially compared to the carnage before that. They spoke to Meg, then came over for a quick goodbye.

“Thank you,” they said softly to Ryann. “For everything you’ve done tonight. I know it must have been very difficult.”

Ryann sighed. “It… It was rough,” she said softly. “But necessary, clearly. And I don’t wanna imagine how Meg would have ended up if she’d been here alone.”

Lake nodded quietly, hands folded before their flowing dress. “Meg has… a habit of putting herself in harm’s way to protect others,” Lake said softly. “I appreciate you helping, but I am sorry you had to see this side of our lives right away.” Their voice was so gentle and full of regret. “This is what I’m fighting against every night. Bloods like these…” They trailed off when Ryann looked up at them.

Her nose was still filled with the blood scent, even out here where the night breeze slowly carried it away. Morgan must have smelled it too, as Lake had led her outside. “I get it,” she said quietly. “I’m still gonna need time to get used to it. But I get it. I… I’ve had to kill tonight.”

Did you have to? that nagging voice at the back of her mind whispered. They could have been reasoned with. They could have been taught better.

Ryann pushed it aside. She had been hurt too many times to be that naive. “I’ll be okay.”

Lake nodded gently. They reached out their hands, and Ryann took them in hers. Lake squeezed gently. Their hands felt so much smaller without the golden claws. “If you need to talk,” they said softly, “Kay… Carver… they could help.”

“Sure,” Ryann said. Her voice remained soft, even as she squeezed Lake’s hands back. Of course Lake wouldn’t suggest themselves. Not after Ryann had watched her make eleven people slaughter each other. “I’ll talk to them.” Of course she had no intention of talking to Carver and Kay. They didn’t need to know about this. She was doing this to be less of a burden on Carver, and the last thing she wanted was for him to find out and worry. And he would worry. He was almost fatherly in that way.

Carver’s a dad, Ryann remembered Derek saying.

She also wouldn’t talk to Kay. She didn’t want to come off as too soft by whining about what was second nature to people like Meg, Lake, Logan and her. So she just gave Lake an attempt at a smile. “I’ll be okay,” she said.

Lake nodded, and their soft, warm hands slid out of Ryann’s. They went and talked to Meg again, who was speaking with the limousine driver. Then they entered the same car that still held Rebecca Maskin, and they drove off.

Ryann let her head hang a bit. She was tired. She had tried to draw out her fights as much as she could, and the wounds she’d sustained whenever she hadn’t dodged fast enough, or had to block a strike had taken a toll on her blood supply. She sighed very deeply. Some Bloods really are just monsters. The thought of Rebecca Maskin looking at Morgan like a piece of meat to be devoured entered her mind. She clenched her still-bandaged fist and wished she could punch her again.

A shuffling sound to her left made her look up. Meg was awkwardly standing there. She had her hood down, mask off, and rubbed the back of her neck awkwardly. After a moment, she opened her mouth to speak, but then froze when she caught Ryann’s gaze.

Ryann patted the stair next to her. “Sit.” It was a pretty clean place to sit.

Meg shuffled over and sat down, quietly fidgeting her tattooed hands. She smelled of blood. Vampire blood, and not any that Ryann recognized.

“I’m sorry,” Meg whispered. “I shouldn’t have dragged you along on this. Not without knowing exactly what was going on.”

Ryann raised an eyebrow at her. Meg just shook her head, keeping her eyes down on the dirty alley floor. Rebecca’s Hunger seemed to have stopped caring about cleanliness as soon as an inch beyond their domain.

“I’m the reason why you had to kill. And why you had to see something truly awful. And watch a massacre.”

Ryann shook her head. “No,” she said softly. “You’re not the reason I killed anyone. Even if I’d been here alone. If I’d seen them, I would have killed them. Because…” She faltered gently. “Because they were monsters. I would have gone to find them anyway, sooner or later.”

Meg growled quietly. “Still… You got hurt because of me. And were in danger because of me.”

“I’m just gonna get hurt.” Ryann shrugged. “That’s how it is. I’m a fighter. But, thanks to you, Morgan is safe. Alec is safe. And Rebecca’s never gonna hurt anyone again.”

Meg sighed deeply. Very slowly, she leaned into Ryann and rested her head on her big shoulder. “I just wish it hadn’t been so horrible.”

Ryann nodded. She decided to change the subject. “Hey, at least you came out of this one pretty good!” She slapped Meg’s back playfully.

Meg huffed and rubbed her back gently. “I guess,” she chuckled softly. “No broken ribs.”

“Do you break your ribs often?” Ryann shuddered at the memory of Meg’s ribs moving back into place at Lake’s the night before.

Meg shrugged. “Eh, it’s a hobby.”

Ryann chuckled very softly. “Nerd.” She smiled very faintly at Meg. “Come on. Let’s go check the office, see if we can find that money Morgan needs.”

“Sure.” Meg stood up and stretched. “You go ahead, I’ll tell the driver. Lake is letting us have their limousine. Even though you’re bloody all over.”

“I’m not so bad,” Ryann chuckled and looked over her bruised arms. There were a few little spots of blood, most not from her. “I’ll see you up there.” She quickly made her way up the stairs.

When she pushed her way past the fire escape door, Ryann thought that something looked different. She wasn’t quite sure what. Maybe it was just her imagination. She heard the cheers and yells of the crowd. They got louder, almost frantic. A deep sigh escaped her. She didn’t want to know what was going on there. Luckily, Meg had already gone to pick up her sweater for her when she’d gotten Morgan’s stuff…

Ryann slowed with a frown as the yells and hollers of the crowd turned into what sounded like screams. She froze when she noticed what was wrong, standing mere metres from the office door.

All the windows in the corridor were pitch black.

They’re one-way windows, Ryann told herself. The lights did look a bit dim. But then everybody from the crowd could see her, right?

So why didn’t they reflect her like they were supposed to.

The door to the office was swinging gently open. A sound reached Ryann’s ears. A gentle clicking sound, like the ticking of a clock. It was accompanied by what sounded like steps.

Ryann’s throat felt dry. The lights above her head flickered.

There was a sound from the office. A sniffing sound. Deep and long. The clicking began to come closer.

She wanted to run. Something in her, a deep, primal fear, told her to run. But her feet remained rooted to the spot. Something was familiar about the dark that ran up the corridor. It was cold. She shuddered. It felt wet. Clammy, almost. It brought back a memory. Something she thought she’d forgotten. Her childhood room, feeling insufferably alien, the night light extinguished.

With the window gently swinging in its hinges, just like the office door did now.

Movement at the door ripped her from her thoughts. Something (Ryann couldn’t bring herself to think of it as a person.) stepped into the opening. It was huge. Lanky. It filled the entire door frame. The only thing she could make out for sure was the long-fingered, bony hand that gripped the golden head of a cane, peeking just into the light.

Ryann grit her teeth. She shook off the fear of the dark with a growl that made the creature, no, the Blood, stop. They smelled dead and truly foul. Like they were rotting from the inside. Get it together. The thought brought her back. The person in the doorway was not huge, nor lanky. Their form wasn’t misshapen, their clothes just seemed too big, to where they bunched in places.

But then they sniffed again. A wet sound followed that sniff, and they looked up. Murky yellow eyes stared at Ryann out of the darkness, under the shade of a hat.

The Blood had moved to take a step, but they hesitated. No, they froze for just a second. “What…?” a gently accented voice slithered through the darkness.

“Who are you?” Ryann asked. Her throat was so dry that it was almost unintelligible.

A crooked smile flashed in the dark. The Blood went to point at her. A crooked, long-fingered hand with claw-like fingernails. The darkness seemed to leap at the motion.

A flash of silver announced Meg as the invisibility fell from her and she used her big knife to split the Blood’s hand down to the wrist. She left it in as she spun and ran, grabbing Ryann and dragging her along.

The Blood in the dark fell to a knee and howled in pain. The shadows seemed to shudder and recoil at the sound. For a moment Ryann saw a sneering face with leathery skin that seemed somehow too loose to fit its wearer.

“Pale-blooded bitch!” The roar was filled with unbridled hate as Meg slammed the fire escape door shut behind Ryann.

“Move it!” she yelled.

“What the fuck?” Ryann yelled back as she ran down the stairs.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Meg was right on her heels. She dived into the limousine door that Ryann had left open, and landed on the floor. “Fucking go! Go, go, go!” she yelled at the driver, panic in her voice.

They slammed the gas and the tires spun and screeched. The door slammed shut. Ryann had to hold on and accidentally dug her claws into the leather seats as the limousine sped up abruptly. Meg rolled across the floor, hugging her head to protect it. “Get us as far from here as possible!” Meg yelled.

Ryann looked back, and behind them the streetlights blinked out one by one. Darkness blanketed the houses and alleys unnaturally. Then they rounded a corner, and the approaching darkness slowed. Eventually, as the driver sped down the still-dark streets, the streetlights remained on.

What the fuck was that? Ryann pushed the thought aside. Meg was still on the ground, texting frantically. Bet she’s glad I got her a phone with a fucking screen now.

“Shit the bed…” Meg heaved herself up onto the seats and pulled a seatbelt on while still texting with one hand. “Of course one shows up now…”

“Meg,” Ryann said slowly, “what the actual fuck was that??” She tried to keep her voice calm. Her heart was still beating so hard, though. She could feel it drumming in her ears.

She could still feel that cold, malicious dark that had crept after her like a living being.

Meg huffed, tossing her phone down in exasperation. “That,” she said, breathing heavy too with both the sudden exertion and agitation, “was the Revel.”

“Remind me what the fuck that is?” Ryann pulled her claws out of the seats. She really hoped Lake wasn’t going to be too upset about that.

Meg rubbed a hand over her face. “The Revel are the fifth of the five great factions,” she said. She sounded worried. “They don’t give a shit about anything. They just care about slaughter for slaughter’s sake. They indulge every urge. Most of them are very old and very dangerous. Fuck… Why is there one here now?”

Ryann pulled a seatbelt on as the driver snaked the limousine around too-slow cars and earned them a chorus of angry honks. They practically bullied their way through the streets. “How do you know they’re from the Revel,” Ryann asked. She held on to the seats nervously.

“Darkness powers are usually a sign of the nocturnae. And they’re all with the Revel.” Meg sighed. “Hating the Revel is the only thing even Lake agrees on with the other factions. We should lay low for a while. The Scarlet Song and the Dawn will be on high alert after that. Fuck… If Lake had stayed there ten minutes longer, we could have gotten that bastard.”

Ryann looked down to the floor. Meg had struck what looked like a pretty painful blow. If she hadn’t frozen up, maybe they wouldn’t have needed Lake. She was quiet for a bit.

Eventually she asked, “Are we in danger?”

Meg shook her head. “No… Generally the Revel is attracted to places where they can wreak the most havoc. Wolfshire isn’t gonna be on their radar unless we specifically tell them where we live. They’re all very straightforward. Still… Try not to go out alone until Lake’s chased this bitch out of this city. Or until They’ve made them face the sun.”

Ryann nodded quietly. She checked the time. It was way before Rachel would wake up. Well, she had this habit of waking around four a.m., but usually things they exchanged over text tended to slip her notice then. I’ll have to remind her later to stay indoors after dark. Just in case.

They spent the rest of the car ride in silence. Eventually, when Meg decided it was safe, and when they’d gotten word back that Lake was mobilizing their entire faction, the driver dropped them off near Carver’s shop. Close enough to get home easily, but far enough to not let him immediately see that she’d been on a job for Lake.

Ryann relaxed a little as she walked with Meg. She felt oddly safe with Meg, even in the dark. Here, near Wolfshire, it seemed less impenetrable somehow. Ever since Ryann had started living here, she was coming to like the place.

“Oh, by the way…” Ryann asked as Carver’s place came into view. “We are getting paid for this, right?”

“Yeah.” Meg sighed gently as she stretched and arched her back. “Fifty thousand to divide among ourselves, courtesy of Lake.”

That made Ryann do a double take. “Fifty thousand??”

Meg frowned and looked at her. “Yeah? I mean, they could give us less, but Lake’s kinda like…” She frowned and ran a tattooed hand through her white hair. When she didn’t find the word, she asked, “What’s the nonbinary version of a sugar mommy?”

“They’re your glucose guardian??” Now Ryann was wheezing with laughter. She doubled over, face hurting with how much she was smiling. She tried to keep the giggles in, but to no avail, and had to hold on to the lamp post next to her. She nearly lost her grip on the sweater and mask under her arm.

Meg’s pale face turned a bright crimson colour. “Hey, shut up! You knew the word for it!”

“Yeah, but you have a glucose guardian!” Ryann tried to calm herself down. Her throat felt choked with laughter. It took her a good minute, during which Meg crossed her arms, tapped her foot, and looked away. Her blush just crept lower down her neck.

Finally, Ryann managed to say, “I’m gonna remember that for blackmail!”

“Asshole!”

She almost burst out giggling again. “Aw, what’s wrong, buddy? Don’t like talking about your pretty glucose guardian?”

Meg glared. “If you tell them about this, I will fucking bite you.”

“Sure, nerd.” Ryann giggled quietly to herself the rest of the way. She looked at Meg with a grin when the came time to separate. “Hey… revelations about your and Lake’s relationship aside…”

(“Fuck off, there’s no relationship of any kind.”)

“… I’m really glad you’re okay,” Ryann finished with a smile. “I’m glad we got Morgan and Alec out. And I… thanks.”

Meg frowned. “What for?”

Ryann pulled her into a hug. “You know what,” she said softly.

Meg huffed and leaned into her. “I didn’t do anything.”

“Sure you didn’t,” Ryann whispered. They stayed like this for a bit, and even though Ryann was hesitant to let her new friend (They were friends, right?) walk alone into the dark, she felt much better than after Lake’s raid on the Monster Massacre Club.

She took a deep breath, flipped the lights on in the stairwell, and ascended it, fully expecting to get asked a bunch of worried questions by a worried man who had been a complete stranger three weeks ago, and now treated her almost like a daughter.
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Making an entire town safe turned out to be actually a pretty tough job. Especially when your job keeps trying to claw your eyes out.

“Fucking grab it!!” Ryann yelled over at Meg while she wrestled with the thing on top of her. It screeched, which allowed Ryann a good look into the beak of its porcelain-white mask and the flat teeth gnashing behind.

“You grab it!” Meg snapped back as she tried to get her arms around the large, flailing wings. The stupid thing had two sets, one black with white tips, apparently stronger than Meg, the other smaller and on the underside. That one was just pitch black and fast enough to keep slapping Ryann in the face like a whip. It made it very hard to see anything, since Ryann didn’t want to lose her fucking eyes because Meg wasn’t grabbing the dumb thing!

“I would grab it,” Ryann yelled back, pushing up against the beast harder, “if I didn’t have to stop its claws from getting into my face!”

She had noticed them around the city after a couple of weeks after the fight club incident. That had been resolved by Lake while Ryann had spent her time looking for monsters that could be a threat. She’d been on a few hunts now. The monsters were growing more and more aggressive, it seemed.

These particular monsters were thin creatures, with legs thin as a crane or stork’s, completely black and gangly. They hunched on windowsills and lamp posts in the darker back alleys, sitting in places that should bend and snap under their weight, like thin twigs or wires.

Their long faces atop the vulture-like necks covered in slick, black feathers twisted about as they spied on the people below or inside the houses they were stalking, and in the dark hollows of their white masks, they schemed, taking in every little secret.

That was what the Almanac said they did. Veritae, it called them, a word Ryann thought was oddly close to the Latin word family for truth and related things. Carver insisted the language was much older and lost to the world, which made Meg actively weep. She was a bit of a nerd, and the historian in her did not like the words “lost to the world.”

Ryann huffed and called on her blood, rousing one of her gifts. Her veins burned, so did her muscles as they hardened and flexed and tightened once more. With a colossal effort, Ryann heaved the thing off her and to the side. It skittered about and hissed, backing away from Meg who swung a wicked, serrated knife at its face.

“I don’t think it wants us to take off its stupid mask!” Meg yelled back at Ryann. She pursued the thing as it tried to escape over the edge of the roof to one further down.

Ryann moved to flank it in case it doubled back. “If it just stood still for a fucking second…”

The veritae jumped, trying to take flight. Meg reached back, then she threw her knife. It whirled through the air and embedded itself into the creature with a dull thud. It shrieked and plummeted to the roof below, where it continued to skitter and scramble, now with one large wing hanging limp.

“Good throw!” Ryann smacked Meg’s shoulder as she stopped, one foot up on the raised border of the roof, leaning on her knee to rest a bit.

“I better get my knife back,” Meg grumbled. “Fuck me, these things are tough…”

“There they are!” The voice echoed ahead of the two vampires who burst out of one of the stairwells a few roofs over. The slender woman in the suit leading the charge was in such a hurry that the metal door she slammed open nearly flew off the hinges.

Oh for fuck’s sake… “You have gotta be fucking kidding me.” Ryann clenched her fists.

“What?” Meg had been leaning over the edge to track the path the veritae was most likely to take. She looked over her shoulder and groaned. “Oh, shit the bed…” she said with such exasperation Ryann almost laughed.

Almost.

“We really don’t have time to deal with these fucks right now.” Ryann checked the roof beneath them, then looked at Meg who had a new knife out, this one wavy like a kris. “We gotta get that thing before it eats any more people. We can deal with Micky’s stooges later.”

“Sure,” Meg sighed and rolled over the edge. Ryann followed.

She landed with a roll on the roof mat and immediately sprinted after the awkwardly hopping veritae. She could hear its hollow whispers across the rooftop. Veritae spied on people and told the secrets they collected to those who left them shiny things. They were usually harmless, a nuisance at best, but every now and then one would end up either accidentally or intentionally devouring human flesh. And apparently the secrets held in a strip of skin or a finger bone or an eyeball or better yet, the brain, were a little too delicious for them to pass up in favour of spying and listening.

Ryann had discovered this one with its entire head buried inside a dead man’s gut, and had immediately called her friends for an impromptu hunt.

It had gone rather poorly. Ryann liked to be prepared for a hunt after the disastrous first time. She liked to have plans, backups, choose the terrain, and have some equipment.

She definitely liked not being hunted by Micky fucking Fontaine’s idiots. Ryann had gotten better at dealing with killing. Sometimes, with monsters like them, it just needed to be done. She still didn’t like it, though. Who would?

The veritae tried to hobble further to the corner of the roof. The street beyond was wide enough to allow it to slip away and hide long enough for its natural camouflage to kick in. Most people didn’t notice these things because they removed themselves from their perceptions, much like Meg did.

Ryann wasn’t going to let that happen. She sprinted faster, pushing her muscles, which had just calmed down from the use of her gift, and tackled the beast against the edge of the roof. It hissed loudly, whispering more rapid secrets, which Ryann knew was how it healed itself. Ryann grabbed the knife and pulled hard. The tough flesh of the veritae resisted the edge. Despite its scrawny look, it was just stupid durable and strong. The beast focused its empty eye sockets on her and screeched again, then its bony, owl-like beak hacked at Ryann’s eyes.

“Little help here??” Ryann yelled over her shoulder. Meg was there a split second later to punch the bird in the throat.

It hacked and the whispering broke off for a second as its swan-like neck twisted under the strike. Then it was right back to gnawing at them.

“Get the assholes!” Meg yelled over the loud screeching. “I’ve got this!” She plunged her second knife into the beast’s ribcage, which got a loud screech out of it as it clawed at her.

Ryann nodded and pushed off, leaving Meg to wrestle with the veritae while she scrambled to her feet and got ready to throw down with the other vampires. They were just dropping down from the roof. Both of them briefly slowed when they met Ryann’s gaze, then they sped up again.

Both wore cheap suits that made them look important at a distant glance. Micky thought it just made them look important, period. The woman, Ryann knew. She was slim, fast, and had very sharp claws. Oh, and she was also a murderer.

The guy Ryann didn’t know, but he was built like a brick wall with a clean shaven head covered in a number of scars. One of his eyes was constantly drifting to the side, probably thanks to the deep, old cut that went along his inner eye corner. The other glowed with hate.

The woman was on Ryann first. Her brown hair had come loose from the tidy bun during the chase Ryann and Meg had led them on, and was fluttering in the wind. She jumped at Ryann, claws going for her eyes.

Ryann’s face was already cut up more than she liked. She could feel the air burning on her wounds and her whole face was throbbing gently, so she wasn’t having any of that. The woman, Lorraine, looked surprised when Ryann instead grabbed her wrists, pulled her in and drove a knee into her stomach. A gasp escaped her as all the remaining air was pressed out of her lungs. Ryann snarled softly at the scent of fresh blood.

“Did you stop for a midnight snack?” she growled and let go of Lorraine’s wrist to instead drive an elbow into her face. Satisfied with the crunch of a narrow nose under her strike, she let the woman fall back.

The guy dashed at Ryann to tackle her. He was about as big as Kay, who had been mercilessly drilling Ryann at Carver’s request, but he was a lot fucking slower. Ryann dodged to the side, easily slipping past her opponent and the grasping arms, and slammed a fist straight into his jaw. He went down like a sack of potatoes and groaned loudly.

“Yeah, not so easy when people can fight back, is it?” Ryann muttered and kicked him hard in the gut. He smelled just as blood-soaked as Lorraine.

Speaking of, Lorraine was up again, nose bleeding, and clawed at Ryann’s eyes. Ryann caught her hand again and twisted her arm with one swift motion that threw the other Blood off balance with a surprised cry. Ryann threw her off the roof. The cry broke off with a crunch.

Ryann flinched at the sound, more annoyed than upset. First the monster. Then Micky’s assholes. She was absolutely done with this night.

The other Blood roared in anger. “Murderer!”

“Funny, I was gonna say the same,” Ryann said flatly.

“Ryann, watch out!” Meg suddenly yelled. She turned around just in time to see the monster on a collision course with her. It slammed into her hard, threw her to the ground, and scrambled past her. Its wings flapped frantically.

“I’ve got this guy, go get it!” Meg yelled and threw herself at the Blood who was lunging for Ryann. He gasped as Meg slammed him aside with the use of enhanced strength.

Ryann didn’t even turn around to look. She sprinted right after the creature, just as it reached the edge of the roof, and when it pushed off with spread wings, Ryann jumped.

It was a far jump. The veritae moved fast, and Ryann hadn’t had time to use her gift again. For a few terrifying moments Ryann was in midair with nothing but darkness beneath. Her stomach dropped and she felt the surge of adrenaline through her body. Her claws came out. Then the veritae vanished in a strange ripple that went over its wings.

Ryann blinked. One moment it had been there, the next it was simply gone. Oh. I didn’t know they could go invisible while I was looking at them, she thought, and dropped.

She flailed around as she fell, and her claws caught on something soft. She clenched her fist on the invisible monster’s wing and ruined its balance. Instead of steering towards an open, dark alley, it banked off and slammed hard into the corner of a brick building.

Ryann let go a second before making contact. The air was still driven out of her lungs at the impact and she grabbed on for any sort of handhold.

There was none. The old brick crumbled away under her fingers, then it was out of reach. Ryann fell, activated her strength gift once more and hoped for the best.

She impacted a metal dumpster with a loud clang and lay there with a groan. Her back was on fire, but nothing seemed broken. Ryann could feel her body trying to mend itself slowly.

She rolled off the dumpster, crawling out of the sizable dent she had left in the lid, and shakily stood on her feet. The veritae was crumpled in an unconscious heap a few metres away. Ryann knew it probably wasn’t dead. The almanac stated that you had to remove its mask to kill one. Destroying that brain was the only way to kill one.

Ryann walked over to it on wobbly feet and pulled out the knife Meg had lent her. A crash on the ground behind her made her twist, ready to stab. Meg was a few paces behind her, breathing hard, sporting a red, busted lip on her pale face and a few cuts across her jaw and neck. She was sitting on the bodies of Lorraine and the other guy, with a puddle of blood forming under them. She grunted and took the big guy’s head between her hands. She lifted it, then slammed it hard back onto the asphalt. The crack of it made Ryann feel a bit sick. “Fuck. My. Life,” Meg huffed, slowly getting up.

“Seems pretty fucked already,” Ryann said, finally allowing herself to relax a little. “You sure those two aren’t gonna be any problem?” she asked when Meg just left them to come join her.

“Yeah, we got ‘em good,” Meg huffed. She was limping a little. “What about you? Heard a crashing sound and I can’t help but notice that you’re, you know, not two stories up.”

Ryann rubbed her back. “Metal dumpster cushioned my fall.”

“Lucky you’re so fucking sturdy.” Meg punched Ryann’s shoulder lightly.

They both groaned softly in pain. “You got the crowbar for the Veritae?” Ryann asked.

Meg shook her head. “Lost it when I was trying to stake Gavin on it.”

“Gavin?” Ryann frowned. She looked at the big guy. “Oh.”

“Yeah,” Meg said. “Real piece of work. Wish I had your training, you made fucking him up look easy.” She licked her busted lip and hissed softly.

“How do you know him?” Ryann wondered. If Meg knew a Blood’s name, there was usually a story behind it.

“Gav over there is rumoured to be a cannibal. Apparently he really wants to eat a soul. Too bad those don’t exist,” Meg said dryly. She tended to get sarcastic when she was in pain.

Ryann hummed with a nod and looked over at the veritae. “So… guess we’re trying it with knives?”

Meg looked around for her current primary knife, which was a giant, forward-pointed, serrated chopping monster. Then she sighed and pulled a combat knife out of her boot. “Guess so.”

Trying to pry the mask of the unconscious veritae proved near impossible. It took her using her full weight and her gift to get the blade under the mask in the first place, and pulling or prying did nothing except bend the blade precariously.

“I need a moment,” Ryann finally groaned, getting sick from the stench of rot coming out of the creature’s slack mouth.

“It’s not that bad,” Meg said and rolled her eyes.

“Yeah, says the person who uses the sewers as a shortcut,” Ryann grumbled, standing aside and trying to suppress the desire to throw up. Vampire sense of smell had downsides.

Meg tore at and wriggled the knife around. “Shit the bed, that’s really stuck…”

Ryann frowned and sat down against the brick wall. The alley they had landed in was pretty narrow, and a quick check around with her other senses showed no sign of anybody approaching.

“So, souls,” Ryann said after a moment. “You think they’re not real?” She had never been superstitious or spiritual. But then again, magic, monsters and Bloods were real.

“I’ve been studying the supernatural for six years,” Meg said, yanking the knife out of the monster’s head. “Nothing,” she grunted as she stabbed it back in, “in any way points to souls being a thing. Just Blood superstition. There’s just nothing… Oh for fuck’s sake, will you come off already??”

Ryann folded her hands behind her head and looked up at the grey sky. Light pollution from the city always made it hard to see any stars. “I guess,” Ryann hummed. The superstition of soul-sucking was one reason why cannibalism was prohibited for Bloods. She put it out of her mind and drew on her blood to heal herself a little. 

Meg huffed, still working on the veritae. “I guess if you treat the Gift of Blood as the soul… It’s not like there’s a guideline.”

Ryann shrugged. “Maybe? Does that mean a werewolf’s soul is their other half? Their wolf inside them?”

“Maybe. Wolves are kinda weirdly spiritual,” Meg grumbled and hacked and sawed at the monster’s flesh. “Fuck me, I want some fuckin’ clothes made of this thing’s skin…”

Ryann giggled when a thought occurred to her. “Hang on,” she chuckled and sat up, leaning an arm on her knee. “Does that mean Kay’s soul is a big puppy? Because that would explain a lot!”

Meg threw her head back and laughed. “Hah, yes! Big puppy Kay!”

“Well this ‘puppy’ just killed twelve Bloods,” Kay’s voice rang out of the darkness, making both of them flinch and try to hide their smirks. “So for your sake I really hope you’ve got more to show for this night than some dumb jokes.”

Kay’s face was as stoic and beautiful as ever, though her voice conveyed a slight hint of annoyance. Maybe her glare was a tiny bit more intense than usual. Oh, and she was also covered in blood. Her black sweater was stained with dark fluids, it was smeared over her cheek and across her forehead, crusted into her hair… She almost looked as if her scars had broken up again.

More of a stern puppy, Ryann thought to herself. Kay’s sharp glare snapped to her immediately, as if she could read minds.

Ryann waved at her and smiled.

Kay rolled her eyes. She ran a hand through her wild hair and pushed it out of her face. The sword over her shoulder was stained dark red and black too. Not an inch remained clean.

“We killed Lorraine and Gavin,” Meg said.

Kay frowned. “Who?”

“Ouch, poor Gavin,” Ryann muttered. “Why you gotta do him like that?” Humour helped make it feel less terrible.

“I’ve literally never heard of this guy. Should I have?” Kay looked over at Ryann, then back to Meg.

Meg shook her head sadly. “Ooof, for real. Probably a good thing he’s dead.”

Kay blinked. “No, seriously, who?”

Ryann shrugged. “I dunno, some dude,” she chuckled. “We haven’t dead-deaded ‘em yet.”

Kay nodded. “Alright. Come on, Ryann, help me give that uh… deadening a little push.”

Ryann got up and wiped her hands on her dirty sweatpants. “Yay, murder bonding,” she sighed. She went with Kay and held Gavin up when the bartender swung her sword. One quick cut ended a serial killer. They did the same for Lorraine.

“We gotta get fuckin’ fountain,” Ryann sighed as she dropped the body. “He’s bringing in more and more of these assholes.”

Kay put her sword down against a wall and grabbed Gavin’s head and his ankle. “If he’d stop running like a coward,” she said, dragging the large body along with relative ease. Ryann followed suit with the other one.

“Hey,” Ryann said softly when they had dumped the bodies in a space the sun was sure to get them and burn them. “Do you think I’m doing alright?”

Kay stopped trying to wipe the blood off her face and looked at Ryann. “What do you mean, kid?”

Ryann shrugged, and the motion made her bruised back burn. “I just… never foresaw that one day I’d be stacking bodies in an alley.” She hugged herself a little bit. She was great at fighting. But killing just felt… dirty. Even if they were bad people.

Kay cocked her head gently. “What do you mean by ‘doing alright?’”

Ryann shrugged again, more gently. She wasn’t sure what she had meant. “I guess… I just don’t want to become callous. Or a monster like them. I don’t want killing to be… I dunno.”

Kay put a large hand on Ryann’s shoulder. “I get it,” she said with her soothing voice. “It’s hard. Honestly, I don’t enjoy it either. I like a good fight, but I only kill when it’s necessary.” She put her hand on Ryann’s head and pulled her into a little hug. Ryann leaned into it and closed her eyes.

“When I let a killer go,” Kay said, “the next time they murder is on me. It’s my fault for not stopping someone who has already shown that they’re a monster. Some monsters deserve death.”

“It just feels weird to be judge, jury and executioner,” Ryann muttered.

Kay ran her hand over Ryann’s head gently. “Remember. We’re not doing this because we like killing. We’re doing this because these assholes,” she gestured to the bodies, “like to snatch up people from the street. People like you, before you were Turned. People like Rachel.”

Ryann clenched her fists so hard her claws pierced into her palms. “I won’t let that happen,” she growled.

“And I won’t ever let you go down a dark path, kid,” Kay whispered and pressed a kiss to the crown of Ryann’s head. “I promise.”

They remained locked in the embrace for a moment, before Ryann pulled back, feeling much better. “Thanks,” she said softly. She punched Kay’s shoulder gently. “You always know how to cheer me up.”

“No worries,” Kay hummed. She frowned softly and looked over at Meg. “What is she doing…?”

Ryann cocked her head and enhanced her hearing with a gift. She could hear Meg cursing. And then she heard whispers. “Ah fuck…” Ryann grumbled and sprinted back down the alley.

Meg was wrestling with the newly awakened veritae, which had bitten deep into her shoulder and was also whispering rapidly. Somehow that worked with only one mouth.

Kay was so hot on Ryann’s heels, she almost bumped into her. At the sight of the creature, still not dead, her usual stoic appearance turned ever so slightly more upset. “Why the fuck,” she growled deep in her chest, “do I have to do everything myself?” She stomped over to Meg and the veritae.

Meg waved to her. “Little help…?”

Kay grabbed the creature’s neck. It hissed and whirled around to her, then the grip tightened and it writhed. The veritae shrieked as Kay grabbed the top of its mask, pushing her fingers under it. The shrieking intensified, as did the thrashing with its long claws and wings that made Meg back off.

Ryann watched the fabric of Kay’s sweater pull tight and strain over her back as she tensed. Then, with a grunt, Kay ripped her hands apart like she was splitting wood with her bare hands. The creature howled as its white bone mask cluttered to the ground. Its wings flailed as it writhed in pain. Kay pinned it down, one knee on its chest, a hand on its neck, and despite the veritae’s enormous strength, it couldn’t shake her off.

Kay punched it once. Twice. A third time. The last one sent a loud crunching sound through the alley and the creature froze and shuddered. Then it fell limp. Kay stood up, knuckles now dripping with dark blood. “Right. You,” she said to Meg as she picked up the mask and tossed it to her, “try and make sure nobody finds the guys I left where we first started chasing this thing.”

“Yes ma’am,” Meg hummed. She put the dripping bone mask in front of her face and saluted.

Kay rolled her eyes. She looked at Ryann. “You, get my sword,” she said. She heaved the carcass of the creature onto her shoulder.

Ryann gasped. “I get to hold the sword?” She didn’t really try to hide her excitement.

Kay’s lips twitched in a gentle smile. “Yes, kid, you get to hold the sword.” She adjusted the weight over her shoulder and followed Ryann.

Ryann immediately hurried to pick up the twohander. She put it over her shoulder like she’d seen Kay do so many times. “So,” Ryann said as they walked side by side, “were you really that angry or just trying to show off?”

“What do you mean?” Kay raised an eyebrow at her. “Sometimes you just have to rip your enemies to pieces with your bare fucking hands. I wasn’t gonna wait to get my sword, since it had already bitten Meg.”

“Riiight,” Ryann hummed. “No showing off. At all.”

“Nope.”

“Just you worrying about us. Like the big, stern puppy that you are.”

Kay rolled her eyes. “Sure, kid.”

Ryann giggled softly. She leaned into Kay a bit. “Thanks, ‘Kibble.’”

Kay rolled her eyes and continued on her way.

* * *

The back alleys of Toronto looked, as always, devoid of all people. Ryann had grown to appreciate that by now. It made it way easier to hide the occasional vampire skirmish. But just because it was devoid of human life didn’t mean there was nobody here. The winding alleys and streets in ill repair were the home of the supernatural. Vampires walked here, wolves ran and chased one another, and strange creatures that preferred the dim light and quiet over the buzz of the city roamed and nested in abandoned houses.

And nobody cared that Ryann and Kay were dragging the body of yet another monster through the streets. Ryann had been on three such hunts now, including the veritae, and the Stalwart Hunter’s Almanac had proven invaluable. Ryann hummed softly and looked over at Kay. “Any new buyer for the monster parts?” she asked. After taking down a large dog-like creature that looked like skin pulled over a bony frame, Ryann had asked Logan and Meg to reach out to their contacts. The carcasses were starting to pile up, and Nemo thought they would make good spell components. It was a good way to get rid of them while making a profit. Nobody said a good deed had to go unrewarded.

“We’ve had a couple,” Kay said, adjusting the weight on her shoulder a bit. She carried it like it was nothing. “We had to sell the teeth separately from the skull because Nemo told us to set the price higher. But I think you made more of a profit on that than if you’d tried selling the skull whole.”

“We,” Ryann corrected. “We split the money, as always.”

“You really need it more.”

“I’m letting Carver pay for everything,” Ryann said, trying to hide how she wasn’t really comfortable with that. “We split.”

Kay rolled her eyes. “You’re cute. Sure, kid, we split the money. As for the rest, we got rid of most of the bones and the, uh… organs.”

“Do I want to know?” Ryann muttered. She hadn’t been there for the butchering.

“You really don’t,” Kay said with a little chuckle. “Even Nemo was grossed out. Meg actually bought the skin. I gave her a discount so she’d get over us not letting her taxidermy the damn thing.”

Ryann shuddered at the memory of the bony, elongated body of the creature. “Yeah, no thanks,” she muttered. She would have enough nightmares from that thing and its shark teeth without Meg working her magic.

Kay chuckled softly. She gave Ryann a brief glance. “Rachel asked if she could work at the gym again.”

Ryann groaned.

“You really have to try and dissuade her from that idea. I’m running out of ways to turn her down gently.”

“I know,” Ryann muttered ed. She didn’t like saying no to Rachel. She wouldn’t have even minded her working at the gym. Being around her made Ryann smile even through the hardest days, and she was such a ray of sunshine. Doing anything to dim that felt… wrong.

“She seems to be enjoying her new job though,” Ryann said softly. Her fingers played over the hilt of the sword a little. “Maybe she could help out just once or twice a week?”

Kay shrugged. “You’re the one who wants to keep all this…” She gestured to the creature on her shoulder. “… secret. I get why. It can be difficult to come to terms with.” Kay’s look to Ryann was full of gentle understanding. She’d seen Logan face the same issue with Valerie and Lyn.

“I know, I know,” Ryann sighed. “I’ll talk to her tomorrow. It just really hurts to turn her down.”

Kay hummed softly. “Well, better you than me. I think she finds me a bit intimidating.”

“You, intimidating?” Ryann laughed softly. “You’re soft and warm.”

“Mm-hm, keep telling yourself that,” Kay said with a gentle chuckle.

They walked for a bit longer in comfortable silence, nearing Carver’s butcher shop. “Do we have enough space to store this?” Ryann asked as the thought occurred to her. “I don’t wanna take up too much space.”

“Should be fine.” Kay tilted her head, cracking her neck with a little huff. “Charlie should be moving the pork from the second cooler.”

“Good to know that’s what Carver has in there,” Ryann said casually

Kay glared at her. “Oh, what, instead of people?? Yeah, I heard about that. Stop grinning.” Her words were hard and her voice even, but there was a faint, playful edge to her tone. The longer Ryann knew Kay, the better she was able to read her.

Ryann tried to suppress the smirk on her face. “Look, it was a joke!” she laughed softly and darted away when Kay reached out to put her in a headlock.

“Yeah, you’re a real comedian,” Kay said and rolled her eyes, but stopped reaching for her.

Ryann just giggled softly and returned to her side. “Come on, it’s kinda funny! You know he sounds like a serial killer.”

“You’re lucky he thinks it’s funny.” Kay muttered.

“Yeah, his sense of humour is great.”

“You say that, but I’ve heard you sigh at his dad jokes.”

“He’d make a great dad,” Ryann admitted with a gentle, warm feeling in her chest.

Kay just nodded quietly. They reached Carver’s shop soon after. It was an unassuming little place built into the side of a house, where Carver employed very normal human people. He had a habit of taking people in who needed help, giving them jobs and helping them find places to stay.

Right now, however, the shop was filled with people entirely not human. During the day, it carried some pretty good meats that people with discerning palates travelled even into the back alleys for. At night, Carver opened the shop to the supernatural world.

Ryann pulled open the deceptively hard to look through glass door and held it for Kay. The big bartender had to adjust and wriggle a little to fit through the opening with their catch, then Ryann followed her inside.

Behind the counter, in a spot not visible through the door, stood Charlie. She was wearing a butcher’s apron and a hairnet, and was cutting up what looked like ribs. She smiled and looked up at the chime of the doorbell.

“Hey, guys!” she called and wiped the back of her hand over her cheek, smearing the splatter of blood over her tan skin. “How was the hunt?”

“Eh. Annoying,” Ryann said and crouched down. In one of the corners of the room, hidden from the door behind a cabinet, an enormous black wolf with yellow eyes rose from a blanket. Kate stretched out her long, lanky legs as she padded over to Ryann and nuzzled her snout to Ryann’s hand.

“Micky sent his assholes after us again,” Ryann elaborated as she gently let her fingers brush over the side of Kate’s face and neck. The first time she’d tried to pet her, she’d nearly lost her hand.

Well, no, she hadn’t, but Kate had been super embarrassed and had voiced it in a growl.

“Oof,” Charlie said sympathetically. “Gotta wonder how big of an ass you have to be to have so many detachable assholes.”

“Not big enough to take a punch from me,” Kay muttered and dumped the veritae over the counter with a thud. “Coward keeps running soon as he smells me.”

“You did kill fourteen of his guys tonight,” Ryann hummed. She gave Kate another pet before standing up. Kate plodded over to Kay and sniffed her heels before going back to her guard position on the blanket.

“What about you guys?” Ryann asked. “Everything okay?”

“Yup!” Charlie slammed the cleaver into the cutting board. “Your girlfriend is safe and sound!”

Ryann blushed super hard. “Charlie!” she hissed with a glare. When she had asked her friends to help her keep an eye on Rachel after dark, she hadn’t counted on so many jokes at her expense. “We’re just friends!”

“Right, right, just friends who text each other every five minutes during work,” Charlie giggled.

Ryann frowned and decided to ignore Charlie’s shit-eating grin and stupid jokes. “She texts me during work?” She and Rachel texted a lot. Like a lot a lot. She had just assumed that she tended to reach Rachel during her time off or on break. “I don’t want her to get in trouble because of me.”

“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Kay said. “Now, who wants to help me pluck this thing?” She patted the corpse of the monster bird.

“I’ll help,” Charlie said. “I took a nap earlier, so I feel like doing some work.”

Ryann shook her head. Werewolves, just napping whenever they wanted. She wondered how their sleep schedules weren’t completely screwed up.

They took their catch to the basement, dropped it onto the large butchering table, and got to work taking the carcass apart. Ryann was grateful for the werewolves helping. Their strength made it much easier to cut open the tight skin and sever the muscles. Charlie groaned as she peeled the skin off the shattered skull. “Ewww, Kay, it’s leaking everywhere!”

“Well… Get a jar or something?”

Charlie looked around, holding the dripping head in her gloved, messy hands. The jars they had set out already were collecting blood that dripped off the channels in the table.

“Here you go!” a happy little voice called out from the stairs leading up into the shop, and Nemo bounced down with a big jar. She was a little bundle of mischief and happiness, as always.

Nemo was somehow also always the epitome of fashionable, which was a kind of magic of its own. Her eyeshadow always matched the magenta of her hair, which really brought out her dark, purple-blue eyes. Her dark violet lipstick was never smudged, her clothes always spotless, and the shiny black skull on her purple choker was always polished and glinting.

“Thanks, Nemo,” Charlie said. She looked at the opening of the jar, then the head in her hands. “Uh… okay, how do I…?”

“Just scoop out the brain with a spoon!” Nemo said, smiling.

“Um. I don’t know how to do that?”

“Oh, let me, I do it all the time!” Nemo smiled even brighter and dashed off to get a spoon. She was a little thick in build but moved around places like a tiny magenta cannonball. Way faster than you’d expect or could ever be prepared for. Before Ryann could even say hello, she was gone. Then she was suddenly back and jumped up at Kay and kissed her cheek. “Hi, Kibble!” she said happily.

Kay rolled her eyes playfully and hugged her back. “Hey cutie. How was your evening?”

“It was great! Necromancy is way more fun than I thought!” Nemo said, nuzzling into Kay. She gasped softly. “Oh, right, the spoon!”

Kay chuckled and watched Nemo dash off. “She’s adorable,” she said softly with such love.

“She is…” Ryann agreed with a faint frown as she tied all the large feathers together and stuffed them in a jar of their own, just to keep them contained. She added, “Should we be worried about that necromancy stuff?”

Kay shrugged and dismissed it. “If it’s important, I’m sure Nemo will tell us. That, or it’ll come back to bite us in the ass.”

“Literally,” Ryann hummed.

“It’s your fault for having such big, pretty asses then,” Nemo said as she came back with a large metal spoon. She took off the fingerless glove she had on her left hand, revealing her palm and the back of her hand doodled over with runes and symbols. Then she grabbed the neck of the creature and started hammering at the splits in the skull with her spoon, stabbing it in.

Kay chuckled softly as Ryann gently rolled her eyes at the ass comment, and went over to her girlfriend. “Here, let me,” she said.

Nemo happily handed her the head and tool. Kay gripped it tight, then stabbed the spoon in with a loud crunch. There was another crunch as she peeled that shard of bone away, and a spray of blood shot over Nemo’s lavender top. She didn’t pay it much mind. She was busy biting her lip and watching her girlfriend’s muscles as she worked.

“There,” Kay said, with half the brain exposed. “This good?”

Nemo nodded eagerly. “Thanks!” She took the spoon again. A little frown crossed her face. “Why is half the brain all messed up?”

“I had to punch it in the brain,” Kay shrugged.

Nemo hummed and tapped the spoon to her chin in thought, leaving some dark stains there. “Well, I guess it’ll still make a good soup!”

Ryann almost gagged. “Nemo…”

“It was a joke!” Nemo rolled her eyes. “I mean, it wasn’t, but it wouldn’t be people-soup!”

“What… other kinds of soup are there?” Charlie asked nervously.

“Spell soup!” Nemo said. She looked at Ryann. “Also, you suggested trying to make them into food!”

Ryann blushed. “Look, the blood of that other one actually tasted pretty good!”

“Well, here’s a jar of veritae blood,” Kay said and took a jar with the dark liquid from where the blood had drained off the table. She screwed a lid on, wiped it off, and set it on the table Ryann was working at with the feathers before putting another on the floor. “I’ll get you a paper bag for it later.”

“Nice,” Ryann hummed. “Can I get some of the meat and bones too? I think making a soup is actually not a bad idea.”

Charlie hummed softly and nodded. “Sure. Tell us in the group chat if you get indigestion. Or the runs. We’ll bring you proper food. You know. Because we are friends, and friends help each other do absolutely stupidly dumb things.”

Kay groaned and rubbed her forehead. “For the last time, Charlie, I’m not punching you in the face full force!”

“I just wanna see if I can take it!” Charlie whined, looking up at Kay with puppy-dog eyes. “You keep punching Ryann full force!”

“Not really, and we wear protective gear,” Ryann said. The one time she had gotten punched by Kay without holding back was when she had tried to see how tough her Gift made her. It had still hurt more than the average punch she’d taken in the ring, and it had sent her flying. Kay was great with her sword, but she was no slouch without it.

Charlie grumbled softly. “You never let me have any fun,” she huffed and slammed the back of the meat cleaver down on the spine behind the head, where it was wrapped in a cloth towel. The crunch echoed through the room.

Kay leaned over and ruffled her short hair. “Don’t worry, I’m sure Dani might punch you if you ask nicely.”

“I guess, she’s almost as big as you,” Charlie grumbled.

Ryann smiled softly as she watched them. They were all big messes, but she honestly hadn’t felt as comfortable anywhere else. Nemo came over and asked about the hunt. She listened wide-eyed. She was small enough that she only had to hunch down a tiny bit to lean her elbows on the table and rest her chin on her hands.

Her eyes lit up with excitement as Ryann told her about the veritae’s strange powers and the vampires hunting them… And about Meg falling off a roof. Nemo giggled. “That’s so Meg!” she laughed softly. “Always getting her face smashed. I think she might enjoy it.”

“Yeeeeeeah…” Ryann said hesitantly, remembering the dozen times she had watched Meg slowly limp away from a half-baked plan. Somehow the universe always sought to humble her. But now she had Ryann to watch her back.

“She’ll be fine. She usually sleeps it off in a day,” Nemo hummed.

“I guess,” Ryann said, still gently concerned. “So, about that necromancy…” Nemo’s eyes lit up and she launched into a lengthy explanation about how the quality of the soil was actually really important for raising the dead and binding them eternally to your will — not that Nemo would ever do that.

“I really wouldn’t,” she said innocently in response to Ryann’s skeptical look. “Not until I’ve figured out how to make them stop decomposing.”

“Good to know,” Ryann said slowly, only a little nervous. She generally trusted Nemo to behave, but sometimes she scared Ryann a bit.

“Ryann, do you think this looks more like a liver or a stomach?” Charlie asked and approached Ryann with something that in no way looked like a stomach.

“I know what a liver looks like,” Kay said.

Ryann frowned. “I guess even monsters evolved from natural stuff, if they have livers.”

“Even that dog had normal organs,” Kay said as she wiped her hands with a cloth. Her apron had gotten stained with some blood splatters. “I am learning way more about monster anatomy than I care for.”

A loud growl from upstairs made them all freeze. There was the sound of claws clicking on the tiled floor, and then the light that fell down was obscured by a shadow.

Ryann craned her neck and caught sight of Kate. Kate’s ears perked up and she tilted her head when she saw Ryann too. “What’s wrong, girl?” Ryann asked.

She didn’t get an answer beyond a whine. Werewolves in their wolf form could understand humans to some extent, Kay had explained to Ryann. But it was difficult and required focus, and Kate was the most feral of all the wolves Ryann knew.

“I think she’s bored,” Charlie said, as always a master at deciphering wolf intentions. Or she made it all up, who knows?

“Hm. We’ll give her something to chew on,” Kay said. She went upstairs, and Kate made space for her. Kay disappeared into the back of the shop, and a little bit later the big black wolf plodded past the stairway with a big bone in her mouth.

The crunching started soon after Kay descended back down. They did a little more work, cleaning out the ribcage and gut of the veritae, then Kay ran a hand through her hair and inspected their work. “Looks good to me,” she said. “Wanna call it a night and just do the rest some other time?”

“Sure, Ryann and I can put it in the freezer,” Charlie said as she screwed shut another jar with organs in it. “If that’s okay. I cleaned it out.”

“Sure,” Kay said thoughtfully and put her hand on the pale flesh. “Seems to be cold already, so there shouldn’t be any problem with bacteria… Sure, put it away.”

“A’ight,” Charlie said and grabbed the legs of the thing. She almost pulled it away too quickly for Ryann to grab. The second freezer was located just in the back of the basement, so they didn’t have far to carry, but even so and despite the feathers, organs, and head having gotten removed, the two of them strained a bit to get it strung up.

Ryann huffed and dusted off her hands after they were finally done. “Finally done,” she sighed. It had been a long night.

“Yeah? You tired?” Charlie asked as she dried her hands off with a towel. “How are you holding up? Got enough blood? Not too hungry?”

“Just been a night,” Ryann chuckled as she went to wash her hands. “And I’m good for blood. Why, you offering?” She had used a bunch of her reserve blood during the hunt. She had learned to deal with it and only needed a little to keep the hunger at the back of her mind now. Right now, the smell of blood made her mouth water not because of her blood hunger, but because she hadn’t eaten all night and was really looking forward to going home and having a meal.

“Hm, well I’m not not offering,” Charlie giggled and poked Ryann’s side.

Ryann rolled her eyes. “I appreciate it, but I think you need your blood. I mean, how much do you even have? One litre? You’re tiny.”

Charlie grumbled and poked Ryann again, tickling her. “Don’t be an ass!”

“Hey, you kids ready?” Kay called from the stairwell. She had to duck a little and had an arm braced against the slanted ceiling. “Nemo and I cleaned up the front of the shop.”

“Yeah, ready!” Charlie hummed and escaped before Ryann could get revenge for the tickling. She stuck her tongue out at Ryann, and Ryann chuckled and rolled her eyes.

She really was enjoying sticking around these guys a bit too much. This much fun couldn’t be good for her.
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“You heading back to the Good Night’s Drink?” Kay asked Charlie as they cleaned a few final surfaces.

“Not yet, got one more delivery,” Charlie hummed.

Kay nodded. “Well, don’t dally,” she said. “I don’t like you being out on the road by yourself.”

Ryann had watched the way Kay was with the other wolves. Her kindness wasn’t just reserved for Ryann. She cared about them all and made sure to keep an eye on them. Truth be told, she acted like the gay big sister Ryann had sometimes thought she wanted. She rubbed her neck a little in embarrassment at the thought. No way she could ever admit that to Kay’s face.

“I’m not alone?” Charlie said and leaned down to hug Kate. “I have Katie here!”

Kate growled loudly. She froze, one paw over the bone she was gnawing at. She looked around with her wild, yellow-gold eyes until Charlie let her go. Then she went back to aggressively chewing on the bone, making little grumbly doggo noises.

“Speaking of, don’t forget her clothes,” Ryann said and got them from the back of the shop, in the staff area. They were already folded neatly and in a bag.

Carver had stressed that there should be no reason for any of the young werewolves to come back to the shop when he might be there. For whatever reason, he didn’t want them to know that he was in Toronto, and very much not that he was living around the corner. Something to do with a dispute with one of the packs. He and Kay were vague about it, and Ryann didn’t pry.

He’ll tell me when he wants to tell me, she had decided.

“Sure thing, Boss,” Charlie hummed and took the bag. She stuck her head in and sniffed. “Ooh, smells like angst and edginess.”

Kate growled a little louder in the corner.

Nemo giggled and sat down next to Kate to pet her. Kate let it happen. Everybody loved Nemo. Kate even stopped gnawing on her bone to lean over and rest her head on Nemo’s leg.

A few minutes later, they were back out on the road, with Ryann holding a paper bag containing a jar of blood she really wanted to get to a fridge, and Kay carrying some bones and flesh for her in an equally inconspicuous brown bag.

Kay locked the door, and they waved goodbye to Charlie and Kate. Kate remained a wolf, and she also kept her bone. She walked up to Ryann and gently nuzzled her head to Ryann’s leg, before following Charlie down the pothole-riddled street.

Nemo insisted on walking between them so she could hold Kay’s hand while also inspecting Ryann’s pretty claw nails.

“Are you sure you don’t wanna come visit Carver?” Ryann asked Kay.

“As much as I like spending time with you guys,” Kay said, “I gotta get home and clean my sword.” She nodded to the stained weapon she wore over her shoulder. The paper bag dangled from the blade. “And then I need to take a shower.”

“And then we need to cuddle!” Nemo announced happily. “Or else Logan will be sad.”

“Can’t have that,” Ryann chuckled. “Alright, but one of these days I have to treat you guys for all the help you’ve given me.”

“It’s really not necessary,” Kay said. “We like having you around.”

“Still,” Ryann muttered. “You, Logan, Nemo… You’ve all been helping me out so much. I have to repay you somehow.” The three had just taken her into their lives without a second thought. Barely a night went by where Ryann didn’t spend time with at least one of them. And she wasn’t doing enough to repay them.

“Ryann,” Kay said again, a little softer. “It’s really okay. But if you really want to, we’d be glad to come over for dinner sometime.”

“Yeah, we wanna have dinner with you and your dad!” Nemo hummed excitedly.

Ryann blinked. “WHAT?” she wheezed, feeling a little stunned. Could Nemo read minds? An embarrassed blush covered her cheeks.

“Well he’s your dad, isn’t he?” Nemo asked with a cocked head. “He’s definitely Kay’s dad!”

“Nemo, shush,” Kay grumbled softly and bumped her a little.

Nemo just giggled. “He is a dad through and through. Right?” She looked up at them both. Kay chuckled and rolled her eyes.

Ryann didn’t say anything. She just quietly contemplated all the things Carver had done for her in the past month. He had gotten her off the streets, had fed her and provided her with guidance and support. He helped Ryann during training, and even when she made mistakes and was angry at herself or him or something, he never raised his voice or got upset with her. He was just understanding and kind.

He talked to her when she felt sad. He left her alone when she wanted to be alone. Ryann still hit low points about her whole situation every now and then, being a Blood, being confined to the night and having her life stolen from her… And Carver was always there to comfort and support her.

Once again Ryann wondered if that’s what it felt like to have a dad. Her own had died much too soon. And her grandparents had been kind, but Ryann had always felt that she reminded them of her parents’ absence. They had never said it and had never let her feel it from them in any way, but she’d still been able to see the sadness in their eyes sometimes.

“Right… I guess he would make a good dad,” Ryann muttered softly.

“Hey, kid.” Kay’s deep voice pulled Ryann’s gaze back to her and her focus off her thoughts. Kay hesitated briefly. “You know, I’ve been thinking… You’re still looking for a job, right?”

“Yeah…” Ryann muttered and fidgeted a bit with the bag in her hand. The others didn’t know she still worked with Meg. Meg had tried to stop her coming along after the fight club, but Ryann had been stubborn. Still, she didn’t want Kay and Carver to worry, and they would definitely worry if they knew. “I’ve been looking, but nothing really works out… My hours aren’t exactly great for supporting capitalism.”

Kay chuckled very softly. She had such a pretty laugh. “I get that.” She tilted her head gently and looked Ryann over. A little smile crested her full lips. “How would you feel about helping out at the bar?”

Ryann blinked. She looked up at Kay. “Are you sure?” she asked, surprised. They turned down the street where Carver lived, and with Kay and Nemo here, the darkness between the street lights didn’t bother Ryann. “I’ve never worked at a bar before,” she said.

“Well, there’s always work that needs doing,” Kay shrugged. “Orders to take, drinks to mix, food to cook, stuff to clean… Something always needs fixing, and with all the rogue Bloods running around, we could use some extra muscle too. Just in case.”

Ryann hummed softly. She was aware that the three girlfriends were more than capable of doing all that themselves. But maybe Kay just wanted to give Logan some time off? Nemo wasn’t technically on the staff… “I… I’d like that,” Ryann said softly. “I’ll think it over.”

“That’s my girl,” Kay hummed, and Ryann’s heart had no business beating a little faster at the approving tone. Luckily, they stopped in front of Carver’s building right that moment, so Ryann was spared the embarrassment of trying to carry the conversation on.

“Guess this is where we part ways,” Nemo hummed, kissing the back of Ryann’s hand like a princess’. “Take care of yourself!”

“Y-Yeah, thanks,” Ryann said, still flustered from Kay’s earlier words. “You too. Don’t blow anything up without me around.”

“No promises!” Nemo giggled. “But I’ll save the best for you!”

“Don’t encourage her,” Kay muttered. She sniffed the air quietly and looked around. Then she looked back to Ryann and took the bag dangling from her sword to put it down on the pavement. She handed the blade off to Nemo, whose eyes lit up dangerously.

“Hehehe!” she giggled. “Now I’m the badass sword girl!”

Kay rolled her eyes and pulled Ryann into a tight hug. “You watch your back, kid,” she said softly. “Don’t want anything to happen to you.”

“I can take care of myself,” Ryann chuckled. “You take care of Nemo and Logan.”

“Always.” Kay leaned back a bit, but she didn’t separate fully from Ryann. “You watch the old man too,” she said with a nod of her head up to the illuminated second story window. “He acts tough, but he’s got issues like everybody else.”

“Right,” Ryann muttered, feeling a little guilty again as the werewolf pulled away.

Then Kay put a hand on her shoulder. “Hey. You’re not a burden on him,” she said firmly, leaning in a bit and looking Ryann in the eye. “He really enjoys your company. I haven’t seen him this happy in a long time. So stop worrying. If Carver didn’t pay your bills, I would.”

Ryann felt a soft, warm feeling in her chest at the words. She rushed in and hugged Kay one more time, feeling her warmth and the gentle touch of her hand running over Ryann’s back before Kay pulled her close. “Thanks,” Ryann whispered softly. She cleared her throat and pulled away again. “I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

“Anytime, kid,” Kay said and ruffled Ryann’s hair one last time before they went their separate ways.

Ryann picked up the bag of bones and hung it from her elbow so she could hold all her spoils in the same hand. She fumbled for the light switch in the dark of the doorless entrance, then ascended the crumbling stairs. We really need to fix these, Ryann thought as she got to the top. She fumbled for her keys, unlocked the door and pushed it open. “I’m back,” she called out into the warmly lit room with the high ceiling.

“Hi back, I’m Carver,” Carver said from one of the couches next to the large window in the far wall.

Ryann groaned. “I hate you,” she muttered.

Carver just chuckled. “How was the hunt?” He looked up from the book he was reading with a soft smile. He kept his beard short these days, and his hair better kempt. He had also gained a little muscle back, so Ryann wasn’t the only one who looked much better.

Ryann locked the door behind her, still rolling her eyes at the joke. “The hunt was fine. Killed a veritae. Punched some Bloods. The usual” She put her groceries down on the kitchen island and turned to Carver, who had put his book aside and approached her. “See? I’m completely unscathed!”

Carver hummed gently and nodded. “No injuries?”

“None at all,” Ryann lied, smiling.

“Glad to hear it.” Then Carver slapped Ryann on the back amicably.

Ryann doubled over from the sudden flash of heat and pain. “Oh fucking…! How do you always fucking know?” she grumbled as she stood back upright with a groan.

Carver crossed his arms. “Because, young lady, I wasn’t born yesterday.”

Ryann rolled her eyes and stiffly walked over to the couch. “Yeah, yeah, you keep reminding me that you’re old as dirt.”

“I have seen the beginnings of time and space,” Carver said with a thousand-yard stare. “I have watched the spheres of the worlds collide and separate.”

“Oh, fuck right off,” Ryann chuckled and sat down.

“I mean it,” Carver insisted and followed her. “I witnessed the rise of humanity. Personally, the dinosaurs were my favourite, but that ice age, man…”

“Yeah, yeah, okay, I get it, you’re a Neanderthal,” Ryann hummed and slapped Carver’s arm playfully.

Carver shook his head. “No, actually, I think those came later.” He frowned. “Or was it before? Hard to remember.”

“Uh-huh…”

“No really, this is bugging me,” Carver said, moving over to a bookshelf behind the couch Ryann was sitting on. “What was the timeline on that again…?”

“Do you maybe wanna stop before I die of old age?” Ryann deadpanned. “Which would actually be very impressive.”

“Can’t have that,” Carver said, releasing Ryann from dad-joke-hell.

He returned to the couch and sat next to her. She turned her back on him, and he gently helped her peel up her shirt before removing it. Ryann hissed a little when he touched it. She was definitely looking at some bruising.

“So, how did this happen?” Carver asked. His big hands were very gentle as he tested for any obvious broken bones.

Ryann sighed. “The veritae was about to get away. I grabbed it as it flew off, and rammed it face first into a wall.” She showed her hands and forearms, the skin on which was still chafed. “Then I fell two stories onto a metal dumpster.”

“Mm…” Carver hummed. A pang of discomfort went through Ryann’s back as he poked her. “And why did you try to hide this?”

Ryann rubbed her neck and looked aside. She shrugged and felt how tight and stiff her back was now.

Carver was quiet for a minute. Then he sighed and moved around Ryann. He sat down in front of her, resting his elbows on his knees. “Ryann. Why?” he asked again, softly, with an open, kind look in his grey-golden eyes. They were usually a uniform grey, like smoke. In the past week, more and more they had changed like Kate’s when she Changed into wolf form. The inner ring around his pupil was now an ochre colour, something between yellow, gold and brown.

Ryann met his gaze, feeling a tiny bit ashamed. “I didn’t want you thinking I can’t handle myself,” she said softly.

Carver’s frown deepened ever so gently and he shook his head. “Ryann… I know I worry about you a lot. People are hunting you. That doesn’t mean I don’t trust your abilities,” he said. “I know you’re good. And you’re getting better every time we train. But I will never just take your safety for granted.”

“Right, of course,” Ryann scoffed. “Because every time I go out, I’m in fucking danger because the Argent Assholes won’t leave me alone and Micky’s bullshit gang still wants me to join their murder brigade!”

Carver gave her a sympathetic look. “Ryann…”

“Don’t fucking ‘Ryann’ me!” She shot up from the couch and started to pace. After a few steps she stopped, took a deep breath and rubbed her face. She looked at Carver. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry for yelling. It’s just such bullshit… Micky is insane. And the Institute people would rather try and kill me than leave me alone!”

“I get that you’re angry…”

“Angry?? They fucking shot at Charlie!” Ryann growled. “Because of me!” Her one attempt at giving the book back and resolving things with the Institute had ended with Charlie almost taking a bullet for her.

Carver stepped close to Ryann and hugged her. She fought against it for a moment before she clenched her jaw and slumped into him. She rested her head against Carver’s shoulder and he ran his hand over her hair.

“I’m sorry for yelling,” Ryann whispered, blinking away tears. “I just don’t want to be a burden on everyone anymore.”

Carver leaned back to look her in the eyes. “Hey, no. You’re not a burden on anyone. We like having you around.” He hesitated. “I like having you around.” He rubbed the back of his neck a bit sheepishly. “I like having you here. You make the place feel alive. I like training with you, because as much as you are a pain in my ass, you’ve got some real talent and it’s nice to watch you grow.”

Ryann chuckled softly. She let herself lean into him a bit more. Just this once, she thought. I can just let myself enjoy this just this once.

“You’re smart. You’re inquisitive.” Carver chuckled. “You like my dumbass jokes, even though you roll your eyes and pretend like you don’t…”

“Well, I wouldn’t say I like them,” Ryann chuckled softly.

Carver gasped. “Oh, so they’re funny when you make them, but not when I do it?”

Ryann just chuckled and squeezed him gently. “I’d laugh at your outrage, but moving my lungs hurts,” she joked.

“Good thing you heal fast,” Carver chuckled.

She sighed. “I’ll drain my own supply at this rate.” The faster the healing process for Ryann, the more blood she tended to use. She would probably have to use the entire jar of veritae blood to heal the damage she took that night.

“Come on, you start icing your back,” Carver said. “I’ll see if I can make us something out of the stuff you brought home.”

“Sure,” Ryann agreed. She wanted to help, but a little icing seemed like a good idea. She tried some of the veritae blood too, while Carver got busy making the flesh and bones into a soup.

The blood was fine. Not great, but it seemed to help Ryann’s hunger, so she drank some more and began to focus on healing her bruised body. If only I could do the same with the rest of my life, she thought. All it took was a little blood, and her bodily ailments were fixed. If only…

She clutched her jar of blood, which was already looking disappointingly empty. Her back glowed with warmth, and the chafed skin at her arms closed up fully from when she’d started healing it at the shop.

The soup was great. The meat was a little… different than both Carver and Ryann were used to. A little stringy. A little tough. Not quite like poultry. But still good. Ryann told Carver of the occurrences of the night in detail. He nodded and smiled approvingly when she told him how she and Meg had handled the other Bloods and the veritae together.

Ryann told him that Kay had offered her a job. Then she gushed in detail about how awesome Kay was, for a bit. She blushed at his knowing smile and made him promise not to tell her. “Look, just don’t let her know, okay?” Ryann grumbled and played with the spoon in her half eaten soup.

“Why not?” Carver chuckled, sitting opposite Ryann. He smiled at her over the table and ripped off a piece of bread from the loaf sitting between them. He dipped it into his soup. “It sounds like you really like her. I think she’d be happy to know.”

Ryann sighed and nudged some vegetables around in her own soup as Carver ate. “I dunno,” she muttered. “I don’t want to make it weird. Like… I dunno.” She shrugged. “She might not appreciate me gushing over her because she’s awesome and strong and everything I want to be like. And I don’t want her to think I’m weird.”

Carver chewed quietly and shrugged. He picked up his napkin (It was white and had an embroidered wolf symbol in black and gold on it.) and calmly wiped his lips. “I think it’s perfectly normal to admire someone,” he said. “Charlie admires her. So does Kate.”

“They’ve known her for years. They’re practically family,” Ryann said and pointedly slurped some soup.

Carver didn’t seem to think that that was any indication of the discussion being over. He shrugged and folded his hands. “Ryann, you can’t choose how to feel about people. If it bothers you, maybe you should just tell Kay. I guarantee this would not be an issue. At all.”

Ryann’s shoulders slumped. “I dunno,” she sighed. “I like what I have now. I don’t wanna fuck things up and make her uncomfortable.”

The werewolf gently swayed his head. “Whatever you want, kid. But think about it. Kay wasn’t born yesterday. I think she sees the way you look at her, and she’s never tried to avoid you, has she?”

“Well, she trains with me because you asked her to,” Ryann said. She did see Carver’s point, though. Just because Kay had been asked to do it didn’t change the fact that she did it, always and consistently.

Carver hummed. He tapped the side of his plate gently with the spoon as he thought. Then he said, “Well, if you’re uncomfortable with it, you can just tell her to treat you as if I hadn’t asked her to do that.”

“I mean, you could do it,” Ryann said.

Carver shrugged. “You’re a big girl, and she’s your friend. Or else she wouldn’t be offering you a job.”

Ryann hummed softly and thought about it. Kay was really nice. Maybe she should just talk to her about it before it was too late and she’d made things weird. If anything, she didn’t want her feeling like she had to spend time with her.

They finished their dinner soon after. Ryann’s back had stopped hurting, and all it had cost her was a jar of veritae blood. It wasn’t a great loss. Human blood was still better, especially fresh.

“You’ve had a long day,” Carver said when they finished their meal. “Let me do the dishes.”

“Nah, I’ll help,” Ryann said. She liked being around Carver, and she felt better when she helped out. “Hey, old man,” she said without thinking as she was drying off a plate. “Have you ever told anyone? That you’re a werewolf, I mean.”

Carver looked over at her briefly. “Why do you ask?”

“I don’t know,” Ryann shrugged. “Just… After seeing Logan and Kay and Nemo… I’ve been thinking about what to do after…”

He hummed softly and cleaned the cutlery. “I’ve never told anyone willingly. It was my way of protecting myself. My solitude is by choice, so I’m not the best person to ask about this stuff…”

Ryann frowned softly. For a moment Carver had almost looked sad before that faint smile returned to his face.

Carver cleared his throat. “There were a few people I was intimate with over the years,” he said with a little shrug. “Emotionally or physically. But… it never really stuck for long enough to bring up the question.” He leaned on the sink for a moment before shaking his head lightly and continuing. “You see, it’s rather hard to have an emotional or romantic connection with someone while hiding your nature. After some time, I decided to just… not indulge in that.”

Ryann nodded quietly. “Have you ever Turned someone?” she asked into the awkward silence.

Carver hesitated. “I… It’s hard to say for sure. I’m old. A lot of my memories are so far back they’re hazy. But I think that in all my life I have only Turned one single person.”

Ryann frowned gently. She wasn’t sure why she cared, or why she was so curious. But she could tell the line of questioning made him nervous. She decided to change the subject instead. “Would you prefer it if I moved out?” she asked frankly. Carver had offered her to fix up the place above his if she wanted her privacy. She had refused because she hadn’t wanted to be alone, but now…

Carver looked up at her, then shook his head and continued to clean. “No. I’ve gotten too used to having you around. Even if you are a pain.”

Ryann rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah, sure,” she said. “You like me, admit it.”

“Over my dead body,” Carver joked. “Anyway. It’s late, we should turn in… Sun’s almost up. And you’ve got a date tomorrow!” he teased.

Ryann blushed. “It’s not a date, asshole!” she grumbled. “Rachel and I are just baking cookies together. We’re friends, that’s it!”

“She doth protest too much,” Carver muttered. He raised his hands placatingly when Ryann made a fist and took a step towards him. It was a joke of course. Ryann would never actually try and hurt him. And she really didn’t need more bruises right now.

“You’re terrible,” Ryann still grumbled, moving towards her room.

“Don’t forget to shower,” Carver called. “And brush your teeth before bed!”

“I know how to take care of myself!” Ryann said, rolling her eyes.

“Yeah, but you smell like shit and that veritae blood is really thick on your breath,” Carver said back. “I don’t want Rachel to die of shock!”

Ryann smelled her sweater. She immediately pulled it away from her face. “Fine. I’ll shower,” she grumbled. “But not because you said so!”

Carver just gave her a smile. “Goodnight, Ryann,” he said softly, dropping the teasing.

“Yeah, yeah, goodnight,” Ryann muttered. She stopped at her door. “Oh and… Sorry. For earlier,” she muttered. “I shouldn’t have snapped like that.” She rubbed the hexagonal pattern on her right forearm gently. “It’s just… frustrating.”

“You’re okay, kid,” Carver said softly. He didn’t say anything else, but his soft gaze was enough.

Ryann quickly fled into her room, too flustered to know what else to do or say. You don’t deserve this kind of compassion, she thought to herself as she sank down with her back against the door. Not if you keep being just someone everyone has to take care of.

She pulled out her phone and shot Meg a text. A few minutes later she got a reply. She smiled softly. Soon, she would take the search for answers into her own hands.

* * *

Ryann slept better these days than she had right after becoming a vampire. It actually felt pretty much normal. Kay had donated an old bed frame of hers, which was big enough for three people, and definitely big enough for Ryann. Her room was warm, had a desk and a wardrobe, and Ryann really enjoyed having this space as her own. It was as big as her entire last apartment had been.

That night, Ryann abruptly shot awake. She stayed very still in the dark. Something had changed. She felt a little hungry, but that was it. There was no light from the windows in the room, so even Ryann’s night vision barely showed anything other than blackness.

After a minute, Ryann still couldn’t tell what had stirred her from her pleasant dream of going on a walk with Rachel. She focused on her sense of smell first, trying to see if anything was off.

The enhanced sense made her feel grateful for the thorough shower she had taken. Everything was so sharp in her mind that she could smell soap in the kitchen sink.

There was Carver’s werewolf smell… Her own, and veritae blood… Food… Nothing else. Ryann frowned and switched to hearing instead, hoping to pick up any sounds. She didn’t bother with the eyes. Without light, all the enhancement in the world wouldn’t do anything. As soon as Ryann activated her gift, she heard it. A low scratching and cracking sound, a little pop, then a crunch. And, very quietly, a pained groan.

She practically flew out of bed. Ryann was instantly at the door, barefoot, as quiet as she could, but even her own footsteps sounded to her like she was walking on gravel. She listened for other sounds, but when none came, she very carefully let her door swing open. Out in the living room and kitchen, it was dark as well. Ryann listened around again. That horrible crunching sound intensified.

Ryann felt a cold chill run down her spine. She had never heard anything like this. She wanted to turn the light on, anything to help her find her way. Was there something lurking in the dark? Had it taken hold of Carver?

She fed more blood to her gift and enhanced her sense of smell and sight. Out here, the curtains weren’t drawn quite as firmly. Her night vision painted the shadowy silhouettes of the furniture onto the darkness, and her sense of smell once again assured her that she was alone.

It’s fine, Ryann told herself as she swallowed nervously. You’ve got this. Anything comes out of the dark and grabs you, just tear it to pieces. You’ve got this…

Quiet as the dead, at least the non-blood-sucking ones, Ryann crept across the living room. The noises led her straight to Carver’s door. She took a deep breath and very quietly brought the handle down. Then she pushed the door open.

She had expected something. A new scent, maybe the shadowy form of a monster perched over Carver… but she wasn’t prepared for what was on the other side.

Carver’s mattress and bed sheets were in shreds. His sparsely furnished room had just enough sunlight seeping through the curtains that Ryann could see him hunched over in the middle of the room, on all fours. And she could see that something was wrong.

In the dim monochrome of her night vision, Ryann saw him braced on his forearm. One leg inside his pyjama pants was strange. Too crooked, too misshapen, stretching the fabric all weird. It twitched as he tried to get his footing and couldn’t.

His scarred back rippled suddenly, and the muscles stretched and rose up too far on the right while his spine became visible through the skin with a sharp ‘crack!’ that nearly made Ryann lose her lunch.

She gasped, ever so quietly.

Carver’s head swung around, and for a moment Ryann thought he had seen her. Then she realized he had likely smelled her and heard her. He couldn’t have seen her, because his eye was rolling wide in a socket that was slowly cracking and changing shape while his jaw elongated and dark fur began to sprout down his neck.

Just as quickly as it had appeared, the fur receded again and Carver’s face almost returned back to normal, but the fangs were still there, still sharp, hindering his speaking as he rasped, “Leave!”

Ryann barely understood him, his voice was so distorted and hoarse. Oh good fuck. Ryann took in the scene with all the calm she could muster, and that meant her legs were shaking and her heart was somewhere in her gut. She had never seen Carver Change, but this was definitely not the way it was supposed to go.

She didn’t even know if Carver regularly went out to do it. Unlike most other werewolves, he always seemed to run around as a human.

Ryann recalled what Kay had said about neglecting the urge and losing control. Unfortunately, she hadn’t said anything about what to do if it happened.

Okay, stay calm, Ryann told herself and swallowed with a dry throat. First, you need to get out. Slowly. Kay had explained that the wolf’s instinct was to chase. Now, Carver should have himself under control, but Ryann wasn’t going to take the chance.

She very slowly pulled shut the door. A loud growl rang out when it closed with a click, but other than that scratching and bone grinding sound, nothing else happened.

Ryann slowly walked back to her room, wanting to fall into a sprint the entire time. Her mind conjured images of the door behind her slowly opening and a malformed, mad Carver stalking after her— No, get a grip! Ryann slapped herself in the face. He’s still in there. He’s not going to hurt you unless you provoke the wolf. But telling herself that didn’t make it much easier. What if she made a noise and that was enough to make the beast overpower Carver’s reasoning? Fuck, she should have asked the wolves more about how this shit worked.

Then Ryann’s fingers touched the wood of her door and she could almost breathe a bit easier. First, though, she had to help Carver.

Ryann slipped inside her room, closed and locked the door as quietly as she could, and grabbed her cellphone from the nightstand. 7 A.M., she read on the display after it was done blinding her. Fuck.

Everyone Ryann knew would be fast asleep.

She still dialed Kay’s number and hoped that she happened to be awake. The phone rang quietly and Ryann was alone with nothing but the tiny sound of the call waiting to be picked up. Her breathing quickened more as time passed, then she was almost ready to hang up and call Logan or Nemo, or anyone else, when Kay picked up.

“Oh, thank fuck,” Ryann breathed, a weight lifting off her shoulders, though her chest still felt tight. “Kay, I need your help!”

“Woah, slow down, kid,” Kay muttered on the other side. She cleared her throat so it was a little less rough. “What’s going on?”

“Something is going wrong with Carver,” Ryann explained so quickly she almost stumbled over her words. “He’s changing all weird, and he’s not going all the way, and keeps going back and forth… It sounds horrible, and painful, and I don’t think it’s normal—”

“How long has this been going on?” Kay asked with alarm in her voice.

Ryann shrugged, then remembered that Kay couldn’t see her. “I don’t know,” she hissed nervously into the phone. “I mean… five minutes, maybe more?”

“Okay. Okay, fuck,” Kay muttered. “Fucking… Ryann, listen to me,” she said very intently. “Are you listening?” she asked when Ryann didn’t answer immediately because a quick check with her hearing let her hear another crack and what sounded almost like a sob.

“Yes, yes, I’m listening,” Ryann said desperately. Any fear she had had of Carver’s state was slowly being replaced with desperation. He was in pain and she could only sit and hide in the dark??

“I’m coming over,” Kay said. It sounded like she was moving around her home quickly. “You can either stay where you are and we can deal with it together…”

“What if he can’t hold out that long?” Ryann interrupted. How long could he take that kind of pain? Ryann didn’t think she could handle it for very long, not the way his bones and muscles had crunched and changed.

“There’s something you can do,” Kay said after a moment of hesitation. “You know the wardrobe in his room, the old one? In the left back corner, there’s a compartment hidden in the floor. Look for three holes, you should be able to just pull it off. Inside there’s a bunch of epipens — well, that’s how they function, anyway. They’re marked with black skulls, you can’t miss them. Inject him with one of those, it should help.”

“Okay. Okay, I can do that,” Ryann said nervously. She got up again.

“Don’t turn the lights on in his room,” Kay warned her. “Don’t move fast, don’t show him your back, don’t show any fear. There’s no telling what state his brain is in right now. I’ll be there soon.”

“Okay, see you then,” Ryann said. Kay hung up.

Ryann swallowed nervously. She took a deep breath. “Okay. Okay, you can do this,” she muttered softly and first of all flicked the lights on inside her room. She was monitoring Carver by sound again, and it didn’t seem like he had reacted to that in any way.

She went out into the living room again and crept over to Carver’s room very quietly. Now she could hear the crack and crunch and grind of bones and cartilage even without her gift. The door opened very slowly. Carver was even more hunched now, his back arched and twisted, and his fingers on the floor cracked and writhed as they grew claws and the bones changed and aligned themselves into a paw, before rapidly snapping back into a twisted human shape.

Ryann carefully slipped inside the room. Carver’s head snapped to her again, one eye much brighter in her night vision than the other. It almost looked blind.

“Leave!” he heaved again, trying to force the words out with a distorted jaw. “Get… out!”

“I’m not leaving,” Ryann said firmly, keeping her voice low. She slowly and cautiously walked towards Carver. He followed her with his gaze and groaned in pain.

Ryann kept her front to him and held eye contact. “You’re gonna be okay,” she whispered as she very slowly backed away to the old wardrobe. It didn’t just look old, it smelled old. The scent of the wood was faint and pleasant in the air, laced with the smell of werewolf.

She reached back and fumbled with the key in the lock. It clicked open and she let the door swing wide, before kneeling down. There was a pair of shoes where Kay had said the hidden compartment would be. Ryann put them aside, still not taking her eyes off Carver, and felt around for the holes. Where were they? Was she looking in the wrong corner? Kay had said… There!

Ryann let out a little sigh of relief when her fingers found and hooked into the holes. A few moments later she had the lid of the compartment pulled aside and held an epipen in her hand. There were three in there, safely tucked away.

Ryann held it up, checking for the black skull. “Okay,” she said softly to Carver, who had his forehead pressed to the floor in pain. “I’m gonna come over there now and use this.”

The werewolf just gasped in pain and fell onto his side.

At this point Ryann wasn’t sure if he could hurt her, even if she did startle him. She inched over towards him, but Carver just lay still, his chest heaving as he tried to catch his breath. Ryann moved behind him and very gently ran her hand over his dark hair. It was matted with sweat.

“I’ve got you,” Ryann whispered as she readied the epipen and placed it against Carver’s thigh. Soon as she heard the click, she pressed down on it and a shudder ran through Carver. He groaned that deep, hoarse groan, and then he lay still. Ryann gently massaged the area she had stabbed like she had learned in med school. She put her other hand under Carver’s head, trying to cushion him a little.

His breath started to go a little easier, and Ryann almost thought she could see little flashes of light move across his skin. She blamed her own tired brain on conjuring up something from the stress, and kept holding Carver. Slowly, his form started to shift again. His hand returned to normal and the muscles in his back stopped swelling asymmetrically. His spine cracked and bent and moved back into its proper shape. The ribs changed as well, and his leg returned to normal.

A minute later she was cradling a perfectly human head in her lap. He was still breathing hard, and his eyes were closed. He looked utterly exhausted.

Ryann looked up when she heard the sound of a key in the front door. It opened and shut quietly, and then footsteps headed for Carver’s door. Kay appeared, just pulling on a sweater. “Sorry for the delay,” she said softly. “Didn’t wanna show up here naked, so I had to wait until Nemo and Logan had tied some clothes to me.”

“It’s okay,” Ryann whispered. “I think he’s doing better now…”

“We’ll see in a second,” Kay muttered and turned the light on. Ryann blinked a bit until her eyes had gotten used to the colour vision. Carver winced gently.

Kay started doing a bunch of tests. She shone a light from the bathroom med kit in Carver’s eyes to check for a concussion he might have given himself with his thrashing. He didn’t have one, but Ryann noticed the strange, mismatched golden spots flecking the grey of his iris now. Kay also checked Carver’s pulse, his temperature, and checked every inch of him for any cuts, broken bones, or any other sort of visible changes. Ryann left her alone for that part. Kay and Carver had a history. She, however… Well, she felt more comfortable not getting too close without consent.

Eventually, after a long few minutes, Kay joined Ryann in the living room where she sat, quietly fidgeting her hands. Kay dropped onto the sofa next to Ryann and sighed like she was letting out a breath she’d been holding. Ryann watched her for a long moment. Kay looked tired. She rubbed her forehead, resting her arm on the back of the couch.

“So?” Ryann eventually asked, quietly. “How is he?”

“Exhausted and a little dehydrated,” Kay muttered. “But he’ll be fine.”

Ryann nodded quietly. She hesitated again, then asked, “What happened? Was it something he ate…?” She looked away with a nauseous feeling in her gut. Was it the monster flesh that had done that to Carver?

“It wasn’t that,” Kay muttered. “He just lost control. And he hasn’t been Changing as much as he should have.”

“What do you mean?” Ryann looked over at Kay with a soft frown.

“Exactly what I said. Carver hasn’t been dealing with his urge to Change enough.” Kay sighed. “It’s… a personal issue for him. He’s been doing this for months.”

“Why?” Ryann’s frown deepened. “Why would he put himself through that? If he needs to stay healthy…”

Kay shook her head. “Not that simple,” she muttered. “He can’t Shift while Dani and Sarah are here. If he goes on a run and they cross his trail, it would be bad. And even without… He would have to shift nearly every day, for hours on end.”

“What’s their beef with Carver?” Ryann asked. “Dani and Sarah. Carver always gets evasive. The other wolves, too.”

Kay hummed thoughtfully and looked away. Then she sighed. “It’s complicated. And it’s not my place to tell, either way.”

Ryann nodded slowly, looking down a bit. “Alright. I guess I’ll have to ask him, if I really want to know. His Shifting habits are his business anyway…” Ryann gave Kay a look. “Thanks for coming.”

“Anytime,” Kay said softly and put an arm around Ryann’s shoulders.

Ryann leaned into her and just… took a breath. She let the tension fall away, and rested her head against Kay’s shoulder. “Hey,” she muttered softly. “How come you have a key for this place?”

“You’re not the only one who’s ever lived here,” Kay said. She ran her hand over Ryann’s hair. “You should go back to bed.”

“It’s fine,” Ryann muttered. “I wanna stay awake a bit more, just in case.” Her gaze drifted back to Carver’s door, but when she used her hearing gift again, she could just hear long, deep breaths and Kay’s powerful heartbeat next to her.

Kay nodded and held her close. “Okay,” she just said simply. It was a long night filled with fitful sleep for Ryann. At some point she realized that she had dozed off and startled awake. Kay was in the kitchen, with her back to Ryann, and Carver’s phone in her hand. She was talking to someone.

“I really think you should come by,” she said very softly. “He needs you.”

Ryann blinked softly and frowned, trying to make sense of things in her foggy mind.

Then Kay nodded. “Alright. Yeah. Yeah, I’ll keep an eye on him. Okay, I’ll see you soon…”

Ryann wasn’t sure if she imagined it or not, because suddenly she was in her bed and wasn’t sure if she was dreaming or awake. But Kay’s scent was all around her, and that was comfort enough for her to huddle into her blanket and try to forget her worries for a few hours. 
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Rachel glanced impatiently at the clock hanging above the glass door for what had to be the fiftieth time in the last hour. The minutes seemed to drag on like hours as she took orders and prepared drinks and food for the patrons coming and going to peruse their catalogue of books.

Come on, how much longer…? She tapped her foot impatiently. It’s not that Rachel disliked her job. Working in a coffee shop that was also a bookshop was a queer dream. It just… wasn’t hers.

She liked having her own money, she liked meeting new people who came in, and she liked books. She also liked coffee, so she tolerated having to stand for hours on end, either working behind the cash register or making rounds through the shop and seeing if she could help any customers find what they were looking for.

Getting a new job had been intimidating at first. She’d suddenly had responsibilities, unlike before. Then she had worked there for two weeks and it had quickly lost its intimidating novelty. Her employer, a sweet old lady named Mrs. Elms, didn’t actually care what she really did. The shop was almost entirely run by Jules, who was super relaxed in her stances on what to do. The only thing she really enforced was health and safety regulations. Other than that, she was very flexible with how she ran things.

It helped that Jules genuinely loved the job. She practically lived at the shop, and was renting out a place above it to sleep closer to it. Jules loved books, she loved baking and coffee. She was very much satisfied with it being a small, cozy space. She also let the local queer support groups use it as a hangout.

“Hey, Rachel,” Jules called to her now. Her undercut had some new patterns in it, and she ran her fingers through the short, purple hair that stuck up from her head. “Can you help Lane get the new books out of the basement?”

“Why are they in the basement in the first place?” Rachel asked, frowning. New deliveries were supposed to stay in the back.

Jules shrugged, which made the very punk outfit she wore with her studded bracelets clatter. She only wore her name tag with her pronouns as a uniform. That was all the place required.

“Beats me,” Jules now said. “Somebody thought they’d be helpful and put them down there without telling me about it. I was wondering where that order was.”

“Please warn me before you yell at anyone,” Rachel joked and moved past her, letting Jules take her place.

“Just listen for the outraged Spanish,” she said with a wink. “It’s a pretty slow day, so after you’re done you can probably finish up.”

Rachel smiled happily at that. “Thanks, Boss!”

“Boss, hm? Sounds like a future employee of the month,” Jules joked and gave her a little smirk.

Rachel laughed and put the apron she wore away. Jules insisted on those behind the counter because she didn’t want anybody getting dirty. She made her way to the stairs at the back of the shop, looking around for Lane’s dress shirt and little vest. But nobody with an outrageously fancy fashion style was visible.

Rachel instead found Lane down in the basement, already opening boxes with a box cutter to pick out exactly the books they needed. They looked up at Rachel when she came down. “Oh, hey!” they said, smiling at Rachel from under the curtain of blond hair that hung down from their head. “You here to help?”

“Always!” Rachel said. “How many trips do we need?”

“Now that you’re here, like, one?” her coworker joked. Since Jules and Lane had found out that Rachel was going to a gym, they kept good-naturedly joking that she was just going to be able to lift the boxes up and down the stairs by herself soon.

Rachel rolled her eyes. “Sure, nerd, I’ll start powerlifting competitions.”

They bantered back and forth a bit as they picked out the books on Lane’s list. In the end, they still carried about the same amount, stacked as many into their boxes as they could. Lane was about a whole foot taller than Rachel, so their head nearly brushed the ceiling of the basement. But they were lanky and thin, and Rachel’s training had in fact started to pay off.

She wasn’t looking much thicker, but the more she trained, the more comfortable she got with exercise and exertion. Actually, she was developing a bit of a hunger for it, which had earned her a very stern warning from Kay, and a lecture about overworking herself without rest.

Rachel sighed softly as she put the books in order of first to latest volume. Kay was great. Rachel could see even Ryann admired her. But that also made her a bit intimidating. She also became evasive every time Rachel asked to help out at the gym, which made her feel like Kay thought she wasn’t good enough.

Maybe she wasn’t, by her standards. Kay was taller than Ryann, built like an ox and apparently hit like a semi, if Ryann was to be believed. She was always supportive though. She was… honestly, she was an icon. Kay was tall, strong, confident, and had eyes that could probably melt hearts with a single look. Even the huge scars she wore across her face looked more like a badge of honour on her than a blemish.

Rachel huffed softly as she put the box back downstairs and gave herself a little mental slap. Stop thinking about the huge pretty woman. It’s not like you’re gonna grow a whole foot. Just try and get strong by yourself. She’ll see you can help out.

She stopped when her phone chimed. Her heart beat a little faster when she saw a message from Ryann. We still on for cookies at 9? the message read with a little cookie emoji following right behind.

Rachel smiled so bright. Yesss! I can’t wait! she typed back. Gonna bake so many! She hadn’t told Ryann that part of her genius plan was to make some for Kay so she might let her work at the gym.

Ryann texted two thumbs-ups back.

Rachel squeed softly. Working out together was great, but she genuinely loved just talking to Ryann, too. She was kind, intelligent, a little blunt in a charming way…

“Aw, was that your girlfriend?” Lane asked from a little further up the stairs.

Rachel blushed super hard. “Lane, shut up!” She immediately hid her phone at her chest. “She’s not my girlfriend, okay?” Lane and Jules didn’t understand. Rachel just really loved having Ryann as her friend. She was her best friend, in fact. Why shouldn’t she be happy about texting her back?

“Oof, touched a nerve, huh?” Lane chuckled softly as they stowed their own box.

“You’re just being mean!” Rachel grumbled, flustered. “You and Jules both!” Of course they didn’t know about her and Ryann’s first meeting Oopsie, otherwise they’d stop joking about it. Rachel didn’t really mind the teasing. She minded how hard her face insisted on reacting to it.

I bet Ryann doesn’t have to deal with this kind of teasing and getting flustered, Rachel thought. She wished she could be as tough as her right now… but she’d have to work up to it.

Back upstairs, after Rachel told Lane politely to shut up about girlfriends, (they did, but kept chuckling softly,) Jules waved her over. “Your shift is almost done, so you might as well get going, since it’s not too busy.”

Rachel’s heart jumped a little at that. She could text Ryann to come early! Her parents were out, so they had the house to themselves for as long as they wanted. “Alright! Thanks!”

“Just do me a favour and bring these two coffees over to that customer at the far booth,” Jules said. “Then I’ll let you go.”

“Sure thing!” Rachel smiled and took the beverages. She hated the drink delivering. She always worried she might get clumsy for a second and spill something, so her attention was solely on the drinks when she brought them over. Even so, at the prospect of seeing Ryann a bit earlier, she didn’t mind.

“Here you go,” she said, carefully setting the cups down. “Have a pleasant stay!”

“It’d be more pleasant with you.” The voice was smooth and deep.

Rachel blushed and stared at the woman, sitting nonchalantly in the booth and smiling at her. She smirked back. “Hey, cutie,” she hummed. “How’s work?”

Rachel gasped. “Ryann!” She practically fell into her waiting arms, hugging her. “I thought we were gonna meet at my place!” Rachel hid her face at Ryann’s neck a bit, trying to hide how flustered and happy she was. Last thing she needed was more teasing.

Ryann chuckled and squeezed her gently. “Well I had some free time, so I decided to walk you home as well. Hope you don’t mind.”

“Of course I don’t mind! I’d love some company!” She gasped when she noticed something different about Ryann. That empty spot of her tattoos, at the back of her neck, was filled with the symbol of a black sun. Some parts of it looked faintly golden. “You got a new tattoo!” she called out. “It looks awesome!”

“Thanks!” Ryann smiled happily. “I’ve wanted to get one for a while now.”

Rachel gushed over it a bit. She really wanted to get some tattoos herself. But she was just too worried about what she’d get. “How’d you decide on the design?” She gently ran her fingers over it and frowned. The skin felt perfectly normal, not like it was healing at all.

Ryann shrugged and leaned into the touch a bit. “It’s a reminder for some personal stuff… And I was told that the black sun is a symbol of protection, so I quickly settled on it. A friend of mine is a tattoo artist, and she came up with this.”

“It really looks so good on you!” Rachel smiled happily. Her eyes drifted to the table, and she chuckled softly as she noticed the cups. “So, two coffees, hm?” Ryann was just too sweet.

“Well, you said your shift ends at eight, so… join me?” Ryann asked, smiling charmingly. She gestured to the seat opposite hers.

Rachel gave her a giddy little smile. “Sure thing!” She sat down and took off her name tag. “Oh, you remembered what I like!” she said when Ryann pushed one of the cups over to her. She took a sip and sighed as she relaxed into the bench.

“Rough day at work?” Ryann chuckled, stirring her coffee.

“Just very long,” Rachel grumbled. “Better now that you’re here.”

“I hope your co-workers don’t mind that you’ve been texting me during work all this time.”

Rachel blushed. “Not all the time!” she said defensively. “Just… sometimes.”

“I’m flattered.” Ryann smiled at her, and Rachel felt her heart flutter a bit.

She giggled. “But we should probably get out of here before they realize that I know you. They’ll never stop harassing us!” she warned Ryann. The last thing she wanted was having to deal with Jules calling Ryann her girlfriend to her face. Because they were just friends, and that was it.

It’s not like I don’t want a girlfriend, Rachel thought as Ryann told her about her day, which had apparently frustrated her a bit because her roommate was neglecting their health… It just hasn’t worked out so far. Which is fine.

What made this whole joking about them being together sting was that Rachel would absolutely date Ryann. In a heartbeat. She was funny, smart, fierce and strong, and Rachel wasn’t so oblivious that she could just ignore what was obviously a crush. It’s just because Ryann is the first gay person I’ve ever become friends with. That’s just how that works, you get a little crush on them, Rachel affirmed for herself. It made sense, this was the first person who had ever understood her. Really understood her.

And it’s not like she’d date me, even if it wasn’t just a little crush, Rachel thought, scuffing her shoes beneath the table. She’s kinda made that clear… Wait… “Your roommate??” she asked, jumping up a bit as her mind snapped back to that little detail. “I didn’t know you had one!”

Ryann looked at her a little surprised. “I mean… yeah, I do. We met a while ago, and I moved in with them.”

“Oh, you mean Kay?” That made sense, Rachel thought. It wasn’t that Rachel minded, of course. But she couldn’t help having a crush and wanting Ryann’s attention, for now. It would just fade with a little time. But she didn’t have to be jealous. Kay called Ryann ‘kid,’ after all.

Ryann cocked her head in confusion. “What? No!” she chuckled. “I mean, that’d be awesome, but Kay’s living with her two girlfriends.”

Rachel blinked, wondering if she had heard that right. “Wait… She has two girlfriends?” How does that work??

“Yeah, Kay’s polyamorous,” Ryann said as if it was the most natural thing in the world, and drank some coffee. “I think you’ve met Logan? Resting bitch face, dark circles under their eyes, uses she/they pronouns…”

“I remember,” Rachel said. She definitely remembered Logan, with their long, pointed ears. They’d met at the gym a few times. “That’s… interesting.” She held her warm cup a bit, frowning at the conflicted feelings inside her. “So… polyamory is normal for queer people?” Rachel asked softly.

Ryann shrugged a bit, leaning onto her elbow. “Well, you can’t have a triad without queer people.” She giggled at Rachel’s expression and explained what a triad was. It wasn’t a gang. It did sound like one, though.

“Oh. I see,” Rachel said softly. Maybe there was a bit too much relief in her voice, because Ryann’s brow furrowed gently and she looked at her.

“Are you fine with it?” Ryann asked softly.

“What do you mean?” Rachel replied, confused.

“Kay being poly,” she said. “I get that it’s new to you.”

Rachel shook her head quickly. “No, it’s really none of my business.” She smiled softly. “And I’ve seen Kay and Logan together. They’re really sweet. I’m happy for them and their girlfriend.”

Ryann made a soft sound, almost like a purr. “Good.” She smiled softly.

Maybe if she’d still been a super religious twelve-year-old, Rachel would have made a fuss. But she was quickly learning that her community’s way to be religious was… less than healthy and friendly to queer people. Honestly, she was getting pretty sick of it.

“Rachel…” Ryann’s hand gently rested over hers, and Rachel’s cheeks flushed darkly.

“I um…!”

“Hey…” Ryann gripped both of Rachel’s hands gently and gave her a look with those pretty, green and red eyes of hers. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

Rachel felt her eyes getting a bit watery because of what she was thinking about. “It’s nothing, just… struggling a bit,” she whispered. She didn’t want to go into detail. Ryann had already helped her so much. She’d helped her with her job interview. She was the reason Rachel had even gotten an interview in the first place. Ryann had walked her to the place from her house and just shoved Rachel right in through the front door to ask if they needed someone to help out. She had taken Rachel to her gym, had helped her get started and build her confidence… The last thing she wanted now was to spill her worries on Ryann.

But Ryann’s hands were so warm, and the worried look in her eyes was so kind and gentle… Before she knew it, the words spilled over her lips, faster and faster. And Ryann held her hands and listened, letting her thumb run gently over Rachel’s knuckles.

“I get it,” Ryann said softly. “You’re stepping out of your comfort zone for the first time. But you’re not alone. I’m here to talk about this stuff if you need.”

“I don’t wanna be a burden,” Rachel mumbled with a happy, grateful warmth in her gut.

“Hey!” Ryann squeezed her hands gently. Her eyes were so intense. “You’re not a burden. Never will be.”

Her kindness made Rachel melt a little. She just watched Ryann with a soft, grateful look. “So, anyway, not to get us back on track, but… I uh… I’d love to meet Kay’s girlfriends properly,” Rachel said eventually. “I’d like more queer friends, especially if they’re as nice as you say.” She smiled at Ryann.

Ryann’s eyes lit up. “Fuck, yeah! Maybe we can catch them during sword practice! Did I mention Kay has a big sword?”

“Wait, she does??” Rachel gasped. “What the fuck, that’s so cool!”

“I know, right? She’s like some mythical heroine! But real!” Ryann giggled, only half joking.

“I’ve always wanted a sword!” Rachel sighed dreamily, “ever since I was little and used to read about princes and adventures and princesses… Although in my mind I always switched things around. The princess had the sword and was riding the dragon…” She stopped and her face coloured darkly when she saw Ryann smirk.

“Gay bean,” Ryann giggled.

Rachel whined softly and hid her face. “Shut up! I just… I like women, okay? Fuck…” she finished softly. The more she looked back, the more obvious it was that she had been very gay ever since she was old enough to remember.

I really want a sword now, Rachel sighed inwardly. Of course she’d never gotten one because that wasn’t appropriate for a young woman… Wait… Rachel sat up straight all of a sudden.

Ryann cocked her head at her. “What?”

Rachel grinned wide. “I have my own money now!” Moving out could wait. “I can get a sword!”

“Oh! Nice!” Ryann smiled. “I mean, I can ask Kay if she can recommend someone or give lessons?”

“I would actually like that, a lot!” Rachel smiled. “Oh, speaking of swords! We just got a new shipment of queer fiction books! Wanna see if there’s anything that catches your eye?”

“Sure!” Ryann smiled. “We can have a little look around. Let me just pay for the coffee real quick.” She finished the last of her cup off.

Rachel tried to reach for Ryann’s empty cup. “Let me, I get half off…”

“Ah ah! Nope,” Ryann said firmly. “My treat, no complaints. You stay right here.” She picked up the cups and took them away, making less work for Jules and Lane, which was sweet of her.

Now Rachel finally got a chance to look Ryann over, and it immediately made her blush. Ryann was wearing some tight-fitting, black pants and an equally tight tank top, white with patterns down the sides. The jeans stretched over her thick legs, really showing them off. When Rachel’s eyes wandered up to her glutes, she suddenly felt so hot that she had to look away.

Don’t make it weird, she’s not into you, Rachel told herself again and again.

Ryann’s front, unfortunately, didn’t destroy her any less. Just like her back had been very visible, Rachel could now see Ryann’s abs ripple under the fabric. She was so immensely thick and muscular, and her shoulders seemed to have grown in the past weeks. Her leather jacket lay next to her seat on the booth bench. She carried her hair open today, letting it fall over her thick neck and impressive tattoos. It was like a waterfall of silky black, and Rachel really wanted to comb her fingers through it.

She felt her heart ache a tiny bit. Like a little pull in her chest, a small vacuum that sucked at her insides and made her feel hollow. If only she could tell Ryann how she felt. But Ryann wasn’t interested in her, and just being friends had to be enough.

It still hurt a little, but it was just a little crush.

I’ll get over it, Rachel thought, smiling at Ryann as she got up to show her around.

* * *

Half an hour of shopping for books later, Ryann and Rachel were finally on the road home. Rachel had needed to glare at Jules as if she was trying to stab her with her eyes, but they’d made it through buying a new book for Ryann without Rachel’s boss making any stupid remarks about them being on a date or something. It wasn’t a date. Even if Ryann looked absolutely gorgeous and dateworthy.

They just talked on the way home. About everything and nothing. Ryann mentioned she was eyeing a job at a bar that she’d been told was pretty much hers. It was late hours, which didn’t bother her, and it sounded pretty interesting.

Rachel was really happy for her. She’d like to surprise her at her work someday, when she had a day off. Of course, she couldn’t tell Ryann, or else it’d ruin the surprise.

Either way, not even the walk back home could sap the happy energy Rachel felt inside her. “I’m really excited for this!” she giggled as she stripped her shoes and jacket off.

“Yeah? You like cookies?” Ryann asked, hanging her own jacket next to Rachel’s.

“Of course!” She smiled brightly. “Homemade cookies are awesome! They’re made with love, so they’re extra tasty.”

“Love, huh?” Ryann chuckled softly. She smiled in that beautiful way of hers, with her head gently tilted down and to the side to look Rachel in the eye. “Let’s get baking, then.”

The way her voice gently reverberated in her chest made Rachel’s knees weak. She pulled herself together and just enjoyed her time with Ryann.

It was a mess. Rachel was usually a very clean cookie baker, but with Ryann here it was just too much fun to goof off, and that ended in one or two accidental spills.

Somehow Ryann got flour in her hair. Completely accidentally.

Rachel giggled, mixing the chocolate paste that she liked to use to decorate the cookies with. She’d have to get Ryann out of the room to write her a little secret message on one later. For now, she enjoyed Ryann shaking her hair out after cleaning it. She flipped it back, combing her fingers through it to make it fall in a way that felt nice.

It definitely looked very nice.

“Done getting flour out of your hair?” Rachel said with a giggle.

“Yeah. An experience I won’t soon forget,” Ryann said with what sounded like a growl, but her eyes sparkled playfully. “I might have to retaliate.”

“Nope!” Rachel giggled.

Ryann raised an eyebrow. “Nope?”

“My house, my rules!” Rachel said confidently as Ryann came back to the kitchen counter. “And I said nope!” She smiled at Ryann over her shoulder before focusing on the mixer again.

The touch of two strong, warm hands running down her side made her squeak and stiffen like a deer in the headlights.

“What if I don’t care?” a voice whispered right at her ear, and then Ryann did the unthinkable. The most unforgivable, most horrendous thing humanly possible at that exact moment!

She tickled Rachel!

Rachel started giggling and squirming, trying to escape without moving away from the mixer. “Ryann, stop!” she squeaked, smiling so bright that her cheeks hurt. She accidentally turned the mixer too high as her spasming muscles pulled her away, and for a moment bits of chocolate flew at and around her. With a hasty lunge, Rachel turned the speed back down, blushing hard now. Ryann had stopped tickling, but she was definitely chuckling at Rachel.

Rachel whirled around to her insufferable friend. “What’s so funny?” she demanded to know with a playfully stern voice.

“You’re cute,” Ryann just said with a smirk back at her. “Also, your face right now is priceless. What an adorable little pout!”

“I’m not adorable!” Rachel grumbled. Her cheeks felt flushed. “I could fight you!”

“I mean…” Ryann smiled softly at her. “If you want to, sure. I’d teach you how to fight.”

Rachel’s eyes lit up at that. “Yesss! Fuck yeah, I will kick so much ass.” Then she blushed. Ryann’s presence had turned her into a casual swearer. Her mother had been very concerned.

Wait, have we been standing this close the whole time? Rachel’s blush suddenly deepened. She was leaning back over the counter to make space between her and Ryann… It’s not like she was pinned in or they were touching, but, still, it felt a little close.

Okay, this is fine, Rachel told herself. She cleared her throat. “You’re still on the hook for the tickling. And the mess.”

Ryann tilted her head gently. Her raven locks fell beautifully over her shoulder, exposing her defined neck. “I guess I did make a mess, huh…” she said and reached up.

Rachel froze when Ryann brushed her thumb over her cheek, wiping away some of the chocolate.

Then she casually ate it. She didn’t seem to think much of it, but Rachel’s eyes were involuntarily pulled to Ryann’s lips. Her gaze remained fixed there as those beautiful, full lips closed on the edge of Ryann’s thumb and casually plucked that little bit of kinda-liquid chocolate mousse away.

Oh my fucking GOD she’s pretty! Rachel turned around and focused on the mess on the counter. “Um, I’ll go get a towel for this,” she said, and walked all the way to the bathroom to get one, even though she knew there were some kept above the kitchen trash cans.

She locked herself in the bathroom for a minute to splash water on her face, rub said face, and try not to freak out. It was just a crush that would pass soon.

She returned to find Ryann had already started cleaning up a bit. She seemed to feel a bit bashful now, but Rachel quickly assured her that she was fine. They started decorating the cookies, and it was at that moment that Ryann finally noticed.

“Hang on,” she said, frowning. “How many cookies are we making?”

“Lots,” Rachel replied cryptically.

“That… is gonna be a lot of cookies…”

“Good, then you can take some home,” Rachel said with a smile, secretly writing a little message onto a few cookies. It was just a simple “Thanks for being here,” with a heart on the last cookie. But Rachel thought it’d be appropriately cute.

“I might have to share these,” Ryann hummed softly. She gave Rachel a quick look. “Not that I don’t want to get diabetes, but…”

“Oh my god,” Rachel snorted. “Please don’t get diabetes because of me, you can share them!”

“Nice!” Ryann smiled at her. “I’ll tell Kay you made some for her.”

Rachel fidgeted a bit. “I sorta did…” she admitted. There were a whole bunch of cookies that had clumsy little chocolate swords on them. Ryann laughed when she saw them.

“She’s gonna love those,” she said, smiling.

Eventually, all that was left was to bake the cookies. Rachel let Ryann play with Lucy for a bit while she put the first tray in. The little doggo had really warmed up to the big woman. Before, she had only sniffed around her heels, but now she let Ryann cuddle her gently. And Ryann looked really adorable, kneeling on the floor, nuzzling the pupper standing before her. Rachel smiled happily.

They watched a documentary about Emperor penguins while the cookies baked, and periodically switched out one batch for another. Rachel tasked Ryann with keeping an eye on Lucy at all times, since Lucy had no qualms just eating anything she found in the kitchen, unless she thought she was going to get caught. Better safe than sorry. And it was really cute to watch Lucy snuggle up to Ryann and rest her head in her lap.

Time passed far too quickly. Even when they packed away all the cookies, ate some, talked and laughed together for another three hours after the documentary, to Rachel it only felt like minutes. It was 2 a.m. by the time Ryann remarked that she should probably get going.

Rachel sighed deeply. She wasn’t tired. She was buzzing with energy. No wonder, she was spending time with her favourite person. She pouted softly, leaning back onto her hands and feeling the soft fabric of her blanket beneath her fingers. They had migrated up to Rachel’s room and to her bed, which made her feel really happy. She had a friend over in her room! And for the first time she was really enjoying herself with a friend! It was weird just how right Ryann seemed for her. They shared so many things beyond being queer, Rachel would have been glad to know her even if she’d been straight as an arrow.

“Why do you have to leave?” she complained now playfully. “Just stay, we can make it a sleepover!”

“I… I really should get back…” Ryann muttered softly, rubbing her neck. “I’ve got to think about that job… and I have some stuff that needs taking care of.”

“Oh, okay…” Rachel looked down, feeling a little sad.

“Hey…” Ryann gently reached out and lifted her chin. “I could stay over some other time. Or you could sleep over at my place…”

“Oh, can I?” Rachel smiled. “That would be nice, maybe…” She fidgeted a bit. “I was, um… actually wondering if…” She faltered, feeling a bit timid now.

Ryann cocked her head gently. “What is it?” she asked. Her hand rested over Rachel’s and made her heart beat faster.

Rachel’s voice was silent and strained with nerves as she said, “I was actually thinking of… moving out,” she said.

“Yeah?” Ryann smiled so brightly. Her voice was filled with enthusiastic happiness for her friend, and Rachel loved her for it. “That’s awesome! Do you know where you wanna move to?”

“Well,” Rachel said, a little confidence back in her voice, “you said you live past Wolfshire, right? That’s not too far from my work, so… I was gonna look around there. Wolfshire is pretty expensive, but the area past that is super cheap!”

Ryann frowned gently at that. “I dunno…” she muttered. “It’s a bit of a maze there, and everything is kinda dilapidated. There’s not many places you can go to around there. There’s also not really a lot of people… You could get lonely.” Her voice was full of kindness and concern.

“About that…” Rachel said and cleared her throat. She leaned forward a bit, cross-legged on the bed. “I was wondering if I could move in with you. As a roommate,” she said and felt her cheeks heat up.

Ryann blinked and said nothing.

Rachel immediately lost that confidence. “I-I could help out with rent and chores,” she said quickly. “I don’t think I want to go to any type of college without knowing what it is I really want to do, so it’s not like I’d bail on you…” Her voice was getting quicker and quicker, but she faltered when she saw Ryann smile.

“Yeah,” Ryann said. “Hell yeah! I think that’d be cool!”

Rachel felt like a weight was taken off her shoulders. Moving out would be rough. Especially not seeing Lucy as much. But it wasn’t so far that she couldn’t come to visit every couple of days after work, and being roommates with Ryann would make the transition much easier. She smiled excitedly. “So… you’re up for it?” she asked, bouncing a little with anticipation.

Ryann nodded and leaned back on her hands a bit. “I’d have to ask my current roommate what he thinks, of course, but I don’t think it’d be much of a problem. Tell you what, I’ll check with him and you can come over for a sleepover, and then… we’ll see,” she said, still smiling. “It might take a bit to get some stuff for you, maybe rearrange some of the rooms… But yeah, I think that’d be awesome.”

Rachel beamed at her. “Okay!” She felt like she was literally floating.

“But,” Ryann said, a little sternly. “There’s a condition.”

Rachel stopped bouncing and looked at her curiously.

Ryann took Rachel’s hands gently. She ran her thumb over Rachel’s knuckles, which made her stomach flutter. “Rachel,” Ryann gently said. “It’s still true that that area is very isolated and can potentially get rough. There’s not a lot of people around who would want to hurt someone, but it’s very out of the way. So if you want to move over there with me, I need you to take some self-defence classes. Just in case.”

“Oh.” Rachel realized she probably should be worried about that. But she wasn’t. She just felt that Ryann’s worry was very sweet. “I could sign up for some self-defence. My neighbourhood has a self-defence school and a karate school…”

“Nope,” Ryann said, shaking her head. “Not good enough.” She squeezed Rachel’s hands gently, and there was something really deep and gripping in her gaze. Like she was trying to impress upon Rachel just how important this was. “I don’t mean some self-defence class you go to once every week or something like that,” Ryann said. “I mean proper hands-on training, one on one, with people who know their shit. Like me, Kay, Charlie — she’s a friend, very cute, very gay, you’d love her. People with actual fighting experience.”

Rachel nodded. “Okay. I don’t expect to be good at it, but I did already agree to learning how to fight from you, right?”

Ryann smiled softly. “You’ll get there. You’ve seen me spar with Kay, right? Well, Kay’s pretty much the strongest person I’ve ever gone up against. She hits like a truck, is faster than she has any right to be, and she can take so many hits… But she didn’t start out that way. She had to practise. All of us have. I promise, if you give it a try, nobody is going to go too hard on you.” She smiled a bit sheepishly. “We won’t go easy on you either, but you’re tougher than you give yourself credit for, Rachel.”

“You really think so?” Rachel squeezed Ryann’s hands back a bit. She couldn’t help but feel that hopeful glimmer inside of her. She had wanted to be more like Ryann. This was her chance.

“Yeah I do!” Ryann smiled at her so encouragingly. “I’ll talk to Kay and we can get together and discuss it more, if you want.”

“You think she’d train me?” Rachel asked, feeling a bit nervous.

“Probably? I don’t see why she wouldn’t,” Ryann said. She ran her thumb over Rachel’s knuckles one more time. “Who could say no to a cutie like you?”

Rachel didn’t quite know why that made her feel so happy, or what came over her that made her jump at Ryann and hug her tight. They fell onto the bed, with Ryann giggling softly. “Aw, are you that excited to move in with me?” she hummed.

Rachel poked her side. “Shush,” she muttered with a smile. She felt the heat rise more to her face when Ryann turned to hug her back properly, and she could feel the huge muscles moving and tensing under the clothes.

“For now, just keep going as you have been,” Ryann said softly and ran a hand over Rachel’s head. “You’re doing great.”

Rachel just smiled and breathed in Ryann’s scent, which had become so familiar to her over the last months that she thought she smelled it sometimes in her dreams. If Kay and the others agreed to teach her, she would work so hard to make Ryann proud of her.

* * *

Ryann sighed softly, watching Rachel close the door after they said goodbye. She really wanted to stay. She would actually risk burning in the sun to spend more time with Rachel. But she had work to do.

She pulled her phone out and dialed Meg’s number. She felt a bit better than when she had first come to see Rachel that day. Carver’s little episode had messed her up, and even though Kay acted like it wasn’t that big a deal, Ryann was still a bit shaken.

But now, after spending time with Rachel, and being surrounded by the scent of her fresh-baked cookies (Rachel had given her so many to take back with her.), she felt much better.

Meg’s phone rang for a bit, then she picked up. Ryann waited, for some sort of “Hello,” or any other kind of greeting or acknowledgement that Meg could hear her.

Eventually she said, “Um… Hi?”

“Hello,” Meg’s voice rasped back.

“You okay?”

“Perfectly fine,” Meg replied. “What do you need?”

Ryann took a deep breath. “So, you remember how you said we could break into the Argent Institute if Lake’s werewolves took too long to show up?”

“Yeah?” Meg grunted softly, as if she was working on something or otherwise exerting herself. According to Lake, the Warm Embrace was going to show up sometime in the next two weeks.

“Let’s do it.”

There was a moment of silence from the other end of the line. Then Meg cleared her throat. “Just a sec.” Ryann flinched at the following crunch and pained scream, which slowly faded into the background as if Meg was walking away. “Sorry,” Meg said. “Somebody’s nose… Anyway, yes, Argent Institute!” She took a deep breath. “We can’t go there. I know what I said, but… I was wrong.”

“What?” Ryann frowned, walking down the street and keeping an eye out through the night. “Why not?”

“Because they’re not some ignorant schmucks, these guys know their shit,” Meg said. “They’ve got weird magic shit in there. They’ve got alarms set up for people like us after closing hours, and they just… Look, we’ll seriously have to prep for this.”

“So we prep,” Ryann said and shrugged. “We’ve got time, since those werewolves are really taking their time.”

“I guess…” Meg hummed softly. “Why the sudden rush?”

Ryann sighed and shrugged to herself. “I’m just tired of waiting,” she said. That wasn’t entirely true. She wanted results, but after last night she was determined to get those answers herself. She couldn’t ask Carver to sacrifice his time to her while he was wrestling with… whatever that was. And she couldn’t ask anyone else to do so either.

“I won’t ask if you don’t wanna tell,” Meg said. “I’m gonna have to look through all my notes on the Institute. I’ll see you tomorrow night, and we can go through it together.”

“Alright. I’ll see you then,” Ryann said and hung up. She breathed the night air deep and hummed softly. That’ll give you some time to come up with an excuse for Carver too.

She didn’t want to lie to him, at all. But she didn’t want to worry him unnecessarily either. All she and Meg would do was sneak in, root around for some info on who the Blood was that was after her with Micky, and leave again. No fighting involved. Meg could go completely invisible. There was no way anything could go wrong.

Ryann looked around as she walked through the night. She usually put in headphones to listen to some music and make the time pass quicker, but whenever she was in Rachel’s area, she paid close attention. She didn’t want to miss any strange monsters moving in. Luckily she didn’t smell anything strange, just flowers, people, their delicious blood.

Ryann groaned softly as the scent made her hunger flare. She needed a refill. She had forgotten about it in her worry over Carver, so now she found herself bombarded with memories of Rachel’s scent. It wasn’t just her blood that smelled divine. Rachel’s own, natural smell was wonderful. Ryann could just sit next to her for hours and take it in. Actually, maybe that would be too much, to be surrounded by Rachel’s warm, calming scent.

Ryann sighed softly. “How is that girl still single?” she muttered, shaking her head gently. Rachel was really something. In a short time, she had made impressive strides with both her physical strength and confidence. It was beautiful to see her blossom in a kind environment, and Ryann loved working out with her.

Right, that’s something you have to keep in mind, she told herself. Better text Kay to see if she’s free later. She pointedly avoided thinking about how she hadn’t told Rachel to stop asking if she could work at the gym. She just hadn’t managed to turn her down. Maybe there was a way it could work.

She texted Kay and got a beer emoji back, which just meant to come see her at the bar. Ryann put her phone away and continued on her way, surveying the neighbourhood for any monsters. If there were any, she’d have to deal with them right away. She gripped the strap of the bag around her shoulder tightly at the thought. No monster would get anywhere near Rachel. Never.

But, as much as Ryann searched around, there were no monsters that she could detect. She also didn’t spot any hint or catch any scent of Micky’s Hunger. The Blood scent was actually quite distinct. Much like werewolves all had their own, vampires did too. Something just different to anything else Ryann had ever smelled.

She worried about Micky’s assholes roaming around the city, which was why she always asked one of the wolves to keep an eye on Rachel when she left her job after sundown. Ryann was aware that she should probably tell Rachel. And she would. She had to. She couldn’t just leave her oblivious to the same danger that had ruined Ryann’s life. But if Rachel decided that Ryann being an actual blood sucker was a dealbreaker for their friendship, she still wanted her strong enough to fend for herself first.

Sending the wolves in the meantime was the best Ryann could do. Even though all she wanted to do was to pull Rachel close and keep her safe and sound by herself.
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She was still quietly seething about Micky when she reached her first stop that night. Picking out the right alley, she grabbed on to a rain gutter and climbed her way up onto the roof of a house far enough from the main road to not be seen. Up there, she found herself a clean spot on an air vent to sit on, and waited.

A few minutes later, she smelled Blood on the air. Ryann smiled and looked over to the corner of the roof, where Derek stood and inspected her cautiously. “Hey dude,” Ryann said and gave him a warm smile. “How have you been?”

“Fine…” Derek watched her. “Did Fountain get to you?”

“Nah,” Ryann smirked. “But he lost, like, fourteen of his. Lorraine’s gone, too.”

That instantly alleviated all of Derek’s suspicions. He scurried over and sat opposite Ryann on the black roof mat, where he pulled out two blood bags and two metal straws, one of each he handed to Ryann.

Ryann came to visit Derek pretty regularly. As Logan had explained, not everybody took the Turning process equally well. In Derek’s case, a pre-existing condition paired with the trauma of Turning and side effects from the less than pure blood he’d received had led to him being a little incoherent. He came off as erratic, and while he seemed to have no trouble actually keeping his thoughts in order, the way he expressed himself sometimes made it hard to follow his line of thinking.

Every now and then Ryann checked in on him. Derek was a friend. He helped keep the area clean of monsters, and he actually knew quite a bit about them.

“You’re looking good, buddy,” Ryann hummed as she slurped a little blood. Derek refused to understand that he could open them with the cap on the bags, and insisted on the straw. Ryann didn’t want to offend, so she did the same, though she only ever took a few sips. Derek bought his blood bags from Meg now. She felt bad about taking his food.

“I do!” Derek said, smiling wide. “Do you like my new hat? I got it yesterday!”

The hat, which barely had the capacity to push down Derek’s super curly, greasy hair, was in fact the same one as the last time Ryann had visited.

“It looks great on you,” Ryann said softly. She gave him a little smile.

She and Derek talked for close to an hour. Ryann was happy to sit there and listen, especially seeing as Derek didn’t seem to get many visitors. He wasn’t upset about her killing the Stalker anymore, though he lamented the loss of an interesting aberration.

“Wait,” Ryann interrupted with a soft frown. “What’s an aberration?”

“Well,” Derek explained, “you know mosquitoes, right?”

Ryann nodded.

“Imagine how a bat eats mosquitoes, right? That’s what monsters are like! Small… cuddly… really sweet pets for any Blood who isn’t afraid of stereotyping…” Derek smiled, looking down dreamily. “I have a pet bat. I call him Bruce.”

“Popular name,” Ryann muttered, then spoke up, “Okay, but how are monsters like bats?”

Derek winced like he was flinching awake and looked around. His eyes locked on Ryann’s and went wide. “Oh, the monsters are like the bats of the Blood world! Bats eat mosquitoes, owls eat bats, and humans keep owls as exotic pets!”

Ryann’s frown deepened a bit. “So… They’re part of a sort of food chain?”

Derek nodded eagerly. “Yes, yes!” he said with a lot of excitement and leaned forward a bit. “So, Bloods are actually like the early humans! We’re at the bottom of the food chain, but we’re reaching beyond our station in an attempt to exterminate and domesticate creation as nature intended it!”

“I…” Ryann rubbed her forehead a bit. “I think you’re projecting something here, but for the life of me I can’t figure out what.” She shook her head and took her mind off it. “So you’re saying there’s an ecosystem in the supernatural world too? Can we get back to that.”

“Yeah! And sometimes they even overlap,” Derek said and waved his half empty blood bag around. “Like with humans and Bloods. They’re part of two ecosystems. Or giraffes!” He growled quietly. “Giraffes are the worst!”

Ryann stopped trying to make sense of what he was saying. She was too worn-out with Carver’s thing already, wanting to deal with the Institute… It was nice to just let Derek talk. He certainly seemed to enjoy himself.

Eventually, the time came to part ways. Ryann had tried to pick up the conversation again, but the way Derek described the difference between aberrations and monsters just had her stumped. Checking the time on her phone, she hummed softly. “Hey, Derek, I gotta go. I have to finish up some stuff with Kay before she heads off…”

“Oh! Tell Nemo I said hi!” Derek said, smiling bright. “And Kay! And Logan, even though they’re scary!”

“Will do,” Ryann chuckled and hopped off the vent. She handed Derek’s blood bag back to him. “Thanks for the top-up. I’ll see you around.”

“See you!” Derek smiled at her. He just smiled. He wasn’t really big on touching people. “Oh, also, I found this really cool aberration, you’d like it!” he added. “We’ll talk about it next time!”

“Sounds like a plan.” Ryann gave him one more smile. Then she hesitated. “You know, actually, do you want some cookies?”

Derek frowned. “I can’t really eat them… But it’s kind of you to ask!”

“Right… Bloods don’t generally eat…” Ryann sighed. “Sorry, man. I keep forgetting.”

“It’s okay,” Derek said and just reached out to pat her shoulder a tiny bit with his fingertips. “You enjoy those cookies, your girlfriend probably makes great ones!”

Ryann felt the heat rise to her cheeks instantly. “She is not my girlfriend!” she said, flustered. “She’s just a friend!”

Derek blinked. Then his eyes widened a bit. “Oh! Oh, I get it! Just a friend, right!” He very obviously winked at Ryann. “I gotcha! My lips are sealed!”

“What?” Ryann frowned as Derek walked to the corner of the roof. “Derek, seriously, what do you mean? Derek??” And he’s gone, Ryann thought and dropped her arms in frustration, as Derek hopped away across rooftops with inhumanly wide leaps. Next time, grab him and make sure he gets it through his head that she’s just a friend. Ryann sighed softly. She’d have to do that with a bunch of people.

It’s not that they don’t know, Ryann admitted to herself as she climbed back down and followed the now-familiar path through the alleys back towards Wolfshire. They just love to get a rise out of you. It’s your fault for letting it get under your skin. So what if they call you and her girlfriends? Rachel is adorable… Ryann stopped briefly, thinking about it.

I’d be lucky to have her. She pushed the thought aside and ignored the warmth in her cheeks. Instead, she started to run.

When Ryann finally reached the Good Night’s Drink, she was out of breath and her legs were burning. Running always helped her clear her head, but with Rachel it was more difficult. Of course Ryann’s thoughts kept turning to her, she was carrying a bag with her scent and cookies baked by her.

She sighed softly and held the bag close for a moment, so she could smell that scent again. I guess I’m lucky I don’t sweat that much, she thought. She wouldn’t have to clean it before giving it back.

And you get to enjoy the smell a bit longer, a voice at the back of Ryann’s mind whispered. She pushed it aside. She didn’t need her mind giving her more shit. It’s not like she was being weird about liking Rachel’s smell, she just couldn’t help but notice it with her senses enhanced.

Ryann pushed the door open and was immediately greeted with the sight of two werewolves almost having a go at each other. Kate stood at the bar, snarling right in Danielle’s face, who had no issues growling back. Dani’s golden-blond hair fell over her back like a stream of fire, further emphasized by the white t-shirt that stretched over her powerful muscles. The image formed a stark contrast to Kate, wearing a dark green-and-black shirt, with her black hair short and her green eyes sparking with rage. She was almost as tall as Dani, but lankier and her muscles were leaner. It gave her a strange look by comparison. Sharp, like a knife compared to a hammer.

Like day and night, these two just always seemed to be at each other’s throats. But they usually made up within the day, so Ryann just shook her head, ready to ignore it.

“Hey!” Kay’s stern voice was like the crack of a whip. “Play nice!”

Both of the werewolves kept growling. Though they flinched at the command, neither of them was ready to break eye contact first.

“Better go save their asses,” Ryann muttered to herself. She walked up and fell against them, putting her arms around their shoulders. “Hey guys! How’s your night?”

Immediately, both of them shifted their attention to her.

“Stay out of this,” Danielle growled. “She started it!”

“Yeah, and I’m gonna finish it too!” Kate snapped back.

“Katie!” Ryann gave her a look. “Down, girl.”

Kate blushed furiously. “I am not a dog!” she yelled indignantly.

“Then use your words. Whatever this is, we can talk this out,” Ryann said diplomatically. “So what’s the problem, hm?” She looked between the two of them.

“The problem,” Dani said, still growling and still showing her pearly whites with the sharp fangs, “is that Kate keeps straying from the group! And when we ask her about it, she just snaps!”

“It’s none of your business!” Kate snapped now. “Stop trying to get into my personal shit.”

Dani scoffed. “Right, fuck me for wanting to help, I guess.”

“I’ve never asked for help!”

“You shouldn’t have to!” Danielle growled. “We’re supposed to be friends! Just fucking talk to us!”

Ryann stepped between them. “Okay, enough!” she said sternly. She didn’t really fault either of them. Dani was understandably upset for being snapped at, but Kate still had some pretty severe anger issues to deal with. “Look,” she said in a softer tone. “Why don’t we take a breather, hm?” She gave them both a little smile.

Sarah quickly came over from the upstairs and hurried towards them. Her hand rested on Dani’s arm for a moment, and that was enough to calm her big sister down.

“Whatever,” Kate muttered and pulled away from Ryann. She headed to the backyard.

Dani looked like she wanted to follow. She looked sorry already, but Sarah stopped her. Instead, she looked at Ryann. “Could you have a word with her?” the smaller wolf asked softly. “Just until she’s calmed down a bit?”

“Right…” Ryann gave Kay a little wave.

Kay nodded back, watching Danielle, who leaned into her sister’s embrace.

Ryann found Kate immediately outside. She wasn’t hitting things, instead she was just sitting on the soft ground, hugging her knees, head buried between them.

Ryann hesitated for a moment. Then she put her bag down and sat down next to her. For a little while, she just looked around the courtyard. It was pretty roomy, surrounded by a high wall, and had a little doggy hole in the wall near the corner of the house. Some potted plants sat in the corners, and the ground was covered in soft earth.

Kay mainly used it for Changing and sword practice.

Ryann took a cookie from her bag and gently put it into Kate’s hand. Kate looked up at her, looked at it, and quietly nibbled on it.

After a moment of silence, Ryann asked, “Do you want to talk about it?”

Kate just shrugged. She sniffed quietly, so Ryann leaned over and hugged her. “Hey,” she said softly. “Come on, you can talk to me. At least tell me what set Dani off?”

Kate sighed and leaned her head against Ryann’s shoulder. There were tears in her eyes. “I might have called her a control freak,” she muttered.

“Why?” Ryann asked gently.

“It’s… hard to talk about,” Kate grumbled. “I said I don’t like Changing around her. She told me to stick close. And I just got… upset. And defensive. I just wanted her to let it go, and I snapped.”

Ryann rubbed her shoulder gently. She let Kate just settle for a minute, before asking her, “Is there a reason you don’t like to change around her?”

Kate just set her jaw and turned her face away. “It’s… It’s not just her,” she muttered. “It’s everyone. The being naked part…”

“It’s okay if it bothers you,” Ryann said. “Just because most werewolves are casual about it doesn’t make it a rule that you have to follow.” She let her hand brush down her old friend’s back. She still felt a little bony and thin.

“I don’t mind the idea,” Kate said softly. “I just… don’t like how my body looks. Haven’t for a while.”

“I see,” Ryann said in a gentle tone and kissed Kate’s head. “I know how that might make you feel. I think if we just go to Dani and explain that… she’ll let it go.”

“Maybe. Thanks…” Kate smiled a little at that.

They remained sitting for a while. After a few minutes, the door behind them creaked open. Ryann could tell from the broad shadow falling out over the light streaming into the courtyard that it was Danielle.

She moved next to Kate. “Hey,” she said softly. “Can I sit here?”

Kate just nodded quietly.

Danielle sat down. Ryann gave her a look. It was easy to forget sometimes with how confident they all acted, but Dani and Kate were basically still children. Right now, Danielle looked lost and scared.

She cleared her throat nervously. “I um… I’m sorry. For growling at you,” she said softly and rubbed her arm, clearly uncomfortable. “I should’ve thought more about your feelings. And I shouldn’t have tried to push the issue.”

“Why?” Kate muttered. She sat up and rubbed her face, then looked at Danielle. “We’re not friends. You don’t have to give a shit about me.”

“Aren’t we friends, though?” Danielle finally looked her in the eye. “I… I don’t want to be someone who just pushes people aside when their feelings get inconvenient for me,” she said. “And we’ve been living together for months. Maybe you feel like we’re not friends because I make you uncomfortable, but… I really want to be your friend.” She sounded so small as she said it.

Kate sniffed softly and rubbed her forehead. She hesitated. “It’s not about you,” she then muttered. Her voice was a little choked. “I was just venting my frustration with you and Sarah and Charlie… I have these feelings that I’ve never had before and my default is just to get angry. I know that’s not healthy.”

“Well…” Danielle muttered, “we can all be real assholes when we’re angry. Sarah and Charlie included. You’ve not seen Sarah go off at someone yet. She keeps it all bottled up because…” She looked down, and said, voice heavy with guilt, “Because if she loses it, then she loses me because I just keep fucking everything up.”

It destroyed Ryann’s heart a little. These two were pouring their hearts out to each other, and she felt so sad for them and out of place. She wasn’t supposed to be here. More than that, they reminded her of herself. So she rubbed Kate’s shoulder one more time and whispered, “I’ll be inside.” The only thanks she got was Kate’s hand on hers, and a grateful look. That was more than enough for her.

“I don’t actually feel uncomfortable being naked around you because I don’t trust you or don’t like you.” Ryann heard Kate say as she walked away. “I… I have body dysmorphia. I don’t feel comfortable around anyone. My arms and legs just look too long to fit to my body and… I dunno…”

“Oh, wow,” Danielle said with a soft chuckle. “I’ve had that for a while. It’s gotten better, but before my first Change, I had some pretty severe anorexia and dysmorphia… or something like that. Werewolf. Can’t exactly go see a doctor, right?”

“What? Your parents could have totally taken you to a doctor before your first Change!”

“Well, my dad’s a piece of shit, so that checks out,” Dani muttered. “And Sarah’s mom doesn’t get a say…”

The door fell shut behind Ryann and cut off the conversation.

She leaned against it for a moment and rubbed her forehead. It really hurt to see Kate like this. Dani too. Maybe she could do something to help them.

But ten minutes later, sitting alone with a drink and thinking, Ryann still hadn’t figured out any way she could make an impact. Not with her own life still in shambles. She hugged her bag close and sighed.

Then she looked out of the window and saw Kate smiling. Danielle was talking to her, and they both looked… well, happier. Then the two hugged, and even just watching them Ryann felt a little bit better.

She was still upset at how unfair everything was. Her life, those of her friends… It was unfair that they were filled with people who wanted them to hurt. But at least they had each other to lean on.

* * *

Ryann eventually migrated over to the bar and ordered another drink. When Kay set it down before her, she said, “Don’t be too hard on them. Please.”

Kay’s expression was a little tougher than usual. She looked over at the door, as if she could see Kate and Danielle through it. “Did they apologize?” she asked sternly.

“They did,” Ryann said, sipping her rum and Coke. “They just… both have issues.”

“I understand that,” Kay said. “But if they can’t talk to each other like normal people, they will get a stern talking to.”

Ryann nodded quietly. She knew Kay’s concern came from a place of love. She was practically a big sister to all these young werewolves. 

“Oh, by the way…” Ryann looked up at Kay. “How’s the old man? He didn’t want to talk much before I headed out.”

“He’s doing much better,” Kay said softly. She looked around to make sure none of the younger wolves were within earshot. “He ate something a while after you left, and had another nap.”

“Good,” Ryann sighed in relief. She had been scared that her monster soup had been the reason for his issues. “Do you think it’ll happen again?”

Kay shook her head and took some money from a pale vampire who nodded at her gratefully. He carried away a glass full of red liquid with ice and a dash of alcohol. “Not soon,” she said. “We went on a run for a bit after. He came back home and slept again, it really took a lot out of him.”

“Right…” Ryann rubbed her hand a bit. “Is there any way I can help him?”

Kay hummed softly and rubbed her jaw. “Actually, there is. If he changes at home so the kiddos can’t smell him out and about, he could use a distraction. You know, like a puppy. Or, you could go with him on a run, steer him away from the areas they frequent, go to places that are more out of the way and stink a bit…”

“I’ll ask him about it.” Ryann smiled softly.

Kay nodded approvingly and reached over the bar to pat her head. “Good girl,” she said in her deep voice, which made Ryann feel a bit giddy.

Kay leaned back and leaned on the bar a little. “And how was your date?”

Immediately that giddy feeling went right out the window and was replaced with embarrassment and a heavy blush. “It wasn’t a date!” Ryann yelled loud enough for every gaze in the bar to turn to her for a second. She crossed her arms and grumbled softly, “We’re just friends.”

“You never dress up this nice for me,” Logan teased as they walked by and looked Ryann up and down with a suggestively raised eyebrow.

“That’s because when I’m with you guys we always end up bloody and torn up,” Ryann said with a little growl. Her face felt like it was on fire.

“True,” Logan relented. “How’s your back?”

Ryann huffed. “It’s fine. And so is Rachel, by the way. She’s doing well at her job, there’s no monster smells around the route she takes… Oh, and she made you guys cookies!” Ryann opened the bag and took out the large tin with the sticker on it saying ‘For Kay, Logan and Niaomi.’ “Although I’m not sure I should give them to you, now,” she added with a grumble and narrowed her eyes at Kay.

The bartender chuckled. “Fine, fine, I’m sorry,” she said. “Thank you,” she added when Ryann handed her the tin. “Rachel’s very sweet. I guess she’s not intimidated after all,” she said and took it from Ryann. She opened it and sniffed. A deep, comfortable hum escaped her. “Girl knows how to bake.”

Logan leaned over to the tin and just took her girlfriend’s wrist, stopping her before she closed the lid. She took out one of the cookies and looked at the little sword on it. “Charming,” they chuckled.

“I helped,” Ryann said, smiling. “Oh, and… Rachel and I might have made plans to, um… move in together.”

Logan blinked. “Oh. Congratulations?”

Kay nodded slowly and shut the tin. She carefully put it on the back shelf where there was a little space, and braced her arm on the bar. “So,” she asked, “are you planning to move out of Carver’s?”

“I…” Ryann blushed a tiny bit deeper and shrunk down a bit. “I kinda wanna ask if she can move in with us both? To keep her safe, you know? Just until I’m fully on my feet again.” She wanted to accumulate some money from her jobs with Meg first. They paid incredibly well, since Lake loved them, apparently. But Ryann didn’t want to risk Rachel seeing her hurt when they lived together. That would only freak her out.

At the same time, Ryann also didn’t like the thought of just ditching Meg. She didn’t only help her for the money, she did it to keep her reckless friend safe. There was just a bunch to figure out before she’d be ready to go it alone again.

There was a moment of silence. Then Logan laughed loudly. It took her a few seconds to calm down. “Sorry,” they chuckled, wiping a tear from one of their sunken eyes. “You three at breakfast is just too much of a funny visual. The old man and two lesbians living under a roof, who could’ve seen that coming?”

“The man is like a walking gay magnet,” Kay muttered. “Makes no fucking sense.”

“You think he’ll say no?” Ryann asked nervously. She already felt the disappointment setting in. She really wanted to move in with Rachel. She loved being around the cute girl. But she didn’t want to bother Carver more. And, oddly enough, she didn’t want to move out of his place just yet. She really liked him being around.

“He’s not gonna say no,” Kay said. “It’s just… weird that this keeps happening. But you remember that we’re in the middle of a turf war, right? And that your house is filled with blood bags and otherwise incriminating evidence?”

Ryann nodded and looked down at her hands. She let the light play over her shiny, black claws as she thought. “I want to tell her,” she then said, quietly.

“That’s easier said than done,” Logan remarked, nibbling their cookie. “You should really take some time, think it over, figure out how you’ll go about it.”

“I don’t wanna take too long. It’s dangerous for her to not know,” Ryann muttered. “I was killed by vampires because I didn’t know enough to keep myself safe. I have people following Rachel because I’m terrified I might find her…” She couldn’t even bring herself to finish the sentence. She hugged herself and felt her own claws pierce into the skin of her arms. The thought of Rachel, lifeless, pale, cold, lying in some alley… It made her jaw clench and her teeth bare in a snarl. At the same time she felt tears stinging her eyes. “I need her to be safe. At least if she’s with me, I can protect her.”

Kay and Logan exchanged a glance. Logan put their hand gently on Kay’s. Their girlfriend nodded quietly and looked back at Ryann. “So what’s your plan? Do you even have one?”

“Well…” Ryann muttered and rubbed the back of her neck. She was trying not to sound too sheepish about this. “I, uh… I sort of told her she could only move in with me if she learned how to defend herself. And I mean, really defend herself. Like we do,” she elaborated a bit.

She gave Kay a pleading look with big puppy eyes. It wasn’t just about getting to live with Rachel. She’d love to, of course, Rachel was awesome and a close friend. But if Kay taught her how to defend herself, Ryann could almost rest easy. Sure, she would always fuss and worry about her adorable little friend, but Kay had experiences that Ryann didn’t have. Ryann had been in street fights. Kay had been in a lot more, and she already instructed the younger wolves.

The bartender crossed her arms and tapped her fingers on her enormous biceps. She looked aside and frowned softly, mouth drawn into a firm line.

Ryann leaned in a bit to try and catch her gaze. “Kay, please…” she said softly. “You’ve taught people before. I can knock people out, but wouldn’t know where to begin with self-defence. I just… I don’t want her to end up the same way I did.”

Kay hummed and looked at her with those dark, soft and yet intense eyes of hers. “Oh, sure, kid. I was just thinking about what the best time for her lessons would be. But I’m telling you now, I won’t go easy on her just because you like her.”

“That’s fine,” Ryann said with a soft smile. She knew that despite her words Kay would never push someone harder than they could take. “Rachel is smart, and a quick study. She’ll pick it up in no time.”

“Are you sure you want to tell her what we are?” Logan asked softly. She moved a bit closer and put her hand over Ryann’s. “I know you were worried about it.”

Ryann smiled softly at her concern. She put her own hand over Logan’s. “I’m nervous about it,” she admitted quietly. Her chest felt a bit tight as she said it. “But the last thing I want is to lie to Rachel.”

“I understand,” Logan said. She leaned in and gave Ryann a hug.

Ryann leaned into her a bit. “Thanks,” she said softly. “You guys are the best. I don’t think I would have made it this far without you two.”

Kay smiled a little at that. “You would have been fine,” she said with a little chuckle. “You’re a tough kid. But I’m glad we were here to help. Speaking of…”

Ryann narrowed her eyes a little at Kay’s smirk. The bartender was usually stone-faced and stoic, so when she turned mischievous, that was always cause for some alarm.

“You gonna take the job I offered you?”

Ryann blinked, caught a little off guard. It wasn’t like Kay to put her on the spot like that. Actually that was exactly like her. Ryann frowned softly. “I, uh…” She really didn’t want to say no. Not after Kay had just agreed to train Rachel for her. She really didn’t want to disappoint her. “Sure,” Ryann said. “I’m in.” I can make this work. Kay’s never been unreasonable. If I need a night off for private stuff, I’m sure she won’t mind. And it’s not like she really needs me.

“Alright!” Kay’s smirk became a little more prominent, showing hints of her white fangs as it pulled at her dark skin and scars. “Then come here.” Ryann looked at her and perked up a bit. She looked at Logan, surprised, then back at Kay.

“Come on,” Kay said and tapped the bar where she was standing. Behind the bar. “I’m gonna teach you how to mix drinks.”

Ryann’s eyes lit up and she dashed round the bar so fast she nearly slipped and had an embarrassing accident in the spot Logan had just mopped and cleaned. She cleared her throat and tugged her tank top back down a bit as she stepped over to Kay.

Kay chuckled. “Okay, so here’s the cheat sheet…” She pointed to a little list behind the bar on the counter next to the sink. “But we also have a full binder with drink recipes, so don’t worry about memorizing them all. That’ll just happen by itself. Down here is where I keep the blood, labelled of course.” She reached under the counter, where there were two little buttons hidden behind a bottle. “The bottom one is for the secret compartment. Gotta press it, then you can open it. Just in case the bar ever gets searched.”

“Oh, I thought the police just never come here.” Ryann crouched down and inspected the two buttons.

“The police that get to be in this area are mainly werewolves or initiated people,” Kay said. “Sometimes they have human partners, but most know to respect me as the boss here.” She pointed to the buttons again. “Anyway, the second button is for the silent alarm that warns all werewolves and Bloods in the vicinity that there’s people around who don’t know about us.”

“What do you do if normal people wander in here?” Ryann looked up at Kay. She frowned. “What?” she asked quizzically at Kay’s dark expression.

Logan chuckled. “Hey, Kay, tell Ryann about that time the old lady just wandered in here.”

“No,” Kay grumbled.

“But it was so cute!” Logan giggled and looked at Ryann. “This old human woman came in and just sat down right here, and she started to make small talk with Kay, telling her about her daughter… All the Bloods behind her were freaking out because they had bought so much blood and were just chugging it!”

“Oh my god!” Ryann laughed. “That’s amazing, I wish I had seen that!”

“Kay didn’t have the heart to toss her out, so this sweet old lady just stayed here for six hours talking about her kids,” Logan snickered and leaned out of Kay’s reach when she narrowed her eyes. “At some point a couple of wolves came in, both still in wolf form, and Kay had to keep the woman’s attention so she wouldn’t notice two huge dogs running around and opening doors with their paws!”

Kay rolled her eyes hard. “She just wanted some company, okay?” she muttered. “I didn’t want to just tell her to get out. But that’s why we have a limit on how much blood gets to be at tables, and that’s also why we got the coloured glasses and the hole in the back yard wall for wolves.”

“Little doggie door,” Logan said.

“That’s hilarious,” Ryann chuckled.

Logan smirked and leaned in. “Kay still visits the old lady sometimes.”

“Aw!” Ryann gave Kay a gentle look. “Soft.”

“I will make you clean Nemo’s workshop if you say one more thing,” Kay said evenly. “Both of you.”

Logan saluted. “Yes, Boss!”

Ryann did the same. “Understood, not gonna say a word!” They both giggled to themselves, and Kay just rolled her eyes. Ryann leaned into her gently before moving back again. “Alright, what next?” she asked.

“Well, since you’re finally ready to keep learning…” Kay said in that deep, even tone of hers, but Ryann saw a friendly twinkle in her eye Kay started to explain how they tracked payments. Most of it was done manually, harder to track that way.

Ryann nodded, taking mental notes. Kay explained to her where things were stored, and how to get into the basement, which housed a tiny medical room complete with stored werewolf and human blood. Just in case.

“It also comes with an arsenal of weapons, so if anybody asks if there is a basement, say no,” Kay said.

“You guys are really geared up,” Ryann muttered. “This place is almost like a little stronghold.”

Logan tapped their fingers on the rim of their whiskey glass. They slowly elongated into claws, and the tapping turned into a click. “The Good Night’s Drink has always been a place for outcasts to come together,” she said and began to let her claw circle the rim of the glass. “There’s been people who were very against that, of course. Some of them are like Fontaine.”

“Assholes in cheap tuxedos?” Ryann muttered.

Logan showed their sharp fangs in a mirthless grin. “Willing to kill to subjugate others.”

“Nobody’s quite stupid enough enough to try shit with us now,” Kay said. Her voice was deep and steady as she marked an order of blood as paid and then put the money away. “But if Micky ever sends his people here, we’ll be prepared.” She looked at Ryann, and Ryann saw in her dark eyes how serious she was.

“I got it,” Ryann said, meeting her gaze and holding it. “I’ll be ready, just in case.”

Kay put an arm on her shoulder and pulled her in a bit. “I know you will. But I want you to know you’ll be safe here too.”

Ryann sighed softly. She had tried not to let her friends hear the worry in her voice, but apparently Kay wasn’t so easily fooled. Ryann didn’t pull away, but she also didn’t fully relax. With so many other people within line of sight, she just didn’t feel comfortable letting herself be comforted.

Ryann’s eyes flicked to the door to the backyard when it opened. Danielle and Kate were back. Dani noticed Ryann looking at them and took Kate’s hand to come over. “Hey,” she said softly to Kay, and the way she had her head lowered reminded Ryann of a dog that knew it had done something it wasn’t supposed to. “We’re sorry for yelling earlier.”

“I’m sorry,” Kate said quietly and rubbed her arm. “I was upset about something… I let it out on Dani. I shouldn’t have. Sorry,” she muttered one more time. They both stood there, eyes averted and looking like they wanted to sink into the floor.

Kay looked at Ryann briefly. She gave her a look back and a shrug that said ‘Well, they apologized.’ Kay patted Ryann’s shoulder and let her go. She stepped closer to the bar and the two wolves, and leaned on it a bit. “Why were you fighting?” she asked.

Kate made herself a little smaller and mumbled something.

The bartender narrowed her eyes a little. “Kate. When you are out there, you need to stick together. You can’t watch each other’s backs if you don’t trust each other.”

Kate nodded quietly. “I know,” she muttered. She looked up when Kay beckoned for them both to give her their hands. The two young wolves exchanged a glance, then did as instructed.

Kay gently placed both their hands in hers and put her free one on top. She held them like this, while focusing her dark eyes on both Dani and Kate’s. “I’m not asking you to just get over your issues. I want you to work them out. If you need help, I’m here. If you think I can’t help, tell me what you need and I’ll point you to someone who can.” Her eyes briefly scanned the room. “We don’t have to talk about this now,” she said. “But we will talk about it.”

“Okay,” Kate said softly. “We’ll come by and talk.”

“Yeah,” Dani said. She put her arm around Kate’s shoulders. “I’m sorry, too.”

Kay let their hands go with a gentle tilt of her head. “Remember,” she said evenly. “You’re young wolves. You’ve got enemies out there. You either stick together, or you join a pack…”

“No packs,” Kate interrupted immediately. “I’ll watch Dani’s back. And I know she’s got mine.” Ryann smiled a little at the friendship between them. They were really cute when they got along.

Kay watched them for another long moment. Then she nodded, and that seemed to be the sign for the two of them that they could leave. They went to the stairs around the corner and Ryann heard them ascend.

“They’ll be okay,” she said confidently.

Kay hummed, eyes still resting where they had lost sight of the two. “I’ll make sure of it.” She turned to Ryann. “Now, back to you! Time to show what you’re made of.” She reached under the bar and pulled out an apron that she handed Ryann. As Ryann put it on, Kay also produced a binder that she flipped open to a random page and left on the counter.

“Start mixing,” Kay said and pulled out her phone.

“What?” Ryann stared at what was clearly a recipe for something called Devil’s Horn. “Don’t you wanna give me any tips?”

“Nope,” Kay said and showed Ryann the timer running on her phone. “You’re a smart girl, you’ll figure it out.” There was a near imperceptible smirk tugging at the strong line of her mouth.

Ryann grumbled and looked for all the ingredients she needed. Kay gave her a few pointers, and Ryann began mixing the different drinks.

Logan smiled approvingly. “Nice, free drinks,” they chuckled.

Ryann narrowed her eyes. “Who says it’s free?” she asked in a playfully stern tone. Logan gasped.

Kay answered their look with a chuckle. “She’s learning,” she drawled softly.

“But I always get free drinks!” Logan complained.

“Aw, babe. Of course you do,” Kay said and leaned over the bar to kiss her cheek. She looked at Ryann. “Good attitude, but remember, we like to practise nepotism with family. They don’t pay.” She gave her a pat on the head.

“Right,” Ryann muttered and cleared her throat. Her cheeks were gently flushed because she remembered that she hadn’t paid for a drink in weeks. Stop reading into it, that little voice at the back of her mind whispered. She’s probably just putting it on Carver’s tab because you’re broke.

Ryann tried to ignore the thought. “What next?”

“Excuse me.” A middle-aged looking Blood approached the bar. She smiled winningly at Kay. “Can I get a Bloody Mary with an extra dash of blood?” she asked and showed sharp, white teeth in her smile.

Ryann narrowed her eyes at the immediate discomfort she felt around the woman. She wore a suit, which instantly reminded Ryann of Micky, and her left hand was adorned with a big golden ring. The band was twisted and weaved through the red stone set into it.

Ryann looked over at Kay and Logan, feeling a bit tense. Kay gave her a look back. She nudged her head toward the book. “Go on,” she said. “Get the lady her drink.”

“You’re enjoying throwing me in the deep end, aren’t you?” Ryann grumbled as she flipped through the book. She enjoyed the challenge, but being watched made her self-conscious.

“I absolutely am,” Kay said and crossed her arms. She looked really smug, leaning against the bar and watching. “You’re doing great so far, kid.” Ryann just gave a soft grunt of acknowledgement and started getting the ingredients together.

“What’s with the getup?” Logan asked the other Blood, as Ryann got the right glass and the tomato juice. “Were the Hunger leaders meeting?”

“Not tonight,” the new Blood said. She had a slight sultry edge to her voice, letting it trail off at the end. “Tonight we just discussed where tomorrow night’s meeting will be held.” She sighed theatrically. “Lake’s place again, of course.”

“Well, they are top dog,” Logan said and shrugged. They gave Ryann a covert thumbs-up as she distracted the customer. Kay just watched Ryann.

“I know, I just don’t understand why some of the others are so bent on keeping up this illusion of control. It’s not a democracy.” The woman leaned an elbow on the bar. “Lake says jump, we jump. They say we have meetings to exchange info, we meet where they know everything that happens. And they don’t like liberal interpretation of the rules.”

“Yeah, they’re kind of a hardass about following the rules,” Logan muttered and sipped their drink. Held from the top, of course, between long claws.

“Well, at least they’re intelligent,” the woman said, almost lamenting. “Have you met the new guy from the Scarlet Song? Mr. Fontaine? Dreadfully stupid fellow, even by Blood standards. I’m surprised he’s still alive, honestly.”

Ryann almost spilled the vodka she was pouring. She cleared her throat inconspicuously to get the woman’s attention. “You’ve met Micky?”

The woman slowly turned to Ryann with a smile that immediately put her on edge. “Yes,” she said in that soft, sultry tone. “I haven’t introduced myself, have I? Mary Stillwell. Also called Bloody Mary in these parts. I lead the Blood Raven Hunger.” She offered Ryann her hand, palm up, as if she expected her to kiss the ring on it. “And you are?”

Ryann gave her a blank look. “I’m Ryann,” she said deadpan, continuing to make the drink. “I’m new.”

Mary’s smile turned a bit more frigid. She looked like she didn’t appreciate the blatant disregard for her station. “Right,” she said, pulling her hand back with a deliberate slowness. “To answer your question, yes. I know Mr. Fontaine. He tried to recruit me for his faction, about… say, three months ago?” She smiled wistfully, looking down at her sharp, perfectly manicured red nails. “He made some grand promises about walking right into Lake’s Sanctuary and negotiating their surrender of the city within the month.”

“Sanctuary and Haven are terms the other factions use,” Logan interjected briefly, leaning over to Ryann. “‘Sanctuary’ refers to a Blood’s primary residence, their safe space. ‘Haven’ would be any other place that’s safe for our kind to feed and be ourselves. So, this bar is technically a Haven. Walking into their Sanctuary is essentially suicide.”

“Right,” Ryann said, frowning. “They could just say ‘house’ like normal fucking people. Fucking vamps, always so dramatic…” She didn’t mention just how much of a bad feeling Mary holding on to other factions’ terminology gave her.

“Of course, in Lake’s case, the Haven and Sanctuary are one in the same,” Mary Stillwell said. She smiled at Ryann when she got the blood from under the bar, having finished the rest of the drink. “And everybody knows what Lake does with faction Bloods when they enter her line of sight.” She showed Ryann her teeth in a cruel smile.

Ryann ignored her and added the dash of blood to the drink. She set it down before Mary Stillwell.

Mary smiled at Ryann with lidded eyes. “Thank you,” she purred and leaned in just as Ryann set down the drink. She let her fingernails gently run over the inside of Ryann’s arm. “Wouldn’t you like to—”

“Stop trying to flirt with my employee,” Kay said with a stern tone. The kind that bordered on a growl. “Pay up and fuck off.”

Mary immediately pulled away and snatched her drink. “Put it on my tab,” she said curtly.

“Sure,” Ryann said icily, wondering if Kay would mind her adding some extra to the price. She did not like this woman at all.

Kay stepped closer to Ryann. “Next time she tries shit, or if you see someone making other people uncomfortable repeatedly, kick them out for the night.”

“I definitely will,” Ryann said and rubbed her arm uncomfortably where Mary had touched her.

“Consensual flirting is fine, of course, as long as it doesn’t bother other people,” Logan added. “Everyone knows not to flirt with Kay. Well, unless it’s Nemo. She does that sometimes. And I have free rein, of course.” They smirked.

“Alright,” Ryann said. She looked at Kay, then over her shoulder to the shelves. “Do I get to use the sword if they don’t stop?”

Kay chuckled. “Not unless you train with it first.”

“Oh, that would be sick!” Ryann imagined herself wielding a sword. I could be the hot sword lesbian! She understood Rachel’s excitement. Swords are cool.

Kay watched her with a small smile and shook her head. “Anyway…”

Ryann flinched out of her fantasy of parkour-sword fights and blushed. “Yes, I’m listening.”

“Sure you are,” Kay hummed and patted Ryann’s head. They weren’t even that far apart in height. “Now, chop chop, kid! We got more work to do.”

Ryann hummed and started making a few drinks. Took a few orders. Got paid. It turned out to be a pretty easy gig. Kay was a relaxed boss, and Logan was always ready to help out. They let Ryann man the bar for an hour or so by herself before Kay left to go home and take a nap, and Logan stayed to finish up, using every last moment of sun-less time. They could go outside during the day for quite a bit, so they were fine staying while Kay went ahead. Ryann decided to go with the big bartender.

Ryann and Kay walked together for a bit on their way home. Kay’s place was somewhere between the bar and Carver’s. They spent the trek just talking about this and that, or spending a few quiet moments together whenever the mood struck them. Walking with her through the dark made Ryann feel a little more at ease, and she almost imagined Kay slowed her steps a bit so they could spend more time together. Eventually, they did part ways with a hug that was very warm and lasted just not long enough.

Ryann returned to Carver’s place with a little spring in her step and a soft whistle. Working at the bar had been fun. And so had the date— Not that it had been one, Kay had just joked about it too much. Ryann shook her head at herself, annoyed, and shut the door to the apartment behind her.

Carver was sitting on the couch, resting. He looked over with a smile when Ryann closed the door behind her. “Hey, kid,” he said. “How was the date?”

“Fuck you, it wasn’t a date,” Ryann grumbled, and came over to drop into the cough opposite him. “Why does everybody keep saying that?”

“It’s your reaction,” Carver said with a shrug.

“Yeah, well, it went great!” Ryann huffed. “Had some coffee. Bought a book about sword-swinging lesbians.”

“Nice.”

“Even scored some cookies, but you can’t have any because you’re a dog and they have chocolate.”

Carver gasped. “Ryann! The betrayal! I was about to eat one! How dare you bring that evil substance here?”

“You’re a nerd,” Ryann chuckled. She nudged his shin with her foot. “How about you, old man? How have you been? You’re not gonna go all wolfman on us again, right?”

“Nope. I should be fine for a while.”

“That’s good.” Ryann rubbed the back of her neck. She hesitated for a moment. “Hey… Would you be okay with Rachel moving in?”

Carver raised an eyebrow. “Here?” He sounded a bit surprised. “Wouldn’t you prefer to have a place of your own?”

Ryann shuffled a bit. “I still have a lot to figure out, and… I honestly don’t feel comfortable leaving you alone.”

He looked a bit uncomfortable at that. But he nodded gently. “Yeah… Yeah, I get it. Thank you for last night, by the way.” He gave Ryann a little smile. “Rachel is very welcome to stay. We can re-work the gym into a guest room.” He got up slowly, moving as if he was sore all over, and huffed. “Come. Let’s have some tea, and you can tell me all about your day in detail.”

Ryann smiled and nodded gratefully. “Thanks,” she said and spent the whole evening with Rachel’s scent at the back of her mind.
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When Ryann woke up, it was of course still daylight out. Seeing it cast golden across the opposite building’s brick facade reminded her of Rachel. She sighed. She’d dreamed she and Rachel were living together already. The disappointment when she’d woken up had stung hard. So she decided to work out in the home gym to get it out of her head.

She did her stretches, relaxing and loosening up her muscles, and then got to work. It felt good to be back in the swing of things. The burning muscles were familiar to Ryann, as was the weight in her hands. She was alone with just the exertion and the sound of her breath as she worked out, and she didn’t have to think about anything.

After a while, Carver exited his room too, sleepy but moving much better than the morning before. They had a small breakfast, which meant Carver only ate six sandwiches. Like all werewolves, his high metabolism was the cause for a perpetual hunger. They bantered a little as they ate.

They sparred afterwards, while the sun was fully sinking beyond the buildings and the horizon. Carver was a little slower than usual, but his hits were still just as tough. Ryann rubbed her arms when they took off their protective gear and got ready to go out. She sat at the edge of the workout mat and huffed softly, feeling the throb in her muscles.

“You good?” Carver asked.

Ryann waved him off. “Just gotta condition my arms again,” she said. “They’re a bit numb from blocking.”

“You should ask Kay for help,” he said and took off his knuckle guards.

“Wouldn’t she just break my arms?” Ryann chuckled. Of course she wouldn’t, but Kay was immensely strong. Ryann had seen her lift well over a thousand pounds.

“She can be very gentle, and she knows exactly how hard to hit,” Carver said and looked over at her. “Have you never trained grappling with her before?”

Ryann laughed at the thought and fiddled with her gear. “No, she’d crush me!” She slipped her head guard off.

“Thought you’d be into that.”

“Ha ha.” She rolled her eyes at Carver, then hesitated. “You know, getting crushed by a big, buff woman… Yeah, honestly, that’s how I wanna go out.”

“Don’t actually,” Carver chuckled. “Your girlfriend would be sad.” He dodged the head guard Ryann tossed at him. It bounced harmlessly off the wall. “I meant it,” he said as Ryann grumbled and he went to pick up the gear. “Kay wouldn’t go too hard. I’ve trained with her for long enough.”

Ryann cocked her head gently. “How long have you known each other?”

“Pretty much since she became a wolf,” Carver said, stretching a bit. “She was already a fighter by the time I met her,” he continued as Ryann took a breather. “After finding a sparring partner who could actually keep up with us, the two of us started training together.”

“Damn,” Ryann muttered and sat cross-legged on the mat. She enjoyed a cool draft from the open windows and closed her eyes. “Sounds like she was a real beast. When’d you guys meet?”

Carver rubbed his chin and hummed softly. “Eighteen forty-three, I think? August, if my memory isn’t playing tricks.”

Ryann stared at him quietly. She blinked. “Um. Carver?”

“What?” He looked at her quizzically.

“Eighteen forty-three was almost two hundred years ago,” Ryann said, doing the math for him. “Minus a few decades.”

Carver nodded. “Yeah, so?”

“There’s no way Kay is two hundred years old!” Ryann said, incredulous. “Stop fucking with me, man.”

Carver just looked at her and shrugged helplessly. “Werewolves age slowly.”

Ryann rolled her eyes. “Sure, but not ‘two hundred years barely leave a mark’-slow!” Kay looked like she was in her late twenties or early thirties at best. Ryann would have judged her maybe a few years older than herself.

Carver just shrugged. “Dunno what to tell you. Her birthday’s the nineteenth of December, eighteen-eighteen.”

Ryann just shook her head. “No fucking way. Fucking prove it.”

Carver shrugged and left to head to his room. He returned with a picture and a knife. The picture was old, black and white and a little grainy. Three people were in it, standing on stone steps before what looked like a big, fancy door. Ryann only recognized the one in the middle. Even though the photograph was old, it was very clearly Kay, as large and as stoic as she was today. She had her arms around the two other, smaller people.

“This is from the first orphanage the Warm Embrace opened in nineteen-o-five,” Carver said. “That’s Kay with two of her siblings, Chase and Jayden. The photograph was taken by the pack leader. You can check the date on the back. Though it’s not the original.”

Ryann did so a little numbly and found the date and names there. She had known for a while that there were impossibly old people in her world now, but she hadn’t expected they’d just be so… normal. She focused on the knife when Carver pointed to it. It looked old, with a hilt made out of deer antlers. Engraved on the blade Ryann could make out a date. 1843-08-01. Beneath the date were little symbols, writing that was not entirely familiar to Ryann. She thought it looked a little like one of the Native American scripts that she’d come across during some unrelated research. Kay’s name was on it too, at the end.

Ryann needed a little while to process that information. Carver had gone to grab a shower, and she was still struggling to process this new information. She turned the knife in her hands and watched the light from the lamps play over the blade. It was so old the metal had started to turn black in places.

She looked at Carver when he left the bathroom in a bathrobe tightly wound around his body. “She doesn’t act like a two-hundred-year-old,” she said quietly. Suddenly she felt very far removed from her friend.

Carver frowned softly. “Ryann,” he said and sat down next to her. “Kay isn’t some old woman parading around like she is young. We gather experiences. We see lots of things. That doesn’t mean our brains are somehow different. Kay has had to constantly adapt in a world that progresses while she stays the same. If she seems to you like a twenty-something-year-old, it’s because that’s essentially what she is.” He rubbed the back of his head. “It’s hard to explain. But you’ve spent time with her. You know what she’s like.”

“So I don’t seem childish to her?” Ryann muttered. That was what worried her the most, that she might seem stupid next to someone with that many experiences.

Carver laughed softly. “Have you met Nemo?” He gave Ryann a pat on the head. “I am so much older than Kay. I don’t even really remember how old I am, but I have been around since before white people came to this continent. Even longer than that. Do I look like some decrepit old man to you?”

“I dunno,” Ryann muttered with a soft smile, turning the knife again. “Your jokes are old as dirt.”

“You love them,” Carver chuckled and ruffled her hair.

Ryann smiled a little. She looked at the photograph again. The only way she’d get used to this was probably if she talked to Kay. But Carver’s words helped. She also thought of Lake who was well over a hundred years old. When she really thought about it, it didn’t seem like they were an old person in a young body.

“Thanks, Jolene,” Ryann hummed and leaned into Carver a bit. She left the knife on the table next to the photo, and got up to prepare for her first official shift at her new job.

* * *

When Ryann arrived at the Good Night’s Drink for her shift, she was still thinking about it. Kay was two hundred years old. That was just still something Ryann was grappling with when she took a deep breath and pushed through the door.

Kay was standing at the bar, polishing a glass. She looked over and offered Ryann a faint but warm smile. “There you are,” her deep, soothing voice rang out. “Nice outfit.”

Ryann’s cheeks flushed softly despite the thoughts she was wrestling with. “Didn’t wanna go too tight or casual,” she said, and tugged at the sleeves of her dress shirt. She had essentially copied Kay’s outfit. Just something nice, comfy and loose. Dark pants, a black dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and some suspenders to complete the look

Kay nodded approvingly. “It looks good on you. You thirsty?”

“I could go for a drink,” Ryann said gratefully. She almost sat on one of the barstools, but stopped and moved behind it instead.

“See?” Kay hummed. “Already getting the hang of it. Want some Coke with your blood?”

“The non-illegal kind!” Nemo chirped from across the bar.

Ryann nodded to Kay, then frowned at Nemo. “Do… Do I want to know if you have that and why?”

“I could answer that, but then I’d have to kill you!” Nemo smiled at Ryann and pointed what looked like a bone with some leather strips wrapped around it at her. She sounded entirely too adorable for it to be any threat whatsoever.

“We don’t have cocaine,” Logan sighed as they sat next to Nemo on a barstool. “Unfortunately. We could make bank.”

“Oh my god!” Nemo looked at them excitedly. “Let’s do that! We can be drug lords!”

“Nemo, no,” Kay said firmly.

“Yeah, I was joking,” Logan added in a dry tone.

“Ah,” Ryann nodded as she received her drink from Kay in a generously tall glass. “I thought I detected a note of ‘I am so tired’ sarcasm.”

“You try wrangling a bar full of vampires,” Logan groaned and slumped their head on the top of the bar. “There was a wedding last night and everyone started getting drunk after you left.”

Ryann chuckled softly. “Sorry buddy, that’s rough.”

“It’s fine,” Logan said. They sighed and rubbed their eyes. “I just need to sleep.”

Kay went over and hugged them gently and kissed their head. “You can sleep,” she said softly. “Ryann and I can hold the fort down. Seems like it’ll be a quiet night anyway.”

Ryann felt her heart melt a little at how soft Kay was being. Her soft looks and gentle touches always came out with her girlfriends.

She couldn’t help herself watching Kay, though. She didn’t mean to stare, but it just seemed so impossible that she was really two centuries old. And, of course, after a moment, Kay noticed. She gave Ryann a look. “What is it?”

“Oh, it’s nothing…” Ryann said quickly.

Kay hummed and moved to stand close to her. She rested her arm on the bar. “Spill, kid. Something’s bothering you.”

Ryann rubbed her neck awkwardly. “Okay, look,” she said softly. “I know it’s none of my business, but… are you really two hundred years old?”

Kay shrugged. “Two hundred and two, actually,” she said as if it wasn’t a big deal at all. She crossed her arms and tilted her head at Ryann in an unspoken question.

“Oh. Wow,” Ryann muttered. “I’m sorry,” she added, “it’s just… so new, you know?”

“I get it,” Kay said gently. “Facing the reality of an immortal life can be difficult. Especially if you haven’t gotten to experience it for yourself yet.” She fixed her eyes on Ryann’s. “Are you worried I’m putting on an act and I’m actually just an old woman on the inside?” She asked the question with a little chuckle. “Or are you worried about what your own life is going to look like?”

Ryann shook her head. “I’m not worried about you,” she said softly. “I see how you are with Nemo, Logan… The young wolves…” She rubbed her neck again. “I guess I really do just worry about what being immortal is gonna do to me.”

Kay shrugged. “Well… Imagine the person you are now. And then the days go on, and you just live your life however you want. You do the same things over and over. Then two hundred years have passed, and you’re still the same person.”

“I just worry about becoming world weary,” Ryann muttered.

“I guess that just depends on how much shit you see and how much death you experience or pain you go through,” Kay said and rested on one of the stools behind the bar. “I had to go through a lot. It was just what I was born into. And seeing stuff doesn’t make your brain older. It just teaches you to deal with that shit. I’ve always been pretty mature, but that’s because of what I went through, not because I’m two hundred years old. Honestly…” She shrugged a little. “I don’t think I’ve changed at all in the past two centuries. I got to keep my family with me, so that helped. But just living by itself is not going to change you.”

Ryann hummed softly and crossed her arms. “I guess,” she said. “It’s still gonna be difficult to get used to. Growing old, leaving people behind…” She rested her hip against the bar and looked Kay in the eye. “What happens when Lyn and Valerie grow old and die? How… How would you even start to deal with that?”

Kay frowned. “If it was their choice to grow old, I would respect it,” she said softly. “And I would cherish them for the time we get to spend together, and I would miss them. But that’s the thing, Ryann. Whether I make friends or isolate myself, people exist, they live, they die. We can give them a choice, though. They don’t have to die.”

“Oh,” Ryann said softly. “I thought a werewolf bite was a risky thing.” When she’d asked Carver about how werewolves Turned others, he had told her that there was a pretty good chance for werewolf bites to kill the recipient. Even just getting wolf blood into their own bloodstream could be deadly.

“For most wolves, yes, that is true,” Kay said. “But there are ways to remove that risk.” She got off the chair and stepped closer to rest her hand on Ryann’s shoulder. “Either way. All you can do, as an immortal, is live.”

Ryann sighed softly and leaned into the touch. “Yeah… Yeah, I think I get it,” she said. “It’ll just take some getting used to, you know?”

“I understand.” Kay hesitated for just a moment. “Do you still want to work for me and train with me?” she then asked.

Ryann nodded. “Yeah. I would really like that. And I’m sorry I made a big deal out of it.” She smiled sheepishly.

The bartender chuckled and ruffled Ryann’s hair. “You’re okay, kid. I’m just glad I didn’t scare you off.” Her expression was stoic, and yet somehow gentle and warm, like her scent.

Ryann laughed softly. “You could never scare me off, Kibble,” she said with a little smile. “Now… I really should get to work.”

“Take your time,” Kay said and patted her head again. She gently rested her forehead to Ryann’s for a moment. “If you need anything, we’ll always be here for you.”

Ryann nodded and felt herself relax. A little later, she went to work. She was quickly finding her rhythm, and soon the fun work made her thoughts about age and immortality drift into the background.

The patrons in the bar tonight were mostly Bloods. Danielle and Kate had stopped by briefly before heading out. Apparently they were going on a camping trip with Sarah and Charlie. They seemed to be getting along much better now. Ryann could immediately see the shift in how Kate let Danielle put an arm around her, and how she leaned into her a tiny bit. And Ryann suspected they wanted to be in a quiet place to talk more and figure out their issues.

She hummed softly and kept herself busy by cleaning before resting her arms on the bar for a bit. Looking over at Kay, she now couldn’t help the burning curiosity that had settled in her mind in place of worry. “Kay?” she asked. The bartender looked up at her from the ledger she was writing in. “Can I ask you something personal?”

“Shoot, kid.” Kay cocked her hip and rested a hand on it.

“Did you leave anyone behind?” Ryann asked softly, not wanting to push too hard. She watched Kay’s ever-stoic face for any changes that told her to back off. “Like, family, friends. Other than your mom, I mean.”

Kay shook her head. “It was just my mom and I,” she said. “I was Turned against my will. My mom had the choice and chose to be Turned as well. Different wolf, though.” She put her pen down and went to the sink to clean a few glasses. “After I was Turned, I lived a pretty solitary life. Carver was around. He taught me how to Change, how to control it. Showed me some tricks he had picked up. Old dog and all that…” She hummed softly and looked up at the lights hanging above the bar with their cute little antique lampshades. Her hands continued the steady cleaning motions. “I made supernatural friends. With the Warm Embrace, those friends soon became like siblings.Then I met Logan. And before I was Turned, I didn’t really have any friends.”

“Why not?” Ryann asked. She cocked her curiously. “You’re amazing.”

“I didn’t have time,” Kay explained. “Had to keep my mom safe, worked so she didn’t have to work as much… Then I became a bodyguard, and just slowly became more and more stern. And that put people off.”

Ryann looked Kay’s face over for a brief moment before focusing on her eyes again. They were fixed on Ryann’s now, and Kay put down the glass and leaned on the edge of the sink with both hands, just watching her for a moment.

For a little bit, they just remained like that, reading in each other’s eyes.

Then Ryann said, “I don’t think it’s off-putting.” Her voice was quiet and calm, and just audible to Kay of the other noises of people talking in the bar. It was as if they had faded into the background. “I think you’re pretty. And when I look at you or hear you talk, I’m just reminded of how strong you are. You’re like a rock. Not just to me, but to so many others, too. To Carver, to the young wolves… I feel more at ease when you’re around.” She looked down for a moment before looking back up at Kay. “I feel safer when you’re there. I think everyone does.”

Kay looked at her quietly. Then, very softly, she nodded. “I really appreciate that,” she said softly. “I do want to keep you all safe.”

“Well, you can’t do it all alone,” Ryann said. She put her hand on Kay’s huge back and rubbed it gently. “Your friends can help you. I would really like to help…”

Kay smiled ever so slightly. “You’re already helping.” She pulled Ryann into a sudden but not unwelcome hug. “Thanks.”

Ryann blushed softly and hugged her back. “Just repaying the favour,” she said, feeling really happy that she had brightened Kay’s mood a little.

They separated with what felt like reluctance to Ryann. Kay patted her on the back. “Alright,” she said softly. “That’s enough of a break. Can’t have you slacking off.”

“I thought emotional support was part of my tasks?” Ryann hummed.

“Sure, kid.Your check’s in the mail,” Kay chuckled and patted Ryann’s head. They went back to cleaning up and making some more drinks when a few patrons ordered new ones. Kay started talking to a Blood sitting next to Nemo. The little witch had been discussing the quality of bones, waving hers around. Now she carved into it with a small knife.

As Ryann wiped off the bar once, making sure it was nice and polished, the door swung open and a breeze carried in the scent of werewolves. Ryann couldn’t quite place it, so she looked up with a frown to see if she recognized them visually, but they were entirely unfamiliar.

The werewolves Kay associated with usually wore casual stuff, comfy things that were easy to get out of. These? Not so much.

The first werewolf to enter had a sharp look in their narrow, yellow eyes. They were also about as tall as Ryann, maybe even a bit bigger with the shoes, and built with muscles that almost rivalled Kay’s. Ryann could see their dark suit pulled taut over their musculature as they moved into the room, stepped to the side of the door, and folded their hands before the hip, shoulders squared and constantly alert. Several scars marked their face, standing out pale against the otherwise dark skin. Two passed thin over the lips, almost down to the sharp jawline. A number of scars went up into the cleanly shaved undercut, and one cut directly across one of the bright yellow eyes. They looked like Kate’s, when she Changed.

The second werewolf was somehow even bigger than the first, by at least half a foot. Her eyes were a dark, sapphire blue, and she had everything. Hair for days, dark brown and tied into a braid that went down to her waist, legs for days, arms for days, muscles for weeks. If she wasn’t as muscular, she would have probably looked lanky, but Ryann could make out her biceps even under the jacket sleeve. The top button of her white shirt strained with every breath and movement. She stopped for a brief moment to sniff the air, and her eyes glanced around the room for any danger. Then she moved aside and her eyes turned to the next two people to enter with a faintly softer look.

They caught Ryann’s eye just by contrast to the wolves. One gorgeous, middle-aged woman. She smiled at the huge, intimidating wolves, and held the hand of a child that couldn’t be older than fifteen. The kid was blond, with her hair tied into a ponytail. Her brown eyes sparkled with excitement.

Ryann frowned and cleared her throat. “Uh, Kay? There’s a kid in the bar,” she said. “Also, are we in trouble with the mob? What did you do?”

Kay looked over. “Don’t worry about it.” She walked past Ryann to step out from behind the bar and face the woman with the kid, who had begun to approach. She had to be just a little shorter than Logan. Ryann would have judged her as maybe in her forties, with long brown hair curling over her shoulders in gentle layers. A black leather jacket hung from her shoulders over a white dress shirt. The sleeves were casually rolled up, and the kid at her side gasped and tugged one with her free hand, not taking her eyes off Kay.

The woman smiled and nodded, and the kid dashed forward excitedly. “Hi!” she said quickly, almost stumbling over her own words. “I’m—” She cut off in a little squeak when Kay just hugged her and picked her up.

“Hey, kid,” the bartender hummed with a gentle expression. “Long time no see.”

The kid blushed and hugged Kay a bit, clearly surprised by the familial treatment. But the smile on her lips didn’t falter. “Hi!” She hesitated. “I’m sorry, have we met before? I don’t remember…”

Kay smiled at her and nodded. “Yeah. When you were much younger. Welcome to the family.”

“Th-Thanks…” The Kid looked so incredibly happy. She seemed to be at a loss for words.

Kay chuckled softly. “You can just call me Kay. Sis works too.” She let her down and turned to the woman, who was watching them with a gentle smile while the wolves watched the room. Her delicate fingers played with a small pendant resting on her chest. A little rod of carved stone on a string. It was very clearly visible, because her shirt was unbuttoned to just below the diaphragm. The woman was a picture of pure calm and confidence. Also fashionable. Her shoes were polished black. Her right hand bore a golden ring on her thumb and a black one on the ring finger. Another, black with golden edges, rested on her left ring finger.

Ryann leaned her elbow onto the bar and tilted her head as she watched. The woman’s brown eyes met Ryann’s, and in the light they glowed dark orange. She smiled a sweet, charming smile that made Ryann’s heart beat a little faster. The simple expression exuded such a warm aura, like nothing she had ever experienced. Ryann was stunned.

“Kay! My darling girl!” The woman leaned up and hugged Kay tight as the big bartender leaned down to embrace her too. The small woman nearly vanished in the embrace of Kay’s big arms. They remained like this for a little, then Kay moved back a bit and the two rested their foreheads together for a long, quiet moment.

“How have you been?” Kathleen leaned back and smiled at Kay as she ran a hand over her dense, black hair. Her voice was soft and loving. “You look wonderful! Have you been eating well?”

“Of course,” Kay said, smiling a little sheepishly. “I’m good.”

The woman noticed Ryann’s surprised look and smiled. “Oh, I didn’t know you had hired someone recently,” she said to Kay and left her to go to sit in a barstool. The werewolves from the door began to follow. The shorter one took position next to the woman, the other one stayed near the star-struck kid and gave Kay a nod.

Ryann watched them with a little worry.

“Oh, no need to fret, darling. They’re just here to protect me,” a voice said right near Ryann. Her eyes flinched toward it and focused on the woman now sitting right in front of her with her fingers interlocked. Her rings glinted on her hands, and she smiled warmly at Ryann.

Ryann felt her cheeks flush a deeper red. What is a woman this gorgeous doing here? she wondered.

The little dangling chain piercing at the woman’s lobe, complemented by two studs further up, shuddered with her soft laugh. “No need to look so flustered, I am just here for a drink. Well, and to introduce Jenny to her big sister.” She nodded towards the kid who was excitedly holding Kay’s hand and staring up at her.

“Right… sister?” Ryann asked. She inspected the woman’s face. She looked oddly a little familiar. Her skin tone reminded Ryann of Kay, but it was a little darker, and something about the shape of the eyes and the lips just struck her, but she couldn’t put her finger on it.

“My name is Kathleen,” the woman said. “Kathleen Towâw. Leader of the Warm Embrace. And Jenny, as the newest member of our pack, is now Kay’s sister.” She tilted her head with a curious smile “And you are?” Her voice was so friendly and light, nothing like the badass and commanding aura she gave off.

“I’m Ryann,” she said, smiling a bit. “Ryann Ly. Um… I’m new.” She was still stuck on how this small, friendly woman was the leader of Kay’s old pack.

“It’s very nice to meet you,” Kathleen gave her a warm smile.

“We were wondering where you guys were,” Kay said as she returned to the bar and Jenny hopped up on a stool next to Kathleen. Ryann frowned a little. Jenny smelled completely human. Kathleen didn’t seem to have a scent at all. “What kept you?”

“Oh, we just wanted to make sure Jenny was entirely used to the pack,” Kathleen said casually and smiled at the kid. “She threw a little wrench in our plans.”

Jenny blushed. “Sorry,” she said with an awkward little smile.

“It’s quite alright,” the pack leader chuckled.

Ryann watched them. She felt a little awkward standing around here in what was clearly a family moment. “I’m gonna give you some alone time,” she said, patting Kay’s shoulder.

Kay nodded. “Right, yeah. Take a little break.” She looked at Kathleen as Ryann stepped away from the bar for a bit. “You sure you need your bodyguards on alert here?” She began to mix some drinks for their guests, and got a juice for Jenny.

“Oh, I feel quite safe here,” Kathleen said, smiling. “I told them to just relax, but you know how children are.”

Ryann grabbed the drink she’d made herself earlier from the counter behind the bar, and went to take a seat at the table she and Meg were planning to meet at. She kicked her feet up and sipped her drink, tasting the hint of blood in it. She really wanted to know what Kay and Kathleen were talking about, but she resisted the urge to eavesdrop. Instead, she just watched. It just looked like a normal conversation, but Kay seemed a little happier with her family there.

The two bodyguards kept a watch over the place, one constantly watching Kathleen, the other scanning the room for any threats. Just them being there seemed to dissuade the present Bloods from going up to the bar near them. Nemo had no such reservations. She changed seats to next to the pretty woman, and they hugged for a bit.

Makes sense, Ryann thought. Of course Kay’s girlfriends would know her old pack friends. Ryann really wanted to get to know them too. These were the wolves Lake was planning to hand the city off to. The ones who they hoped were going to help Ryann break into the Argent Institute. Well, if Meg’s prep work takes too long, we can always ask them for help, Ryann thought and lifted her drink to down it. She really didn’t want to wait.

“Why the fuck is she here??” Meg’s hiss right next to her and her hand on her shoulder made Ryann choke and nearly fall off her chair backwards.

She coughed and wiped her mouth, trying to stop the irregular contractions of her agitated lungs. “What… the actual… fuck?? You gotta warn me before you do that!” Ryann coughed. Finally, she managed to calm her breathing and glared at Meg, who wore so much black only her eyes were visible. “Actually, don’t do that!”

Meg pulled her mask down, looking from Ryann to the bar and back. “The fuck did you do?”

“Me? Why would I have done anything?” Ryann asked indignantly. 

“You start working here and suddenly the pack leader of the Warm Embrace shows up with two bodyguards? You did something!”

“Of course she’s got muscle with her. Gotta protect your sweet pack mama!” She watched Meg curiously. “Why are you being weird? She seems really nice!”

“Kathleen is great, but the other…” Meg sighed and rubbed her face. “Shit the bed… I told Lake to warn me. They didn’t mention these two maniacs were coming along.”

“Why, who are they?” Ryann asked curiously.

Meg huffed and leaned close, watching them. “The one on the left is Vivian Harley. Heard she kicked the crap out of Samuel’s Second when he tried to track Sarah and Dani into Toronto.”

“What a woman,” Ryann said jokingly.

Meg was quiet for a moment in which Ryann imagined she was giving her a very judgmental look. She didn’t bother to check. Then Meg said dryly, “Yeah, she’s fucking Die Hard.”

Ryann frowned and looked at her. “What? What does that mean?”

“Never mind,” Meg said quickly, voice low. She was blushing a bit. Probably because whatever she’d said had gone right over Ryann’s head. “That other one? Their name is Kris Carlisle. First time I heard of them was when the Greybacks sent an enforcer to the Embrace.”

“What’s that mean?” Ryann gave her a confused look. “English, please? I’m multilingual, but wolf-speak is not part of my repertoire.”

“Right…” Meg sighed. She sat in a chair right next to Ryann and hunched, a little in her shadow. “An enforcer deals with wolves who break the cardinal rules. Like secrecy, and not killing for sport. They’re not just the best fighters, they’re the best killers, and the Greybacks are the roughest of the bunch. My guess is their enforcer was supposed to strongarm Kathleen into no longer protecting the human members of her pack. You know, like Jenny.”

“Wait, what?” Ryann frowned.

Meg tilted her head. “The four other big packs have a simple rule for being discovered. You either Turn the person, or you kill them. The Warm Embrace is the only one that accepts them as full-fledged pack members and gives them the choice whether or not they want to stay human or be wolves. The other packs don’t like that much.

“Way I heard it, Kris over there fucked that enforcer up almost beyond recognition and kicked him out. I’ve seen the guy’s face since, and he’s definitely picked up a bunch of scars.”

“Fighty bean,” Ryann hummed.

Meg shot her a super judgmental look. “Please take this seriously, these two are not cuddly puppies like Kay.”

“What?” Ryann gave her a smirk. “Kay’s a badass, she could take them! And besides, they seem to be really nice. If Kay trusts them, then so do I.”

“You are way too trusting.” Meg said, glaring at Vivian. “I don’t like them.”

Ryann sighed and got up. She stepped around the chairs and gently took Meg’s shoulders, rubbing them. “Relaaax,” she said. “They’re friendly. Big soft puppies.” She looked up and saw Kris stare right at them. Then they looked at Vivian and made some quick hand signs. Vivian raised an eyebrow and scanned the room until she found them. She waved at Ryann and Meg with a little smirk.

Ryann waved back, smiling. “Hey, I think she might come over to say hi!”

“Meet me outside,” Meg muttered. She tried to get up, probably also tried to use her gift. Ryann felt a tingle at her fingers as Meg failed to go invisible.

She chuckled softly. “Come on, let’s just meet the puppies,” she said and gently held Meg. “What, are you afraid she’s gonna bite?”

“Oh, she will. Absolutely,” Meg grumbled and wriggled. “Ryann…”

“I’ll only bite if you want me to,” a voice all but purred, deep and with a note of husk to it. Both Ryann and Meg flinched as Vivian was suddenly right there. She rested her hand on the table and leaned on it, towering over both of them.

“Jesus fucking christ!” Meg huffed, clearly startled. “Don’t do that, that’s rude!”

Oh, you fucking hypocrite, Ryann thought with vivid memories of every time Meg had done that to her. But she restrained herself and instead smiled at Vivian. “Hi! I’m Ryann.”

“Vivian,” the big wolf hummed. “But you can call me Viv.” Her tone wasn’t all sultry and flirtatious. It shifted quickly, becoming warm and friendly as she introduced herself. Her eyes scanned Ryann briefly. A smile perpetually played at her lips. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” She looked down. “And you must be Meg. I’ve heard so much about you.” Her long fingers ran over the rim of the drink next to Meg. “Your face has healed up pretty nice.” She watched the Blood with dangerously lidded eyes.

“Yeah? You wanna fucking go again?” Meg growled and pushed up out of her chair. Ryann let her go, worried now. It looked like Meg had neglected to mention some history.

“Oh, I’d never hurt such a pretty face, now that I know what you look like,” the werewolf said and smirked down at the much shorter Blood. “But you’re welcome to have a go at me.”

Meg growled. “Fuck off.” She slammed her shoulder into Vivian as she pushed past. The taller woman barely even budged. She just chuckled and watched Meg leave.

“There she goes…” she hummed softly.

“Uh, sorry about that,” Ryann said, rubbing her neck a bit. Why are all the werewolves so pretty? “She’s… not very sociable. And I get the feeling you two have some history.”

“It’s okay.” Vivan sat down and crossed her legs at the knees. “We had a little scuffle first time we met, and I hear she’s always been a bit skittish. If you see her again, tell her I said hi.”

“Sure,” Ryann said slowly. Was Vivian’s tone just a hint flirtatious when talking about Meg, or was she reading too much into it? “You two gonna be good? I don’t wanna suddenly find her trying to stab you.”

“Oh, that would be adorable,” Vivian said. She put Meg’s drink to her lips and drank. She licked her lips a little. “I really hope she tries.”

Ryann narrowed her eyes slowly. She was starting to sense some tension, but not sure what kind. “Well, it’s been nice to meet you. I hope we can talk later.”

“I’d love that!” Vivian smiled warmly. “I can’t wait to meet Kay’s new friends! I hope you won’t find me as intimidating as Meg does…”

“I’m sure I can handle it,” Ryann chuckled. She relaxed, feeling a little more at ease with the playful friendliness. “I’ll see you around.”

Vivian smiled and waved her goodbye, and Ryann stepped out to the front of the building. She took a deep breath of the fresh night air and hummed happily.

“Ryann! Hey, over here!” Meg hissed from around the corner. She vanished behind it again very quickly.

Ryann shook her head and walked over. “Why do you always hide in the dark?” she asked. “I mean, not that I’m judging, but it makes you look really shifty. Probably attracts more attention than just not doing it.”

“Never mind that,” Meg said quickly, and waved her closer. “Did Vivian try to get information about me out of you?”

Ryann frowned. “Uh, no? She was actually pretty friendly after she was done flirting with you.”

“She wasn’t flirting.”

“If you say so.” Ryann shrugged and stepped into the space between the buildings. She had really had a hard time telling what really went on between the two. “Anyway… Anything new with the Institute?” She almost leaned with her shoulder against the wall, but stopped. She didn’t want to get her shirt dirty and make a bad impression when she returned to work.

“Right,” Meg said and clicked her fingers. “Our little visit to the Institute? That’s tonight, but we gotta go now.”

“What, why?” Ryann frowned. “You said we needed to plan!”

“I just got the news half an hour ago,” Meg explained, leaning against the wall with her arms crossed. “The head of the Toronto branch, Julius Argent, is going to be away for the night. The guy never leaves his office at night, or the Institute in general, and he’s our biggest obstacle! This is a one-time chance!”

“Oh fuck,” Ryann muttered. “I’m gonna have to ask Kay if I can nip out…”

“You do that,” Meg said. “You’re already wearing black…” She looked over Ryann’s outfit. “You mind going like this? You can go and change, but we do need to hurry. No telling when Julius is gonna be back.”

Ryann looked down at her dark, slightly fancy clothes. She still wore good running and kicking shoes. “I think this is good,” she said. “Let me just tell Kay and grab my mask.”

“I’ll wait.” Meg stepped back a bit and almost vanished into the shadows.

Ryann hesitated. “Should we not ask the wolves for help? I mean, they’re here now…”

“Absolutely not,” Meg said from the dark. “I don’t work well with these particular wolves. Vivian, mainly. Personal history, I’m sure you noticed. Anyway, if you’d rather wait, that’s fine. Honestly, they would make pretty short work of Julius if he was still there, so there’s really no need to rush.”

But there was a need to rush. Ryann wanted to rush. She wanted answers, and she wanted to know whose teeth she had to kick in to finally live a normal life again. Or at least not be hunted anymore. “We’re going now,” she said, determined. Meg made a sound of acknowledgement.

Ryann quickly returned to the bar. Kathleen and Kay both looked over at her when she approached. Jenny was busy chatting with Nemo, and Kris watched the place with yellow, attentive eyes. “Hey,” Ryann said, feeling a little nervous. “I’m so sorry, but something just came up… Could I take the rest of the night off?”

Kay frowned and put the cup she’d been cleaning down. She slung the cloth she used to dry it over her shoulder and leaned on the bar. “Sure,” she said, looking Ryann over. “What happened? You okay?”

“I just… It’s complicated,” Ryann said softly and rubbed her neck. She hated lying to Kay, but she hated even more being a burden on her. If she told her she was headed to the Institute because she was impatient, Kay would not be happy, and she would insist on helping, or on Ryann waiting. And she just couldn’t wait. “I’ll tell you some other time.”

“Do you need help?” Kay asked. She tilted her head a bit. “We can send Kris or Viv with you.”

Ryann squirmed under Kay’s concerned look. “It’s really fine…” she said. She didn’t want to make more of a nuisance of herself. Bad enough that she ran out on Kay on her first shift.

“Are you suuure you don’t need help?” Nemo asked.

“I’m really fine.” Ryann smiled at her softly.

Nemo narrowed her eyes playfully. “Suspicious… But okay, have fun!”

“I’ll try,” Ryann chuckled and grabbed her mask from behind the bar, where she’d left it.

Kay put her hand over Ryann’s before she could pull it away. “You’re really sure you’ll be okay?” she asked. “I just need to know you’ll be safe.” There wasn’t any concern Ryann could find in her stoic expression, but her hand was gentle on Ryann’s.

“I’ll be fine,” Ryann said firmly, smiling at her. “I’ll be back to making drinks in no time. I’m really sorry,” she added. “Maybe Nemo can help you hold down the fort…”

“Nemo isn’t allowed near the drinks,” Kay said evenly. “She makes them explode.”

“Only a little!” Nemo giggled.

Kathleen looked at them. “I can do it!” she said with a smile. “It’s been a while since I’ve bartended!”

“Sure!” Kay nodded. “I’d be grateful for the help.”

“Wonderful!” Kathleen took off her jacket and just hung it on a hook behind the bar. She quickly found herself an apron and smiled at Ryann. “I’m sure we’ll meet again! Be safe out there!” she said with her warm, happy voice.

Ryann nodded and gave a small wave to Kathleen, Kris and Vivian, who had returned to sit next to their pack leader with Meg’s drink. She sighed softly as she put her black mask on and tied her hair back. Meg was suddenly next to her, guiding her to the nearest street far enough away for the cab she’d called to not see anything weird.

It pulled up next to them a few minutes later. It seemed very fancy and expensive. Ryann went to open the door, then she stopped. “Oh,” she said, remembering. “Vivian says hi.”

She slipped into the cab, and Meg sat next to her when she scooted to make space. She crossed her arms and grumbled something. “To the Argent Institute,” she said to the driver.

They were quiet for the ride, and amid the worry and guilt of lying to Kay and Nemo, Ryann began to feel that shudder of anticipation in her limbs and in the shiver down her back.

She pushed her other emotions aside.

Whatever happens… I’m getting some answers. And nobody’s gonna have to go out of their way to help me.
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Meg made the cab driver drop them off a little ways from the institute. The Argent Institute’s main office was located way across Old Toronto. It was a large, rectangular building with few offshoots. It had its own clocktower, right above the entrance. Steps led up to its high glass doors that reflected the light from the lamps dotting the outside in just such a way that looking through it was impossible.

Meg and Ryann took their position just across the main street before it. That street and the open space before the stairs were their main problem, at first glance. There was no cover, and Ryann couldn’t see any way to cross the street and approach the building without getting seen. There was no place around the Institute that couldn’t be seen from the first or second floor windows anyway.

“Right,” Ryann muttered, remaining just in the shadow of the building next to her, where her night vision was still in colour because of the nearby street lamps. “So, what’s the plan?”

“No idea,” Meg said. “Let’s find out!” She moved to leave their hiding spot.

Ryann grabbed her shoulder. “Whoa, hey,” she said with a frown. “What do you mean? Like, don’t you wanna go invisible and check if anybody’s watching?”

Meg chuckled. “Oh, no. People who work here can see me when I do my invisible thing.”

“What??” Ryann turned to her. “You didn’t think to mention that?”

“It still works on the security cameras,” Meg said. She put her hands on Ryann’s shoulders. “Look. This is not gonna be super elegant. There’s not gonna be much sneaking. I can wipe all the recordings from their cameras.”

“Okay…” Ryann muttered. “So, what, we just walk up to the front door and break it down?”

Meg shrugged. “Pretty much. That work for you?”

“Sure. Let’s wreck this place.” Ryann wasn’t overly worried about getting caught.

“Atta girl,” Meg hummed. She slapped Ryann’s back and pushed her out into the street lamp’s light. “Let’s go!”

Ryann pulled her mask up. Meg did the same, casually sauntering across the street. Walking up to the Institute was so fucking easy, actually, Ryann couldn’t quite fathom why they hadn’t just broken in before. Was that Julius guy really that dangerous? She voiced the thought to Meg, and her albino friend hummed. “He actually is,” she said. “Can mess with your mind. Can see people over distances. He would probably have someone greet us at the door.” She walked up the last steps to the glass doors of the Institute and pressed her face against it.

Ryann watched her for a moment. She really wanted to punch Julius in the fucking face for messing with her life. But when it came to magic, she still trusted Meg’s judgment. She wouldn’t come seek him out by herself.

Meg turned around. “As I thought. I can’t see shit.”

“Night vision doesn’t work?” Ryann asked, frowning.

Meg laughed. “Night vision! Good one. If we had that, that’d be amazing!”

“Um…” Ryann stopped a little ways away, rubbing her neck. She looked away briefly, embarrassed.

Meg cocked her head, and then, even with the mask, Ryann could tell her smile froze. “You’re fucking with me.”

“Nope. Monochrome night vision.”

“Why do you get all the fun shit?” Meg grumbled. She leaned against the wall beside the door. “No wonder you never fucking stumble when we go out!”

“Sorry!” Ryann chuckled softly. “Not my fault I was made like this.” She put her hand against the glass to shield her eyes from any stray light, and peered inside. Her night vision outlined a wide corridor with polished, dark stone tiles in black and white. She looked around for a bit. “Doesn’t look like anyone is nearby.” Ryann looked over at Meg. “How likely is it that anybody is still here? It’s the middle of the night.”

“Have you never been a student before?” Meg asked, one eyebrow raised. “Trick question, I know you went to med school.”

“But they can’t be in there after closing time,” Ryann muttered after trying the doors. They were locked.

“There’s still the researchers,” Meg said. “They all have their own keys. Some of them spend nights here. Some drag their students along.”

Ryann gave Meg a curious look as she knelt down before the door and inspected the lock. “How do you know so much about this?”

“Well,” Meg muttered as she craned her neck to look up at the high windows. The bottom ones were all barred, for whatever reason. “I didn’t always know that they could see me. So I just… wandered around like I owned the place. Worked for about six months, until I tried to leave with a book. Imagine my surprise when I got my ass kicked out.” She looked at Ryann. “They weren’t even supposed to know I was there! Anyway… We gonna break in or what?”

“I don’t wanna make too much noise,” Ryann said. She hummed softly. The lock would not be an easy one to pick. And simply smashing the glass or breaking the door could attract attention. Luckily she had other tricks now. Ryann focused and made a single claw grow on her index finger. She used it to prick her palm and turn her blood acidic. She pressed the claw between the doors and pushed down. There was some resistance. Ryann’s veins burned as the gift drew on her. If she stopped using it, her blood would become entirely harmless again. It was a strange power, and she really wanted to experiment with how long her blood could be out of her body until the gift ceased affecting it.

But for now, she kept things straightforward.

“Wow, that door didn’t make the cut,” Meg muttered and patted Ryann’s shoulder as she pushed the door open. She held it for Ryann, who groaned very loudly.

“Do you have to?”

”Yes,” Meg said and offered Ryann a little flower-covered bandaid for her hand.

She frowned at it. “I don’t think I’ll need that.”

“Aw but it’ll look pretty!” Ryann rolled her eyes playfully and put it on. “Cute! Now on to the security system!” Meg smiled bright. Her albino friend led her through the corridors very quickly. Ryann just followed in her wake, going as fast as they could without having their steps echo through the wide corridors. Ryann was so focused on looking around for people, she barely paid attention to the green doors they passed, nor the plaques next to them. Most of them were dark, except for a single one, in which an uneven light flickered, like from a flame. It was cold, too. Ryann rubbed her arms against the sudden chill from outside. She didn’t pay attention to the security cameras.

“There it is,” Meg said and stopped at the security room.

“Okay. You know how to disable the cameras and wipe them?” Ryann rubbed her hands together. It really was very cold.

Meg hummed softly. “Sure, just give me a minute. You keep a lookout, okay?”

Ryann nodded to the affirmative. She stepped next to the door and crossed her arms, while Meg opened the door a little to see if anyone was in the room, then slipped inside. Ryann watched the corridors, keeping an eye out for any sign of movement. She briefly used her gift to enhance her senses, too, but there was nothing to hear. A single camera sat a little ways down the wall, old, supported on a metal arm. It stood out against the grainy texture of the stonework inside the corridor, and was thankfully turned all the way down the corridor. Ryann sighed. She hated this. She was in the dark. Looking out, she couldn’t see anybody approaching, and there was nobody inside either. She used her gift to enhance her hearing again, and there was just silence.

Then why did she feel so watched?

Ryann turned to open the door and see how Meg was doing, but when she moved her head, she froze. The camera she had spotted earlier was pointed right at her. Has it always been like that? She could have sworn otherwise. Maybe she had been mistaken…

She watched it nervously without knowing why. Her mask obscured her face, her shirt covered most of her tattoos. Her hair was tied back, and that should obscure even the new one, the black sun with golden parts on her neck. Even if she was recognizable in the dark, why would she care? The Institute already wanted her dead. Still, Ryann waited for the camera to turn. It didn’t.

The feeling of being watched intensified. She looked around once more. She used her gift, burning the blood inside her veins to hear, reaching out farther than before. Were those murmurs at the edge of her hearing? She closed her eyes, trying to make something out by enhancing her hearing even more. Were those voices whispering her name…?

A click right at her ear tore her out of it and made the blood run cold and her gift ebb away. The camera was closer now. Ryann’s throat felt dry as a desert as she swallowed nervously. She was frozen, in the dark, alone, and a hundred percent sure that that camera had moved. It had come closer, somehow. It had moved along the wall, up the corridor. Then Ryann spotted another one, down the opposite direction. As soon as she blinked, it was pointed right at her.

Her heart started beating faster with a panic she couldn’t describe and a fear she couldn’t place. She felt cold inside, like there was a block of ice in her gut. Shivers ran down her spine, and she wanted to get up, smash the cameras, do something so they would stop staring—

Her heavy breathing stopped abruptly. Ryann was crouched down, shaking, with her head hidden at her knees. She slowly let out the deep breath she’d been holding. The feeling of fear that had led her to hide and avert her eyes ebbed away. Very slowly, she lifted her head and looked around. There were no cameras in the corridor. None at all.

But her heartbeat still drummed in her ears.

What the fuck was that?

“Aaand done!” Meg stepped out of the security room and clapped her hands. “We have free rein to… Hey, you okay?” Her happy tone changed to a concerned one quickly. She crouched down and put a hand on Ryann’s arm.

Ryann took a shuddering breath. “Y-yeah…” she said shakily and let Meg pull her up a little. “I just… I thought I saw something,” she muttered, still with a nervous lump in her throat.

“Well, I’ve gutted the security system,” Meg said as she got up. “So we’re not in danger of setting anything off. We’re safe now.”

“I’m not joking,” Ryann said, a little offended. “I really did…”

“Hey.” Meg put a hand on Ryann’s shoulder. “I believe you. Places like this, they can play tricks on your mind. They can be dangerous. This one… It tries to get into your head and pull out your secrets. But it can’t do that now.”

Ryann watched her. Meg smelled like chemicals and burned rubber. “What did you do?” She pushed past Meg and into the security room. Inside was a mess. Meg had indeed gutted the security system. Every single one of the nine monitors in the walls was smashed and dismantled. Any other equipment, including a large server, was hacked to bits. Sparks flew here and there.

Ryann pulled her head back out and gave Meg a look.

She shrugged. “What?”

“You said you knew how to disable it.”

“And?”

Despite the previous scare, Ryann couldn’t help but chuckle a little. “You’re fucking funny, you know that?” she said.

“Yeah, I really made the cut.”

“And I’m done.” Ryann walked away.

Meg giggled, following her. “What’s the matter? Did that one not cut it?”

“Your jokes are terrible, and I hate them.”

“You don’t.” Meg bumped Ryann playfully with her shoulder. She rolled her eyes, but Meg was right. She only strongly disliked them.

“Where to?”

“Well, I figured we’ll go ask the head boss himself,” Meg hummed and started down the opposite corridor.

Ryann followed with a frown. “I thought he was away?”

“Yeah, I meant we’re gonna break into his office and root around in his shit,” Meg elaborated dryly.

* * *

Five minutes later they were in said office. The walk through the corridors had been uneventful, and Julius Argent’s office door had been unlocked, which was just a stupidly easy way to get your shit stolen. “I feel insulted that this is the guy who’s been fucking up my life,” Ryann said as she fully stepped inside.

Meg followed and hummed softly as Ryann shone her light around the room. Both their eyes were immediately drawn to the taxidermied white wolf head snarling at them from above the empty, cold hearth. There was some ash still in it.

Ryann frowned and stepped closer to the wolf. The eyes stared with such malice, it made her shiver.

“Huh.” Meg stepped next to her. “I think I know that guy.”

Ryann gave her a sidelong glance. “The wolf? Was it a werewolf?”

“Yeah,” Meg nodded. She took Ryann’s hand and moved it to show the scar over the wolf’s right eye, up to the temple, and the grooves of scars in its snout, the missing tooth. “Pretty sure that’s one of Sarah and Dani’s ancestors.”

“Oof,” Ryann muttered. “You sure? Do they know about this?”

“Very few werewolves have white fur like that. The ones that do all belong to Samuel’s bloodline.”

“Is Samuel white? Cause I did see that Dani isn’t,” Ryann muttered. “Though she’s also blond so I dunno how that works.”

“He’s a bog-standard grey wolf, and also a fuckhead,” Meg said. “And nobody knows how werewolf colours work. They’re weird. Sometimes it goes with the hair colour, sometimes it doesn’t, sometimes it goes with the family, and sometimes it goes completely fucking weird.”

“How weird?” Ryann looked at her.

“Ever seen a werewolf with completely white eyes and black fur before? I have.” Meg started looking around more. “I figure if Sarah and Dani don’t know this is here, we probably just don’t tell them. Samuel took control of his pack by force. Doubt there’s any family the kids like that stuck around long enough for them to miss them.”

Ryann hummed softly. “This seems… disrespectful.” She reached up and took the head from its mount. “I’m gonna burn it,” she said.

“I’ll start a fire,” Meg said as Ryann put it down next to the hearth. “You look through this guy’s shit if he’s left his passwords anywhere.”

Ryann hummed softly and moved behind the old, heavy desk and sat down. The smell of taxidermy and old wood was so strong here. The desk was a bit too low for her with how high the seat was, but she didn’t mind it much. She wasn’t planning on staying long. She pulled the chain on the antique desk lamp with the emerald shade, spreading some light throughout the room. There was a big window behind her, but the curtains were drawn and thick, so she didn’t worry too much. Ryann started up the very new looking computer and the old-ass monitor that made a soft whining noise she could just about hear.

While she waited, she went through the drawers. One was filled with a notebook and writing implements. One had a booklet in it titled ‘Performance Review Notes’. She hummed when she got to the lowest one on her right. It was locked, but there was no key hole that she could immediately see.

Fuck this, Ryann thought, already annoyed by the dead werewolf head and the constant whine of the monitor that waited for a password input. She pulled at the drawer. It was surprisingly sturdy in build, so Ryann burned some blood for her gift and felt her muscles strengthen. The drawer wrenched open with a soft shriek of metal.

“Found something?” Meg asked. The fire was crackling softly. Ryann briefly wondered what kind of person needed a fire in the middle of August already. It wasn’t that cold yet, and the ashes in the hearth had looked fresh.

Ryann pulled the drawer open fully. “Looks like it,” she said, pulling out a bunch of bundled letters, a folder with a number of papers inside, and a planner. She looked over at Meg when she heard a little crack. Ryann flinched a bit when she saw Meg holding a human skull. It was carved with strange, black symbols, like the rest of the skeleton put up in the corner.

“What, um… Whatcha doin’?” Ryann asked softly.

“Messing with his shit,” Meg replied. “Gotta have some fun on these outings.” She crushed the skull between her hands. The room briefly turned icy cold and the fire in the hearth flickered.

Both Ryann and Meg went perfectly still.

Then Meg shrugged. “That’s probably fine,” she said. “Ooo, shinies!” She moved over to a display case next to a bookshelf. Her smile dropped. “Never mind, pretty sure that’s a vampire liver in here.”

“Jesus, this guy has to be sick,” Ryann muttered. She started going through the papers. She frowned a little. “What the fuck… Meg, this is a report from Rowan Caller. About me.”

“Don’t take my distraction for disinterest,” Meg said as she looked through the bookshelf, pulled out volumes, flipped through them, and tossed them on the ground. “This guy has absolutely no taste. If I ran this place, nothing short of a Grimoire Necronos would grace these shelves. Maybe a few copies of the Key of Solomon, just for nostalgia’s sake. I mean, all the copies available these days are fake, but wouldn’t that be a great joke…”

“Meg,” Ryann said, reading through the papers. Rowan’s description of her was highlighted heavily. There were notes scribbled at the sides. Strange tattoos, was scribbled next to a description of them. Heavy investment in accurate description. Gold very agitated. Scared? And then, to Ryann’s shock, Connection to Ly family?

“Meg, I really need you to take a look at this!” Ryann said. Her breath was going hard, her voice had a panicked edge to it.

Meg stopped vandalizing the bookshelf and came over. She took the papers and moved them so she could read. Her eyes scanned over the pages and the scribbled notes. “Fuck. What does your family have to do with this?”

Ryann shrugged shakily, unsure. Meg flipped the page. She frowned and picked up a small key that lay nestled between the sheets of paper.

Ryann rubbed her face. “It’s okay,” she whispered. “He has no idea who I am. He’s just speculating, right?”

“Seems so,” Meg muttered. She hugged Ryann briefly, awkwardly. Meg didn’t give a lot of hugs. If anything, she reluctantly received them from Ryann. “You’re okay. They’ve got nothing on you.”

“Okay… Okay,” Ryann took a deep breath. The computer sat beside them, waiting for a password input, completely forgotten. After a moment, Ryann felt ready to keep going. She ripped the string tying the letters together and took the first one out of its envelope. It was dated most recently, so she decided to start from the bottom instead. The paper smelled old and was grainy. The script on it was perfectly uniform and elegant, in thin, winding symbols.

Dearest Cousin, it read.

Thank you for your latest letter. I hope this one finds you well and that it is not too far delayed. The Alps aren’t known for their easy access WiFi, nor their fast post delivery system, especially across the ocean.

Of course I am doing well, and mother is being the same cantankerous bitch she always is. So far we have managed not to lose any more guides to our quarry, but she has proven surprisingly resourceful. Her frequent use of the Far Walk leads me to believe she either doesn’t realize how much information she is providing us with because of her animalistic state, or she simply doesn’t know of its importance in the first place.

That, or she intends to kill us all. She has somehow procured the allegiance of the local packs, despite them sharing no communication that we could discern. Maybe they just don’t like us. Be that as it may, I will return with a head to match the one in your collection.

If Mother will return is up for debate.

The news about Mr. Gold are very troubling. I would never suggest that you pry into the personal business of our kind patron. If I ever were to do so, even in jest, I surely wouldn’t send that kind of rude idea in a way that could be intercepted and misunderstood by dear Edmonias.

I miss you and your horrid, cold Institute dearly.




With love,

Your not-dead Cousin.




Ryann frowned and picked up the next one. It began with the same sorts of parables as the first, but this time was apparently sent from Venice.

The wolf has continued to evade us, the letter finally went on. And Mother is upset about the loss of her hand, which was really just her own fault. I told her to put the beast down. But she seems convinced to hold a conversation with it, even if all she gets in return are growls and snarls and gnashing teeth.

Now that I spell it out, it sounds like Mother might have found the only creature on Earth to speak her language.

I have inquired with my contacts in Asia about your request, but as far as we could tell, the Ly family and all their descendants simply dropped off the face of the earth. Considering who they were fighting, that probably makes sense. Disappointing nonetheless.

I have distributed the copy of the designs on the door around my contacts, but unfortunately none of them can ascribe them more than the most basic framework of a guess. The most honest answer I got so far, from an occultist in Poland, was “It looks like random graffiti.”

Please be careful of Mr. Gold inquiring about your recent whereabouts, and try not to spy on him when he might expect it. I would hate to lose your sharp eyes to his anger.




Best wishes,

Your mud-drenched, wet, and annoyed cousin.




PS: Mother won’t take the medicine. I believe she’s not long for this world. She certainly seems delirious, with her talk about immortal blood, which would be more appropriate for a vampire, rather than a Werewolf.




Ryann got a bad feeling in her gut again. “Hey,” she asked Meg. “Does this guy have a cousin you know about?”

“I think so?” Meg said. “I don’t know her name. But she used to run the Institute before him, like, ten years ago.” She tossed more books on the ground. “Best I could tell was that everybody pissed themselves too much to even speak her name. Like that could attract her or something. It was before my time, so I had no way to know for sure, and all of the records of the previous head of the Institute have been very selectively purged.”

“Well, she seems like a real piece of work,” Ryann muttered. She picked up the next letter.




Dear Cousin,

Bla bla bla, bla bla, bla bla bla bla, Ryann was starting to get really tired of the preamble about how sneaky and secretive they were being.

Mother has gone fully off the deep end. She blames me for amputating her hand before the curse of the werewolf could spread. She has now procured a sample of blood from the beast and has locked herself away in her lab in Sicily while the rest of us are getting pulled apart by wolves left and right. I have returned to all my informants and suppliers slain, maimed, or on the run. Naturally, the ones who survived had to be put down before the first Change.

I fear mother may be trying to Turn herself, for whatever fleeting immortality that might grant. The plastic explosives will probably come in handy. I am starting to understand why she built the doors to her lab so sturdy, seeing the carnage this beast has wrought.

I feel like she is mocking me. Lorelei surely seems to think so. She had an insufferable smile on her face for the entirety of our meeting, and I could see her waiting for a chance to strike. But the wards held up. For now.

I have sent the funds you requested, in the regular account. Use them wisely, money doesn’t grow on trees. Not since we lost the golden apples, anyway.

Keeping pressure on this unknown thief is surely a good idea. The Almanac is far too important to be left in the hands of some random uninitiated filth. At the same time, be aware of Mr. Gold’s movements, and the Scorching Dawn’s. Pitting the two against each other is a dangerous game. Don’t end up in the crossfire, or you will most certainly die.

I was disappointed to hear the last member of the Ly family had perished in a fire, on Mr. Gold’s orders no less.

Ryann stopped reading. She slowly sank back into the chair, and it creaked gently.

They knew about her. They knew things about her family. And this ‘Mr. Gold’ had tried to kill her. The fire in the orphanage…

Ryann took a shaking breath. She wasn’t sure if she should be upset, or relieved that they thought she was dead. Certainly, if the fire hadn’t convinced them of her death, they would have come after her again.

Ryann didn’t know what to think. It was just too much. So she looked back down at the letter and continued reading.




It was to be expected, but it is disappointing nonetheless. I was really hoping this Ryann would be alive and well, and perhaps getting ready to take her vengeance on Edmonias. I certainly assumed she had a good relationship with her parents. I imagine not many four-year-olds already hate their parents.




Ryann’s eyes went wide. She was perfectly still. She was vaguely aware of her limbs burning with blood and her gift as she her fingers clenched into the wood of the desk. She heard the crack louder and louder as her ears picked up her own heartbeat deafeningly loud and for a moment her vision went pure white.

When she could see again, the desk was across the room, in pieces, blocking the door. The computer lay shattered at her feet, and her hand was still clenched around the letter, while the other papers lay strewn about.

Meg was in front of her, grabbing her shoulders. “Ryann? Hey, Ryann!” She looked almost scared, her pale eyes wide, and for a moment Ryann thought she could see them glow a pale, neon blue. “Hey, what’s wrong? Talk to me!”

Ryann didn’t know what look she had on her face that made Meg sound panicked. She just looked up at her slowly, not really seeing her at all, as the thoughts spun in her head. “My parents were murdered,” she whispered very softly.

Meg was quiet. Then she just hugged Ryann tight. She held her as the first tears started to roll down Ryann’s cheeks. They weren’t normal tears when they fell onto Meg’s sweater. They were a deep, crimson red. The colour of her blood.

Ryann tried to convince herself that it could have been a different family. That there was a different Ryann Ly who had lost her parents at age four.

The letter dropped from her weak fingers and she covered her face and sobbed quietly. The tears started to flow harder and harder. Ryann turned her face to hide it at Meg’s neck. Her fingers clawed into her sweater, and she sobbed, louder and louder, right there, in the middle of a place that joked about her life and death.

She cried until her throat was rough, and her voice hoarse, and her sobs had turned into pathetic little whimpers. Meg held her and didn’t let her go, and Ryann didn’t know if she could ever thank her for that.

* * *

Ryann didn’t know when her tears finally dried up. She felt drained. Cold inside. She wiped her eyes on her arm, seeing the red. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

Meg just held her tighter. “Shhh,” she said softly. “Don’t be sorry. I’m here.”

Ryann hugged her a tiny bit tighter as well. She nodded. “Good thing you were wearing black,” she muttered.

“Shut up,” Meg said softly. “Clothes can be washed.” She slowly leaned back. Her eyes scanned Ryann’s face carefully. She pulled out one of her handkerchiefs and a bottle of water from her backpack and started cleaning Ryann’s face a bit. “Do you want to talk?” she asked softly.

Ryann looked down. Then she shook her head. “Not… not yet,” she whispered. “I need to think. And if I do that now… I might fuck up and get us hurt.”

Meg’s lips drew into a sympathetically pained line. She nodded gently. “Later,” she said.

“Later,” Ryann confirmed, and her voice sounded so sad and tired she could feel her own heartbreak again like an iron spike driven through her chest.

They killed your parents, one part of her mind said. Another told that part to shut up until they were safe.

Ryann took the blood bag Meg offered her and devoured it greedily. Drinking blood helped. It distracted her. It made her feel warmer. It provided a rush of ecstasy that made her forget her feelings for a second. And she felt so empty and hungry, it was like a fire in her gut and veins. The blood helped.

“I guess I burned a lot of my reserves,” Ryann muttered. She looked at the splintered desk and the indent it had left in the door. “Should we be worried?”

“Stealth is out the window,” Meg shrugged. “Who cares. Between the two of us, this place can’t throw enough bodies at us to even slow us down.”

Ryann sighed softly and nodded. She didn’t have the energy to care. Instead, she turned to the rest of the letter.

Her gut felt tight when she skimmed the part about her parents. She almost threw up all the blood she had swallowed.

If there are any more developments about this thief distressing both you and Mr. Gold, please let me know. It is becoming a fascinating spectacle to watch. Your inability to find her strikes me as particularly curious. The GTA is hardly a large area, and with the Jar of Eyes, you should be able to locate her within minutes. Perhaps this thief is not as random and without skill as you first assumed?

Speaking of your abilities, I have a great favour to ask. Could you lend me your skills? The wolf seems to have vanished again, and Mother will be no help in locating her, being rather dead now.

She injected herself with the wolf’s blood before I could break down her door. The rest of the family has been informed of the situation. They are aware that her death was the result of the infection being unable to overcome some limiting biological factor.

You I will do the courtesy of spelling out that that factor was her brain being unable to function after six high-calibre bullets had punched it full of holes.

She will be dearly missed by no one. In better news, the local packs have stopped hounding our associates. Perhaps Mother’s death has placated them. But I would still really like to hunt down the wolf responsible for Mother’s demise. A daughter has a duty, after all.




Best wishes,

The new head of the family.




PS: If you require more funds to deal with the thief, simply send the figure to my accountant. He is aware of the importance of the item. Money is no issue anymore.




Ryann wanted to tear up the letter, but she just tossed it aside. These people were sick, and she was starting to feel more and more inclined to give in to violence by the second. But there were still pieces missing. Why did they hound her like this? Who was Mr. Gold? What was his connection to her family? Were they actually able to track her with some magic bullshit?

Ryann’s hands shook as she picked up the last letter. She was afraid of what she might find in here. More secrets? More revelations that would break her?

Fuck you. And fuck your secrets. Ryann pulled the letter out and unfolded it.

There was no preamble. No ‘Dear Cousin.’ Both were replaced with a slew of insults and scribbles so colourful that Ryann barely understood them.

RUSSIA?? The letter went when it was coherent. Why THE FUCK is it in RUSSIA?? If you are fucking with me I will personally feed you EVERY SINGLE ONE of those eyes! Fucking Russia, we’re at the ass-end of Italy, and I am expected back within the week, how the FUCK am I supposed to hunt a stupid fucking wolf all across freezing fucking Russia? Is it freezing? I don’t KNOW. I’ve never BEEN there! The local Bloods and wolves keep MURDERING our people!

It went on with more and more insults, until the space ran out.

“That’s it??” Ryann yelled. She crumpled up the letter and tossed it aside. “That’s all I get?” There was no reason for why they were ruining her life, other than ‘we want our shitty book back.’ “Why did we even do this??” Ryann got out of the chair and kicked it over. “Bullshit! I tried to give the damn thing back!”

Meg frowned, reading through the letters. “Best guess,” she said, “as long as this asshole pretends to be looking for you, he can keep getting money. He has to show something for it, so that’s probably why he has people hounding you and is helping Micky and whoever this Mr. Gold is.”

Ryann took a deep breath, smelling blood and fire. “He’s ruining my life,” she said slowly, “for a paycheck?”

“One he definitely doesn’t need,” Meg added.

Ryann growled loudly. The sound tore itself from her throat and her fangs clicked as she snapped them together once. Very slowly she turned towards Meg, looming over her. “Help me destroy this place,” she said in a low, dangerous tone.

Meg reached out and squeezed her arm. “Let’s go,” she said. Her face was grim, and for a moment Ryann could see her form flicker. Just for a split-second she saw needle-sharp teeth, longer than Meg’s usually were. She ignored it.

She already knew Meg had a big mouth.

Ryann walked over to the hearth. She grabbed the wolf’s head and tossed it into the fire. She leaned into the hearth, her hand over her head, and watched the fur blacken and melt away as it spread a horrible smell. “After we wreck this room,” she snarled with her claws digging into the elegant wood above the hearth, “we are going to raid this place. Anything that’s not nailed down, we fucking take.”

“Sounds good to me. And let’s wreck what we can’t take!” Meg grabbed the chair and tossed it with all her strength. It slammed through the window, ripping the curtains, and made shards of glass rain down into the huge courtyard garden below.

Ryann went over to the display case. There were claws inside it, a desiccated hand, something that looked like a bloated, infected liver with black veins over it, preserved in a jar.

She smashed the glass and started throwing everything on the floor. The jar she just tossed at the stone portion of a chimney above the hearth. It shattered and the contents dripped down, filling the room with the smell of preservatives.

There was a picture hanging near to where the desk had been, to the left of the hearth. It showed a woman sitting in an armchair, and a man next to her with his hand on her shoulder. Both wore fine-tailored suits with the silver shield pin of the Argent Institute on their jackets.

Meg ripped it off without a second thought, which ruined the oil painting. She tossed it to the ground and shattered the frame. “Ooo,” she cooed. “Safe!”

There was a small wall safe embedded into the brick and wood behind the painting. Ryann frowned. “Think you can get that open?”

“I don’t have my safe-cracking tools with me.”

“You have safe-cracking tools?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Meg said. She looked around and picked up the small brown planner that had gone flying when Ryann had tossed the desk. “Maybe the combination is in here. Looks like I’ve already got the key,” she said, holding up the little silver key she had found earlier.

“Sure, you have a look,” Ryann said. She went to the bookshelf and searched its contents. There were some really old books there. Ryann set those on the ground carefully. One was A Record of Bloodlines in the Esoteric Arts. There was another, titled Vampire Bloodlines and History, and one about different wolf legends.

“Shit. Wish I had a bag,” she muttered.

Meg stopped what she was doing and took off her backpack. She pulled out something and tossed it at Ryann. “Here you go.”

Ryann frowned and unfolded it. “Why do you have a duffle bag in your backpack?” She blinked as Meg produced another. “Why do you have two?”

“In case we were gonna steal shit,” Meg said, continuing to go through the planner. “I wasn’t sure we’d have time, but I’ve wanted to clear this place out for a while.”

“Fair enough.” Ryann started to tear up the other books. Most of them were signed copies of terrible, trashy vampire romances, same with werewolf themes. It felt like a personal mockery. Fucking Twilight. Ryann walked over to the hearth and tossed the book in. It crashed into the flames in a shower of sparks. She didn’t like burning books. She didn’t even like ruining them. Julius was a piece of shit, though, so she had no issue fucking with his stash. And that other one she had no issue burning. It felt like a personal attack on Bloods — and while Ryann didn’t feel too strongly for ‘her kind,’ several people she cared for were in fact Bloods.

Meg grunted and there was a shriek of rending metal. When Ryann looked at her, she slammed the safe door open. It was misshapen, with deep gouges opposite the hinges. Ryann frowned. Her eyes drifted to Meg’s hands, and for a brief moment she imagined she could see an outline of something bigger, darker, and much longer. Like a long, spindly hand with sharp claws.

“Found the code,” Meg said. “Ooo, neat!”

“Anything interesting?” Ryann asked as she ripped out one of the shelves from the bookshelf and snapped it over her knee before tossing it across the room to the fire.

“Bars of silver, what looks like silver bullets, some jewellery, a passport…” Meg hummed. “Lots of paper that I’m gonna go through later. Some tiny diamonds… And what looks like a carved bone with rusty nails and wire on it.” She held it up for Ryann to see. It was strange, triangular, with a black, twisted symbol etched into the white bone.

Ryann frowned. “I’d toss it.” She nudged her head over to the happily crackling fire.

“First I wanna know what it does. It looks mystical enough that it’s probably magic. Oh, and the most important thing,” Meg said, smirking, “a ring of keys!”

Ryann grunted. She grabbed the bookshelf and pulled. It came crashing down, shaking the room. “Fuck this place,” she growled. But when she caught sight of the wall behind the bookcase, that anger froze. Suddenly she just felt numb. Something cold gripped her chest.

There was a pin board behind where the bookcase had been, hidden in a little alcove. It was covered in pictures, string, and annotated cards. First Ryann noticed a photograph of Carver, blurry and taken in a crowd. The words Carver?? Still alive? were written on a card pinned under it. Blue string went to an image of Kay wiping off her bar, taken through one of the stained glass windows. Relationship? the notes said. Pack member? Bitten? Relative?

It had Kay’s name on it too. Branching out from them were more pictures, this time the rest of the wolves. Dani and Sarah’s pictures were connected by blue string. Sisters, on the run.

There was Kate, talking to someone at the bar. Same bloodline? the blue string to Kay was annotated. All of them were circled, with three layers of blue string. A card above it read, Good Night’s Drink. Two strings went off to Kay’s right. One showed Logan drinking a dark red beverage, the other was a blurry picture of Nemo waving at the person taking the photo. There was a big question mark written directly on Nemo’s picture.

What really shocked her was right in the middle of the board. There was a huge picture of her, with her tattoos on full display. She was in her fighting gear, having just won a match, fist raised high. Ryann Ly. The words were underlined three times in red and circled, and Ryann’s blood ran cold. They knew about her.

They knew who she was. And they knew about who she had been before. That meant they knew everything there was to know, and everyone she cared about could be found. The revelation made her chest tight with fear. For a moment she only stood there, numb and stunned, with no clue what to do.

Red strings connected her picture to every other person on the board. There was an image with no description, of a blurry form in a sweater with a glinting knife. Meg, probably.

There were pictures of her parents and grandparents, all crossed out with their eyes scratched out of the pictures. That part made Ryann’s blood boil and turned the fear to anger. She stomped over the fallen bookcase, splintering the wood under the weight of her anger. The board nearly fell as she ripped her family’s pictures down. Her claws dug deep into the board as she went to rake them through the rest in her anger.

“Woah, hey, wait!” Meg said, grabbing her arm.

“Why?” Ryann snarled. She was more than ready to smash the entire thing to bits. “What’s there to wait for?”

“This,” Meg said, pointing at it. Past the pictures connected with red string to Ryann, of everyone she had ever drunk blood from, was someone she had never seen before.

It was a dark picture. Ryann squinted and leaned close. She could just about make out a brown tweed jacket and a hat that obscured most of the face, save for crooked teeth that showed in a smirk. Leathery skin that sagged as much as the clothes did, a gold-tipped cane…

Mr. Gold, the note read. To his left was a perfect sketch of Ryann’s tattoos. Markings on the door, the note beneath that said. A white string connected him to Meg’s picture, or rather the picture of a wavy dagger beneath hers.

Then Ryann noticed the picture of Rachel.

Something in her snapped and she reduced the whole board to splinters with a kick that rattled her bones. She grabbed Rachel’s picture, her own, Mr. Gold’s, and continued to stomp and smash whatever was left of the board. It didn’t matter. She couldn’t stop anybody from coming after Rachel. Not by doing this. She had to actually get her hands on Julius Argent.

Ryann growled loudly and stomped over to the hearth. Meg got out of her way quickly, and Ryann reached in. Heat licked at her skin and she didn’t care as she brought a burning piece of wood over to the remnants of the board. She dropped it there and let the fire do its work.

Her fists remained clenched at her sides as she stood there, staring into the flames and breathing hard. Then she went to the window and ripped the remainder of the curtains away. The draft made the fires flicker a little higher. If this place burned to the fucking ground, what did she care?

“Ryann.” Meg gripped her shoulder. “Calm down.”

Ryann flinched away. She spun around to Meg, who pulled her hand back. Her breath was still heavy, angry and upset. But better angry than afraid for the people she cared for.

Meg’s expression was gentle and soft as she pulled her mask down. “I know you’re under a lot of stress,” she said. Her rough voice was low and soft. “But we’ve pretty handily dismantled this room. Let’s keep going. Grab something valuable from their artifact storage or library. Get out for now.”

Ryann took a deep breath. She still felt the anger inside her, burning hot. “Right,” she muttered. She grabbed the bag with the books and quickly grabbed the letters about Julius and his shitty cousin. She had to pull away the splintered desk from the door to find some of them. “Let’s go.” Meg nodded at her and grabbed the curtains. She carelessly tossed them into the hearth as she led Ryann out of the office.

Meg seemed to know the way through the corridors blind. She quickly guided Ryann to the far side of the building, down two long flights of stairs, and to a door she unlocked with the key ring they’d taken from the office.

artifact Storage was a huge room filled with long, high shelves that held hundreds of boxes. There were larger items dotted around the room, and further back hidden under white cloths with the silver shield depicted on it.

“Grab anything that looks interesting.” Meg dashed off, uncovering things. She used her phone to light the way. They moved as quickly as they could without making too much noise. After leaving the office, both of them had been on edge and had tried to stay in the shadows.

Ryann started to look through the shelves. One of the boxes on the shelves was not quite as dust-covered as the others. She opened it and pulled out the soft, dark grey fabric inside. It was fine and a little grainy under her fingers, like the silky threads were intentionally woven to give that texture.

She recognized the garment instantly. It had belonged to the Stalker. It even had the strange spiral broach that had held it clasped before its collarbone, made out of bone or seashell, maybe.

Ryann folded it and put it away in her duffle bag. The next box under that contained another cloak when Ryann pulled it open. It was pitch black and felt almost like crocodile leather. Fancy, but hardly supernatural. Then Ryann noticed the label on the box, and the words beneath the number on it. Dragon Scale Cloak. Ryann blinked. Wait, dragons are real? She grabbed it without thinking more. She would have to ask Carver. Maybe he knew. He knew lots of things. Maybe he could tell her about dragons? That sounded pretty cool, actually, Ryann admitted to herself. She just hoped they didn’t need to be hunted.

She was just about done stowing it when the door opened and sent a ray of light into the room, right towards where Ryann was crouching over her loot.
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Ryann dropped her bag and dashed to the wall nearest the door. She tried to stay quiet, and moved just barely fast enough not to get caught in the rays of light. The shadow of a person had fallen into the room. Ryann shimmied very quietly closer to the opening. The person was hidden from sight by the door, so she couldn’t make out who they were. They stood there, staring into the dark.

A light switch clicked in the dark. Nothing happened. She tensed. As soon as this person walked in, she would have to deal with them. A quick choke hold would be more than enough to restrain them. Meg could gag them, provided she had noticed that someone had come in. Chances were she was deep between the high shelves by now. I’ll just have to do this myself, if she isn’t close, Ryann thought grimly. She was still angry. Angry enough to let it out on anyone who supported the people running the show here. The ones targeting her family.

“Hello?” At the sound of the voice Ryann’s resolve faltered. It was such a young, light voice. Its owner stepped into the room. “Any monsters here? I saw the light through under the door. I’m not gonna hurt you! I just wanna talk!”

Ryann stayed motionless against the wall. The boy who had stepped in looked barely as old as Kate or Rachel. His black, curly hair was a little dishevelled, and he ran a hand through it. He didn’t look like he could possibly work here. He was also a few inches shorter than Ryann. Hardly threatening or evil looking.

“Hello?” he asked again, taking a few steps into the room. “Anybody here? Wait, am I allowed in here? I’m new here, but I thought artifacts sounded kinda fun so I just walked in.”

Don’t turn around, Ryann prayed quietly to herself. Please, for the love of everything, don’t turn around. She was so angry, but she didn’t want to hurt some kid who had just walked into the wrong place at the wrong time. She really, really didn’t. She didn’t even want to talk to him or be noticed by him. Please just leave… If he just didn’t turn around, he could be on his way, and Ryann and Meg could just get out of here.

“Well, if you’re not gonna come out, that’s fine,” he called. “My name’s Mateo, by the way! Please don’t jump at me when I turn my back!” And then he slowly turned around. Ryann stared at him. The blood burned in her veins in panic. Her mouth opened and closed as she tried to find the right words to make an excuse and came up blank.

Mateo was a very pretty young man. Stunning, really. His skin had a dark tone, showing little glittering freckles when he cocked his head in the light from the door. His eyes were a russet red, and they glinted with an adorable curiosity as he looked straight at Ryann.

She just stood there, frozen.

Then Mateo sniffed the air once. “Stars, what’s that smell?” He sniffed his sleeve. “Eugh. I really need a shower.” With that he walked straight past Ryann and pulled the door shut behind him.

She frowned softly as he passed. For just a moment she caught his scent. It was strange. There was something sharp to it, something sweet, and something metallic. Clearly, he needed a shower. Still, what’s important was that he hadn’t seen her. Ryann took a deep, shuddering breath in relief. Maybe the shadows had been deep enough. Her body was still on fire, as if it was using a gift. She reached her hands up to rub her face.

Instead she froze again. She couldn’t see her hands. Ryann could feel they were there. She waved one over her eyes for a moment. Nothing. Just a draft. She looked down at herself and was entirely invisible.

She should have been surprised. Or shocked. Or something. But at this point Ryann was just done. She sighed and focused on calming the blood inside her. The sensation of cold fire across her skin ebbed away, and her body became visible with a ripple of light over her skin and clothes. That’s how the veritae vanished, she thought numbly.

It didn’t matter. She didn’t have to think about this now. Instead, she went and picked up her bag, and continued to go through the shelves. Her eye caught on a box with Carver’s name on it. She pulled it out of the shelf and pulled it open. Inside, she found a set of old clothes with his scent on them. Like, at least Victorian era clothes.

Wait, if there’s names… Ryann frowned, checking the labelling on the shelves. Were there things that belonged to her family?

She made her way along the bookshelves, bumping into Meg. “Hey,” Meg said. “You okay? Were you near the front when that dude came in?”

“I’m fine. The kid didn’t see me,” she said back. “Meg, can you help me? I want to see if there’s anything from my family here.”

“Sure thing.” Meg gave her a little sympathetic smile. They went through the shelves together. Organization was certainly not the Institute’s strong point. If there was an order, it wasn’t alphabetical, or numerical. Case numbers and names were all randomly assorted. Some lacked one or the other, and Ryann was quickly beginning to think that this was going to be a fruitless endeavour.

Then a sharp whistle called Ryann over to Meg. She shone her little phone’s light across the shelf before her. “There,” Meg said. “Found it.”

Ryann stared at the little paper plaque on the shelf, low down. Ly Family. She knelt on the cold brick floor and picked up the first box with nervous, hesitant movements. The smell hit her immediately upon opening it. It was her parents’ smell, warm and comforting, and she remembered it as clearly as the smell of blood and car fuel from the crash.

Right at the top, nearly folded, was her mother’s shirt. She slowly pulled it out, trying to hold back tears as she felt the material under her fingers. Had her mother really been this small? The realization felt so strange to her. Her mother had always seemed far larger than anything else to Ryann.

There was her father’s jacket. On the folded fabric sat the golden, rectangular pendant that contained pictures of his parents and his wife and child. Ryann remembered playing with it when she sat on his lap.

She pulled the items to her chest and curled up, sobbing quietly. Normal tears this time, not blood. They felt hot on her cheeks, and her throat closed up, choking her voice as the soft sad sounds wrest themselves from her aching chest.

Meg crouched next to Ryann. She didn’t say anything, she only rubbed Ryann’s back gently. Then, after a moment, she hugged her tight.

Ryann wiped her tears away. “I’m okay,” she whispered hoarsely. “I’m okay…” Keep it together. You can’t break down now.

“It’s fine,” Meg said softly. “Take however much time you need.” She gently pressed her lips to the crown of Ryann’s head. And Ryann, despite all her attempts to look strong, couldn’t help but lean into her, grateful for the silent, unquestioning support Meg offered as tears streamed down her face.

Eventually, even those tears dried. Meg ran her hand over Ryann’s head, and it felt comfortably cold and soft. “Want me to bag everything else?” she asked softly. “You should have time to grieve properly.”

“… Yeah, please,” Ryann muttered, nodding shakily. She wanted to go through all these things. But she knew, if she did she’d break down fully, and she couldn’t afford to do that here. Once she was safe she could allow herself the luxury to feel pain.

Meg squeezed her gently one more time before she started taking the boxes. She opened each one, carefully checking the contents for anything fragile, and then removed them from the box to put in her bag. She wrapped them in dust cloth she took from some of the other artifacts, just to keep them extra safe.

Ryann sniffed softly and watched her. Meg always said that every Blood was a monster. She always got evasive when asked if it applied to her friends or herself. Every now and then, she insisted that she was, in fact, a monster who only knew how to hurt people. Ryann had certainly seen her hurt people on her jobs, and she’d seen Meg do it with a cathartic rage. But then she did things like this. She hugged Ryann and comforted her without ulterior motive. She treated her family’s belongings with such gentle respect. She put herself in danger for others at a moment’s notice.

Ryann slowly got back to her feet. She approached Meg, who was searching through a box almost too high on the shelf for her to look inside. Ryann wiped her eyes, sniffing softly, and just hugged her tight, out of the blue. “Thanks,” she whispered.

Meg went stiff for just a moment, then she leaned into the embrace and patted Ryann’s arm. “Of course,” she said with her voice soft and gentle as a whisper.

Ryann cleared her throat. “Let’s take another quick look round and then leave,” she said. I really don’t wanna stick around here any longer than I have to. That creepy feeling of being watched persisted everywhere they went here.

“Sounds good. I’ve got everything from your family.” Meg closed her duffle bag. She stuck close to Ryann, and Ryann could see her glancing over every now and then, keeping an eye on her. She was secretly very grateful for it. The albino Blood could have gone to search for more valuable things, but instead she had made sure Ryann was okay.

Ryann grabbed one more thing, a large, ornamented tome bound in black leather, with a pattern reminiscent of a door carved into it and a dark purple stone embedded into the top of the door’s pointed arch. The colour reminded her of Nemo a bit, and when she flipped through it, it seemed to hold recipes and runes. “Maybe Niaomi can make sense of this,” she told Meg, holding up the book before putting it away.

“Probably. Now let’s bounce. No reason to stick around here any longer.” Meg strapped her bag to her back. Ryann hummed with a nod and did the same. It wasn’t hugely burdensome, but still heavy enough to be a hindrance, should they have to make a quick exit. They made their way back to the entrance to artifact storage. Ryann frowned when the beam of her flashlight fell over an item on the bookshelf. It was a large jar, big as her chest. She squinted at the strange mass inside it, and it took a moment until she recognized it as what it was.

A large bundle of preserved eyeballs, tied together by the ends of the optic nerves, floated in the dark liquid. They did mention something about a jar of eyes, Ryann thought. She half expected the drifting eyeballs to turn to her, but they remained still, blindly staring into nothing. It was still pretty disgusting.

She tapped a long, black claw on the side of the shelf. She let it drag along the metal edge in passing, making a quiet grinding sound, as she moved her finger in more. She caught the jar on her finger and slowly slid it along the shelf as she walked, right to the edge, and off. It shattered on the ground, foul smelling, and spread its contents over the floor with a wet squelch. “Try seeing shit now,” Ryann muttered, continuing on her way.

“Ew, I think I stepped on one,” Meg grumbled. She wiped her shoe off on the rough bricks.

That was when the alarm suddenly went off. A loud, insistent beeping that echoed through the halls and corridors. Ryann and Meg exchanged a glance.

“Well, at least we’re done?” Meg shrugged, at the same time as Ryann said, “Oh we are so fucked…” and started running. Meg was right on her heels despite the casual tone she’d used. They burst out through the artifact Storage room, nearly taking it off the hinges. Ryann sprinted ahead, going straight for the stairs, but Meg grabbed her arm. She dragged her along, pulling her mask back up. “This way! I know a way out the back!” Meg sounded very confident, and that bothered Ryann.

“Then why didn’t we use that coming in?” she asked in a tense growl as she picked her speed back up. She glanced around for anyone bursting out of the doors along the corridor. But nobody emerged, nor did anyone come down the stairs behind them. At least not yet.

Meg huffed. “Because it fucking reeks and can’t be opened from the outside!” she said. They rounded a corner, and both of them came to a sudden stop. The corridor before them was littered with bricks and rubble. The outer wall had been torn down and ripped apart, leaving heaps of broken and shattered brick behind. Ryann stepped close to the edge of the enormous hole there. It was roughly five metres across.

Huge grooves marked the outside of the hole, and Ryann couldn’t help but think that they looked like claw marks. “What the fuck did this?” she wondered softly.

“No idea, but…” Meg shut up, and Ryann’s eyes snapped up as she caught a glimpse of movement at the end of the hallway. A number of people rounded the corner, six, seven, eight of them, dressed in plain clothes. They slowed when they saw Ryann and Meg, then started walking towards them faster, falling into a jog. One of them snarled and showed long fangs. A tongue that was too long to be natural licked over his needle-like teeth.

“Fuck!” Meg grabbed Ryann and pulled her into the hole.

She resisted. “What are you doing, we can take them!” Ryann said, growling and ready to break some bones. Even if they were vampires or something else, she was too angry to lose. She wanted payback. She wanted to take all the anger, sadness and frustration and wash it away with cathartic, violent rage. She pulled away from Meg and cracked her knuckles.

One of the men slowed and reached behind him. Meg just managed to pull Ryann away again when he aimed a small revolver at her. The gun went off with a deafening bang and barely any aim. Ryann was damn near deafened by the sound that echoed through the corridor. She hissed and instinctively tried to cover her ears. Stone splintered off the wall next to her head, and suddenly she was much more inclined to run.

“Fuck!” she yelled as she jumped and scrambled over the rubble and down into what looked like a tunnel that ran behind the wall. Meg cast a glance back, then kept running. The next wall before them was also broken, and the next after that. The wet smell of a sewer hit Ryann’s nose as they fled. Fighting eight vampires? Easy. Fighting eight vampires with guns? No fucking thanks. But there was another issue at hand.

“Is it really smart to run after whatever thing made this??” Ryann yelled. She chanced a look back to see if they were within line of sight of the other Bloods yet. Nothing so far. And all the walls since the first one had been broken in the direction they were headed.

“Well, let’s just hope it’s not here anymore,” Meg called back, jumping over a pile of stones in full sprint. “Or it doesn’t eat Bloods. Or lesbians.”

“They took the founding stone!” someone yelled behind them. “Get them! Blood’s on the menu tonight, boys!” The words were followed by the hungry howl of an excited, bloodthirsty mob. Ryann’s neck hairs stood on end.

“They’re cannibals??” What the fuck were cannibal Bloods doing in the fucking Argent Institute?

“Save your breath!” Meg growled deeply. They reached the far wall just as a bullet whizzed past Ryann’s hip. She saw it scatter off the stone in front of her, right when her feet sank into the sewer water ankle-deep. It smelled stale, and there was something strangely metallic mixed into the scent.

“This way!” Meg grabbed Ryann and pulled her to the little iron ladder embedded in the wall. She jumped up it, barely touching the rungs. The metal lid above the access hole flew away with a clang.

Ryann practically flew up the metal rungs as well, squeezed out of the hole with her cargo, and rolled to the side. She and Meg grabbed the metal lid to slam it back onto the hole. It wouldn’t stop the Bloods, but it would give them some time.

Just as they pulled it back over the hole, muscles afire with the gift of strength, one of the Bloods reached the bottom. Ryann saw his pale, narrow face in the light of Meg’s torch. One of his pupils was blown up. He smiled wide and pointed his gun at them.

It wasn’t like the revolver. It was a strange, large weapon, and looked semi-automatic from what Ryann knew of guns. They slammed the lid down just as the shot rang out like thunder.

Half the lid turned brittle and changed colour as Ryann pulled her hands away. “What the fuck!” she yelled. A hole had appeared as the metal was eaten away far too quickly for any kind of acid Ryann knew of.

Meg pushed her aside, ripping her mask off. Her throat contracted in a way that wasn’t normal, her mouth sprang open far too wide. Something shot out of it, and there was a scream from below.

“And what the fuck,” Ryann said to her, pointing at her face.

Meg wiped her mouth and strapped the mask back on. “Didn’t want him shooting acid at us. So I shot at him first. Ugh, always tastes like absolute ass…”

“Thought you’d be into that.”

“Fuck you.” The screaming persisted, but no more acid shots followed despite Meg’s face being super visible. “Got his hands,” she said after another look. She pulled her head away, and two gun shots rang out right after.

“Alright, then lets fuck off!” Ryann was already up and ready to run. Meg followed hot on her heels.

They heard the sound of the metal lid being slammed away. The lead Blood with the needle-like teeth pulled himself out on long, lanky arms. His brown wool shirt was ripped and marked with holes oozing black blood, as if his friends had just shot straight through him. It didn’t seem to slow him down.

Their escape route had led them into the middle of the winding alleys. Ryann ran faster, putting her phone away as she pushed herself more. She slipped around a corner, taking a random direction, hoping that she remembered the right way back to Wolfshire. Worse came to worst, that would be their safe place. But hopefully just entering a populated area would dissuade the Bloods.

Something rushed past Ryann far too fast. Clearly a Blood using a speed gift. The blur came to a halt right before her, revealing a Blood with a wry smile and yellowed fangs. His hair was slicked back and ratty. His eyes, bloodshot and almost glowing red narrowed as the barrel of his gun appeared right at Ryann’s forehead.

In fact, it was too close. Her momentum rammed her head against the weapon and pushed it aside. Ryann grunted. It felt like getting punched in the head and her neck instinctively tensed, stopping her head from snapping back. Her own fist immediately shot out, slugging the Blood square in the jaw. He went down like a sack of potatoes. His head hit the ground with a crunch, then Ryann was past him and finally noticed the burning sensation on her forehead, where the gun had chafed her skin. She cast a split-second look back, assessing the situation. If the fall hadn’t killed the murderous Blood, Meg slamming her boot down on his head in passing probably did the trick. Destroying a Blood’s brain was the surest way to kill them, either by severing the flow of blood completely, smashing it, or just removing their vampire blood from their bodies.

This time he was definitely gone.

“Keep going!” Meg yelled. She sounded almost frantic.

Then the lanky Blood slammed around the corner, snarling. The wall cracked and crumbled where he hit. He looked so inhuman. Crooked needle teeth in a wide mouth, dirty, broken fingernails, arms, hands and fingers that were too long… And the way he moved was almost bestial. His long, clawed toes scraped over the floor as he took off after them with another snarl. Ryann’s eyes were already turned back to the front, and to the dead-end coming up. She could easily climb the wall blocking them. Even if she couldn’t, there was even a fire escape that went up the side of the building. An easy escape route for someone who knew a little parkour.

But Meg… Ryann wasn’t sure how good Meg’s parkour skills actually were. The albino Blood was fast and nimble, but Ryann had never seen her climb anything this high. And they were carrying cargo. Any other circumstance, Ryann would have abandoned their haul in a heartbeat, but both bags contained the last traces of her family. She couldn’t leave them behind now, even as the bag’s weight bounced and shifted with every step. Meg seemed to have made a similar decision. She was smaller than Ryann and had more trouble with the big bag, but she kept running as the Blood behind her closed in and its companions started to swarm around the corner. They had stopped firing blindly and were trying to close in.

“Run! I’ll boost you!” Ryann yelled, stopping right under the fire escape.

Meg sped up, focused on Ryann’s folded hands. Her own hand flew to her hip, pulling a thin knife from under the sweater whose zipper had come down. Her sole hit Ryann’s hands and Ryann tensed and pushed her up. Even without her gift, she catapulted Meg clear up to grab on to the railing.

Then the lead Blood was on Ryann. His long arms reached out with wicked, broken fingernails for claws, ready to slash. The lunge aimed his wide open jaws right at Ryann’s throat, and it was far too fast for her to stop it.

Meg’s knife glinted as it spun down and embedded itself into the Blood’s eye socket. He was immensely fast, but the knife was enough distraction to give Ryann an opening. She ducked under a swipe and barely out of the way of the teeth. As soon as her enemy’s feet hit the floor, she kicked them out under him. His own momentum propelled him into the wall that had blocked their way. He hit it with a dull thud.

“Hurry!” Meg yelled, already heading up the fire escape. Ryann took a step back, then ran at the wall. Her limited run-up and additional weight let her just about reach the bottom rungs of the metal ladder. For a few moments she pulled herself up with bodyweight alone, while the other Bloods tried to dash and grab her legs. Then Ryann was up on the ladder. She dashed and ran up the stairs behind Meg. The mob beneath them howled in disappointment. None of them were athletic enough to follow them. Three of the remaining five pointed their guns and fired wildly. The shots pinged off metal and went harmlessly into the sky, but Ryann still threw herself onto the rooftop as soon as she reached it.

“Fuck, that was close!” she gasped, breathing hard.

Meg grabbed her arm and pulled her up. “Not over yet!” She pulled Ryann along.

“Wait, let’s take a breather!” Ryann suggested. “Just ten seconds, find our bearings…”

“No time!” The sudden groaning of bending metal behind them gave credit to Meg’s words. Ryann glanced back, just in time to see the lead Blood pull himself up. He threw his arms out to the side, chest thrust forward, and roared hoarsely. Like a beast marking its territory.

He barely looked like a person at all. In the dim night light above the rooftops, Ryann could make out pale, grey flesh, with black veins pulling across the limbs that were far too long for any human. He had to be standing seven feet tall, fully upright anyway, but his back was hunched and round. The face was sunken, the eyes were a rotten, yellow mess with a misted-over iris.

“What the fuck is that thing?” Ryann growled under her breath.

“Nostighoul!” Meg said back. She hit the edge of the roof and sailed over the alley beneath. Ryann did the same before Meg even hit the ground.

She rolled over her shoulder, hoping nothing in her bag got too messed up. It wasn’t elegant, but it helped dissipate the momentum from jumping and falling a couple of metres. “A what?” she asked Meg.

“Type of Blood!” Meg huffed between breaths as she and Ryann took off side by side. “Super strong. Super fast. Doesn’t die easy.”

Ryann had wondered how he had shaken off a knife to the skull so quickly. Another glance back showed that the nostighoul had just been watching. Now he dashed across the roof on all fours. Within seconds he had reached the gap and cleared it.

There is no way we outrun this, Ryann realized immediately. She spun to face it, tossing her bag aside in the movement and bringing her fists up. “We gotta fight!”

“Ryann, no! Fuck!” Meg’s yell barely registered to Ryann. It was two on one, and they weren’t fast enough to get away without a fight. I can do this, Ryann thought grimly.

Then the Blood was on her. Meg had been right, he was immensely fast. But so was Ryann, and now she knew what to expect. She dodged the hand aiming for her head with minimal movements. Her body swayed and turned faintly as she stepped out of the way. Every millimetre added together to get her out of the way of the attack and immediately back into striking range. Her fist slammed hard against the Blood’s jaw and she felt the vibrations up her arm. Something gave way under her knuckles.

But the strike wasn’t nearly as effective as she had expected. Sure, it got the guy to tumble to the side, but that was it. His neck was thin as a bundle of sticks, barely enough to contain a trachea and spine. Ryann had expected to knock him clean out. Instead, he whirled around to her and snarled with a crooked, broken jaw. It didn’t seem to stop him. Instead, his lips pulled into a foul-toothed grin that split his skull in half. He slashed at Ryann again, this time more reserved and aimed instead of the big swipes.

She dodged around them, escaping by a hair. A claw tore open her shirt at the shoulder and she felt the draft of a fist at her temple, grazing her ear. And with that she was between the spindly arms and slammed her fist up. For all the speed he had, her opponent was terrible at guarding. Ryann’s uppercut slammed the broken jaw shut and cut off the howl that had come out in anger.

I can just keep wailing on this guy, Ryann thought, backing off with a quick step to assess the damage. She felt the claws on her back a second before they ripped through her. Ryann twisted out of the way, reacting instinctively in a split-second. The claws drew blood, slashing her just short of causing real damage. But before she was back in position to defend herself, the nostighoul was already on her, going for the throat.

Meg came in from the side. She slammed into him with her full weight. Ryann knew that Meg wasn’t that heavy. Certainly nowhere near as heavy as their opponent. Despite that, she had somehow built enough momentum to slam the guy to the side. For a moment he teetered, right at the edge of the roof, arms swinging wildly to regain his balance. Then his foot slipped off and he went over.

Meg jumped back to get out of his reach, but a long, crooked claw hooked deep into the back of her sweater. Ryann cried out for her in alarm and lunged to grab her. But of course she was far too slow. The nostighoul yanked Meg back, out of Ryann’s reach and she went over the edge with him. She managed to grab Meg’s wrist. The sudden yank of the immense weight forced Ryann to her knees. A strangled cry wrested itself from her throat between gritted teeth as pain flashed up her arms. Ryann fired up her gift, enhancing her muscles. Just to hold on to this weight, she was burning through blood way too fast. Meg grunted as she tried to kick at the nostighoul clinging on to her. Her free hand searched for Ryann’s to grab on to, but she didn’t seem able to pull herself up fully. Ryann could smell her blood in the air.

They struggled for a moment, desperately holding on. Then the nostighoul shrieked, an inhuman sound, and swung his free claw. The long, crooked fingers speared straight through Meg’s abdomen. She gasped, pink eyes wide at the pain, and just for a moment her muscles went slack.

It was enough for her to slip out of Ryann’s grip.

The sudden lack of a counterweight threw Ryann hard on her back. “Meg!” she yelled and immediately scrambled up and to the edge. All rational thought was gone at seeing her friend plummet. Ryann hadn’t even heard the impact with her own pulse thundering in her ears, but two stories below her, the nostighoul was crawling over Meg. She was lying in a puddle of blood. The other Blood almost delicately pulled her mask away. Meg tried to reach for her knife, and a claw pierced through her hand and pushed it down. The Blood snarled and sank his teeth into her neck. Meg’s mouth opened wide in a soundless cream of pain as the teeth entered into her skin.

Oh no you fucking don’t! Ryann vaulted over the side of the building, hardened her muscles with skill and blood, and drove both feet into the guy’s back. There was a loud snapping noise and a shriek of surprise. Both of them tumbled to the floor, and Ryann caught herself in a roll. She got right back to her feet and faced her attacker, hunched to make herself a small target.

The nostighoul snarled at her. He slowly got back to his feet. The impact had driven him away from Meg, and Ryann had landed right next to her. The nostighoul remained on all fours, slowly circling them. His murky yellow eyes watched Ryann with hatred. Something cracked and snapped inside his body, like when Meg’s ribs had healed weeks back.

There was no time to even try to check on Meg or tell the nostighoul to back off. Ryann had little confidence that a cannibal Blood would give a shit anyway. They had all just fallen two stories. Ryann’s body still shook from the impact, and only her gift had saved her from serious injuries. Meg had taken the impact and had gotten impaled. Even now, as she fought herself to her feet with a growl, blood was oozing out and soaking her clothes. By contrast, the nostighoul barely looked winded.

He smirked and made an ugly, hacking laugh sound. His eyes wandered over Ryann, lingered at her neck, and he licked his rotting teeth with a long, black tongue. She could tell nothing would give him more pleasure and sucking them both dry. He lunged at Ryann with barely any warning other than a tensing of the stick-arm muscles. Ryann ducked under them, worried for Meg and determined to beat this Blood into the fucking ground if that’s what it took. She caught Meg dodging to the side, unsure on her feet. The swing of the broad knife she had pulled from the sheath under her arm was wild, a blind chop. The blade was dark with Meg’s own blood as she swung it blindly. It still severed three fingers on one hand

The Blood reared back with a howl, and Ryann darted in and threw a kick against his skull. Her foot cracked hard against his temple, and he gasped, a deep, rattling sound. He recovered in a second. His uninjured hand claw swiped at Ryann at the same time as she let loose her kick. It slammed into Ryann’s chest with the force of a sledgehammer. She tensed right before the impact and felt her muscles and bones shudder under the strike. Pain flashed through her and she gritted her teeth. Pain or no, she was strong. She stumbled a step to the side under the impact, then punched the nostighoul in the face, snapping his head back. She threw a kick with her left right after, and this time it connected with an audible crack and a hiss. Ryann’s limbs were aching under the force of her own strikes, but she kept going, forming a fist and punching the broken jaw again.

The nostighoul stumbled back and shook his head. He barely seemed pained, more annoyed, and found his footing. He tensed for a lunge, but Meg appeared right next to him and slammed a long, wavy knife into his leg. His lunge ended with him on the ground as his hamstring was severed. He got back up to a knee, snarling and glaring at Meg.

Ryann didn’t let up. She dashed in. The Blood’s head snapped around to her and it tried to backhand her. She grabbed the arm and held it tight. Clearly, just hurting this Blood wouldn’t make him stop. They’d have to disable his limbs to stand a chance. Ryann couldn’t use her gifts to enhance herself. Healing took priority.

Luckily she was more than strong enough to subdue him without a gift. She swung her leg over the guy’s back, slamming it full force into the back of his neck. He reeled, she swiftly moved her leg over his shoulder instead, basically straddling it. She gripped the large hand, aligned the bones and joints like in an armbar, and leaned back hard with all her weight. The sudden shift forced the nostighoul’s body to twist and sent him sprawling onto his back. He screeched in anger, with his long tongue flicking out. Ryann knew firsthand how unpleasant having your joints locked up like this is, and she wasn’t being gentle. He immediately tried to claw at Ryann with his injured hand, but Meg stabbed a knife into his injured hand and held it down.

Ryann tensed abruptly and felt the arm she was holding pop as she applied the pressure. Now the nostighoul cried out in pain over its dislocated shoulder and thrashed. She growled as her weight held down one arm and Meg wrestled with the other. The knife still in the Blood’s leg was in reach. She grabbed it and yanked it out in a spray of black blood. Ryann forced her upper body up, commanding her burning abs to work despite the pain from the earlier hit. Her ribs stung painfully, and she slammed the knife into the nostighoul’s chest. The flesh was tough. She still forced it in, all the way to the hilt. The blade ground past bones and deep into organs. The Blood shrieked and tried to bite Meg despite its broken jaw. It uselessly snapped and ground the teeth together. Meg was still losing blood. She swayed on her feet but snarled and grabbed the Blood’s jaw, sticking her fingers into its mouth. Red blood flowed where the jagged teeth broke the skin.

Meg raked her hand down with a cry of fury. The sound of flesh ripping rang out wet and disgusting. She tore half the Blood’s trachea from the rest, still attached to the spine, like a mouth had opened up all the way along his neck. He still writhed and tried to move, to get up while gurgling breaths escaped from his bloody throat. Ryann jumped on him, straddling the bony chest that she plunged the knife into again and again. He still just wouldn’t stop!

“Fucking die already!” Ryann yelled, as all of the fear and tension and adrenaline bubbled up higher and higher. This fucker had gone straight for her throat from the start. He worked for people who had joked about her parents’ murder and had looted their belongings. He had almost killed Meg. There was no way she was leaving him alive, especially not with the Institute knowing about Rachel and the rest of her friends. That image remained burned in Ryann’s mind as she twisted the knife and wrenched it free. This monster, stalking Rachel from outside her window, following her in the dark…

No, you die right here, right now! Her next hit shattered the sternum, and yet he kept moving.

Meg’s fist came down on the head, once, twice, again. She had her free hand dug into the open wound of the neck. Blood poured out from between her fingers. Her face was a grimace of fear, pain and unbridled fury. Her eyes had turned pitch black. She lifted the monster by the spine and punched the head again, then once more, until it was forced down with a harsh snap.

Finally, the nostighoul’s body went limp.

Ryann and Meg slowed and fell still. Both of them stared at their enemy who had nearly killed one of them. Meg’s dark clothes were stained even worse with blood than they had been from Ryann’s crying. The nostighoul remained limp. Unmoving. There wasn’t a twitch or anything.

After a long, tense moment the realization that it was over finally sunk in.

Ryann lunged for Meg when she dropped. She caught her just before she hit the ground. “Hey!” Ryann whispered frantically. “Hey, I’m here!” She cradled her friend’s head in her hand to support her. Meg’s face was still a grimace of fury and desperation. And Ryann thought she could see her form flicker briefly. Her breath rattled as she breathed. Blood stained her pale lips, her hands, her clothes. It crusted her short, white-blond hair, it stained her throat where fangs had pierced in. There, Ryann saw another flicker. Like the human guise she knew Meg donned was glitching, and the amount of jet black she saw under it concerned Ryann. It looked like an infection of some kind, or some necrosis brought on by having her blood drained.

“We need to get you blood,” Ryann said, worried. “Can you stand?”

“Ngh…” Meg groaned as Ryann helped her up onto her feet. She held her abdomen where the claws had pierced in deep. “No blood,” she said with a wheezing, laboured breath.

“What? What do you mean?” Ryann frowned. Meg’s eyes were still jet black. Then they flashed up and for a moment a blue ring of neon fire glowed around where the iris should be.

“Fuck,” Meg said. Her arm was heavy around Ryann’s shoulders. She could barely stand. Ryann followed her gaze and watched and the remaining five Bloods round the corner. Their faces lit up into smiles and they slowed, casually walking over.

We need to fucking move! Ryann looked around for an escape. There was nothing but open alleys. Climbing was the only thing that might save them, but Meg couldn’t run, and she certainly couldn’t climb! Ryann managed to drag her two steps before she coughed hard and spat blood.

“Just leave me,” Meg whispered.

“Fuck off!” Ryann clenched her jaw. There was only one thing she could do. She had to fight. Five on one, with three of her enemies holding guns. Running wasn’t an option.

Ryann gently let Meg down. She sank down to her knees and clutched her injured abdomen with a groan. Her forehead nearly touched the ground as she hunched over in pain.

Time to show what you can do, Ryann thought grimly. She cracked her knuckles and turned to face the Hunger.
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The Bloods jeered as Ryann slowly approached them. One of them stopped and pointed his gun right at her head, grinning. She stopped, waiting for the moment he’d fire. She didn’t fancy her chances outrunning a bullet, but she could dodge if she caught his tell, the moment before the attack.

He just laughed and looked to his Hunger for approval or recognition of his mighty deed, that being him pointing a gun at an unarmed opponent seven metres away.

That split second of distraction was enough. It had to be enough. Ryann called on her blood, trying to summon a specific gift. The hand she had raised before her flickered, like a ripple of water going over it — then she was invisible. The Bloods immediately pointed and howled. Ryann ran. As fast as she could, she closed the distance. The Blood who had pointed the gun at her was stunned, standing there. The two others with their guns rushed forwards. Ryann grabbed the gun hand of the first one and rammed her claws into his throat. Blood sprayed out and her invisibility flickered away as she lost the gift.

The gun clattered to the floor as the Blood grasped at his throat with a gurgle. Ryann pushed him aside hard. The second Blood’s eyes went wide. He was almost past her already, and now he swivelled. He was too close for a kick, so Ryann punched him in the throat hard, already noting the third gunman’s position. The second gun went off wildly as its owner choked and clutched his throat as well. The others rushed in, but Ryann already spun with the full force of a well-practised roundhouse kick.

She caught the wrist of the third gunman with perfect precision. It broke under the impact and his weapon clattered to the side uselessly. Ryann immediately went back to the second gunman, the only one who hadn’t dropped his. The two Bloods at the back were rushing towards her, eyes bloodshot and fangs bared. The second gunman tried to aim at her again. His expression was a grimace of pain, confusion, and fear.

Ryann was on him in an instant. She grabbed his face and slammed his head into the wall behind him with the full force of six feet of thickly layered muscle and burning rage. The impact shot up her arm up to her shoulder and back. Blood squirted out around the impact zone in a thin circle.

She huffed once, pushing the air out of her hot lungs and releasing a little bit of her fury in it. The Blood behind her was still alive. She heard him gurgling and spun in another kick. The guy had thought to come in low and tackle her legs. Ryann’s kick snapped his jaw up and sent him sprawling to the ground, right beside her. She turned and gave the nearest Blood an intense stare. Then her foot slammed down on the head of the one prone before her. The muffled cry was interrupted by a rough crunch. Both were immediate and brief.

The last three hesitated. Ryann slumped against the wall for a moment as her tired, aching body demanded a moment’s rest. She breathed hard, letting out a growl with her breath. She beckoned them closer.

Fucking bring it.

The three took a step back, each slowly, individually. Two were watching Ryann with hate-filled eyes. But the gunman with the broken wrist was eyeing his weapon, lying a few steps in front of her.

Their eyes met for a split second.

Both of them burst into action. The Blood lunged for his weapon with supernatural speed. Ryann wound up a kick. It caught him straight in the chest. Bones cracked under the force and the gun clattered to the asphalt, even further out of reach. The other two Bloods turned tail and ran, both fleeing with supernatural speed. The gunman got tossed back by Ryann’s kick. He scrambled to his feet and limped away, looking over his shoulder with true fear in his eyes now.

Ryann let out another deep, heated breath. She slumped against the wall and rested her back to the cold bricks. Keep going. You’re not done, her mind told her. Get back to Meg.

Slowly the adrenaline faded and the anger ebbed away just enough to no longer provide strength. It remained as a simmering discomfort, an afterthought, given the situation. Everything hurt. Her ankles, her shins, her knuckles, her back where the nostighoul had scratched her, her chest and abdomen… “Hey,” she called to Meg, too exhausted for the moment to care about Meg’s injuries and her own. “You still breathing?”

“Does wheezing count?” The albino Blood was kneeling near the dead nostighoul. She slowly got to her feet, still swaying precariously. “That,” she said, “was fucking amazing. Good job.” The compliment would have made Ryann happy if it hadn’t been accompanied by Meg’s fruitless effort to wipe the wet, red-black blood from her chin with the back of her hand. And if her voice hadn’t been a pained wheeze.

“You got fucked up, buddy” Ryann muttered. Meg was fucking tough as nails. Ryann had seen her super injured before, but never like this. She came over and gently put her hands on Meg’s shoulders. Meg put her arm around Ryann. They held on to each other for a moment, both needing support.

Then Ryann took a deep breath. “Are you hurt?” she asked, and immediately realized what kind of a stupid question it was. She absentmindedly took Meg’s chin between her thumb and index and started wiping off most of the blood with the stained handkerchief she still had in her pocket.

“I’m fine…” Meg swayed gently. She looked like a nudge could topple her.

“You… You stay here,” Ryann said. Her breath was still coming hard and heavy. “Blood. I’ll get us blood.”

“Yeah… Okay,” Meg’s own breaths were shallow and quick. She stumbled back against the wall and sank down. “I’ll be here. Just… resting. For a minute.” Her head lolled back against the bricks.

Ryann cast a quick glance around to make sure they were safe. But she didn’t spend long on it. Blood was still oozing from Meg’s wounds, and the closest fire escape she knew of was right across the wall where they had first been attacked by the nostighoul. Ryann drained more blood from her reserves to help heal her aching body a little. The hunger inside her flared up and made her shudder at the scent of blood around her.

Without being hunted, without the extra weight and Meg to worry about, scaling the wall wasn’t too difficult. Ryann was too tired to try running up, so instead she just climbed, digging her fingertips into little handholds. She wasn’t a hugely practised climber, but she had scaled a few walls in her time. So after she dragged her tired body up the wall, she dropped back down and rolled over her shoulder, dissipating her momentum. For a moment she stayed on her knees. Exhaustion gripped her limbs.

Come on… Get up, her mind said. She pulled herself up with a hand on the wall. Meg needed her help. She needed blood.

Climbing the fire escape was relatively easy without extra weight. For the jump to the other roof, Ryann burned through more blood just to be entirely sure she didn’t risk another fall. Then she finally landed where they had ditched their bags.

She went for Meg’s first, pulled it open, and rifled around for the backpack stuffed inside. But when she checked, there was only a single blood bag in it. This is gonna have to do, Ryann thought, and did her best to push her concerns to the back of her mind. She wasn’t too injured. So she quickly stowed the blood again, closed the duffle bag, and slung it and her own over her shoulders.

Getting down off the building proved to be much easier. The drain pipe Ryann found was sturdy enough that she trusted it to hold her weight. She could smell people in the houses as she climbed past the windows. Not many, far too few to fill all the apartments here. Their blood smelled delicious, and Ryann was grateful that all of them seemed to be smart enough to stay inside after the earlier commotion.

Once on the ground, she rushed back to Meg, who was lying still against the wall. She was incredibly pale. Well, she was always pale, but now her skin had taken on a sickly tone. Dark veins surrounded her sunken eyes, and her chest was still. Ryann’s heart skipped a beat as she saw the dead, cold eyes of her friend staring into the sky.

Then Meg looked at her. Ryann stopped dead. For a moment she wasn’t sure what she was seeing or if she was seeing anything. Her vision went fuzzy, looking at Meg, whose body seemed too tall and far too dark in the shadows.

Ryann wiped her eyes. She was too tired for this shit. “Meg!” she called out for her friend as she hurriedly approached. She fiddled with the duffle bag’s zipper and pulled out the blood. The bags fell to the floor as she was still mid-run, and she came to a stop on one knee next to her injured friend.

Ryann unscrewed the cap of the bag and lifted it up for her. Meg snarled quietly, showing little fangs that poked out over her lips.

“Come on, you have to drink,” Ryann whispered.

Meg turned her face away. “No…” The word was barely more than a hoarse whisper.

“Meg…” Desperation filled Ryann more with each passing second. “You’re bleeding out! You need to drink!” She had never seen Meg drink blood anywhere in public. At best, she had downed a pint of pig’s blood once, at Logan’s insistence. But any other occasion she could think off, Meg had starved herself rather than touch a drop of blood offered to her.

“I’m fine,” Meg muttered. “See? Bleeding’s already stopped.” Her voice was still weak and raspy.

Ryann took a deep breath to calm herself. “Meg, don’t make me force-feed you this,” she said softly. She put her hand on her friend’s cheek. “I don’t want to lose you.”

Meg was quiet for a moment. She whispered, “You won’t…”

“Why are you being so stubborn?” Ryann’s tone became more agitated, against her will. It was just too frustrating to see Meg like this. She always ended up hurt, and she always acted like it was fine. It wasn’t. “Please just drink the fucking blood!”

“I’m good, alright?” Meg snarled suddenly, head snapping around to face Ryann. The sudden movement caused a coughing fit. “Fuck…” She wiped blood from her lips again.

Ryann held her shoulder so she didn’t move too much and hurt herself more. She still glared at her, though. “Are you?” she said with a growl of her own. “You’re literally dying!”

“I’m fine,” Meg groaned softly, holding her abdomen.

“No it’s not,” Ryann insisted. “Not to me! Why are you being like this? Just tell me what’s wrong!”

Meg averted her eyes. “It’s just… I don’t like drinking where people can see it,” she whispered, and Ryann knew she wasn’t telling the full truth. Meg masked her lies behind fake smiles and dry humour. Not now, though.

“Okay,” she said after a moment. “I’m gonna walk away, and you’re gonna drink.” She pushed the bag to Meg’s chest.

Meg looked up at her, trying hard to keep her face even. She looked like she was on the verge of tears. Ryann’s expression softened a bit. She cupped Meg’s cheeks, feeling the anger make way for worry and a deep concern. “Please,” she whispered. Her eyes were locked on Meg’s, which slowly filled with blood red tears. “Just a sip. Just so you can heal. I can’t lose you. Please…”

“Monsters die all the time,” Meg whispered, looking away.

Ryann blinked away her own tears. She remembered Meg hugging her in the Institute. She had held her close and comforted her. She couldn’t die. And she wasn’t a monster.

“If you’re a monster,” Ryann whispered, wiping away a single, red tear from Meg’s cheek with her thumb, “then so is every person I have ever met. You’re kind, Meg. You protect people. You’re… You’re my friend. No matter what you believe about yourself, you know how grateful I am to have you here. You go out of your way to help me. Or comfort me. Or meet me just to hang out and tell terrible jokes, or hunt monsters with me and run from Bloods.” Her hands ran to the back of Meg’s head, brushing through her short hair there. Ryann pulled her in. Their foreheads pressed together for a moment in a vulnerable, intimate gesture.

“Please… Just a sip,” Ryann whispered.

Meg was shaking. Ryann could feel her cold skin against her own. Even her breath was cold as the grave. “… just a sip,” Meg agreed after a long, quiet moment of hesitation.

Ryann nodded and pulled away gently. “Just a sip,” she whispered again, looking into her eyes. She pressed a kiss to the crown of Meg’s head. Then she stood up, slowly pulling herself up on the wall, and walked away. Her steps were slow and sluggish now. Not because she was tired, but because her heart felt so heavy. She had never really had a lot of friends. Even the ones she’d had, she’d never cared for like she did for Meg. Ryann had learnt early on to keep her heart guarded. She hadn’t noticed Meg sneaking her way into it and becoming a part of it. The thought of her dying here…

Ryann shook her head. Just considering it made her feel as if she’d gotten stabbed instead of Meg. She fought back her tears. Her jaw clenched and she growled, pushing through the fear and worry with a momentary anger. They would get through this. Meg would drink. She would heal.

A little ways away from her injured friend, Ryann came to a stop. The temptation to activate her gift and listen for Meg drinking was strong, but she didn’t. She also didn’t turn around. For whatever reason, Meg seemed downright scared of drinking where anyone might see. It wasn’t Ryann’s place to question. Meg was trusting her to stay away. So she would do exactly that.

Then, after a while, she heard Meg calling for her. Ryann returned. In passing, she picked up the knife she had tossed over the wall. Meg quietly handed Ryann the almost empty blood bag. “Please,” she just said quietly.

Ryann understood the unspoken request. She nodded and drank the remaining blood. She didn’t love drinking it when Meg had been the one who had taken the hardest hits, but this was their compromise. She wiped her mouth and dropped the bag. “Okay,” Ryann said as the cold blood quenched her hunger a little. “Show me your wounds.”

Meg nodded quietly and leaned in to give Ryann a look at her head wound. The blood she’d ingested had stopped the bleeding there, though Ryann assumed the bones wouldn’t be as quick to mend. A skull fracture was likely after that fall, and she knew firsthand how bad those were even after a four-month coma.

Ryann hummed softly, signalling that she was done. She carefully helped Meg peel up her sweater. The holes where she had been stabbed were deep dips where the flesh shone out too pink and red. They had closed up a bit and seemed to have stopped bleeding. Black blood crusted them, and Ryann could only imagine what havoc the long, jagged claws had wrought on Meg’s insides. She was lucky to be a vampire, rather than a werewolf. Ryann had no doubt that her not necessarily needing her organs was the only reason she was still alive.

Inspecting her wounds was one thing, but oddly enough Ryann felt a little awkward when she pulled her gaze away from them. Meg always covered herself up fully. Now Ryann saw that she had a scar on the left of her abdomen, and another going over her right hip. Seeing them felt… oddly personal.

Meg had a couple more bruises, but that was the worst of it. Ryann nodded, satisfied, flipped the knife in her hand and offered it to Meg, hilt-first. Meg’s eyes lit up at that. Her complexion slowly became more lifelike and the dark veins vanished slowly. “You went back for it!” Despite the happy tone, her voice was quiet and hoarse. She took the knife with a grateful look and held it close. “Thanks…”

“Yeah,” Ryann just said quietly. She went over to the nostighoul and grabbed the wavy knife in the chest. It came out with a loud crunch as she pulled. She took the other one, the large Bowie knife stuck in its hand, and wiggled it a bit until it came out.

Meg took them from her, not meeting her gaze. She looked almost a little guilty. “Ryann…” she said softly.

“Let’s get out of here,” Ryann interrupted. Her fearing for Meg’s life didn’t mean she wasn’t upset with her for so stubbornly almost dying. She was upset with herself too, she realized as she grabbed both duffle bags. If she hadn’t insisted on breaking into the Institute by herself, with Meg of course, then they wouldn’t have been in this situation in the first place.

Her friend had almost died for her.

Ryann huffed and secured the bags across her shoulders as best she could. It wasn’t comfortable, but she wouldn’t let Meg carry them, weakened as she was.

“Ready?” she asked, looking over her shoulder at Meg.

Her friend hobbled over to her, nodding quietly. She stumbled and almost fell. Ryann moved to catch her, and Meg grabbed on to her shoulder.

“Hold on to me,” Ryann said softly.

Meg shook her head. “You’re already carrying too much…”

“Hold on to me,” Ryann insisted. “I’m more than strong enough. And I’ve got enough blood to keep it up for hours.” The little jab about blood made Meg flinch. She reluctantly put her hand on Ryann’s shoulder again, and they continued down the alleys.

Meg kept glancing at Ryann. She took a breath as if to say something. She didn’t. Then she finally said, “I’m sorry… I know it’s hard to understand why…”

“Save your strength.” Ryann really didn’t want to talk about this now. She kept walking slowly enough that Meg didn’t have to strain herself. Neither of them suggested calling Carver or Kay, or Lake, who would probably send their driver to get them. The last thing Ryann wanted was to be seen in this state, right after almost getting her friend killed. She’d have a lot of explaining to do either way.

Meg didn’t even mention it.

* * *

Three hours later, something changed. At multiple points along the past five minutes, Ryann had noticed Meg looking at her and wanting to say something, and then looking around the alleys, like she wanted to leave. They were getting close to Carver’s place.

“I’m not letting you leave,” Ryann said softly. She gave Meg a concerned look. “I mean… Please don’t leave. You’re injured. It’s almost sunrise.” The sky was indeed getting dangerously light. “You can crash at my place. Injured and alone, I just… I worry about you.”

Meg looked up at her with her big, red eyes. Then she nodded quietly. They reached home just as the first rays of sunlight broke across the horizon. Ryann unlocked the door for Meg, expecting Carver to be there. She still didn’t know what to tell him, despite racking her brain the whole way there. But when she looked around, he wasn’t there. What she could smell over the blood on her and Meg was stale. Like he hadn’t been here all night.

“Let’s grab a shower,” Ryann muttered. “You gonna need help?” she asked Meg.

Meg’s face coloured a dark shade of red. “I-I’ll be fine,” she muttered. She quickly limped over to where Ryann had pointed her.

Ryann shrugged. “Just checking. Call if you need something.” She took Meg’s boots and sighed. There was crusted blood on it. Probably some vampire brain matter, too. She took them back downstairs and out front before cleaning them off with a brush. 

Her own shoes were also stained with blood. No way she’d be able to take those to work, not without a thorough clean. So she went to work on those as well. When she was done and back upstairs she stowed the duffle bags in her room, under her bed. She couldn’t deal with that and Meg. Not right now.

When she turned back, she finally noticed the flecks of dried blood she had left everywhere she’d touched. Ryann sighed and washed her hands in the kitchen sink, then cleaned the door handles and floor. The work kept her busy until the shower in the bathroom turned off. Ryann looked up, then remembered that Meg’s clothes were all bloodstained and torn. She quickly went and got some dark sweats and a soft, grey shirt. She added some underwear, though there was no way it would fit Meg. Her friend was more lean by comparison, and almost seven inches shorter than Ryann, whereas she was packed with muscle everywhere.

Still, better than nothing. She took the clothes to the bathroom door and knocked. “I’ve got some clothes for you,” she said, and moved back in surprise when Meg opened the door almost instantly. She had a towel wrapped around herself and was otherwise naked. It was the first time that Ryann really saw her tattoos, aside from those on her hand. Winding up her neck was a blood red snake, coiling around the back of her neck and down her shoulder. It was curling around a collection of fire blue flowers with golden and red cores that bloomed up her neck and over her shoulders, and down her back to vanish under the towel. Ryann wondered where the snake’s tail ended. But she could see the head, jaws open, going for a fire blue butterfly right above Meg’s heart. What caught her attention more was the skin around the flowers and the snake going up on her neck. It was slightly darker, more bumpy… Ryann had seen burn scars before. Meg’s seemed almost entirely covered by the tattoos.

I really shouldn’t stare at her scars, Ryann thought and pulled her eyes back to the bite marks on Meg’s neck. She now noticed the thin, silver chain that ran around Meg’s neck, vanishing under her towel at her chest.

“Uh…” Ryann said a bit awkwardly and held the clothes up. “Here you go.”

“Thanks,” Meg said softly. She took them, and the two stood there for a moment, Ryann awkwardly rubbing her neck, Meg just staring down at the clothes.

“I, um… I can take your clothes,” Ryann said, embarrassed to have been caught staring. “Put them in the laundry.”

“Okay.” Meg cleared her throat. “I’ll, um… see you. Like, in a second.” She blushed a little and closed the door awkwardly.

Ryann let out a deep breath and rubbed her face. We’re friends. This shouldn’t be so awkward. But deep down she knew it was because of the blood. They wouldn’t get past this without talking. Meg probably dreaded that particular conversation.

Ryann busied herself with making some tea. Meg left the bathroom before the water was even boiling. “Hey,” Ryann said over her shoulder. “What kinda tea do you want? Black, chamomile, green…?”

“Black is good,” Meg said curtly. “Lots of sugar.”

“Sure thing.” Ryann put two tea bags in the two cups and turned around. She had to stop a smile from creeping onto her face. Of course her clothes were too big for Meg. She looked pretty good in the oversized pants and shirt.

“Don’t tell me,” Meg said with a flat look. Her face and tone were that of absolute misery and embarrassment. “I look awful. Like a fucking child.”

“I don’t think it’s that bad,” Ryann giggled and came over. She stepped around Meg to inspect her, a little playfully since it made Meg more flustered. “You look kinda cute, actually!”

“Take a shower,” Meg grumbled as she walked away with her head lowered in embarrassment. “You smell awful.”

“Sure, sure,” Ryann giggled.

“Hate it when you say that…”

“Then why are you smiling?” She poured the hot water in the cups and then rushed off into the bathroom. She collected Meg’s bloody clothes for later cleaning. Her stomach burned with hunger at the smell. Ryann sighed in relief when she stripped the last of her clothes off and stepped into the shower. The water was almost scalding hot. She had to turn down the heat a bit, and for a little she just braced her arms against the wall and let herself enjoy the warm water streaming down her back. She leaned her head back and let the water submerge her before dropping it again, out of the stream.

Tonight… was fucking insane, Ryann thought as she brushed the wet hair out of her face. She huffed softly. Water sprayed from her lips. Her family, the Institute, Meg almost dying… It was just so much. A deep sigh escaped her, and she tried to finish her shower quickly. She scrubbed off the little flecks of dried blood on her skin, scrubbed under her fingernails to get the blood out from there too, and kept scrubbing until she felt clean.

When she stepped out of the shower, she finally took a proper look at herself in the large bathroom mirror.

A nasty chafe ran from her forehead up into her hairline from running into a gun. Her shoulder sported a rip that was mostly superficial, and her lower torso and abdomen were darkly discoloured, likely in the first formations of an enormous bruise.

Guess that’s why moving and breathing sting. A little blood would make that go away. And Ryann didn’t feel like she had broken anything.

Her knuckles were raw and open from the strength of the punches she’d thrown. Looking down, she could see dark spots on her legs where her kicks had hit with too much force for her conditioning to hold up. Those weren’t as noticeable though, and Ryann didn’t think they would be too painful. Her legs were really tough, after all.

She turned around, twisting her body, and inspected the scratches over her back. They were shallow, barely glancing wounds, and the healing process of her gift had stopped what little bleeding there had been. Still, she’d prefer to get a little more blood and just heal them before there could be any swelling. Ryann hated being immobilized by an injury. It sucked ass to constantly feel like there was some restricting factor limiting her movements.

Meg had it much rougher. Ryann clenched her jaw gently. She slipped into her clothes, the same style of comfortable sweats and soft cotton shirt, and cut down her claws a tiny bit, so they were manageable, at least. She took a deep breath when she was done. She still had no idea what to tell Meg.

Well, that wasn’t true. She just dreaded making Meg even more uncomfortable. And she dreaded losing her after all. No matter. It had to be done, she decided and stepped out of the bathroom. Meg was sitting on one of the couches with her cup in her hands. She stared out of the window, which showed the opposite side building being bathed in light.

Ryann stopped and watched her for a moment. Then she took her own cup from the kitchen counter, disposed of the tea bag, and moved to the couches. “Looking at the sun?” she asked. Her voice was deep and soft, now that she’d been able to relax.

Meg looked at her. She had her legs up on the couch, one knee upright and the other in the usual cross-legged position. “I was just thinking,” she said and turned back towards the window. “I’ve not really felt warm since the last time I was out in the sun. Sure, it’s been hot… but real warmth is different. It’s gentle. It heats up your entire body gently, radiating out from one spot…” She cradled her steaming cup in her hands. “I miss that. But this tea is a close second.”

Ryann watched the sun slowly creep closer down the street. “We should probably close the blinds before one of us catches some burns.”

“I can sit on the other couch?” Meg offered. “If you’re concerned about it.”

“I don’t want you to get burned either,” Ryann said.

Meg shrugged. “The sun isn’t so bad. Little sunburn never killed anyone.”

“Pretty sure it did,” Ryann muttered, “and I’m done putting you in danger.” She left her cup on the coffee table between the couches, and went over to the window. The light from outside vanished as she pulled the curtains closed with a decisive movement, leaving them in the gentle, golden light of the lamps overhead.

Ryann turned around to see Meg cocking her head quietly. She sighed and rubbed her arm, then went over to sit opposite Meg. She hunched forward in nervousness and shame and not knowing how to start, and rubbed her face. She hesitated, trying to find the words. Then she whispered very softly, “Meg I… I’m sorry.”

Meg frowned. “What for?” she asked.

“Almost getting us killed?” Ryann sniffed softly and looked up at her. Her arms rested across her knees. She clasped her hands tight “I was angry at you for almost dying. But everything about tonight was my fault,” she confessed. “I insisted we go into the Institute alone, with nothing but vague expectations and the basic framework of a plan. I set the fire that probably set off the alarm. I insisted we stay and steal things, I’m the one who made a mess of everything.”

“Ryann…” Meg said softly, and Ryann hated how understanding she sounded.

She raised a hand, cutting Meg off. “It’s true!” she said adamantly. “Even without all that, when we got chased by that guy… I’m the one who insisted on fighting him. Maybe if I had actually asked you your opinion, you would have had a better plan, or we could have just tossed him off the roof and lost him…” Ryann tried to calm her breathing as it quickened against her will. Just thinking about it agitated her. It scared her. Because this time she and Meg hadn’t just breezed by every obstacle, instead they had almost died!

“Ryann,” Meg said softly. “I was the one who insisted on going today. I don’t blame you for torching Julius’ office. I would have done it, if you hadn’t. I wanted to clear out their artifact storage, have wanted to for years.” She turned her cup gently in her long, slender fingers. “The alarm would have gone off either way. Something broke down that wall, after all. I made the mistake of leading us straight into a Hunger. One with guns and a nostighoul, no less!” She shook her head. Her face was one of guilt and regret. “I am the one who almost got us killed.”

“Still…” Ryann muttered.

Meg shook her head again and put down her cup on the coffee table. The smell was nice and a little calming. “You say you should have asked me my opinion? Yeah, maybe,” Meg said and crossed her arms. “But, honestly, I didn’t have any fucking clue what to do. Normal people can’t fight a fucking nostighoul! You can’t outrun them, they’re too fast. They keep chasing you until they can tear you apart slowly, they enjoy inflicting suffering. And that one had drunk vampire blood! We were lucky! Lucky it was starved, lucky that you and I are incredibly tough and also fucking badass fighters with real experience!”

“You’re just saying that to make me feel less shitty about getting you thrown off a roof and stabbed in the gut,” Ryann muttered. Even now, she could see Meg wince at every movement. The way she leaned back so far to take pressure off her abdomen, and still had her legs pulled up as if she was going to curl up any second… All that wasn’t part of her usual mannerisms. Ryann could see how she set her face to keep her expression as even as possible.

“I fucking mean it, Ryann!” Meg growled, then let out a pained grunt. Ryann got up to reach out to her, to help somehow, but Meg raised a hand to hold her back. She grimaced and coughed once, her whole body tense, before she sank back into the couch. “Ryann…” she said, breathing a little harder, “I fully expected that thing to fuck us up. Best plan I had was to somehow get out of sight, go Unseen, and try to slice its head off. And that would have left you to fight it by yourself.”

“Why didn’t you?” Ryann asked. Her voice growing louder as she became more upset at herself. “That was a great plan! You could have saved yourself from all those injuries!”

“Well, maybe I didn’t want that thing to tear you apart!” Meg yelled back. “Maybe, among the Bloods I know, you are one of the very few who actually deserve to live! Maybe I want you to not be in danger!”

“So you just put yourself into the line of fire??” Ryann stood up and paced, running her hands over her head and her still damp hair in exasperation. That sounded exactly like the self-sacrificing bullshit Meg pulled regularly.

Meg huffed and looked away. “Better me than you.”

“Because you’re such a monster?” She didn’t even bother to try and hide the biting sarcasm. “Because you deserve to be hurt and I don’t??”

“Frankly, yes!” Meg hissed back. “But also because unlike what you think of me, I am not weak! I can fucking beating like nobody else! I can take more pain than you could possibly imagine!”

Ryann stopped and looked at Meg. “I never thought of you as weak,” she said quietly. Her throat felt a little closed up. Did Meg really believe she thought that of her? “I don’t keep telling you to drink blood because I think you’re weak or look sick or need help. I don’t try to protect you because I don’t think you can defend yourself.” She came closer, to Meg’s side, and knelt down next to her. Her hand rested gently on Meg’s knee. “I do it because I genuinely care about you. Because you’re my friend. And I know you’re not a monster.”

“You barely know anything about me,” the other Blood snarled quietly. She didn’t meet Ryann’s gaze. “You know me on my more tame jobs, but that’s nothing. The things Lake does, they’re nothing compared to what I do.”

“Well, I don’t believe that you’re a bad person,” Ryann said softly.

“I’m not a person, Ryann,” Meg said. She looked at her, and her eyes were watery with tears. “I’m a monster. I kill monsters. People, sometimes. I don’t want to, but it happens.”

Ryann hesitated at that, for just a moment. Even if that confession mattered, even if Meg thought herself responsible for people’s deaths and regretted it… The fact that she did and that it clearly tore her up inside was enough for Ryann to reach out and clasp Meg’s hand in hers. “You can talk to me,” she whispered. “If you just explained…”

“I can’t,” Meg whispered. “You wouldn’t want me around anymore.” She was shaking gently.

Ryann’s expression softened a little more. “I don’t believe that,” she said. “And I would hug you right now, if I wasn’t scared of hurting you.”

Meg chuckled a little at that.

Ryann smiled so very softly at her. “I’m going to be here until you believe that I won’t push you away.” She reached up and cupped Meg’s cheek. “I won’t push you away, because the Meg I know gives scared, angry people hugs and wipes away their tears with her dorky handkerchief that has her name and number sewn into it. She’s not a monster. She’s just a nerd.”

They both shared a little chuckle at that. Meg regarded Ryann for a moment. Then she nudged her head to the side. “Come on,” she said. “Sit with me. If you’re going to insist on trying to make me believe I’m good.”

“Always,” Ryann smirked and moved to sit next to Meg. She knew there were still things to discuss. Really, they hadn’t made anything but the most basic progress during this conversation. She still knew nothing about where Meg’s self-loathing came from, or what she could do to convince her otherwise, or why she refused to drink blood where she could be seen.

There was undoubtedly some reason at the heart of it all, and until Meg felt ready to share, all Ryann could do was hold on to her friend and try to keep her safe. Still, after a moment Meg leaned her head on Ryann’s shoulder, and that little gesture told her that a tiny bit of progress had been made tonight. It wasn’t much, but it was enough.

Their teas cooled slowly without them drinking. The scent filled the room, and Ryann put her arm around Meg’s shoulders. She held her close for quite some time. Eventually she whispered. “We should get you to bed. Let you rest.”

“Sure,” Meg muttered back. Her voice sounded less rough and hoarse as the blood worked its magic on her wounds. “The couch looks comfortable enough.”

Ryann shook her head. “You’re taking my bed.” She was not going to let her injured friend sleep on a couch.

Meg looked at her flatly. “I’m not taking your bed.” She said it as if she had any choice in the matter.

“Well you’re not sleeping on the couch, buddy,” Ryann said adamantly. “Come on.”

“You’re injured too.” Meg grumbled as Ryann got up and gently pulled her to her feet.

“Not as much as you,” Ryann replied. “Mine are just superficial. Besides, I’ve slept on couches much more than I have beds.”

“I feel like if we did the actual math, that would be incorrect,” Meg complained, but she let Ryann pull her along to her room and into it. Again, not like she had a choice. She dug her heels in a bit more when they passed the threshold and Ryann let her go. “Ryann, seriously!” She was blushing furiously. “I mean, look at that thing! We could both sleep in it without touching!”

Ryann stopped looking through her drawers for the extra blankets. “Would you be comfortable with that?” she asked.

“More comfortable than with you sleeping on the couch,” Meg grumbled. She crossed her arms and looked aside. There was a little pout on her face that was just too cute.

Ryann shrugged casually. “Sure, if that’s gonna get you to sleep in the bed.” She came over and closed the door before walking to her bed, after ensuring all the other lights were off.

Meg looked at her, and for a moment they stared each other down, both intent to make the other as comfortable as possible. Then she rolled her eyes and dropped her shoulders. “Fine,” she said. “Compromise.”

“Works for me,” Ryann waved her over. She sat at the edge of her bed and pulled the blankets back.

Meg came over with clear reluctance in her movements. “I’m a kicker,” she warned Ryann.

“Oh, nice, I kick a lot too!” Ryann joked. “Not while sleeping, but either way, I can take it.” She lay down and patted the sheets next to her. “Come on, nerd.”

Meg rolled her eyes very hard, but she slipped under the covers, and from how she huddled into the blanket when Ryann pulled it up, she really didn’t hate being here. “I’m only doing this because it’s your house and I’m a guest,” she still muttered.

Ryann smiled. “Sure,” she said and leaned over to turn off the lamp on her nightstand.

The room was plunged into a comfortable darkness. With the door closed, it was just the two of them in a small, comfortable space. Knowing Meg was close made Ryann feel a little safer. They weren’t touching. Ryann occupied one half of the bed, Meg the other. The albino Blood had her back turned to Ryann. She could see the faint outline of her in the dark. And she could feel her warmth, just an arm’s length away.

“Are you staring?” Meg muttered softly.

“Just wondering if you’re comfortable,” Ryann hummed back quietly. Neither of them wanted to speak loud enough to break the peace in their little corner of the world.

Meg moved a bit, nuzzling more into the covers. “It’s warm,” she said in a gentle tone. “And it smells like you. So… yeah, I’m comfortable.”

Ryann smiled softly. She turned her back to Meg. “Kick me if you need something,” she whispered.

Meg kicked her foot very gently. “Hush.”

Ryann giggled a little and let herself relax into her bed. After the night she’d had, Meg’s calm breaths near her were a gentle and welcome comfort. It was enough to let her forget about the duffle bags beneath the bed, and just let her drift into a calm, dreamless slumber.

* * *

Ryann woke to the feeling of warmth against her body, and Meg’s smell right by her. Her eyes blinked open slowly, and she slowly began to recognize the soft, white mass she was nuzzling her nose to as Meg’s hair. Her arm was also wrapped around her smaller friend, holding her close as they spooned.

Whoops, a tired part of Ryann’s brain went. Guess we did touch after all.

But the way Meg’s hands were over her own, holding it close, told her that it wasn’t really an issue. She nuzzled Meg a bit more, enjoying the warmth and the feeling of someone next to her. Her eyes drifted shut once more, slowly. This is nice. I don’t hate this. They stayed like this, unmoving, and Ryann thought about the occurrences of the previous night. She had stopped blaming herself. It wasn’t about blame. They had gotten into a bad situation, but they’d both made the choices they’d made, and Ryann knew she would make hers again. She suspected Meg would do the same.

She watched Meg as she lay there, still and quiet, and so peaceful. Who knew she could be this cute? Ryann carefully moved her hand a little, slipping it out of Meg’s. She brushed it over Meg’s hair gently. It was so soft and fluffy, and she smelled nice. Ryann hugged her a bit more and held her close. There was no way she could extricate herself from Meg without waking her. No way to pretend they hadn’t ended up cuddling. And really… Why would she want to, when it felt so nice?

She let out a deep breath through her nose and just closed her eyes, dozing in the comfortable warmth. She only opened them again a while later, when she felt Meg move. It felt like she was trying to untangle their limbs as gently as she could.

Ryann smirked softly to herself. “Morning,” she whispered right at Meg’s ear before nuzzling into her with a soft purr.

Meg froze, and Ryann watched the blush slowly creep up her neck. “Well, this is awkward,” she muttered.

Ryann hummed. “Is it? I mean, it’s gonna be if you don’t say ‘good morning’ back…” Her voice had a playful giggle to it.

Meg blushed a little harder. “… mornin’,” she muttered eventually. She fell quiet.

“How are you feeling?” Ryann gently brushed her thumb over Meg’s hand. “A bit more healed?”

“Not in pain anymore,” Meg muttered. “Warm.”

“Yeah?” Ryann kissed the top of her head. “I’m glad.”

Meg was quiet for a bit. Then she wriggled and turned around to face Ryann. She blushed a little deeper when they were suddenly so close. Ryann’s cheeks flushed gently too, and she giggled softly at how silly it was to blush. They had fought for their lives a couple of hours ago. They’d been drenched in each other’s blood and feared losing each other. What was sharing a bed compared to that?

Still, she cleared her throat and said, “Sorry… About the hug, I mean.” She rubbed her neck sheepishly. “It’s been a while since I’ve slept with someone…”

“It’s fine,” Meg said quickly. “I mean, I don’t mean I thought… What I mean is it wasn’t… not enjoyable… Not that I wanted to, or anything, but it’s not like I mind…” She stammered a little and then just shut her mouth. “It’s fine,” she finished, rather curtly.

Ryann smirked softly. One of her arms was still trapped under Meg, wrapping around her a bit. “Good to know…” she said in a playfully teasing tone. She let her other hand rest between them, over Meg’s, and her friend didn’t pull away.

“What happened yesterday…” Meg whispered. “It wasn’t your fault.”

“I know.” Ryann gently squeezed her hand. “Wasn’t yours either.” Meg nodded gently. They exchanged small smiles. Ryann cocked her head a bit at the silver necklace pulling around Meg’s neck and behind her shoulder. She absentmindedly reached up.

Meg shuddered gently when Ryann’s fingers brushed her neck, the unscarred side. Her eyes were briefly drawn to the blue and red of the snake and flower. The chain was cold when she ran her fingers along it until she reached the medallion attached to it. She brought it between them gently. It was pretty. Small. A silver, oval disc, half of which was enveloped by a pretty, red stone that branched out over the silver like a sun.

“This is beautiful,” Ryann whispered.

“It’s a Pendant of Gifts,” Meg muttered. She rested her head on her arm and watched Ryann inspect the red stone.

“What does that mean?” Ryann turned it once more, looking at the faint etchings in the silver, then placed it in Meg’s hand and looked up at her eyes.

“It holds a gift I don’t possess and lets me use it,” Meg muttered, rolling the pendant between her fingers. “As long as I have enough blood in me, it makes me look… like this,” she said, pointing at herself. “Human.”

“Is that why I sometimes see your eyes turning black? Or your teeth flashing all sharp?”

Meg chuckled. “It’s a bit glitchy. I didn’t exactly procure this in a safe manner. It got a bit banged up, but it works. Makes me entirely human. Hides what I really am.”

Ryann hummed softly. She looked at the pendant, then at Meg’s eyes. “Do you burn in the sun?” Meg hesitated. Then she shook her head.

“So why did you come home with me?”

“Ryann…” Meg covered her blushing face. “Don’t say it like that…”

“Like what?” Ryann giggled.

“Like… oh screw you,” Meg said and pushed her playfully.

Ryann only smirked wider. “Screw me? I don’t think that’s a good idea. We’re too much alike.”

“I agree. You know what I meant,” Meg grumbled. “And for the record… I dunno. I feel weird around you. Safe. I just… I didn’t want you worrying about me.”

“I get it,” Ryann said, feeling grateful. Then she cocked her head gently with a smirk firmly in place. “‘Wouldn’t be caught dead,’ huh?” she teased.

“Fuck you, and fuck off,” Meg grumbled. She blushed hard at the callback to her supposed disposition to cuddling. “Don’t tell anyone!”

“Sure thing, Captain Grumpy.” Ryann booped Meg on the nose. Meg hissed loudly and snapped her fangs once. Ryann giggled. “You’re adorable, actually.”

“Aaaand I’m leaving!” Meg said and rolled out of bed. “And I’m taking the blanket!” She took it with her, and Ryann shivered a little at the comparative chill.

She still chuckled. “No, come back!” A laugh escaped her when Meg fell off the bed. “You okay, buddy?”

“I’m fine.” Meg said from beyond the bed. She sounded a little pressed. “You know, just added a bruise on my dignity to the ones on my back…”

Ryann shook her head and got up too. “Come on, let’s get you some food,” she said with a soft smile. She walked around the bed to Meg and offered her a hand. Meg took it and reluctantly let herself get pulled up. Ryann went and prepared some breakfast for them. Nothing fancy, just bacon, eggs, and pancakes.

“Breakfast of kings,” she said as she put a full plate in front of Meg.

“Fuck yeah…” Meg wiped her mouth. “Sorry, just… Food is amazing. Easily the best part of being human.”

“Imagine not having pancakes.”

Meg gasped. “Don’t even joke about that!”

Ryann laughed softly. She smiled and watched Meg eat a bit before digging into her own food. She just felt like enjoying the moment. She had meals with Carver every now and then, but Meg was her only other friend. Well, with the exception of Kate, Rachel, and Kay and her girlfriends, who mainly helped her out because of Carver.

Breakfast was delicious. Ryann still kept an eye out for any sign of discomfort from Meg, but she seemed to be doing fine, and when Ryann made her pull up her shirt after doing the dishes, her wounds were almost fully healed.

Amazing what she can do with so little blood… Ryann hummed and nodded. “Good.”

“Told you I was fine,” Meg grumbled, dropping her adorably oversized shirt again.

“Well, you don’t have a concussion, and there’s no symptoms of a skull fracture,” Ryann said. She patted Meg on the head. “You’re good to go.”

“I’m gonna bite you if you keep doing that.”

Ryann winked at her. “And here I thought you weren’t into that.”

“Ryann I will fucking fight you!” Meg growled, blushing hard.

“Bring it!” Ryann chuckled.

“I will!” Meg took a few steps towards her.

Ryann giggled softly. “But I really can’t help it!” she defended herself with her hands raised. She leaned back as Meg got very close to her face and growled. “You’re so adorable in these clothes! And your tattoos are pretty, by the way.”

Meg narrowed her eyes at what she took as an insult and a compliment. She shook her head. “I’m gonna go lie on your bed and ignore you.”

“You do that,” Ryann chuckled. She hugged Meg one more time. “Have a little nap. Can’t hurt.” They were both very low on blood. Ryann could feel the hunger sting in her gut, and she could tell Meg was running on empty, from how her complexion had changed and become a little paler. She had used so much blood to heal. Curling up in bed sounded amazing, until they could go to Kay’s and get some blood. Or they could use their personal reserves. But Kay got human blood donations from a number of people. The bar was always well-stocked.

Ryann hummed and looked around the apartment as Meg left her. Carver’s door was still open, and his scent weak. Ryann walked over to her room and leaned against the doorframe. “So, Meg…”

“Mm-hm?” Meg hummed. She was burritoed in the blanket, and Ryann had to suppress a giggle at how adorable she looked once again.

“We should probably at some point sort out all the shit we got from the Institute.” Ryann crossed her arms. “We did get a lot of shit… We should probably not stow it where it could be a nuisance to Carver, or lead people here.”

“I’m good at hiding shit, if that’s what you need,” Meg said from the bed. “I can take anything you want out of the way and just… make it vanish for a bit.”

“Hm… Maybe,” Ryann said thoughtfully. She looked to the door when she heard the sound of a key in the lock. “Oh, fuck, the old man made it up the stairs!”

“Oh, I thought you’d moved him to a retirement home.”

“Nah, they wouldn’t take him,” Ryann chuckled. “Keeps taking his clothes off every full moon!” She and Meg shared a little giggle at the stupid jokes.

Ryann walked over to the door. She reached the kitchen just as the door opened and Carver slipped in. She stopped, staring at him, and he stared back. “Did you… shave?” she asked incredulously. “And get a haircut?” He looked genuinely handsome. Like he had made an effort to be attractive.

Carver ran his hand over his thick, black hair. “I… wanted to clean up,” he said a little evasively. His cheeks were clean shaven, too. But not only that, he wore a clean shirt. A nice one. And he was juuust a bit dishevelled, a tiny, tiny bit.

Ryann frowned and came close to him, seeing something red under his collar. “Did you get injured?”

“I… No, I’m fine,” Carver said. “Good morning, by the way.”

“Morning…” Ryann craned her neck. It wasn’t blood on Carver’s skin. Instead it seemed to be a symbol of some kind.

Carver sniffed the air. “Is that blood I smell? Is… is that your blood I smell? And Meg’s?”

Ryann sniffed the air. She hummed softly. There was a faint smell of blood still in the air, but what caught her attention was the familiar scent on Carver. Very faintly, she noticed Vivian Harley and Kris Carlisle, their werewolf scents laced into Carver’s. And then, much stronger…

“Did you spend the night with Kathleen? The leader of the Embrace pack?” Ryann asked incredulously, completely ignoring Carver’s question.

He immediately went on the defensive. “I didn’t spend the night anywhere!” he said as he brushed past Ryann. “You forgot your blood bags at the bar, by the way.” He walked to the kitchen and got himself a glass of water. At Ryann’s insistent look, he sighed. “Kathleen and I… did meet. Last night. For a prolonged amount of time, to discuss… something personal.”

“Yeah, I fucking bet,” Ryann muttered and crossed her arms skeptically. “Dude, come on. It’s me. Why are you being cryptic?”

“Ryann…” Carver grumbled. Was he blushing? Oh, there was definitely a blush going on.

“Riiight, old people business.” Ryann nodded with a little smirk. “Forget I asked.”

“Can you two keep it down?” Meg called from Ryann’s room. “Not to be a nuisance, but my legs are still weak from last night. I’m gonna need another nap before I can fuck off outta here so I don’t have to hear about Carver’s dating life.”

“Sure, sorry,” Ryann called back.

Carver looked towards Ryann’s room. Then he approached her with a very serious look on his face. “Ryann…” He placed his hands on her shoulders.

She raised an eyebrow, waiting for him to continue.

“I…” He sighed. “This is gonna be a hard question, but… I want you to know I support you. And you can talk to me, if there’s anything on your mind.”

“Okay…?” Ryann asked, a little bemused. “So?”

“All that being said…” Carver looked her dead in the eye. “Did you seriously ditch your first shift at your new job to hook up with Meg?”

Ryann’s face instantly turned beet red. “What? No!”

“Fuck you, old man, I would never!” Meg yelled from Ryann’s room.

“We didn’t hook up, Jesus!” Ryann wanted to strangle Carver and his stupid fucking smirk. She knew he was joking. He knew he was joking.

He was never going to stop bringing this up.
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“Fucking bullshit!” Ryann grumbled, dragging her feet all the way to the gym. “I’m gonna kill him.” Her face was still bright red from the insinuations and teasing.

“Not if I kill him first,” Meg grumbled. If there was a small comfort in all this, it was that she was just as red as Ryann. “I just wanted a fucking nap…”

“Yeah, well… Let’s train hard so we can dig Carver’s grave in record time.” Ryann adjusted the bag over her shoulder.

“Fuckin’… Hook up with you, I would never…”

“Wow,” Ryann muttered. “I mean, same, but way to tell how you really feel.”

Meg stared at her. “You know exactly what I mean! Look, I like you and… last night was nice, but just cuddles, okay?”

“You could have told him that!”

“You were the one who just stammered at him! What was that about??”

“I didn’t know what to say!” Ryann justified herself. “I mean, the guy lets me live at his place, makes the coolest person in town give me a job, and then I ditch her on the first day? To bang my best friend?? It doesn’t matter if he’s joking, he’ll definitely tell Kay and make her kick my ass! I was stuck somewhere between panic and embarrassment!”

“You could have told me!” Meg said back a little louder than necessary.

“I did!”

“Yeah, after you dragged me out of bed and tried to make me basically sneak away in the night! What was I supposed to do, call Kay specifically to insist that we didn’t hook up and Carver’s full of shit??”

“I don’t know??” Ryann stared at her feet, blushing hard.

Meg let out her breath in a huff. “Kay is literally going to kill me.”

“Not if she kills me first.” Ryann sighed. They would have to come clean about what actually happened. Either way, Carver wouldn’t be happy, and Kay wouldn’t be happy either. It was hard to find the right words to come clean when thinking about their night’s adventure made her feel all her anger towards the Institute again. She clenched her fist and growled softly.

“Hey…” Meg stopped Ryann. She cupped her cheek with one hand. “It’ll be okay. Carver might be an ass with his dumb jokes, but Kay’s gonna listen.”

“That’s not the issue,” Ryann growled. “The Institute…”

Meg watched her for a moment. “Try not to think about it,” she said softly. “Just for now. We’ll deal with it.”

Ryann took a deep breath and nodded, letting air back out. She leaned into the hand a little, then Meg quickly pulled it away. She seemed to still be embarrassed about their newfound closeness. Meg was dropping her guard around Ryann, and it felt like that was making her uncomfortable.

Is this a good time to bring it up? Ryann cast a sidelong glance at Meg’s face. She was still very red. Ryann rubbed her neck. Better now than later. I just… really don’t want any confusion between us.

Ryann took a deep breath. “So…” she said softly. Meg gave her a look. “I wanted to talk about… you know. Last night. The cuddling.” She rubbed her neck a little. It didn’t look to her like Meg assumed it was more than that, but she still worried. She liked having the little nerd around. She had enjoyed the cuddling, too. And given how easily skittish and closed off Meg was, she just didn’t want to make her feel pushed away somehow.

Meg cleared her throat gently. “Right… That,” she said. For a moment they walked in silence, then Meg blurted, “I’m sorry!”

“You don’t have to be sorry,” Ryann said softly. “I didn’t mind it. I just wanted to make sure we were both on the same page.”

But Meg shook her head, barely listening. “Look, it’s fine,” she just said. “It was a one-time thing. I really didn’t mean to end up snuggling you, it just kinda happened. And it won’t happen again.”

Ryann frowned at that. “If that’s what you want…” It still struck her as odd that Meg so vehemently insisted on it being a one-time thing, when she had very clearly enjoyed it back in the bed. What she’d seen of Meg then and at breakfast had been completely different from the cynical, devil-may-care attitude Meg usually put on, laced with jokes and smirks. She had smiled like she’d been really happy.

“It’s not a bad thing to have enjoyed some cuddles,” Ryann said after a moment. “I just wanted to bring it up just in case… I really didn’t want to lead you on.”

Meg gave her a confused look. “Lead me on?”

“You know.” Ryann shrugged. “I liked cuddling. You’re soft. But it’s… there’s nothing romantic between us, let alone sexual. And I wanted to make that clear now.” She watched Meg cautiously, just in case.

She really didn’t expect Meg to just blink and go, “Okay.”

Ryann stopped. “What, just like that? No drama?”

Meg actually giggled a little. “Look, Ryann… You’re fucking awesome. And I admit that I might like you a little more than I like the average person. But date you? Fuck no, no offence,” she laughed.

“Woooow, thanks, nerd!” Ryann said and crossed her arms. Sounds about right, she thought and smiled a little. They were on the same page. “I wouldn’t date you either! We’re too much alike.”

“Oh, for sure!” Meg giggled. “Could you imagine? Fuck, that’d be a mess!” They shared a good laugh over it. Meg shook her head. “Let’s just not mention the cuddles,” she said. “You probably don’t want people to think you actually like cuddling me!”

Ryann’s laugh faltered. She watched her little friend as she trudged along next to her. “Who says I don’t like it?” she asked.

Meg stopped dead in her tracks. “What?”

Ryann stopped and turned around to Meg. “You heard me,” she said. “I like it. You’re soft and cute. And you look happy after.”

“But… why?” Meg just kept staring at her, confused. “We just said it was a one-time thing! You just said that you don’t wanna make it a big deal! I’m basically a stranger to you…”

“No,” Ryann said and shook her head. She poked a finger at Meg’s chest. “You said that. You’re my friend, you nerd. Friends should be able to cuddle without it being a big deal.”

Meg stood perfectly still. She stared at Ryann, and for the first time the expression on her face wasn’t put on artificially. It wasn’t angry or cynical or overly amused. She looked insecure and scared. Her mouth opened and closed gently as she nervously tried to speak, but no words came out.

“Look…” Ryann rubbed her neck. “I’m not gonna push you to come cuddle. I’m not gonna force you to do anything. But we are friends, Meg. I’d really like if you thought that way too. And we don’t have to deal with this now.” She smiled softly. “We can talk about it later, but I just wanted you to know that the offer is there. Just… think about it?” She reached out and put her hand on Meg’s head, on her white-blond hair. Her fingers brushed through the soft mass gently. “But actually think about it, okay? Don’t do that Meg thing where you just act like it never happened.”

Meg grumbled. “That’s not a thing I do…”

“Promise me.” Ryann gently moved her fingers a little. Meg smelled so nice when she wasn’t covered in sweat and blood.

There was a moment of hesitation. “Fine, I promise,” Meg eventually whispered, dropping her shoulders.

Ryann nodded, content with that. “Good,” she said. “Glad to be on the same page.”

Meg rolled her eyes as Ryann pulled her hand away. “You know, if you wrote this down in your diary, we’d actually be on the same page.”

Ryann groaned very loudly. “You’re a nerd,” she said, and they continued on their way. There was still another matter she had to bring up. She side-eyed Meg a couple of times before speaking up. “Since we’re talking about stuff…”

“Descriptive…”

“Shut.” Ryann rubbed her neck a bit. This ask would be much harder. “I um… I brought some blood bags with me,” she said, and could immediately see the apprehension on Meg’s face. “I’d be grateful if you would consider drinking a little before we train,” Ryann went on softly. She completely expected to be flat-out denied or get an evasive answer this time.

To her surprise, Meg was silent for a moment, then hummed very softly. “I’ll… maybe have a little,” she then said quietly.

Ryann beamed at her. She hugged her with one arm, pulling her close. Meg grumbled. “Stop it, we’re almost at the gym,” she said. “People can see us.”

“Fine, fine,” Ryann giggled and moved back a bit.

Meg stopped and glared at her over her shoulder. “I mean it! We just discussed how this wasn’t gonna be a love triangle with Rachel.”

Ryann turned bright red. “Meg! I can hug my friends! And Rachel and I aren’t together!”

“Ryann, don’t talk about your girlfriend that way!” Meg giggled and punched her playfully in the side. She darted from Ryann when she swiped at her.

“Hey!” she called out. “Fucker! Get back here!” Ryann dashed after Meg. The little nerd was fast, but also still injured, and Ryann caught her in a headlock before she reached the gym. “You’re a nerd,” she said as she pushed through the matte glass doors. She let Meg go and pushed her in front of her with a playful eye-roll. “It’s just a hug,” she said. “They’re not gonna think—” Ryann frowned when Meg stopped dead. “What are you doing?” A quick look around instantly revealed what had caught Meg’s attention.

Kay was in the sparring ring, arms crossed, with the two new werewolves, Vivian and Kris. She was talking to Kris right now, getting little nods in return from them, while Vivian leaned on the ropes and sipped some water from a bottle. She looked even taller in her elevated position.

Meg immediately turned around and bumped right into Ryann in her haste to get back out.

“Me~eg!” Vivian called out. Her voice was a little melodious. “There’s my favourite little vampire!” She swiftly and elegantly vaulted over the ropes.

Favourite, huh? Ryann thought. She still couldn’t tell if Vivian was flirting with Meg, or threatening her.

“I’m already leaving!” Meg yelled back over her shoulder.

“Aw, but you just got here!” Vivian said, now right behind her.

Meg flinched away and whirled around. “Shit the bed! How the fuck do you keep doing that every time?”

“If you didn’t turn your back on me, it would be much harder to sneak up on you.” Vivian leaned in with a delicate smirk. She looked Meg up and down. “Nice sweater.”

Meg blushed and huddled more into Ryann’s black sweater. “My clothes got dirty,” she grumbled. She kept her eyes down, rather than looking up at Vivian’s striking blue ones. The height difference between them was insane. Vivian had to be over a foot taller than Meg.

The werewolf smiled, showing some sharp fangs. “Blood, huh? I hear that’s a frequent thing for you. You should hire a bodyguard.”

“Like you?” Meg narrowed her eyes and looked up at Vivian now. “Too bad you’re leaving soon.” Of course Meg already had a bodyguard in Ryann.

Vivian’s smile brightened. “Actually, we decided to stay! We haven’t gotten to spend time with Kay for a while, and our pack leader has some things to tie up with the Dawn. You might have heard of it? So we’ll be seeing each other around lots and lots the next few days! We might even become neighbours!”

Ryann was starting to feel like Vivian enjoyed seeing Meg squirm a bit. It didn’t seem bad-natured. In fact, given Meg’s words about her and Kris, it seemed downright playful. Like there was little hostility at all. That makes sense, Ryann thought. The Warm Embrace doesn’t sound like a very aggressive pack. I guess Meg is just distrusting of these two because they can probably kick her ass. And Vivian is… intense.

Vivian definitely seemed very confident. “I’ll let you get changed,” she now chuckled and stepped aside a bit. “Maybe I can spot you later…?”

“Fuck off…” Meg grumbled and pushed past her.

Ryann gave Vivan a little smile and a wave. “See ya!” She rushed after Meg and finally caught up to her in the locker room.

“That fucking…! I swear, she is planning something,” Meg said firmly, pacing up and down. “She’s got it out for me!”

“Really?” Ryann asked and sat in front of her locker. “She doesn’t seem so bad.”

“You don’t know her!” Meg huffed and crossed her arms. “First time I met her she tackled me through a fucking wall!”

Ryann raised an eyebrow. “Drywall…?”

“Brick!”

“Oh.” Ryann winced sympathetically. “That’s rough, buddy…”

“She’s been stalking me ever since, getting info about me from Logan and Kay, just waiting for her chance to strike!” Meg pounded her fist into her palm.

Ryann frowned and pulled out one of the blood bags. “She was just saying hello. And asked if you were okay. And you guys are both friends with Kay, or siblings. Would she really wanna try to hurt you?”

“Yes.” Meg nodded adamantly.

“I really think you’re reading too much into this. Maybe she just wants to be friends?” She took a few gulps from the blood bag and felt her hunger receding. Ryann let out a happy sigh and smacked her lips gently. “I mean, I get it, she’s intense, but she can’t be that bad. Maybe her attacking you was a misunderstanding? You do look pretty fucking shifty most nights.”

Meg grumbled and went back to her locker. They always had some spare clothes stashed about, just in case of any wardrobe malfunctions. Like shirts coated in blood. Meg froze, looking into her locker. “What the fuck…?”

“What’s wrong?” Ryann wiped her mouth, having emptied the bag, and came over. She raised an eyebrow at the picture in Meg’s hand. It was a little Polaroid showing Vivian and Lyn. Written on it with a few hearts was Met a friend of yours! We should all hang out sometime!

“That fucking…” Meg stormed past Ryann, to the training area.

“Meg, for god’s sake…” Ryann went after her, trying to catch her, but she slipped away too fast.

She jumped into the ring, straight past Kris, and slammed into Vivian. Ryann had seen what Meg was capable of when she wanted to hurt someone, but Vivian just barely swayed a little and tensed, staying upright.

“What the fuck is this?” Meg snarled as Ryann rolled under the ropes and got to her feet. “Is this supposed to be a threat??”

Kris growled deep in their chest, but Kay put an arm out to hold them back. She gave Ryann a questioning look. Ryann shrugged. “I dunno,” she mouthed at Kay.

Vivian, however, just smirked. She didn’t seem bothered by the attack at all. “You’re adorable,” she chuckled. Meg had her by the collar, but she just casually wrapped her arms around her waist. “I ran into your little friend at the bar today, and she was asking for you. So we chatted a bit.” She cocked her head innocently. “Why would you think that’s a threat?”

Meg narrowed her eyes at her. “Stay away from her.”

“But she’s so sweet!” Vivan smiled. “Tell you what, if you beat me, best out of five, you can tell me exactly what to do.”

“I have no interest in fighting you,” Meg said and pushed her away. Or tried to. Vivian just pulled them closer together at the hip.

“What, like you don’t want to try and punch me,” she almost purred. “Come on, you’re a fighter! Let’s get to know each other a bit better!”

Meg pushed away hard now, and Vivian let her go. “Fuck off,” she snarled and walked away. She pushed past Kris roughly, getting a growl in return.

“I’m so sorry about her,” Ryann said softly to the wolves. “It’s been a rough night…”

“It’s fine,” Vivian said. “It doesn’t bother me.” She smirked. “I like the feisty ones…”

Ryann rubbed her neck a bit as she exited the ring. She still couldn’t figure out if Vivian was flirting or wanted to actually fight Meg. Either way, it didn’t seem genuinely hostile, so she just let it be for now. She had enough to deal with, what with her little friend completely flying off the handle at Kay’s siblings.

“Wanna tell me what that was all about?” Ryann asked as she re-entered the locker room. Meg was angrily stripping off her clothes to put on her workout gear.

“She’s targeting me and the people I know,” Meg grumbled. Somehow she made getting dressed look aggressive.

“She said hello to Lyn and you attacked her for it,” Ryann observed. “Which I would get if this wasn’t literally Kay’s sister.”

Meg paced again. “So, what? I’m just supposed to get over how she attacked me??” she said, all agitated. “We didn’t just have a little scrap, Ryann! I don’t trust her around the people I need to protect.”

Ryann rolled her eyes. “The people we protect,” she said. “And maybe actually talk to her? She’s intense, but she seems like she’s trying to get to know you.” She pulled her own sweater off and tossed it into her locker.

Meg scowled. She crossed her arms in her black rash guard. “People don’t try to get to know me,” she said. “And I don’t trust her to just let bygones be bygones all of a sudden.”

“She’s literally from the Hugger Pack,” Ryann deadpanned. “And, again, Kay’s sister. You know, friend of yours? She’s not gonna hurt you.” She pulled on her pants. “You worry too much. And hey, if you really want to punch her in the face, today’s your chance!”

Meg grumbled. “Maybe,” she said and went to walk past Ryann again.

Ryann stopped her with a hand on her chest. “Wait,” she said. She reached into her bag and pulled out a second water bottle for Meg, and a second blood bag. “Gotta stay hydrated.”

Meg gave her a pained look. She looked down at the blood, then around the room.

“I’ll block the door outside, if you want,” Ryann said softly. “And you only have to drink a little. I just don’t want you tearing something as you work out.”

“… fine,” Meg muttered. “Please don’t let anyone in.”

Ryann handed her the blood. She hugged Meg once, and then once more when she left the locker room after a few minutes alone. Ryann could smell the blood on her, and she wiped a little blood from the corner of Meg’s mouth. After that, they did their stretches and warmups quietly. Meg’s eyes constantly wandered over to Vivian. Ryann was a little lost in her memories of last night. Working out usually helped clear her mind and let her think. That was why they had opted to come here even after their stressful night. Ryann was still angry. Meg had been frustrated with herself too.

Then Kay had called Ryann and told them to come to the gym. She usually just showed up at her door and dragged Ryann along, never encountering any resistance. Ryann loved working out, especially when she felt like Kay, who was objectively badass and awesome, actually wanted her along. Ryann had only wanted Meg to come along so they could talk, but her friend had quickly expressed that her injuries were almost healed, and she wasn’t gonna not work out. Both of them needed to blow off steam, and this was the best and most convenient option they had.

“Hey, Ryann,” Kay called her over to the bench. “Mind spotting me for a bit?” She was wrapping her wrists already.

“Sure,” Ryann said a little awkwardly. She and Kay hadn’t actually talked about her running out on her shift. “How much are you lifting today?” She just wasn’t sure how to bring it up.

“Just eight hundred today,” Kay hummed softly. She lay down on the bench, getting into position and getting a feel for the bar.

“You know, it is stupid unfair that you are this tough and big and are still so fast,” Ryann said, getting in position as well. The bar was cool and familiar in her hands.

“All depends on how you train.” Kay nodded to her that she was ready, and started her set. Ryann doubted that Kay actually needed the help, but she always practised good gym safety, and she generally seemed to enjoy the social aspects of it. And Ryann really enjoyed seeing Kay benching eight hundred pounds, like, damn.

“Sorry about Meg,” Ryann said when they took a little break after Kay had shown just how fucking strong she was. She sat on the bench next to Kay’s. “She’s… had a rough night.”

“Right, yeah,” Kay hummed, resting her arms across her knees. “Carver told me you two had a thing last night.”

Ryann’s face immediately turned a fiery red. “I didn’t ditch you to hook up with her!” she defended herself.

Kay’s raised hand and stern look stopped her. “Calm down, kid,” she said evenly and adjusted her wraps. “It’s fine. Sometimes you just gotta go for it. The heart wants what the heart wants.”

“The heart does not want Meg!” Ryann complained. “Not like that, anyway!”

But Kay’s lips just pulled into a faint, teasing smile. “Kid, I know. We’re just fucking with you. You do realize Carver could smell if you two had banged, right?”

Ryann froze as it clicked in her head. “That fucker!” She was even more embarrassed now. Somehow that made the dumb joke even worse. “I’m gonna fucking kill him,” she grumbled into her crossed arms as Kay chuckled.

“By the way,” Kay said, “I can also smell blood on you. Yours and hers.” She nudged her head over to where Meg was trying to work out despite Vivian benching a thousand pounds less than five metres away. “Wanna talk about that?”

Ryann shrunk back a bit and rubbed her neck. “I… It’s complicated,” she said, evading the question. “I know I need to tell you about it, but…”

“Hey, it’s cool, kid.” Kay said. “Sometimes trouble just finds you. Meg is likely to drag you into shit like that, girl’s got the worst luck I’ve ever seen. You can tell me whenever you’re comfortable.” She smiled all soft and understanding, and for the entire rest of the workout Ryann wondered how she was going to tell Kay the truth without completely losing her trust. Kay had asked her to be there, and she had instead gone off by herself, dragged her friend into an enemy stronghold, and almost died. If Ryann was Kay, any number of these things would make her kick her out of her life. Kay was already working hard every day, and also taking care of Ryann at Carver’s request.

It was so stupid to do that without all the others, Ryann thought. Fucking stupid to go it alone just because I got impatient! She had made a big mistake, and she had no idea how to own up to it.

She was still racking her brain on how to do it by the time Carver came by to take over her combat training. He wore the pads today instead of actively sparring, which Ryann was grateful for. She didn’t have the focus to spar properly, and with every breath she remembered the things she’d found in Julius Argent’s office. She didn’t need an ass-kicking on top because she was unfocused and angry, she just wanted to hit something. So Carver demanding proper form of her really grated on her nerves.

“Focus!” he yelled over the sound of Ryann’s punching and breathing as he let her kick and punch non-stop at the pads on his hands. “Faster!” He swiped and caught Ryann’s cheek, just brushing it. “Keep your guard up!”

“I fucking am!” Ryann yelled and punched with all her strength, fuelled by blood and anger. The strike forced Carver’s hand back into his chest. Ryann already came around with a kick. She noticed too late that the unexpected strength of her hit had brought Carver off-balance and his knee had buckled a bit. She tried to stop her momentum, and Carver managed to just about block her before she hit him. He wouldn’t have been seriously hurt, but kicking a sparring partner while he was unprepared… If Ryann owned a gym, anybody who pulled that shit would get tossed out, no questions asked. It was a really shitty thing to do, and that only made the anger she felt for herself spike.

“Fuck!” Ryann yelled and ripped off her knuckle guards. She tossed them down and slipped under the ropes, out of the ring. She kept her head down and didn’t pay attention to the looks cast her way. She didn’t want to know if they were concerned or judgmental.

“Ryann!” Carver called after her. “Hey, wait up!” He didn’t sound upset. More worried than anything else.

Ryann slammed the bathroom door in his face and punched the wall. Get a fucking grip. You can’t let your anger out like this. She felt like she was a teenager again, lashing out, completely out of control. She went to the sink and splashed cold water in her face. You’re a fucking idiot. Ryann glared at her expression. Her eyes fell to the hexagonal pattern on her right arm. Learned to control your anger, my ass. You’re still out of control. You keep this up, you’re just gonna push away the few people who care about you. She wanted to punch her reflection. She punched the wall next to it instead and splintered the white tiles. Little droplets of blood stayed behind where she cut herself on the shards. Ryann leaned on the sink, breathing hard for a minute.

Her head snapped to the door with a growl when it opened. Then she lowered it, ashamed, when Kay walked in. Kay crossed her arms and leaned to the wall next to the door. She didn’t say anything.

Ryann clenched her jaw. Kay would probably toss her right out. Likely ban her from the bar. She and Carver had a history, and Ryann had basically just attacked him. As if she didn’t feel terrible enough about it already. “I… I’m sorry,” Ryann whispered. She didn’t look at Kay. But she heard her let out a soft breath and come over.

Kay pulled her into a hug. “You’re okay, kid,” she said softly. Ryann leaned into her and felt like she didn’t deserve that kindness. And Kay kissed her head and held her, saying encouraging words in her deep, soft voice. She took Ryann’s hand and washed the wound. Her hands were so big, so strong, but not rough. There was a surprising gentleness to her touch.

“Sorry about the wall,” Ryann muttered when Kay gently dabbed at her knuckles with a fresh towel.

“The wall is not what you should apologize for,” Kay said, but her voice was soft. She lifted Ryann’s chin gently with two fingers. Looking at her stoic, kind face helped Ryann stabilize herself a bit.

“I… I don’t know how to apologize to Carver,” she muttered.

Kay shrugged. “How about you just tell him the truth and say that you’re sorry?”

Ryann sighed and rested her head at Kay’s shoulder. “I really fucked up.”

“Carver’s not gonna care,” Kay reassured her. Her hand ran over Ryann’s hair, petting her gently. “He just wants you to be okay.”

That did sound like Carver. The man who had taken Ryann in without so much as a moment of hesitation. I don’t deserve him worrying about me. “I’ll talk to him,” Ryann muttered instead. She looked up at Kay again. “Is he waiting outside?”

“On the roof.”

Ryann nodded. She squeezed Kay once and then slowly left the embrace. “Thanks,” she said softly. “I really didn’t mean to hurt him. I just…” She sighed and looked away. “I… learned some upsetting stuff,” she muttered.

“It’s okay, kid,” Kay said and patted her head gently. “I’m heading to the bar. See you there later?”

Ryann gave her a small smile. “Sure.” If Carver still wants me around later. “Do you think I can maybe take a hot shower before?”

“Sure. He said he’d wait as long as it took,” Kay said with that soft smile of hers. Ryann nodded and sighed, feeling even worse about lashing out against him. She really hadn’t meant to.

She somehow expected all eyes to be on her when she exited the bathroom. But instead Vivian just gave her a gently concerned look that reminded Ryann oddly of how Kay looked at her when she was worried. Kris just watched her quietly. They weren’t big on expressions, much like Kay. It had taken Ryann a little while to figure out how to read her.

Meg had already gone to give Lake a call before Carver had called Ryann up into the ring to train, so there was nobody there to give her more comforting hugs or anything. Right now, curling up under a blanket sounded nice. Maybe even with someone to hold, so she wouldn’t have to be alone, she thought as she entered the locker room.

She stripped her clothes off and went straight to the shower. She turned it on almost hastily. The stream of water was icy cold at first, and she shuddered under the stinging cold for a minute. Then it turned warm, and, gradually, hot. Ryann sighed, bracing her arms against the wall. She closed her eyes and just tried to formulate an apology, something she could tell Carver that wouldn’t make him immediately toss her out onto the street.

It was pretty hard to do when she thought that was probably the appropriate response.

She looked up when someone else entered the shower. Kay cracked her neck as she stepped under the shower next to Ryann and turned on the water. It had to be cold at first, but she took it with barely a shiver. Ryann met her gaze for a brief moment before she looked aside, a little flustered. They took their showers mostly in silence. Ryann looked over at Kay a couple of times, wanting to say something. She was beautiful and strong, and her hugs were always so warm. Ryann wondered if there was something she could say to save herself from the fallout of yesterday’s mistake. Or maybe something to convey how appreciative she was of all the kindness Kay had shown her. But nothing came to mind.

She got a little distracted watching Kay. The bartender’s huge shoulders and back rippled with every movement and created new paths for the rivulets of water to run down in the dip of her muscles. They tightened and flexed under dark skin marked with scars. There were lots of them, probably from fighting and hunting, but the one that drew Ryann’s eye was on her left shoulder that she’d noticed before.

It pulled down all the way to the end of her scapula. It looked like the flesh below had been ripped and torn at with huge fangs, while the top scars were smaller, like puncture wounds. Ryann had seen enough examples of dog bites and knew enough about Kay to guess that this was from the werewolf that bit her. Unless she had more scars around her front, but Ryann didn’t even want to imagine what such a bite to the gut or chest would feel like.

Kay finished up and gave Ryann another look as she went to exit the shower. She stopped at the door. “Hey,” she said softly and looked back at her. “You’re gonna be okay, Ryann. You’re a good kid.”

Ryann just sighed a little at that and hoped to high heaven that Kay would still say that about her by the end of the night. She finished up her own shower and immediately missed the warmth as she went to get her towel hanging next to the door. But the shower had helped. She felt calmer as she wrapped herself up and stepped out of the showers. Kay was already getting dressed quickly. Probably excited to see Logan and Nemo again, Ryann thought. “Hey, Kay?” she muttered, just before Kay left the locker room, already dressed.

“Hm?” Kay gave her a soft look.

“Thanks,” Ryann muttered with a soft blush. “For everything. I really enjoyed bartending for you. And the hunting. And training.”

“Then you better come back to work,” Kay chuckled. “We miss you there. I know it’s just been a day, but Logan really likes hanging out with a Blood who isn’t weird as hell.”

Ryann nodded a bit. “Yeah, sure thing,” she said with a small chuckle.

Kay left, and she was alone. She sat on the bench and rubbed her face. Eventually, there was nothing for it. She had to go.

She got dressed back in her sweater and sweatpants and headed out into the training area. Meg was still away. Ryann looked around. She walked up to where Vivian was spotting Kris. “Hey,” she asked when Kris set the bar down on the rack. “Have you guys seen Meg?”

“She got a phone call and ran off,” Vivian hummed. “Just a minute ago. She said to tell you not to worry about it, though. Well, she told Kay, and Kay asked us to tell you.”

“Right…” Ryann sighed. Guess I’m on my own.

“Hey, are you okay?” Vivian asked. Her voice turned a little gentler as she watched Ryann, arms resting across her knees. “Do you need a hug?”

Ryann shook her head. “I’m good,” she said. “I’ll see you guys around.”

“Sure! Let us know if you need anything!” Vivian smiled. “We love to help!” Kris waved at her a little.

Ryann headed upstairs. The gym was in a squat little building. It didn’t look like much, an additional layer of security to prevent any normal people stumbling into it and seeing a werewolf bench well over a thousand pounds. The rooftop offered a little respite and a place to breathe. When Ryann came up, Carver was sitting in the middle of it on a broad little bench, looking up at the sky.

Ryann slowly walked up and stopped a good few paces behind him. She didn’t know how to start, so she stared up at the sky, then back at Carver. Eventually she settled on just walking up and sitting down near him, on the other end of the bench.

She tilted her head back up at the sky. “There’s no stars out,” she said.

“True,” Carver said. “But I can still remember what they look like.” He closed his eyes slowly before opening them again.

Ryann hummed softly. She looked up at the sky again and closed her eyes too. She tried to imagine the expanse in her mind filled with stars. It was a bit hard to do, since she had never actually seen the stars. She had always lived in places with too much light pollution. But she’d seen them in pictures, so she tried.

“Nice, isn’t it?” Carver asked softly.

“I… I’m not sure,” Ryann muttered. “Never really seen the stars before.” The picture in her mind seemed just… lifeless.

After a moment, Carver hummed softly. “I suppose we’ll have to deal with that someday.” There was a moment of silence. “So, what made you so angry?” he then asked.

Ryann sighed and looked down, opening her eyes. “It’s complicated. But I’m sorry for taking it out on you.”

“I did tease a lot,” Carver chuckled. He looked over at her. “Do you want to talk about Meg?”

“I…” Ryann blushed and rubbed her neck, a little embarrassed. She mumbled, “I dunno. Meg is amazing. I do like her. A lot. But I don’t have any romantic feelings for her. I didn’t want her to take the couch with her injuries, so we both took my bed… She was stubborn.”

“Sounds like her.” Carver just watched her with that soft, kind look of his. “But I wasn’t asking you to justify yourself. I’m just aware that sometimes friendships get stronger, sometimes they get complicated, and sometimes seeing your friends hurt feels really terrible.”

Ryann shuddered at that. “I almost lost her,” she whispered. “She… You didn’t see her. How cold and pale she was.” Her voice got louder as she spoke and more of her frustration flooded out. “I almost lost her, and it’s completely my fault!” Ryann said and looked at him grimly. “I finally… finally made another friend, I’m building a life, and… and what the fuck.” 

“Ryann, it’s fine,” Carver said softly and turned a little more towards her. “You’re fine. She’s fine. We can all keep each other safe. Why don’t you start by telling me how she got hurt? And what you need now?”

Ryann clenched her fist. How could she talk about this? Someone was targeting her and all her friends. She felt the heat of anger well up in her gut again. “What I need,” she growled, “is to be left the fuck alone!” She got up forcefully and paced. “Why the fuck is all this happening to me?” She really wanted to punch something again. “I get jumped and beaten down for not throwing a fight! I end up in the hospital! I get turned into a blood-drinking monster!” She kicked the bulkhead with the stairs leading down. “I just wanted some answers for why people don’t leave me be, and Meg nearly died!” She could feel her eyes sting at the memory and choked a little.

“Ryann…” Carver said softly. “What are you talking about?”

She spun to face him. “We went to the Argent Institute!” she all but yelled. “I’m sorry, I just… I was so angry and I just wanted to know why they were hounding me!” She shook her head, wiping at her eyes. “They had my name on a wall with the pictures of everyone I know! Of you, and Kay, and Meg and all the others. They had my parents’ and grandparents’ pictures there with their eyes scratched out!” She felt like strangling something again.

Carver stood up slowly. He approached her with a concerned look. “Ryann…”

“Their goons immediately attacked us!” Ryann growled, looking away. She couldn’t stop herself talking. “Blood-crazed cannibal vampires. Something called a nostighoul. That one almost killed us.”

“Oh, stars above…” Carver muttered. “A nostighoul?”

“That’s what Meg called it,” Ryann muttered with a shrug.

Carver rubbed his neck. “Fuck… Did you tell Lake?”

“We took care of it,” Ryann said. Though she imagined that was probably what the phone call was about.

Carver frowned. “What? How?” His gaze was suddenly much more intense.

Ryann hugged herself and just shrugged. It wasn’t a happy memory, the frantic fighting, the mad scramble to kill or be killed… “We ganged up on it. It pulled Meg off a roof, I broke its spine by jumping on it, which didn’t slow it down much. Then we cut it apart, disabled the limbs, and snapped its fucking neck. After stabbing it in the chest and tearing out its throat.”

“Yeah, that’s not gonna stop it,” Carver sighed.

Ryann looked at him, a little taken aback. “The fuck does that mean?”

Carver sat on the bench, facing her. “Nostighoul are incredibly resilient and regenerate within minutes.” He folded his hands gently in his lap. His expression was almost sombre. “Even if you cut off their heads, they keep on living. Their bodies can move independently. You can’t kill them. I’ve only ever fought one once.”

“What happened?” Ryann asked, frowning. They spent a lot of time near the nostighoul’s corpse, but he hadn’t moved at all. Maybe the regeneration took time after the kind of beating they’d given it.

“Well, I couldn’t let it go,” Carver said. “Those things… they’re barely human anymore. Even other Bloods call them ‘things’ and ‘its.’ Eventually I had to put it through a wood chipper and mix the remains with concrete before sinking it in a lake.”

“And there’s no other way?” Ryann frowned. They had killed theirs. She was sure of that now. Thinking back, there hadn’t been a pulse. No breath. Nothing.

Carver shook his head. “Only a nostighoul can kill another nostighoul. Doesn’t matter how they do it, knives, claws, smashing the head with a brick… Somehow that does the trick.”

The cogs moved slowly in Ryann’s head. If only a nostighoul could kill another, that meant that either she or Meg had to be one. “Do they always look so… fucked up?” Ryann muttered.

“They range in colour from blue like a bruise over grey to a sick yellow. The black veins are always the same,” Carver said. “And the elongated limbs. Sometimes they have bony growths, like horns or spikes. Supposedly there are some with wings. But they all have the same lust for hurting people and animals.”

Ryann was just quiet for a minute and kept her expression even. “I’m sure Meg has let Lake know,” she said, “but I’ll check back with them.” She shook her head. “Either way, it… It hurts,” she said and hugged herself more. “The Institute people, they knew what happened to me. Everything. Things I didn’t even know.” She kept her eyes down, so she didn’t see Carver’s reaction when she whispered, “Carver… My parents didn’t die in an accident.” The scar on her ribs and face felt like they were on fire. “They were murdered. And it was just important enough to these assholes to be a funny little anecdote in a personal letter.” She grit her teeth and fought down the burning anger that demanded she destroy something now. “They were murdered, and I’m being hunted, and I don’t even really know why.”

Her voice was a whisper. But in her head, the anger roared.
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Fire burned in Ryann’s lungs and her veins with every breath and heartbeat. She fought it down though. Counting the little spots of dirt on the roof under her feet helped. She took a shuddering breath that burned in her throat. “Some monster took my parents from me. Almost killed me, too. Because of them, I was alone for so long. Because of them…!” A shiver ran through her as she held the emotions in. “I don’t even know anything about my parents.” Her voice sounded pitiful to her own ears. She wanted to curl up again. Just feel warm and safe for a moment.

Then Carver cleared his throat. “I… I could tell you about them, if you want,” he said softly. “I wanted to tell you for weeks… I knew your parents.”

Ryann looked up at him with pure shock. His expression turned even more apologetic and regretful as he saw it. “You knew my parents??” she finally managed to say with a chest that felt heavy and compressed.

“Yes. We were… friends.”

She stood frozen for a second, trying to make sense of the words Carver had said. She tried to make sense of it. Of the weeks she’d spent with Carver, where he’d kept this secret. She tried to find an answer that felt proportional and appropriate. She grit her teeth. “What the fuck!”

“I didn’t know how to tell you!” Carver said as Ryann turned and headed straight for the bulkhead door. “We were friends! When they died, your grandparents told me you had died too! Ryann, please let me explain—”

She didn’t. She couldn’t let him explain. There were too many secrets surrounding her, too much uncertainty. The one thing she had been sure of was that she could trust Carver. Well, so much for that, she thought and rushed down the stairs and out of the gym as fast as she could. Her steps quickened more and more. She wasn’t sure if Carver was following her, or if he had stayed behind. She just ran through the night, trying to clear her mind, trying not to think. But she couldn’t get the image of her family’s pictures out of her head. So she kept running.

She only stopped when she fully ran out of breath and had to hunch over, gasping. She was in the middle of absolutely nowhere, and she was grateful for it. She just let herself sag against a wall and sink down. Exhaustion gripped her mind. Even if she wanted to cry, she was just too tired. Carver knew about her family. He had probably known who she was the first time they met. That was why he let her stay at his place, why he convinced Kay to train with her and give her a job. But most importantly, he had kept a secret from her, about her family.

There was no reason she could think of why he’d have kept it a secret.

Ryann rubbed her eyes and growled quietly in distress and frustration. She needed someone who could hug her and just hold her for a bit. Someone who didn’t know about her family and someone she hadn’t almost gotten killed. Rachel’s sweet scent came to mind. She quickly pulled out her phone to text her. The screen was lit up with missed calls from her friends and text messages. Had she really been running for hours?

Doesn’t matter. Ryann’s hands shook a little as she texted Rachel. Hey. Could we meet up for a bit? I know it’s early, but I’m in the neighbourhood and thought we could talk for a few minutes…

It took a minute for a message to return, during which Ryann just knelt in the dirty alley. We could meet up a bit later? An hour or two, maybe? I can’t make it earlier. I’m actually headed to Lakeview Cemetery, visiting my grandma.

Oh, alright, Ryann texted back, feeling a little panic rise in her. Lakeview Cemetery was where she had been Turned, and there was still a vertilacc running around. I’m sorry for bothering you today of all days, then.

It’s alright, Rachel texted back. I miss her, but I’m not grieving anymore. I just like to sometimes go there while it’s still dark to see the lights people put up at graves. When you stand on the far hill, it’s the closest you can get to seeing stars in the city.

That’s really sweet, Ryann replied, really wishing that Rachel had picked the daytime, since vertilacc were nocturnal scavenger-predators. Who the fuck goes to a cemetery at five a.m.?? That’s just asking to get eaten. Ryann checked her GPS and set off in a sprint. She caught the nearest cab and headed straight for the cemetery. There was no way she could show up and somehow have Rachel believe she wasn’t stalking her, but at the very least she could make sure Batman left her the fuck alone.

Just you try some shit, Bruce, Ryann thought and clenched her fist as she exited the cab. I’ll cook you into a fucking soup.

She kept in steady contact with Rachel all the way and actually got there before her. She smelled Rachel before she saw the light of her flashlight. As always, the scent made her feel better. She really wanted to go over and take Rachel’s hand, convince her to leave and come back in the daytime. But she’d already lost one place that could give her a little comfort. She couldn’t risk losing Rachel too.

There were lights scattered around the graves, but far too few to create good visibility. So Ryann crept along behind the gravestones. She kept as close to Rachel as possible without attracting her attention. Her eyes constantly moved to scan the sky and the other graves, ready to jump at the vertilacc if it showed up. But Rachel made it all the way to the end of the huge cemetery without passing the site of Ryann’s murder, or the pavilion of stones where Jacob had breathed his last, or ever meeting Batman.

She stopped up there and turned around, looking out over the graves. While Ryann kept an eye out, Rachel spoke to a grave. It was within earshot, but the words didn’t register to Ryann. She was far too busy listening for wings or claws. It took a tortuous eternity for Rachel to finally walk all the way back to the gate. But at least her visit had gone smoothly, without danger.

Ryann’s relief vanished when she smelled something foul on the breeze. She sniffed and a quiet growl escaped her. But her eyes and attention remained on Rachel. She needed to know she was okay, and that wasn’t the case until after she entered a cab and it had pulled away from the cemetery. Rachel looked around a little uncomfortably. Her steps had been much quicker than before. Ryann hoped she could somehow talk her out of her nightly excursions.

A growl behind her made Ryann roll her eyes. Fucking… I swear to god, Bruce! She turned around.

It wasn’t Bruce.

What flung itself out of the darkness at Ryann looked more like a rotting corpse than a giant bat with a dog’s head. Probably because it was a corpse. Ryann saw the remnants of a shirt hanging off the creature in shreds as it flung itself at her and barrelled her over. She landed on her back and caught it by the swollen hands. Long, yellowed fingernails scratched at her skin. The monster’s nose looked rotted away and the face was sunken and in parts. Its mouth opened too wide with rotting lips and crumbled teeth, ready to jam the jagged shards into her flesh.

Ryann headbutted it. Her forehead cracked against flesh and bone too tough to have been dead long, and the thing’s head snapped back. She brought her legs between them and kicked hard. Her attacker flew away from her and landed with a rattling, hoarse snarl. She rolled and spun to her feet, fists up, ready to fight. She was still sore from her workout and exhausted from her run and everything else, but in that moment adrenaline fuelled her. And now there was another monster in front of her that needed to be dealt with.

The creature didn’t rise to its feet. It was bald and its back hunched bony, with the bloated flesh pulling over a curved spine. It began to circle Ryann on all fours, looking more like a mean dog carcass rather than the corpse of a person. It weaved between the gravestones, hiding itself from view. 

Then it charged.

Ryann heard the change in breathing. The pounding of rotten flesh over the hard-trodden cemetery floor. It appeared suddenly, shooting out from behind a grouping of headstones in a high lunge. Ryann flinched away, having miscalculated the trajectory and speed. She went to step back, caught her heel on the edge of a grave—

Claws rushed out of the dark and wrapped tight around the thing. Bruce let out a little screeching sound as he carried the screaming, rotten carcass into the night. Ryann, having fallen to a knee, stared at the spot where they had vanished. Suddenly a number of things about the vertilacc being a scavenger that hunted by sight made sense.

“Fuck, Bruce,” Ryann muttered. “I take it back, keep doing your thing, you beautiful Batman.” Knowing that maybe Bruce actually made the cemetery safer for Rachel felt nice.

Of course it didn’t last long.

“That,” a snobby voice rang out of the dark behind Ryann, “was utterly disappointing.”

Ryann rolled her eyes very hard this time. “The assholes just keep coming. Didn’t know this was a public toilet, but I guess that’s why a piece of shit like you would be here,” she said venomously as she turned around.

“Charming as always, Ryann,” Micky said snidely. He stood there in all his stupidity, wiping the grime off his cheap imitation-designer suit. “And I made all this effort to patrol the cemetery for your inevitable return!” He snarled and showed his long fangs. “Do you have any idea, what gravel does to Italian leather?” He pointed down at his brown shoes.

Ryann looked down at his shoes. His pants were as cheap as the suit and stained up to the knees with dirt and moisture. Same went for the brown shoes. “No, but I can see what it does to fake Italian leather,” she said.

“Fuck you.”

“Not in this lifetime,” Ryann deadpanned. She crossed her arms. “So. That little thing was your treat?”

“A graveling,” Micky growled. “One I painstakingly dug up as soon as I smelled you coming in.” He pushed his hands into his pockets like an upset child. “Would’ve saved myself the trouble if I’d known there’s a fucking vertilacc around here!”

“Yeah, pro tip,” Ryann said with a smirk, “don’t bring a corpse to a bat fight.”

“Like you had any idea that was gonna happen!” Micky snapped. He took a deep breath and adjusted his collar, which left stains on the fabric. A little hum escaped his lips as he brushed his greasy, black hair back. “You’re finally ready to join my Hunger, aren’t you? That’s why you’ve returned. So let’s stop acting coy. This has been fun, but enough is enough.”

Ryann raised an eyebrow. She sighed and dropped her hands, bracing one on her cocked hip. “Micky,” she said, ignoring his hateful hiss, “here’s how this is gonna go. You’re gonna do the same little spiel as usual, trying to get me to join you. I’m gonna say ‘fuck no’. You’re gonna try and force me. And this time— and I really need you to pay attention to this change in the routine —I am going to kill you.” She said it completely evenly, watching her claws before looking up at the smugly grinning Blood.

“You can try,” he said. “But I am older than you. I’m stronger. I have money. I have a Hunger. You can’t beat me! Just accept your destiny.” He smiled at her. “You were meant to be mine.”

Ryann grimaced. “Ew, fuck no!” she said with an overwhelming amount of vehemence. “That was disgusting! I’m gonna crush your skull on a gravestone now.”

Micky laughed. “Have you not been listening?” He spread his arms wide. “I am too powerful! You can’t touch me!”

“Well, I don’t see your cheap-suited lackeys,” Ryann said. “So it’s just you and me.” She stepped closer and cracked her knuckles. Good timing, I needed a punching bag.

Micky’s smile just widened. “Who needs those useless idiots? I have them.” He clicked his fingers and the night grew alive.

What had looked like shadows of tombstones and far-away darkness solidified into shapes that slowly encircled them. All Bloods, judging from the smell. Each one was well-dressed, some formal, some casual, and none of them looked as cheap and pretentious as Micky. No way they were part of his Hunger. Whoever had been helping him make Ryann’s life hell had to be their boss.

Mr. Gold, I assume. Ryann narrowed her eyes. “Oh, so you are a fucking coward,” she said. She inched back a little. “Big surprise, I mean, you usually turn tail and run as soon as someone breathes on you.”

“Ryann…” Micky said almost softly, circling her. “Just come be mine already.” He completed a half circle and now blocked the path to the gate behind her. His arms were outstretched, offering an embrace.

Ryann watched the other Bloods out of the corner of her eye. Two more were approaching. One was huge, bald and plain. He was wearing thin sunglasses on his bony face despite the darkness, and his suit looked like what Micky’s tried to be. His black tie had a pin in it that Ryann couldn’t quite make out. The person next to him was smaller and shrouded in shadows. Ryann couldn’t make out anything at all.

Micky smiled his slimy smile and stepped closer. Right into striking range. There was an audible crack as Ryann’s fist connected with his teeth. He fell like a stone and Ryann jumped over him, running for the gate. The other Bloods seemed to watch her for a moment, stunned. Then she heard a single command.

“Kill her!”

* * *

They were right on her heels as she dashed down the wide street. Ryann could feel them swiping for her, and trying to catch her feet to trip her. Even after many long minutes of running, vaulting obstacles and walls to escape, they were still right on her.

Her enemies were fast and enduring. They were better rested, and they guarded each other. Save for one in a black and red checkered flannel that had gotten too far ahead of the pack, Ryann hadn’t been able to lay a finger on any of them. Once more, she scanned the surrounding buildings for one that would allow her to funnel her enemies to her one or two at a time.

A factory came up on her left. She veered right and turned invisible, then immediately changed back to the left. The gift began to burn through her blood at an alarming rate, but she made it over the wall that surrounded the long building. She landed as quietly as she could and headed for the nearest door. It was locked.

Ryann cast a glance back. The gate next to the portion of wall she had scaled was made of rectangular, metal bars, and granted her view of the Hunger sniffing the air and listening around the other side of the street. Ryann extended her claws, which made her invisibility deactivate, and sliced her left arm with two of them. She coated them in her blood, then willed her gift to make it corrosive. Her claws fit perfectly between the door and frame, and she slid them down. The door opened for her.

Ryann slipped inside. The factory was still filled with machinery. It smelled of grease and oil and sweat, perfect masking for her scent. Ryann immediately pulled out her phone. Rachel almost ran into Micky and Bloods, she typed in the emergency group chat for everyone she knew at the bar. Keep her safe! There was no time to think about Carver and Kay being mad at her. She went to attach a description of her own situation and GPS coordinates.

“There you are,” a woman’s voice whispered right by her ear.

Ryann flinched away and pushed her phone into her pocket. She had been holding the door shut, and yet somehow this Blood had gotten behind her, into the corner. She was a pale woman with raven black hair that fell straight to her hips. Her lips, adorned with blue lipstick matching her eyeshadow, pulled into a smile showing little fangs as she stepped out of the darkness and into the light from the street lamps outside that fell through the grimy windows. Her feet were bare, save for an anklet of golden chain and dark crystals, and her black, shoulder-strap dress seemed to swallow the light.

“It’s nice to finally meet you, Ryann,” the woman said with a purr like a kitten. She stepped closer and ran her blue, claw-like fingernail along Ryann’s jaw.

Ryann slapped the hand aside. This woman was at least a foot shorter than her, but she wasn’t so stupid that she’d be careless.. “Who are you?” she growled. “And how the fuck did you do that?”

“Katarina,” the woman purred. “I am a proud member of the nocturnae. Surely you’ve heard of my kind?”

“Can’t say I have,” Ryann snarled. She stepped back a little, into perfect kicking range. “What do you want with me?”

Katarina tapped her chin with a long fingernail. “Well, Micky wants you as some sort of… I don’t know, a pet, a trophy? Doesn’t matter.” She shrugged. “Rastus and the rest of his Hunger want to bring you to their boss. Personally, I don’t want to do anything, but a job’s a job.”

“Okay? So who the fuck is your boss?” Ryann narrowed her eyes. She could hear the door to the factory open in the distance. Someone was coming.

“Why, it’s Mr. Gold,” Katarina said.

Ryann kicked her in the side of the head. Katarina was flung to the side like a rag doll. She fell where the street lights outside couldn’t reach, and Ryann took off again as growls sounded from outside the factory. She ran deeper inside and hoped she’d given Katarina a concussion. Those were tough to heal even with Blood gifts, and Ryann didn’t want to deal with whatever tricks she had.

She vaulted over a conveyor belt and felt the breeze of something rushing past the back of her head. A snarl warned her about the Blood behind her and she lunged away and pivoted right in time to smash her knee into the face of the Blood lunging for her. They were on all fours, with fur spreading along their arms and spilling out under their clothing. The face was slightly distended with long fangs and red eyes. It looked like a werewolf stuck mid-transformation.

The Blood reeled and snarled. They swiped at Ryann, and she dodged to the side. The claws ripped straight through the metal machinery behind her. Ryann lashed out with a kick to the Blood’s side, but they blocked it with an arm (foreleg?) pulled close to the chest. Ryann came in with another kick, a feint this time. When the Blood lunged to get into the opening she’d left, she slammed her foot down on top of them. She felt something crack under her, and foul-scented air was pushed out of the Blood’s lungs.

Ryann stepped back and still caught a swipe on her leg that tore open the skin, but her instinctive dodge had saved her from a crippling injury. The Blood’s body changed, cracking and reforming with popping, grinding sounds as everything shifted place. They came up on their knee and slammed a clawed hand into the side of the machine to pull themselves up. The fingers punched clear through the metal. They huffed a low growl and came to their feet, barefoot. They seemed to grow, suddenly filling out the black shirt with the three white snakes twisting around each other.

Just as they roared, showing a large mouth full of curved fangs that opened too wide, Ryann went straight for the chin. The Blood didn’t seem to expect this, but tried to swipe at her anyway. Ryann dodged past one claw with as little movement as she could. It grazed her cheek and cut a gash. The other she blocked, which left deep cuts on her left hand. She was so close she could see the spittle in the well groomed beard of her opponent. Her right fist slammed right into their chin in a move that would have knocked out any human, and she drove her left into their diaphragm. The Blood choked, but still slammed into Ryann.

They had a couple of inches on her, but not as much mass, and she didn’t buckle. She raised her foot and slammed it hard against her opponent’s knee. There was a resounding crack. The Blood went down with not enough air in their lungs to scream. Ryann slammed her knee into their face, then grabbed them around the back of the head and did it again, hard enough that pain shot along her leg in a brief flash.

Snakeshirt fell back and Ryann spun to face the blur in the corner of her eye. She barely got her face out of the way of a knife that was meant for her eyes. It sliced past her temple. Ryann backed away and was immediately pursued. This Blood looked like he had been turned in his forties, with a face that was narrow and a smile that was too wide as he swung the knife. It was a small blade that flashed in Ryann’s vision, trying to feint, to make her dodge, to catch her in a vital spot very quickly.

He was fast. A little smaller than her. His dress shirt was stained with sweat and alcohol and the blue tie was crumpled. He had a knife. Ryann had her muscles.

She grabbed the Blood’s wrist as it shot past. His face fell as she pulled him in. Her fist smashed his glasses, marking his eyes and her knuckles with shards. He flinched, then tried to go for her neck with his fangs. Ryann snarled, showing her own. A strike with her elbow knocked loose a fang and threw the Blood’s head back. Ryann pulled him close once more and struck his face again, breaking the nose.

A glint warned her of the incoming backup knife. She barely caught the hand holding it before the knife punched into her side. A deep growl escaped Ryann, and she squeezed hard, the Blood screamed in pain, and she felt his grip go slack. Ryann didn’t let go as he tried to pull away. She simply kicked up perfectly between his arms, using every millimetre of flexibility she had. His head snapped back hard. He fell, and Ryann kept a hold of his arms as she stepped over him. The knives didn’t drop fully until her foot smashed down a third time on her opponent’s head.

Ryann let go, breathing hard. The Blood’s arms dropped limply. Two months ago, the idea that she could crush a person’s skull with no remorse would have appalled her. But the next killer already came for her. He stopped beyond the conveyor belt that separated them, and reached into his jacket. It was the large, burly man in the expensive suit and thin sunglasses.

Ryann noticed the glint of a gun as he pulled it out. She dashed, throwing herself over the conveyor belt, and threw off his aim. Her hand closed on the flower-decorated slider of the weapon and squeezed tight around the barrel, just like Kay had taught her. The Blood’s mouth opened in surprise as no shot rang out.

“Nope!” Ryann said and twisted her body hard. She forced his hand down and in the same motion kicked him in the side of the head. “That’s cheating, asshole!” He was enormous, muscle-bound and strong. Ryann could feel it as they wrestled for the gun. The kick made him grunt, but it felt like hitting a brick wall. A quick shake of the head, and he was on the offensive. A meaty fist slammed into Ryann’s forearm as she guarded her face. Her muscles shuddered under the strength. This was like fighting Kay!

I really don’t want to get pummelled, Ryann thought with a snarl, and threw a kick into the Blood’s side with all her strength. The dull thud echoed through the factory. She could feel the force up her leg, and the grip on the gun loosened. Swift footwork brought Ryann out of the Blood’s reach as he went to a knee. She took the gun with her. Suddenly she was really grateful for Kay teaching her about guns. She took out the magazine and flung it into the dark. Then she popped the slide back so the last bullet flew out, and she tossed the gun in the opposite direction.

Ryann looked down at the huge, bald Blood who glared up at her. “This is only gonna get worse if you keep coming after me,” she growled, eyes narrowed. Her expression was hard like stone. “Last chance.” Snakeshirt was suddenly up again. Their face was messed up, but they still lunged at Ryann over the conveyor belt with blood in their eyes and a crooked nose. A roundhouse kick to the side of the head, quicker than they could even flinch in alarm, slammed them into a machine with a sickening crunch. This time, they lay still.

Ryann let out a breath and rolled her shoulders. Her heart was racing. This was dangerous, but she could do it. She could fight. She could win. “As I said, last chance,” she snarled at the bald Blood as he got back to his feet. “Call off your goons, and I won’t have to kill you off one by one.”

The big Blood growled. “You’re too dangerous to live.” A new Blood appeared in the shadow of the bald one as he threw himself aside. Ryann only caught a glimpse. Dark skin. A plethora of braids that were dyed an emerald green. The same colour butterfly tattoos up the side of the neck. A throat that, in the sparse light from the grimy windows, contracted unnaturally just like…

Fuck no! Ryann lunged to the side and narrowly evaded a glob of acid that burned a hole into the machine behind her. Nope nope nope, no thanks, nope! She vaulted over another conveyor belt and zigzagged between machines to keep herself out of the line of fire. Her lungs were burning. Her muscles ached from the continued stress. Fighting this many people was hard work, and yet, on some level, Ryann was still in her element. This was what she was good at.

“Spitting at people is not very attractive!” she yelled over her shoulder. She rounded a machine and was toppled by a dark red and black checkered blur. It was the Blood she had knocked down before. He looked angry, and somehow managed to get himself in the worst position, right between Ryann’s legs, where he stayed as he tried to punch at her face. Ryann tucked her chin to her chest, making herself as small as possible to guard her chest, throat and head. Her tensed abdomen shuddered under a few strikes, and she felt the cold factory floor press unpleasantly into her back. But her opponent had no idea what kind of shit he was in.

She tensed her legs around his waist and used those alone to throw his balance off to the side, where he braced himself with his arms. In a few quick motions, he was on the ground, and she was on his back, arm around his throat as he tried fruitlessly to get up. But she was much heavier than him. Ryann pressed her hand down on the back of his head and heard a gurgle.

He flailed and tried to pull the thick arm cutting off his blood flow. Ryann pressed his neck down into the crook of her arm harder, pressing his carotid artery against her flexed biceps. “This really isn’t your day,” she snarled. He struggled and choked, and Ryann felt the cold anger rise in her. All she had wanted was to be left alone. But they just wouldn’t—

Fuck! Ryann’s back arched in sudden pain. It felt like a hot iron was pressed to it. She forced her weight to the side, landing on her burning back with a painful hiss, and got her flailing opponent on top of her. Ryann grit her teeth as she shielded herself with his body.

When he fell still, Ryann released her grip. She dug her left-hand claws into the right carotid and ripped them to the side. His throat peeled away like paper. Cold blood spilled all over Ryann’s chest. She dumped the maybe-corpse (she didn’t know if that was enough to kill him, but it would at least paralyze him for hours) and got up on one knee, looking around for her attackers. There was nobody in sight, though. Back here, there wasn’t enough light, so her night vision flickered into being.

Something dark and fast like a whip sliced through the shadows of the factory and through Ryann’s right shoulder. She snarled and dashed to the side, holding her shoulder. There was a cut there, and it bubbled and foamed yellow. It smelled foul. Her night vision was flickering in and out of colour as sometimes enough light fell through the grimy windows to make something out, other times not.

Ryann doubled back to where the door was, zigzagging between obstacles. She needed to get around her enemies, catch them off guard. Wait, they’ll have posted a guard at the door! Ryann stopped dead in her tracks just as the door came into view. There was the acid-spitter with her green butterfly tattoos. She looked as surprised to see her as Ryann was. Then she smiled and opened her mouth.

Ryann charged at her. The first string of acid she dodged by side-stepping. It burned on her right biceps as the sweater sleeve dissolved a little. There was only time for one more, and Ryann saw the Blood hesitate. She had brought a conveyor belt between herself and Ryann. If Ryann jumped, she’d be able to hit her easily.

Ryann didn’t jump. She was already there, went low, and prayed that her momentum was enough to carry her through the narrow space. Acid flew over Ryann’s head as she dropped into a slide. Her hip chafed painfully through her sweats on the hard factory floor, but she made it through. Her momentum brought her straight up to her knee just as the acid-spitter kicked her.

Ryann blocked it with her forearms, and her injuries burned. She rose in one fluid motion, keeping her momentum, and gripped her opponent’s wrist. The Blood gasped as Ryann pulled her in and swept the legs out from under her. Ryann twisted her arm as she fell with a cry. It cut off as Ryann’s knee slammed hard into her back. She brought down her full weight, pinning the much smaller Blood, and grabbed her head. Ryann slammed it down with all the power her weight and strength gave her. The force crushed the skull beneath her fingers, rattled through her hand and shook the bones inside. Her hand still shook as she pulled it away. She clenched her fist. She grimaced at the pain at her biceps, where the acid had hit her. Her mind remained occupied with how to get her enemies before they got her. How to survive.

Those thoughts were interrupted when a piercing noise split Ryann’s skull. She cried out in pain and doubled over. The hands pressed to her ears did nothing. It sounded like an eldritch fucking whistle that wormed into her mind. Then she heard the voices. They told her to just stop it. Just end it! It would be so easy to be released! Just give up. She was already dead, what was the point in going on? Images flooded her mind, pictures of her own dead body already decaying.

Ryann tried to push the image of maggots squirming through her flesh out of her mind. Her claws had risen to her throat. She looked up at the Blood with the eyepatch who had stepped in through the door. They wore high-waisted pants, combat boots, and a fancy belt with an antique dagger sheath on it. They smiled at Ryann softly as they stepped closer, arms outstretched before them and hands crossed palm-forward. The front hand held a dagger with a curved, hooked blade. Under their tank top, Ryann could see a red glow. Their arms were covered in blood red runes.

She couldn’t move. Ryann’s face had been a stoic mask so far, save for a few snarls. Now her eyes narrowed at the Blood before her. She couldn’t give up. What was going to happen when she was gone? What about all her friends that needed her? What about Kate? Meg?

What about Rachel? The thought reminded Ryann of Rachel’s scent. Sweet. Warm. Gentle like the warm rays of the sun. Ryann’s lips slowly pulled into a snarl. The back of her neck, the symbol of the black sun, felt like it was on fire as her fury burned hotter than the very sun itself.

The Blood before her frowned. Their long, black hair started whipping in a breeze that came out of nowhere and ruffled their tank top. Ryann buckled and braced her hand against the ground as the noise in her head got worse. Slowly, against great resistance, she raised her head towards her attacker. “I’m going to kill you,” she pressed out in a snarl.

They narrowed their eyes. Their voice faltered briefly, carrying a hint of concern as they said, “You’re only going to kill yourself.” They moved their knife hand, and Ryann saw that the hilt was a blackened bone. The tip carved into their biceps, drawing more blood. The pressure on Ryann’s mind increased, now giving her more images of her death, the futility of fighting, the inevitability of struggling against her pain. But Ryann knew it was all in her head. The memory of Rachel’s smile brought her back. The memory of Kay’s hugs, and Carver’s soft words, and Meg’s stupid jokes that Ryann loved so much. The memory of Carver taking her hand and leading her out of the rain into the warmth of his home.

She slowly rose from one knee up to her feet, still hunched, still in pain. The noise rang in her skull like a train whistle right in her ear. The Blood before her had dark veins forming around their grey, lifeless eyes. They hastily put the blade to their skin.

“I demand to be let in,” an annoying voice from the opening door shouted. “She is mine, she was made for me, and you will not stop me!” Micky had pushed his way past a Blood with a shaved head and went to grab the shoulder of the magic bitch fighting Ryann. “What are you doing?”

The moment of jostling and distraction provided a brief lull in the pain. That was all Ryann needed to close the distance. The one-eyed Blood tried to slash at her with the knife as she rushed in. She grabbed their arm and turned the blade back on them, slamming into their chest. The force threw them backwards and smashed their head into Micky’s face. They went down as Micky stumbled away. “Thanks, Micky!” Ryann snarled as she stomped down the magic Blood’s chest. Something gave way under her foot and the Blood wheezed. No way they could keep fighting, almost drained of blood and with their ribs broken.

Then the Blood that had been guarding the door set upon Ryann. He wore just grey sweats and a white shirt that just barely revealed the beginning of a tattoo under the sleeve. His face was completely even and expressionless, and unlike the previous Bloods, he knew how to fight. His fists guarded his face like a boxer. His punches came in quick and precise. Ryann felt them pound against her arms as she guarded herself and waited for an opening. He wasn’t as big or strong, but he was fast, rested, and Ryann was injured and starting to run out of breath. She was trying to deal with her enemies as quickly as possible, but thirteen on one wasn’t exactly a fair fight.

There! She finally found her opening and threw a left hook. But something slashed across her lats and made Ryann hiss in pain. The Blood before her barely managed to get out of the way before punching her square in the face. The impact made Ryann’s head spin for just a moment, and her split lip throbbed unpleasantly. But her thick neck protected her from getting jostled too much. She instinctively tried to retreat and get some distance, but stumbled as her ankle caught on something and she fell.

Micky pushed in front of the stone-faced Blood and slammed a crowbar down on her. Ryann cried out in pain as it struck her shoulder, and through the haze of anger and adrenaline, she was fairly sure he had broken something. But he had gotten in the way of the other Blood.

Ryann kicked him in the stomach. He stumbled back and tripped both himself and the stone-faced Blood as Ryann kipped up and landed on her feet. Every part of her body was on fire. Keep going! Faster! She spurred herself on with thoughts of the people she had to protect. The phone in her pocket was blowing up with messages, vibrating. Somehow it had survived this far.

Keep an eye on your enemies. Find the opening. There it was. They both came at her at once, and Micky swung his weapon in a wide arc. For a moment after the swing, he would be wide open.

Ryann leaned back and felt the draft of the crowbar on her skin as it passed by her eye. The stone-faced Blood moved in to throw a punch. Ryann was prepared and kicked against his leg. He grunted and fell to his knees. Ryann’s uppercut knocked him clean onto his back. Before she could face Micky again, she felt the slam of the crowbar against her back. Ryann growled, spit and blood from her cuts flying from her lips. The anger boiled up in her like a volcano overflowing. She whirled around and caught Micky’s weapon mid swing, right near the curved top.

He was standing way too close, being the inexperienced idiot that he was. His eyes went wide in sudden shock as she ripped the weapon from his grasp and stabbed it into his chest. Ryann felt the crunch and grind of metal against his ribs, and used her blood gift in a sudden burst of anger. Micky’s face went ashen as Ryann staked him.

That wouldn’t kill him, of course.

The stone-faced Blood was getting up again, shaking his head to clear it. Ryann sprinted over to kick him square in the face, but he managed to block it just in time. Out of the corner of her eye, Ryann caught three more Bloods entering through the door. She hissed in annoyance as her current enemy dashed over to them. He snarled once now and tensed to jump at her from his crouched position, but the lead Blood raised her hand. She was smaller than Ryann. Dark tan skin, piercing brown eyes. Both glistened and shone with the signs of life, which meant she was either lucky, like Ryann, or old and powerful. Her attire was an elegant, midnight-blue suit, a dark shirt, and a glistening, dark blue tie, all of which complemented her raven hair. It was voluminous, and the bulk of it was left open, save for a thick, loose braid with a golden chain woven into it.

The woman took a deep breath in through her nose, catching Ryann’s scent. They faced off against each other, Ryann with her fists up, breathing hard, and her perfectly calm head held high and hands in her pockets.

The woman looked to the side, where Micky had sagged down, staked and paralyzed. She shook her head. “Fucking amateurs,” she said. Her voice was firm and authoritative. “So, Ryann… Stake or blade? It’s your choice.”

Ryann licked over where stone-face had split her lip. “You gonna keep fucking talking?” she growled.

The woman sighed, and for just a moment she looked aside, glancing about. Something landed heavily somewhere in the factory, making a metallic clang. “My name is Marianne,” the woman said and undid the button of her jacket with a quick flick. She took it off, folded it over her arm and threw it to the side. The tie slid off her neck and she wound it around her slender fingers before putting it down too. The other three Bloods watched quietly as she rolled up the sleeves of her black shirt. “I want you to know that, for me and mine,” she gestured to the others, “this is nothing personal. We simply don’t want to die.”

“Funny way to go about it,” Ryann said. “Because I’ve killed, like, five Bloods tonight.” She looked over at Micky briefly. “Five and a half.”

“I’ll take my chances with you,” Marianne said. She pulled a weapon from behind her back, a wicked blade attached to brass knuckles. It slid over her fingers and clinked against her three silver rings as she made a fist, on the middle finger, ring finger, and thumb. “One last chance,” she said evenly. Stoneface snarled. “Come quietly, or else.”

Ryann spat on the floor. “Bring it,” she growled, fists up.

Marianne was a fighter. It was obvious in the way she moved in quickly and guarded herself. She might not have any formal martial arts training, but her footwork was swift and evasive, letting her dodge the kick Ryann threw at her side, and her punches were tight with little telegraphing. Ryann could have given her a few more tips, but she knew what she was doing.

The metal knuckle dusters sent flashes of pain through Ryann’s shoulder and then through her abdomen as they hit again and again, too quickly and with too much force. Marianne was definitely using a blood gift to gain some speed. Then why hasn’t she stabbed me yet? Ryann wondered just as Marianne tried to draw the blade across her leg. Ryann punched her in the chest hard and threw her off-balance. If they got her legs, she couldn’t fight as effectively. She certainly couldn’t run.

She noticed too late that the other Bloods had shifted position to get behind her. Stoneface nearly caught her in the back of the head with a swing, and the young girl with the pixie cut next to Ryann slashed a shallow wound across her leg with long claws. Ryann elbowed her in the throat and spun and threw a kick that made Stoneface back off.

The third Blood was right behind her. Ryann twisted to face him and the stake in his hand pierced into her already injured lats instead of punching through her back. He looked like he could have been an actor, with a perfectly chiselled face on which the decades had left some wrinkles and crow’s feet. His eyes were bright blue and open in surprise as Ryann grabbed his perfectly styled, wavy, black hair and pulled his head back. She punched his throat and heard the trachea crunch under the strike. He wheezed and stumbled back in pain.

Ryann pulled the stake out with a grunt, willing her blood to try and stop the bleeding there, while still turning and trying to keep all her opponents in her line of sight. Stoneface came back in and Ryann let him punch her ribs. She broke the thick, sturdy wood of the stake over his head, which sent him to the ground. The girl next to her snarled and Ryann grabbed her wrist as she lunged and tripped her to the ground. Ryann was on her in an instant, foot raised to kick down on her head—

The girl staring up at her fearfully was no older than Kate. Ryann’s eyes went wide as her muscles locked up. For just a moment, she hesitated. She couldn’t kill her.

She couldn’t kill a kid.

“NO!” The voice boomed through the factory. Ryann flinched away from Marianne, suddenly very afraid. She was shrouded in an aura of black and red, flickering and spraying faintly like an illusion or a heat mirage. Ryann felt terror grip her and before she knew what she was doing, she ran.

Something hit the ground next to her foot, but she didn’t stop. A blur shot after Ryann and tackled her to the ground. It was Blue-eyes, and this time he had a smaller stake, made of metal. Ryann slammed her elbow into his face, making blood and spit spray. She rolled onto her side, grabbed his arms and wrenched them away from where they’d latched on around her. He snarled in pain as she spun to her knees and then got to her feet, pulling him into a kneeling position.

Ryann shut him up with a kick to the side of the head.

Something flew out of the darkness again, and this time Ryann caught what it was. Long, black, and slimy. Disgusting as it was, it had to be a tongue. Ryann ducked under it, legs burning in protest at the continued and unceasing exertion, and pushed off. Her fingertips caught the top of the machinery next to her, just barely, and her body protested.

Her feet pushed against the metal, and she scrambled to where she had a better grip and could pull herself up fully. She cast a quick glance and could see the eyes of the remaining Bloods glowing in the dark as they rushed through the factory like a pack of blood-sucking sharks. Ryann made eye contact with the bald man in the suit. He stared at her from behind his sunglasses and Ryann suppressed a shudder at the hate on his face.

She looked around for an escape route and found one. She prepared to jump, swung her arms to get as much power as she could, and pushed off. There wasn’t any time to activate her gift to help, and she wasn’t going to waste any blood that she might need to fight or heal. It wasn’t an ideal jump. Her collarbone slammed against the lower edge of the catwalk she’d aimed for, and she scrambled to hold on as her legs swung beneath her. Her whole body screamed, burning with all the cuts and bruises and probable fractures she had sustained. At least the shoulder Micky had hit didn’t feel broken. But she was now dangerously low on blood.

For a brief moment, Ryann thought she was going to slip. Then her fingers caught one of the spaces in the metal of the floor that was like a long, thin grate. She swung her leg up, and rolled onto the catwalk. Ryann took a huffing breath before she kipped up and assessed her situation. The Bloods were below her, staring up as they made their way through the factory. In the distance, she could make out Marianne trying to hold back the kid. In the morning light, her expression was grim.

Oh. It’s morning, Ryann thought then and looked to the huge window behind her. It was dirty enough that the bright light falling in didn’t burn her. It also meant she had nowhere to run, which was not great news. Ryann leaned on the metal railing and let out a breath. Then went to reach for her phone and let the others know where she was.

She heard the crack of air and the spray of slime before she even saw it. She whirled around and leaned to the side as the long, black tongue slashed onto the railing of the catwalk and left hissing burns there. It extended from somewhere a couple of metres in the dark, where the light didn’t reach. Ryann grabbed it and dug her claws in despite the searing pain in her palms. She heard a gurgling cry as she put her foot up against the railing and pulled it taut. She strained, resisting the incredibly powerful force that tried to draw back the tongue, to pull her over the railing and down to where the other Bloods were waiting with bared fangs.

With a ferocious cry, Ryann yanked her arms back.

Something tore in the factory and gave way with a wet sound. The force pulling against Ryann was gone and her back slammed hard into the other railing. She fell down and gasped, clinging on to the metal rail with a white-knuckle grip.

She was so tired. She hadn’t even fought long enough for the blood running from her wounds to dry. She had barely stopped bleeding, despite her healing gift being constantly active. Ryann huffed and pulled herself up, willing her beaten body to move. She tossed the slick, long tongue down to the other Bloods. “Fuck you,” she snarled. “And fuck your boss.” Then she allowed herself to drop her head, leaning hard on the railing, and just take a few breaths.

The Bloods watched her from with glowing eyes. There were ways to get onto the catwalk, but not enough space for them to attack Ryann more than one or two at a time, which had proven fatal to them. Ryann beckoned them with one hand. “Come on!” she yelled down between her hard breaths. “What’s wrong? You scared?”

“They’re waiting for me,” Katarina said from right behind Ryann.

She spun around just in time to see the red glow in the dark and jump back before it carved through where her chest had been. A shadow separated out of the darkness, fluid and solid at the same time. The form was almost humanoid, though far larger than Ryann. Shadows draped down the feminine figure like a dress that spilled over the edges of the catwalk and down to the other Bloods. The red glow was where the heart of the figure should sit, above Ryann’s head, with red veins like fire burning thin through shadowy flesh. It spread over the arms, covering the tips of the long claws in that eerie red glow.

Then two more arms joined the first two.

“Fuck me,” Ryann muttered.

“If you survive tonight, maybe,” Katarina said. “Jokes aside, I really don’t want to do this. I don’t suppose you’d just agree to come with me?” Her shadowy arms moved out to embrace Ryann slowly.

Ryann punched one. It felt like punching through a stream of freezing cold water. “Oof. Sorry buddy, I just… Yeah I gotta go,” Ryann said, wanting precisely none of that, and dashed away.

Katarina froze. “Hey!” she then yelled. “Don’t! I really need to catch you! Gold is gonna kill me otherwise!” She rushed after Ryann.

“Yeah, I’d rather not—” The darkness passed over and through Ryann, chilling her to the core and making all her injuries feel like shards of ice piercing her body. For a moment she was deaf and blind, and floating in nothingness. When she could see again, that split-second later, she doubled over, gasping from the unexpected shock. Her hand clenched onto the railing of the catwalk.

Katarina loomed over her. “Last chance,” she said. “I really don’t want to hurt you. You’ve got such a pretty face!”

Ryann threw a punch at the glowing point in her chest with as much speed and power as her gift allowed. It was just a graze that made the shadows pull apart for a moment, but Katarina snarled. She backhanded Ryann in the face. The red claws cut her cheek, and she could feel the wound burn as she was tossed against the side of the railing.

That seems to have done something. Ryann dashed in and ducked under the swiping arms. She used her gift again and kicked the same spot hard. This time, Katarina grabbed her leg straight out of the air, wrapping two claws around her ankle. She pulled Ryann up, off her feet, and a third claw slammed her back down to the catwalk. Ryann gasped as the air was forced out of her. Oh fuck… Not good, her mind went as her world spun. She had just about managed to shield her head and avoid it bouncing against metal.

The catwalk jerked suddenly and sagged away under them. Both Ryann and Katarina hastily grabbed on to something as the floor dipped. Ryann cast a glance behind, where in Katarina’s ‘shadow,’ Stoneface had snuck up on them. His expression was entirely devoid of any emotion as he stepped forward and grabbed two of the ceiling supports for his section of catwalk. Ryann saw the line of blood corroding away the metal behind him. He slid his hands up the supports. They started to change colour quickly, became brittle, and broke. Stoneface held on to the remaining bits sticking out of the ceiling. His feet lifted off the ground as the previously even floor dipped into a steep angle. That part of the catwalk had been severed along with the supports to the ceiling, and now it was falling.

Ryann felt herself slip and spin as she began to slide head-down towards the factory floor. She lost her grip on the metal of the walkway and tried to snatch on to something else. She caught the last strut of the railing and swung her legs for momentum. The leap got her some distance from where the Bloods were waiting for her at the bottom of the new slide. She landed and rolled in an empty space behind some machinery, right next the large, grimy window. Soft, dirty light streamed inside. Ryann forced herself up. Her leg pounded where Katarina had gripped it, and when she tried to call on her blood to heal herself she realized with a shock that her reserves had diminished drastically. Was it her? Ryann thought and looked up at Katarina’s glowing red claws.

It didn’t matter. She hurried along the wall, but stopped when Marianne’s group blocked her path. She stood in front, weapon and fist raised before her. Blue-eyes and Pixie-cut were out behind her, growling loudly. They slowly encircled Ryann. She turned to run, but Stoneface dropped down behind her. He had jumped to the window, which cracked under his weight, and had dug his fingers into the glass. They carved large gouges where he slid down. The blisters on them from the stronger light didn’t seem to bother him at all as he guarded the path along the wall behind Ryann. Katarina rose up in shadow next to him.

The bald Blood stepped calmly out from between the machinery to complete the chain. Ryann was penned in by six enemies with her back to the sun. Her breaths were loud in her own ears, and she tasted blood. Hunger gnawed at her insides. She would give anything for just a little blood.

She remembered waking up today, feeling warm and safe, right next to Meg. She remembered holding her in her arms. I really wish you were here right now, Ryann thought.

Then the Bloods set upon her. Punches fell like rain down on Ryann. She took them to the gut, the chest, the head… There were too many angles to protect. She caught Stoneface in the jaw with a jab, and Blue-eyes was immediately there to kick her knee.

She buckled and Marianne rammed a knee in the side of her face, then the bald man punched her so hard Ryann saw stars and went down. The kicks and punches kept falling until she stopped trying to get up. Gotta conserve… some energy… Ryann thought as her head spun and every breath tasted of blood. The onslaught finally ended, and, very slowly, she rolled over onto her side. Her shoulder hit the wall.

She could see the Bloods standing in their half circle before her. Her vision was blurry. Something glinted right near her face. Marianne’s polished black leather shoes. “I can see why everybody wants her,” Marianne said in her slightly accented voice, watching Ryann from her crouched position.

“Nobody wants her,” the bald Blood sneered behind her.

Marianne looked back. “Six dead Bloods in the span of a couple minutes would suggest otherwise,” she said, sounding annoyed. “Not just normal Bloods. Strong ones. Not fledglings.”

“You’ve got her!” a pathetic voice wheezed. Anger made strength return to Ryann’s limbs.

Some asshole must’ve un-staked Micky.

She could hear him laughing, first slowly, in disbelief, then louder. “She’s mine! She’s finally mine! Hey… Hey, what are you doing! She’s mi—” His voice was cut off with a thump and the sound of a choking.

“Kill her,” the bald Blood said.

“She could be a tremendous ally!” Marianne said.

A growl rose up into the room. “Marianne… Do you really want to fight both the Dawn and the Dark?”

“I’m trying to help! And besides, Gold wants her alive!”

“Mr. Gold,” the bald Blood, presumably Rastus, snarled, “isn’t here. While he is not here, my word is his word. And I gave you an order.”

“But she’s…”

“Shut the fuck up, Micky!” Both Marianne and the bald Blood shouted in unison. “Choke him out,” Marianne added. “We need to move before her backup gets here. Unless you want to meet the Dawn!”

Meet it right now, asshole! Ryann rose up hard despite her injuries. Her claws carved through her arm as she drew on her gifts and flung corrosive blood in a wide ark over the window. She drew on the last of her strength and called her gift of strength. With a desperate cry, she slammed her fists against the window.

The Bloods behind her called out in alarm. It was a desperate attempt, one Ryann barely had any hope of making work. For a moment time stood still. Then the glass shattered with the most beautiful sound. Shards rained down on Ryann as she threw herself down and shielded her head. She still caught the bald Blood go up like a torch. He screamed and rushed towards her like a living fireball. Micky and the other Bloods fled in terror from the sun. Their voices were just feral shrieks and screeches as the fear of fire and death took over their rational minds and let the beast inside take flight. Katarina’s shadow form buckled and bent under the rays that just crested the top of the faraway horizon. Her four arms snatched up the bald man and carried him away as he screamed bloody murder.

Ryann stayed lying there, on the ground, curled around her weak, burned and blistered hand. It hurt so much she wanted to cry, and at the same time she tried to send blood into all the broken parts of her body. The exertion was too much. Her vision grew dark at the edges. Don’t… You can’t black out! Stay awake! A voice in her mind yelled. Get up! But she just couldn’t. She had fought so hard… Surely she could be allowed to rest.

Just a few minutes, Ryann’s mind whispered.

Everything faded to black.
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The light was dimming when she finally opened her eyes again. Ryann blinked tiredly. Everything hurt. She was curled up, and it was cold, and she was alone. After what felt like an eternity, she finally managed to move. Her palm pressed into the ground and into glass shards as she pushed herself up with a groan. She had no blood. She’d barely been able to heal herself. Ryann could feel a dozen bruises, and her muscles protested with every twitch.

Minutes or maybe hours passed as she strained to push herself up, she got her feet under her. Her vision immediately swam and she staggered into the wall, almost slipping on the glass. Her claws dug into the space between bricks to hold her up. Her breath came in hard, rough growls. It took a minute for her vision to fully stabilize. The sky was outside overcast, but still light. Her attackers were gone. Ryann shook her head. She fumbled for her phone.

It was dead. She frowned and couldn’t quite remember why she cared. Her gut burned with hunger. She groaned softly as the emptiness burned through her veins like a fire. Suddenly she was outside, staggering away from the factory. Had she blacked out for a second? Every step made her body burn, but she kept moving.

She gradually got used to the burning. It became manageable, and soon she barely felt it anymore. It began to rain, and the cold moisture soothed Ryann’s remaining aches. Thunder rumbled in the distance, steadily getting closer. Ryann walked, not knowing where to, fighting against the wind. Hunger gnawed in her gut. The wind carried the scent of rot and grave-dirt to her. She veered away from there. Her mind was foggy. She was hurt. But she knew somehow that that place was bad for her. The hunger steered her in a different direction anyway.

Without aim or direction, she just stumbled through the streets. She was looking for something. Sometimes she would hear voices echoing in the distance and be drawn to them, but no matter how her hunger roared inside her and gnawed at her guts, it didn’t get that sweet release of blood. The rain shooed the prey back into their dens. It muddled scents, made it harder to follow them

Ryann snarled in anger. The sound rumbled through her throat as she found herself suddenly in an urban area, surrounded by little houses for people to hide in from the night and the things in the dark. Anger coursed through Ryann, pure, undiluted and without thought. She wanted blood. No, she needed blood! And there was so much here, she just had to take it! If only she wasn’t injured, she could tear down the flimsy doors and walls shielding her food from her and…

She stopped suddenly. The growl ebbed away. Instead, a deep, husky purr rose up in the back of her throat. She sniffed the air, trying to catch the scent again. Had she imagined it? Ryann raised her head and closed her eyes. Thick, heavy raindrops splattered all over her face and ran down to her jaw and further over her neck.

There it was!

So faint, but definitely there. Her purr grew louder. There was a beautiful scent in the air. It was sweet and warm. The smell of blood. Delicious, sweet blood, unlike anything Ryann had ever tasted.

It had to be hers.

She sniffed the air and slowly followed the sidewalk. The scent was fleeting, faint, and yet Ryann was irrevocably drawn to it. Like a compass pointing north, she knew this was where she had to go. This scent was what she needed.

Her body demanded it. Every instinct told her she had to have that blood. She would have it. The growling purr in Ryann’s throat grew louder as she saw the figure walking at the end of the street. Her fingers flexed in anticipation. Her tongue ran over sharp teeth as she licked her lips.

The hunt was on.

* * *

Rachel poked at her food a little. She had her phone next to her, much to her parents’ dismay, and waited for Ryann to text her back. Her heart beat a little faster every time she got a message from her. She imagined Ryann’s voice, all deep and soft…

Rachel sighed. She knew it was bad for her. Ryann wasn’t interested in her, and she had to shake that dumb crush. But earlier, Ryann had seemed like she really wanted to talk to her. And Rachel wanted to talk to her too, right now. But she hadn’t heard back from her all day, which wasn’t like her and made Rachel wonder if she had done something wrong. 

Eventually, at her mother’s request, she put her phone away and made conversation with them. She talked about her job, her co-workers. As much as she thought was appropriate without outing someone, anyway. It was perfectly pleasant and perfectly boring and perfectly the last thing Rachel wanted to do. She paid attention to every sound or flash her phone might make.

Where are you, Ryann? she asked quietly in her mind, hoping for a reply she knew wasn’t likely to come. Her mind wandered a little, thinking about Ryann’s hug, her warmth, the feel of her skin on Rachel’s. Rachel blushed at the thoughts and hid her face a bit more in her food. She tried to think about the tattoos instead. She really wanted to ask Ryann about getting one. Or maybe start with piercings first.

She’ll text back, Rachel reassured herself as dinner passed torturously slow. She offered to wash the dishes herself, and that afforded her some distraction. After that she retreated to her room and flung herself onto her bed. She checked her phone once more, saw no new notifications, and put it aside with a sigh.

Lucy came into her room with the little tap-tap-tap-tap of her little claws on wood. She hopped onto the bed and nuzzled into Rachel. Rachel smiled softly. She ran her hand over the doggo’s head. “What am I gonna do, Lucy?” she asked softly. “I think I might really like Ryann.”

Lucy huffed softly. Her tail wagged a bit.

Rachel nodded a little. “Yeah, you’re right. Just gonna have to get over it. Somehow.” It felt like her chest was slowly getting tight. She really wanted to tell Ryann how she felt, but she already knew she wasn’t Ryann’s type. It would be stupid to expect her to grow to like me, Rachel thought as she hugged Lucy and nuzzled into the fur. She’s a big girl. Like… really big. She tried to chase the blush from her cheeks. She knows exactly what she likes and she doesn’t have to settle for anything less. Somehow, despite the pain, that made Rachel smile. Maybe one day she could be that strong and confident. She took a deep breath in and gagged a little.

“Lucy!” she said chidingly. “You need a bath, little lady!” Lucy immediately dashed off the bed and down the stairs. Rachel giggled. She looked out the window. It was getting pretty dark. The weather forecast had announced rain, and she could see a few drops against her window already.

Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to go for a little walk. Rachel often went on night walks with Lucy. Ryann had asked her not to, but she was just overly worried. Nothing ever happened in this neighbourhood. Besides, I’ve been working out, she thought and tried not to think about the first time she’d noticed her biceps getting bigger, or that time she’d managed her first pull-up without assistance.

But she didn’t manage not to think about it. Her cheeks flushed dark red with happiness and the memory of Ryann’s smile, and even Kay’s approving nod. “Yeah, I’m tough!” she said softly to herself with a little smile. “Who’s gonna tussle with me? Nobody!” Besides, she had Lucy. She’ll protect me from anything with her loud bark! Even garbage cans at night!

Rachel headed downstairs, reluctantly taking her phone with her. She didn’t want to think about Ryann, she wanted to get her mind off her. Any time she had used her phone in the past two months, it had been with a thought of her. Rachel knew she was somehow thinking about her probably every minute of the day, except sometimes when work got hectic. Picking up her phone reminded her of the late-night conversations with Ryann, when her big friend told her to go to sleep while still being up herself.

But it would be stupid to leave the house without a phone. What if there was an emergency? And sometimes she needed her torch so Lucy could go to the bathroom. She wasn’t just going to leave the poop lying around like some sort of savage.

“Mom!” Rachel called over into the living room where her parents watched TV. “I’m taking Lucy for a walk!”

“It’s raining!” her mom called back. “She’ll be all smelly!”

“She’s already smelly! I’ll give her a bath before going to bed!”

“Okay, but don’t be too late!” he mom called. At the door, Lucy was going crazy and spinning in circles, because on the one hand, a walk sounded nice. On the other, a bath? Not so much. She was a very clever doggo.

“Yeah, you’re clever, aren’t you?” Rachel giggled and took her little cheeks and played with her fingers in Lucy’s neck fur. “A clever, stinky doggo! Yes, you are!” Lucy’s eyes were wide and her tongue lolled out in excitement. Her tail wagged hard enough to endanger the little potted plants at the door. Rachel giggled softly, put on her jacket and headed out, with Lucy happily running ahead.

The weather wasn’t really all that cold yet, but with the rain and wind, Rachel soon felt her hands freeze a bit. She took Lucy back to the park, to the little wooden pavilion that she and Ryann liked to sit in while Lucy dashed about. Here she was shielded from the wind and rain. They howled around the structure, but inside Rachel was completely safe. Even just that reminded her of Ryann. When she smiled at her, Rachel felt like she was in the eye of the storm. Like anything could happen, and nothing would affect her. She felt safe with Ryann.

Rachel pulled out her phone and checked again. Still no messages. She bit her lip and started typing. Hey, I know I’ve sent you a bunch of messages already, she started. Please don’t think I’m some weird stalker, I just… I worry about you. Are you okay? Is there something I can help with? She deleted the text to start over. Hi! the new one read. Just wondering how your day went? You still on that thing from this morning? I’d love to help, if I can.

That’s fucking stupid, Rachel thought and dropped her head. She deleted the text and tried again. After a number of tries Rachel just stared at her screen. I miss you. She deleted it. Why would she miss Ryann? It had barely been a couple of days since they last saw each other and baked cookies! They texted each other all the time. They were just friends, this had to be enough.

It’s not enough, Rachel realized with a heavy heart. She missed Ryann every time she left. She thought about her smile, her laugh, the way she talked and made stupid jokes… Get a grip. Rachel called for Lucy. It took the little doggo a while to hear her over her own barking, but then she rushed up to Rachel and nuzzled her legs. She really smelled like wet dog now.

Rachel started to walk her back home. Just as she exited the park onto the rainy street, a shiver went through her. She cast a glance around, trying to spot anybody in the light of the street lamps. It reflected orange in the disturbed puddles, casting its glow through the raindrops, but the few people out and about were all headed away from Rachel.

So why did she feel watched?

Rachel turned on her flashlight and shone it into the park behind her. It was a little less illuminated, but there was nobody there that she could see through the dark and rain. Still, the feeling persisted. She walked briskly the whole way back home. Every time Lucy stopped to sniff the same corner or hydrant as always, Rachel nervously called her to her side and urged her on. She shone the flashlight behind her enough times to be sure that there was nobody there, but she couldn’t help the feeling. It was like when she had left the cemetery that morning. The cemetery had never scared her, not even in the dark. She’d always found it comforting. But those last steps before exiting out through the gate, she had felt that same sensation sending a shudder down her spine.

Lucy stopped right at their front door and started barking at the front yard. Rachel fumbled with the keys in her frigid fingers. The lights in the living room were off, so her parents must have already gone to bed. In the dark, with Lucy’s barking, the feeling of being watched got even worse. Finally, she managed to insert the key and turned it. She pushed the door open quickly and whistled. “Lucy! Here, girl!” Lucy kept barking. She stalked closer to the fence with a growl. Thunder rumbled far in the distance. “Lucy! Here!” Rachel said, firmer.

Lucy slowly peeled away from whatever she had been staring at, and Rachel pulled her inside. She locked the door behind them and double-checked whether it was really closed. Of course it was. Rachel let out a sigh of relief.

Then Lucy shook, right in the middle of the entrance hallway. Rachel groaned when she saw the drops on the walls. I’m sure nobody will notice. Or smell anything, she thought with flushed cheeks. She looked down at the happily panting doggo. “You’re a little menace,” she said and reached down to ruffle Lucy’s ears. Her tail started wagging happily.

“Yeah, you’re lucky I love you. Now stay!” Rachel went to get a little towel for Lucy’s paws. She had been splashing through puddles, and the last thing Rachel wanted was to clean up after her.

When she stepped into the corridor to the bathroom, Rachel hesitated. Somehow, the darkness where the line of light from the entrance ended looked a bit too dark. She reached into the space and fumbled for the light switch. The light turned on and revealed a perfectly normal corridor. Rachel still stood there, frozen for just a little bit, listening for any sound. When there was nothing, she felt utterly silly and decided never to tell Ryann about it. What kind of adult is scared of the dark? she thought to herself as she got the towel from the bathroom. She’d probably make fun of me. Ryann wasn’t scared of anything.

Rachel got the towel, cleaned Lucy’s little paws, and then started the arduous process of coaxing her into the bathroom. “It’s fine!” Rachel said as she waved a treat just out of Lucy’s reach. She was slowly inching back. “No water, see?”

The utter look of betrayed disbelief Lucy gave her when the water did get turned on was almost comical. Rachel chuckled softly and held Lucy’s collar as she stood stiff-legged and upset in the bath. “If you just let the dog groomer do it, we wouldn’t have to do this game of trust and betrayal every time,” Rachel told her as she took the dog shampoo and carefully made sure she didn’t get it anywhere sensitive, like near Lucy’s eyes.

Lucy just huffed. She shook and made a face at the wall, which was apparently a better friend than Rachel.

Rachel rinsed all the shampoo out thoroughly, dried the doggo off and gave her a few treats as a reward for being good. She giggled a bit when Lucy snatched the long, stringy treat and dashed off to the living room to get comfortable on the couch.

“Have a good night, Lucy!” Rachel hummed. She felt much better than she had earlier, when she’d come in. It had just been an irrational scare, likely brought on by her worrying about Ryann. She even walked into her room with the lights off! (She felt really proud of getting over that little fear. Baby steps.)

The air in Rachel’s room was a little stuffy when she got back, so she opened the window. The rain let up a little as she put on her pyjamas, so she decided to leave it open. She liked the sound of rain. It was calming and helped her sleep. She checked her phone one more time.

Nothing.

With a heavy sigh, she placed the phone on her nightstand and rolled over. Rachel huddled into her blankets, shut her eyes, and hoped the rain would drown out the echo of Ryann’s voice in her memory for just a little, so she could fall asleep.

* * *

Thunder cracked like a gunshot overhead.

Rachel shot up in bed, breathing heavy. She looked around and tried to muddle her way through the fog of confusion in her mind. She didn’t recall falling asleep or even feeling tired, so it took her a moment to realize how late it was. She still felt disoriented when her mind grasped that truth, and her heart pounded hard in her chest. The curtains fluttered in the wind that tried to force itself into her room. Her door must have slammed shut from the draft.

Rachel tossed her covers aside to leap to the window.

Shutting it was hard. She had to fight the wind, press against it like the flow of water, and at the last few inches the howl of it through the gap was frighteningly loud to her. Getting those last few inches was harder, too. She had to lean against the window with her full weight. Finally, it shut and Rachel roughly turned the plastic handle.

She breathed hard, pulse still racing. The floor under her bare feet was wet. Rachel rubbed her eyes. Jesus… What the fuck, she thought. If only she had checked the forecast more thoroughly. She had just assumed it would be a little light drizzle! Now lightning flashed outside still. No way that wasn’t on the forecast. Stupid. Rachel sighed. It’s fine… It’s fine, it’s just a little water. She hadn’t been in any danger, but it was still an unwelcome wake-up call. Her heart still thumped hard in her chest, and her breath was still panicked. Slowly, she calmed herself by breathing deep and leaning on the windowsill.

The night outside was dark. She stared out into it. Silent lightning illuminated the world for a few moments and Rachel could see the raindrops drumming against her window. It was so much more pleasant like this. The rain hit the roof overhead and the window, sounding muted and gentle. But being out there right now would be unpleasant.

I can’t believe Ryann used to be homeless, Rachel thought, right as another enormous roll of thunder shook the world. She silently wished she was as heavy a sleeper as her parents. Nothing ever woke them until their ten hours were up.

Rachel knelt down in a dry spot before the window and rested her chin on her arms on the windowsill. She tried to imagine Ryann in a storm like that, alone, without shelter. She couldn’t. It hurt too much, thinking of anyone in that kind of distress.

She huffed softly through her nose. “Why am I thinking about her again?” she muttered to herself with a tiny note of bitterness. She didn’t want to think about her crush. She didn’t want to think about Ryann right now, because then she would be tempted to check her phone, and then she would be sad…

I should just go back to bed, Rachel decided as she got up. She turned around and froze.

A shiver ran down her spine as, in the last split-second of illumination from a lightning strike, the deep shadows of her room looked like there was someone standing in the corner furthest from the window, hiding behind the wardrobe. But that was silly. Of course there was nobody there. It was just the shadow of the wardrobe, cast by the lightning.

Rachel knew she had an overactive imagination. Like when she used to read horror stories, which she loved, and ended up scared of imaginary monsters in the dark. She would turn on the flashlight of her phone and keep it directed at the space beneath her bed after turning off the light, right up until she jumped hastily onto the mattress. Just the mere idea of a monster under her bed made her nervous. And now she was tired. It was just her mind playing tricks. All she had to do was move a single step, take her phone from the nightstand, and she would see.

It took her way too long to make that move. It felt like an eternity, and she immediately darted back out of the shadows, back into the sparse light the window offered. Her throat was dry as she fumbled with the power button. She really had to get over this stupid, childish fear, or she’d never be able to look Ryann in the eye again.

Lighting struck once more and illuminated in a flash the track of wet puddles trailing across the carpet, the pale fingers curled around the wardrobe and the half-hidden face staring at Rachel.

She screamed, and it was drowned out by a deafening crack of thunder. Her phone slipped from her grasp. It landed face-down, plunging the room into even greater darkness.

Rachel fled.

She tried to run for the door, but something grabbed her leg. It took her panicked brain a fraction of a moment to reason that it was probably the edge of her bed that she’d stumbled against. She staggered around it. The smell of blood washed over her, far too powerful to leave any doubt.

Rachel let out a quiet little whimper.

An enormous weight slammed into her and took her off her feet.

She flailed helplessly as she landed on the bed, and the weight on her forced all the air from her lungs. The impact alone had left her breathless, not to mention the fear. But now she wasn’t sure she could scream if her life depended on it. A powerful grip forced her wrists down as she squirmed and tried to get away.

“Quiet,” a voice whispered in the dark.

Rachel froze. The next flash of lightning, seconds later, let her make out the face hovering above hers. She saw the scar going down above the left eyebrow, hitting the eyelid. The thin scar at the lips, which were drawn into a sneer. Pale green, narrowed eyes that watched her and seemed to shine in the dark. The large, pale scar going over Ryann’s nose and slanting down into a frayed end at the right cheek.

“R-Ryann?” Rachel whimpered. Her mind was racing. What was she doing here? Why would she be in Rachel’s room in the middle of the night? Was this real, or a nightmare?

Why does she smell of blood?

A mix of fear and a little courage pushed Rachel into action. “L-Let me go!” she demanded, voice still hushed by both fear and the weight of the tall, impossibly strong woman on top of her. She couldn’t help the frightful stammer in her words. Meanwhile, Ryann didn’t even seem to notice Rachel’s squirming, which sent a flutter of confused feelings through Rachel’s stomach. She winced as the grip around her wrists became almost painfully tight. Definitely not a dream. And the fingers were cold as ice.

“Rachel…” Ryann whispered. Her voice was intimately soft, deep, and so tantalizingly close. “I need you…” The words were accompanied by that soft, adorable purring sound Ryann sometimes made.

“N… Need m-me?” Rachel whispered back, heart pounding even faster. Lightning flashed again, giving her a good view of her open mouth and the long, long canines in it. She gasped and froze up as Ryann’s cool lips brushed over her collarbone. With every millimetre they moved further up, moving over her neck. A shiver ran down Rachel’s spine. Her mouth clamped shut and her entire body remained tense. She shuddered as those lips played at her skin, right on her pulse.

She tried to keep the whimper in when Ryann’s tongue flicked against her neck. But when the teeth grazed over her skin and pinched and tugged, she couldn’t anymore.

It was just a tiny, tiny noise, almost inaudible over the sound of the rain, but Ryann froze. Rachel waited, breath stuck in her throat, not daring to do anything more but lying still. Her heart still beat powerfully in her chest, but… something had changed.

The touch at her neck vanished. Her wrists were released and suddenly that weight on her was gone.

Rachel lay in the dark and stared up at the ceiling. Her mind was churning with fear and confusion. What… the fuck just happened? She very slowly sat up. That panic inside her hadn’t quite left. It had abated a little as soon as she saw Ryann, but she could still feel it tightening her chest.

There was another lightning strike that illuminated Ryann’s back. She was sitting at the foot of the bed, hunched over. She wasn’t moving or doing anything.

Rachel sat very still. She tried to sort through the confusion and complex emotions as she watched the space in the dark where Ryann was still sitting. She settled on being angry. She didn’t want to be angry. She never wanted to be angry. But she had just gotten jumped on! In her room, in the middle of the night, no less! Who does that?? With a quick lean and a flick, Rachel turned on her bedside lamp, finally casting some consistent light throughout the room. Ryann remained turned away from her.

She was shaking.

That shook Rachel a little. She still felt upset. More than upset. How dare Ryann just break into her room? Not to mention giving her such a fright?? She didn’t know what she was going to say as she slipped off the bed and marched around to see Ryann’s face, but it all died in her throat immediately.

Ryann looked miserable. Scared. Terrified, really. She was crying quietly, and after the briefest of eye contact she immediately averted her gaze. That confident, strong woman Rachel had come to love was crying.

Her sweater was messed up. Everything was messed up. There were dark spots on the fabric that Rachel tried to tell herself were just dirt. But where the light crested the side of Ryann’s face, she could see the fresh cut. Then she knew the dirt on Ryann’s cheeks was dried blood. The sweater itself was ripped and torn. There was a large hole in the left sleeve, too.

Her lips were colourless, pale. Her eyes seemed sunken, or maybe it was the light. But Rachel could clearly hear the strangled little whimpers coming from her. All that fury in her gut just went out like a tiny match, leaving her confused. Rachel stood in front of Ryann, who had just… apparently broken into her home by climbing through the window to watch her sleep?? She should feel angry. Really angry. But her fists relaxed and opened and she just… stared.

What is going on? Rachel slowly moved a little and reached over to the light switch next to the door. It clicked on and bathed the room in light.

Rachel flinched back a bit. In the light she could see much clearer how messed up Ryann looked. Her face was cut up and pale. Her eyes were sunken with dark veins. And the tears dripping from her jaws were blood red.

Rachel stared at her. She didn’t know what to think. Blood tears weren’t normal. Was she injured? Deep down, she knew that wasn’t the only explanation. She remembered the fangs that had pinched her skin, and put a hand to her neck quickly. It came away without even a speck of red. She remembered Ryann’s sleep schedule, the little purrs she insisted were just natural and uncontrollable. She remembered Ryann’s first conversation with her.

“Have you ever thought about what it’s like to be bitten by a vampire?” the words echoed in her head. Very gradually, Rachel recognized that there was a truth about Ryann she had to accept. No matter how crazy it sounded.

And no matter how scared that should make her, Rachel couldn’t stay away from Ryann. Seeing her hurt made her feel like someone was squeezing her heart in her chest. She rushed over and watched Ryann almost flinch away. She stopped. Much more slowly, she moved up to Ryann and sat beside her. Even sinking down onto the mattress, she remained tense and confused. She moved slowly, too unsure of her own actions. There was a long, drawn-out silence between them in which Ryann clenched her jaw and averted her gaze as Rachel looked up at her.

Rachel licked her dry lips. Her attempts at starting a conversation failed, once, twice, three times. Instead she reached out a hand and placed it on the fist balled at Ryann’s knee. Her skin was icy to the touch. She had to have spent so long in the cold. She was shaking, too.

“Ryann?” Rachel asked softly. “Are you okay?”

Ryann shook her head. She didn’t answer.

Rachel frowned in empathetic pain. “I’m not angry,” she whispered.

There was a soft, bitter laugh from the tall woman. “You should be.”

“I… Ryann, please look at me,” Rachel whispered, trying to wrap her mind around what had just happened. “Whatever this is… I want to help.” Nobody had come to check up on her. The thunder must have drowned out her scream enough for her parents and Lucy to sleep through it — or had she even made a sound in the first place? It had all happened so fast…

Ryann shook her head at Rachel’s request. “I should leave,” she whispered.

“I’m not letting you go out into that storm by yourself.” She gripped Ryann’s hand harder, feeling a nervous flutter in her stomach. “Please. Just tell me what’s going on.”

Ryann was quiet for a moment in which the only sound was the roll of thunder and the drumming of rain on the roof above them. Then, very slowly, Ryann turned her head to look at Rachel. Her face was so pale. Her scars stood out against the rest of her colour. Lines of crimson flowed from Ryann’s green-and-red eyes.

“Are you hurt? Sick? How can I help you?” Rachel asked. She already knew what was going on. She suspected, at least, but it was just too crazy.

“Nobody can help me with this,” Ryann said quietly. Her voice was barely a whisper. Rachel could make out the veins under her pale skin, running up and down her neck.

“Maybe if you told me,” Rachel whispered, scooting a little closer. Ryann looked down again, and Rachel tried to move into her line of sight. “Hey,” she said softly. Without thinking, she brought a hand up to place it against Ryann’s cold cheek. She cupped it gently. Her thumb brushed one of the crimson tears away, but that only smeared the colour over Ryann’s cheek more than the cut along her temple already seemed to have done.

She didn’t pull away. She even let Rachel tilt her head, so their eyes met again, fully. She looked so terribly sad. Rachel gave her a soft smile. “I can handle it.” She held Ryann’s gaze for a long time that seemed like an eternity.

Ryann watched her face. Eventually she opened her mouth, biting her lip gently before she said, “You can’t tell anyone about this. And I mean anyone.”

Rachel nodded. “You can trust me,” she said almost inaudibly over the rain and another rumble in the sky. Her heart skipped a beat when Ryann leaned into her hand a bit more. She was so beautiful, even like this. Striking, that was the word. Even though she was sad and scared.

Rachel thought this was what it must feel like standing in front of a panther, exotic, powerful, beautiful. She immediately blushed at the thought. Maybe she shouldn’t think about her friend that way. But she broke into my room, so that makes it okay. We’re even.

Slowly, Ryann’s lips parted, and Rachel held her breath, waiting for the next words. Instead, her mouth opened wider. Her lips pulled back over her teeth, baring them again.

Normal canines weren’t supposed to be that long.

Rachel looked at her softly. “You’re trying to tell me you’re actually a vampire? For real?” Her thumb brushed over the bigger woman’s cheek again. Deep down, she already knew. But how could she just accept something so outlandish?

Ryann nodded very gently. Her gaze was soft and scared as she watched Rachel. And Rachel wanted to believe her. At the same time she wanted to laugh it off as a joke. She wanted to hug Ryann and kiss her pretty lips, and tell her that it was all going to be okay. And in the same thought, some part of her hoped this was just a dream that she would wake up from.

She looked down and saw the blood and grime on Ryann’s sweater. This is not a dream. She’s hurt, and she needs help. It came down to a choice. Was she going to accept what she was seeing, or delude herself?

Rachel knew she couldn’t do that. Ryann wouldn’t lie to her. Not like this.

If she is a real vampire, Rachel thought, frowning, then was she trying to… As Ryann slowly turned her face away again, Rachel’s mind flashed back to their almost-hookup. Ryann had claimed it wasn’t a hookup. She had been on top of Rachel. Nuzzling her neck.

Almost kissing it.

Rachel’s face heated up in embarrassment. “You were trying to suck my blood??” she asked, completely baffled and with her voice somewhere between a hiss and a whisper and a yell.

Ryann’s gaze snapped to her, startled. Her face turned a little more of a healthy colour as she too blushed. “I—”

“OH MY GOD.” Rachel put her hands to her head. Now that she finally admitted it to herself, she felt like she had been absolutely blind and deaf this whole time. “That’s what the whole hookup misunderstanding was? You were actually asking to drink my blood, on my bed, just… just like that?”

Ryann stared back at her. “Well what did you think it was?” she hissed back, sounding defensive and startled, and more than a little flustered.

“I don’t know,” Rachel whispered forcefully, “some sort of gay… lesbian… hookup role-play culture!” She leaned forward on her hands now and glared at Ryann. Her face was on fire with embarrassment.

Ryann leaned back and looked her over.

“What?” Rachel asked, still bright red and angry. Angry at herself for being blind, at Ryann for not being clear, at Ryann for being a vampire, at Ryann for seeing her all red and flustered and why wouldn’t she look away— 

“Nothing,” Ryann said deadpan. “Just didn’t think you were into that kinda roleplay.” Her voice was completely serious.

Rachel’s mouth hung open. Then she launched herself at Ryann and toppled her over backwards with a little yell. She straddled the much larger and much, much stronger vampire and glared down at her, grabbing her wrists. “Stop. Laughing. Now,” she growled, feeling ready to combust right there.

Ryann giggled a little, face still marred with blood tears. It got all over the sheets, and still Ryann looked so infuriatingly pretty with that smile of hers. “Sorry, short stuff,” she giggled, then winced.

Rachel frowned. “Are you hurt?” Stupid question, she thought immediately.

“Got a little fucked up, yeah,” Ryann said with an expression that was both a smile and a grimace.

Rachel immediately got off her. “Sorry!” She gave Ryann a concerned look. What had happened to her that she’d end up like this? What had she been doing…?

“It’s okay.” Ryann huffed as she sat up and chuckled a bit. “But that was pretty funny. Little baby gay says yes to roleplay-sex, I mean…”

“Shut up!” Rachel whined. “It wasn’t like that!” She looked aside all embarrassed. It was Ryann’s fault, too. How could she have said no to her?

Ryann cocked an eyebrow. “Wasn’t it, though?” Her mood seemed to lift a tiny bit.

Rachel looked to the side, flustered. She noticed the trail of rain and blood that went across her room. She fell very quiet. “Ryann,” she asked softly after a moment, “what happened to you? And why are you here?”

Ryann noticed her looking at the trail and lowered her gaze. “Sorry,” she muttered, rubbing her thick neck. Rachel could see it clearly defined by the angle of the light. She wanted to reach out and trace a finger along the muscles. “For everything,” Ryann continued. “I… I was following you at the cemetery…”

“That was you?” Rachel said in disbelief, and her eyes snapped back to Ryann. Was that why she had felt watched? “Were you stalking me?” she didn’t mean for her voice to sound so hurt.

“No!” Ryann turned toward her quickly. “Rachel, I would never… I don’t… That’s not the reason!”

“Then what?” Rachel crossed her arms with a soft frown that hopefully hid how betrayed and disappointed she felt.

“Rachel, that place is really dangerous!” Ryann said insistently. “There’s a giant bat monster that hunts there! I almost got a bite taken out of me by some undead zombie-dog thing!”

Rachel shook her head. “Right,” she said, not really believing it. “Why would monsters just hang out in a cemetery? If monsters were real, they’d be everywhere!”

Ryann’s shoulders slumped a bit. “Rachel…” she said very softly. “They are everywhere. Why do you think I keep telling you not to go out after dark? I come by this neighbourhood every few days to see if anything new and monstrous has moved in since I killed the last thing, and even when I’m not here, I have friends keeping an eye out.”

Rachel’s chest slowly grew tight again. It must have shown in her expression, because Ryann looked even more worried now. Monsters were real? And they were just… everywhere? “But…” She stammered without knowing what to say.

Ryann lowered her gaze. “I really wanted to tell you.” Her voice was so apologetic. She sounded hurt and sad. “I’m sorry. I was gonna.”

“Were you?” Rachel muttered. She really wanted to believe Ryann. “I… I asked you about moving in with you. Why didn’t you tell me then? Did you actually want me to move in?”

Rachel looked up at her with such nervous pain in her look. “Of course!” she said almost desperately. “I really, really wanted that! I really like having you around. You’re funny, smart, adorable…” She gently reached out and placed her hand over Rachel’s. “I wanted you to train with Kay so that, when I told you what I am, if you decided you never wanted to see me again, you’d be able to keep yourself safe.”

Rachel’s head felt like it was spinning. She just looked away, fixating on a spot at the far wall. Her shoulders slumped as she let out a deep breath. “Holy shit…” Part of her was angry about the lies. Even if they were lies of omission. Another part was grateful for Ryann’s concern. And much more grateful that she really wanted her close.

“When you left the cemetery,” Ryann continued quietly, “I was attacked. A bunch of Blo… a bunch of vampires like myself were lying in ambush for me. I couldn’t risk them figuring out that I was there for you, so I had to lure them away. It was thirteen on one.” She rubbed her face. “I wasn’t sure I’d make it out. That’s why… why I’m not doing so great.”

“I… I’m sorry,” Rachel whispered, looking over the cuts and holes in Ryann’s clothes. “I didn’t know I was putting you in danger.”

“It wasn’t you,” Ryann said softly. “They were watching the cemetery for me in the first place.” The words were bitter and angry.

Rachel tilted her head in confusion. “Why?” she asked.

Red tears welled up in Ryann’s eyes again. She blinked them away and her jaw worked for a moment. “It’s… It’s where they killed me. Where they Turned me.”

Rachel just stared at her. What could she even say to that? Her mouth opened and closed helplessly. ‘My condolences?’ ‘I’m sorry?’ ‘That must have been so rough?’ Nothing came even close to being of help at all. Eventually Rachel decided to just go for it. “Ryann, I…” She took another look at Ryann’s face. She was barely holding it together.

So Rachel hugged her. “We don’t have to talk about it unless you want to,” she said softly. Ryann just nodded shakily. Rachel patted her back gingerly, so as not to hit anything painful. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

“Wait, wait,” Ryann said as Rachel tried to pull her up. She gently, and with ease, pulled Rachel back onto the bed. “I need to tell you…”

Rachel cocked her head gently at her.

She cleared her throat. “Fighting thirteen opponents really took a lot out of me.”

I can imagine, Rachel thought and squeezed Ryann’s hands.. In truth, she couldn’t. Thirteen on one? And Ryann had made it out of that? She really was amazing.

Ryann continued. “I wasn’t in the best shape anyway. And I was running on fumes by the end. My body uses blood to heal itself. I’ve… kinda run out.” Ryann averted her eyes briefly before looking at Rachel’s neck and then at her eyes with a pleading, regretful look. “That’s why I’m here.”

“You want my blood,” Rachel said after a brief, nervous pause.

“I didn’t… I never meant to break in,” Ryann said so apologetically. “I just… I smelled you.” She blushed and rubbed her neck, drawing Rachel’s eyes there again involuntarily, before Ryann’s voice drew them back to her lips, and her own flustered mind drew them to her beautiful green-and-red eyes. “I just went on autopilot, I guess.”

Rachel raised an eyebrow. “You… smelled me,” she repeated.

Ryann nodded. Her fangs were almost visible when her full lips parted ever so gently. “I smelled you in the rain, and I was drawn to you. The window was open, so… I came in. I wasn’t in control of myself. When the hunger gets too bad, I just… I lose control. Usually, I can fight it down. We don’t often run out of blood. Never like that. It was bad.”

Rachel chewed her bottom lip. “And when you jumped on me?”

Ryann grimaced. “You ran. It was a hunting instinct. I’m really sorry for scaring you.” she muttered.

Rachel nodded and fidgeted with the hem of her pyjama shirt, which she just now noticed was all she had on, and that made her blush a bit. “So… that’s likely to happen again?”

“I… no,” Ryann said firmly. “I’ve got it, now. Being around my friends, that helps. Keeps me grounded. Talking to you helps,” she said with a little smile, and didn’t sound quite sincere. “I got back control when I heard you…”

Rachel looked down at Ryann’s thumb gently brushing over her hand. She took a deep breath. “Ryann… If you drank my blood, would you be in less pain?” She made the offer nervously, not knowing what to expect. But she wanted Ryann to be okay.

Ryann hesitated. Then she very slowly nodded. “Yeah,” she finally admitted.

Rachel scooted a bit closer. She nervously ran a hand over her neck. “Would…” She cleared her throat sheepishly. “Would you want my blood?”

Ryann cleared her throat and looked away. “Well, technically I’ve wanted your blood for a while now…” She seemed to feel really awkward about it.

Oh god. She’s wanted my blood since we met? Rachel felt the blood rush to her cheeks. She squeezed Ryann’s hand. “Um, if you don’t mind me asking… Why didn’t you take it?”

Ryann looked at her with a little frown. “What do you mean?”

“Well, the first time we, um…” Rachel thought her cheeks might actually catch fire. “You could have bit me. When we met.”

“I didn’t know how to do it. Safely, I mean,” Ryann muttered. “I didn’t want to hurt you.”

“And after?” Rachel cocked her head.

“Like, now?” Ryann looked at her softly. She reached up and ran a hand over Rachel’s head. “Again… I didn’t want to hurt you. Betray your trust like that. We… I don’t steal blood. It has to be consensual.”

“Right… So you ask before you bite girls in the neck,” Rachel hummed softly and immediately hated how it sounded.

Ryann’s cheeks flushed a bit. “Yeah. Fresh blood is better than from blood bags, and we get the urge to bite every couple weeks or so. So we have some friends. Blood donors. They also provide blood for blood bags, and they get things in return. But yeah, it has to be consensual.”

“Right,” Rachel said. She cleared her throat. “I… I’d be okay with it. You doing it, I mean. Drinking. My blood.” She blushed a little more with every gently stammered sentence.

Ryann chuckled a bit. “You’re cute,” she said very softly. Then, after a moment of quiet pondering, “I would be grateful for a little blood.” She gave Rachel a gentle smile.

“Okay.” Rachel nodded and steeled herself. She pulled her collar down, so it wouldn’t get blood on it. “Let’s do this.”

Ryann fidgeted a bit. “Actually… I’d prefer taking it from your elbow,” she said. She said it in a way that let Rachel know she didn’t have much of a choice in the matter.

Still, Rachel frowned. “But you were on my neck earlier…?”

Ryann nodded sheepishly. “It’s much more comfortable than bending down. And I could take more blood from there more easily. I don’t… I can’t risk making a mistake. If I lose control and you have to poke me in the eye or something…” She looked Rachel over with such a soft, caring look. “You can get away from me easier if I’m not right at your neck, holding you.”

Rachel felt herself blush under her smile. “Why would I want to get away from you?” she asked softly and rolled her left sleeve up. “Is it, um… going to feel strange?” Erotic. That was what she was worried about. Ryann on top of her, holding her wrists, biting her… That had felt really good in a way she couldn’t think about or she might just combust.

Ryann laughed softly. “No, it’s just like a shot at the doctor’s.” The big woman’s hand brushed gently over Rachel’s hair. “You sure about this?”

“Yeah,” Rachel whispered. “I want to help you.”

Ryann nodded. She took Rachel’s elbow, and the touch of her fingers alone made Rachel blush and want to squirm. “Sorry,” she said at the look Ryann gave her. “Ticklish.”

Ryann smiled. “Cute,” she whispered. She took a breath through her nose, like she was smelling her. Then she licked her lips in anticipation, and Rachel had to look away, hiding her blush with the hand on her lips. Ryann nuzzled up to her elbow. She gave Rachel another gentle look. Then she slowly bit down.

It was the most exhilarating experience Rachel had ever had. There was no magical surge of pleasure like in the movies. She was just excited because it was Ryann, she was a vampire, and she was drinking her blood! On the other hand it was the most boring and uneventful thing Rachel had ever looked forward to. She stared into the middle distance and tried to keep herself in a position where her arm didn’t feel numb and her shoulder didn’t feel twisted and her back didn’t hurt, while Ryann was bent over next to her and quietly sucked up her blood.

And just like that, it was over. Ryann pulled her head away. Colour had returned to her face. The dark veins had disappeared. “Are you okay?” she asked, worried.

Rachel rolled her eyes and looked at her elbow, where the two tiny red punctures were already clotting. “Yeah. I’m fine,” she said. “Just like a shot, lots of buildup, and then it’s just over.”

“Sorry, I guess you were expecting more?” Ryann chuckled.

“I dunno… Is it different on the neck?”

Ryann cocked her head. “Not really?” She shrugged “Same principle, but you can hug or, like, support each other…”

“No, I meant…” Rachel blushed. I meant if it was more intimate… But apparently not.

Ryann looked at her softly. “Rachel…” she said softly. Was she still looking at her neck, or was that Rachel’s imagination. “Are we… Are you um…” She rubbed her neck. “I’m a vampire.”

“Yes,” Rachel said softly.

“What does that mean? For us,” she said and it made Rachel’s heart ache in a whole new way.

She had to think for a moment, watching Ryann “Look,” she then said firmly. “I don’t know. I have to think about this. I still… I-I care about you,” she admitted. “This is new. And weird. And… I don’t know. For now, let’s just get you cleaned up, okay?”

Ryann nodded quietly. She looked a little bit like how Rachel felt. Scared. Worried. Sad. Rachel pushed those feelings aside and led Ryann out of her room and down the stairs. “I don’t want my parents to wake up. The upstairs bathroom is a bit too close.”

“Right,” Ryann muttered. She was eerily quiet without her shoes, which she had taken off and was carrying with her. They were filthy, just like her clothes. Lucy stood in the doorway of the kitchen. She sniffed and made a soft sound, like one preceding a bark.

“Lucy, no!” Rachel whispered firmly. “No! Down!”

Lucy made the sound a little louder when she saw Ryann.

“We’re just gonna give Ryann a bath!”

Lucy darted into the farthest corner of the kitchen, behind the counter. She peered out tentatively.

“Guess she doesn’t like baths,” Ryann chuckled.

“If you’re not better behaved than her in the bath, I will literally scream,” Rachel sighed and took Ryann’s hand, pulling her along. She closed and locked the bathroom door behind them. “Right,” she said, and then realized that she was alone with Ryann in a bathroom, and Ryann was about to strip. “I uh, I can leave…”

“Actually,” Ryann said with a soft blush as she turned around. “I’m gonna need some help here.”

Rachel flushed even darker. She nodded quietly. “R-right… Your sweater?” she asked, really hoping Ryann didn’t need help with her pants. If Ryann asked her to get anywhere near her thighs, there was no way Rachel wouldn’t break down and give away her feelings for all the world to see.

“Yeah. Moving my arms is hard,” Ryann admitted.

Rachel nodded, glad that Ryann’s back was to her. She turned on the water, heating it up. She was very glad that she had cleaned the bathroom after washing Lucy. Then she took a deep breath and pushed her fingers under the hem of Ryann’s sweater.

If I survive this, Ryann’s gonna have to stop calling me ‘baby gay’.
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Taking off Ryann’s clothes was the hardest thing Rachel had ever done. And it wasn’t because of the huge, rippling muscles beneath. Or the fact that Ryann asked her to remove her bra and Rachel was terrified of touching something she wasn’t supposed to.

It was all the wounds she saw on her. Discoloured cuts marked her back. Most of it was one huge bruise. There were long cuts on her thigh, and more at her ankle. There were also older looking marks on her lower back. Ryann flinched gently when Rachel’s fingers brushed over her skin. “Sorry,” she whispered.

“It’s fine,” Ryann grunted. “I prefer this… Most Bloods… vampires I mean, don’t get to feel things. Like, yeah, it hurts… but at least if I feel, it’ll heal.” She chuckled through the pain.

Rachel wanted to hug her and tell her that it was okay to be honest. If it hurt, she could let it out. But she didn’t. She still had to wrap her head around just how hurt Ryann had gotten.

Ryann washed herself in the bathtub as best she could, while Rachel cleaned up her own face and hands. She was going to have to take a shower later with all the blood on her. And air out her room. She picked up Ryann’s clothes while letting her underwear just soak a bit. Ryann had insisted. She had probably realized that Rachel wasn’t going to let her walk out into the night again when she had brought down one of her biggest, oversized shirts. It was a big, black and red flannel shirt. The one she had worn around her waist when she’d met Ryann.

Absolutely nothing else in the house would fit her. Rachel had considered trying to sneak some clothes from her parents’ room, but the few dresses her mother owned were far too tight and belonged on the frame of a five foot-something woman. Her father had a narrow frame, too. One look at Ryann’s thighs (and legs and everything in general) and Rachel knew she would never squeeze that woman in any pants in this house.

Why is she so… so thicc? Rachel asked herself with a blush. More than that… Why do I keep thinking about it? She knew why.

She had to distract herself, so Rachel cleared her throat and focused on Ryann’s sweats and sweater. “We’re gonna have to burn these,” she muttered, looking at all the cuts and rips and discolorations.

“What, no!” Ryann pouted at her over her shoulder. “They’re still good!” She splashed around in the water a little.

Rachel poked her fingers through the big hole in the sweater.

Ryann gasped and looked down at herself. “Fuck!”

“What’s wrong?” Rachel asked, worried.

“Acid-spitting bitch burned my tattoo…” Ryann grumbled.

Rachel pulled her fingers out of the holes. “Acid… spitting…?”

“It’s fine,” Ryann sighed. “I’ll have to get it redone after I’m healed.”

“Right…” Rachel looked at the sweater again. Was that a shoe print? She turned back to Ryann. “Your tattoos must be really important, I suppose.”

“I mean, yeah,” Ryann said. She raised her right arm, as she ran the sponge over her forearm. “These here?” She flexed her forearm and made Rachel almost choke. “The skull was what I got after I got consistent wins in the ring. I knew I had reached a point that I could build from and become stronger. The hexagon pattern…” She turned her arm a bit. “I used to have anger issues. This one reminds me of basalt. Like cooled magma, just like my anger’s cooled.” She chuckled softly. “Kind of. I’m still angry, but not out of control. Most days, anyway”

Rachel nodded in awe. She felt a little foolish for thinking about just getting some for the fun of it. It was such a meaningful thing for Ryann. The big woman turned to her a bit. “You know, it’s the weirdest thing, but back when I lived at my orphanage, I had this friend, Kate. You um… Might have seen her in your shop. Tall. Brooding. Green eyes and a mean stare…”

“Short black hair?” Rachel deadpanned. “Yeah, I remember. She scared half the customers away.”

“That’ll be her.”

“And she was there…why?”

Ryann cleared her throat and looked away. “Because I told her to watch you. In case you ran into a monster on your way home.”

Rachel didn’t know whether she was happy about Ryann’s worry, or offended. Truthfully, she didn’t hate having Kate in the shop. She made days quiet, and once Rachel had actually gotten her to talk, she had awkwardly asked if they had any books that a young trans boy might like. Rachel hadn’t pried, but Kate had looked really happy at seeing their selection.

“Kate used to have the same problems as I,” Ryann said softly. She ran her fingers over the hexagon tattoo. “We thought about getting this tattoo together, but we got separated before it happened.”

“But she had one like that around her biceps when I saw her,” Rachel said with a soft frown as she stood at the sink and (very awkwardly) washed and now started to dry Ryann’s underwear.

Don’tthinkaboutit-don’tthinkaboutit-don’tthinkaboutit…

“Yeah, that’s the funny part,” Ryann said softly. The big woman opened her fist and Rachel watched the fingernails extend into claws. Her jaw dropped a little. “I never wanted this. And it’s been so much trouble since becoming a Blood… a vampire,” she said again. Rachel just nodded, slowly picking up the lingo. “But if I hadn’t been… I would have never met Kate again.”

“Is she like you?” Rachel asked. Of course, Kate had been walking around in the sun, which Ryann seemed to avoid.

Ryann chuckled and rested her arm on the side of the bathtub. “She’s not. She’s just a big puppy,” she hummed with an amused tone in her voice. “But I’m not gonna be much more specific. I don’t wanna out her… But you can ask her yourself. If you’d like to meet her,” she added quickly. “She’s nice. Like you.”

Rachel frowned. “Maybe…” she said indecisively. She still didn’t know how to really feel about this. She needed a few hours to think.

“You can throw the clothes out,” Ryann said after a moment of silence. She sounded resigned.

Rachel hated seeing her dejected. “Well, maybe it’s not all that bad,” she said. “You could probably wash them. Make a fashion statement.”

“Yeah, maybe I could cut the sleeves off,” Ryann mused and sounded happier already.

Rachel blushed and tried to not imagine that in vivid detail. “I’m sorry about your tattoos,” she said to distract herself.

“Yeah,” Ryann muttered and ran her hand over her left biceps, where, as Rachel realized, she had been hit by acid and walked it off. What a badass. “These ones don’t have meaning. I just wanted them because I like flowers. Gonna have to see if I can fix them.”

Rachel started to feel even more foolish for assuming that every single tattoo was absolutely deep and meaningful.

“Hey,” Ryann said, clearing her throat a little. “Could you help me with my back?”

“Ah, yeah, sure,” Rachel said, turning bright red. She came over to the tub and took the sponge from Ryann. Very carefully, she ran it over her skin and felt every dip and valley between the huge muscles. She couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to run her fingers over them, openly and unafraid.

Ryann gasped suddenly. For a moment Rachel thought she had hurt her, but then Ryann turned around WHY IS SHE TURNING AROUND?

“Rachel, look!” Ryann said excitedly, pointing at her huge, beautiful, flexed biceps. “The tattoo came back!”

Lookatherarmlookatherarmlookatherarm, Rachel heard reverberating in her head as Ryann was literally this close to accidentally flashing her. The skin at her biceps had previously been a rough wound stretching over up to her shoulder in thick scabs. Now that those scabs slowly came off, the skin beneath was perfectly healthy, and Rachel could watch the tattoo colour come in again.

As amazing and astonishing as it was, all Rachel could do was to try and keep the heat from pooling at her cheeks. Staring at an arm as big as her own thigh did not, in fact, do anything to help with that.

* * *

Rachel somehow survived Ryann taking a bath. Most of it she spent with her back to Ryann, blow drying her underwear. Again, there was nothing in the house that would fit Ryann’s physique, at all. So unless Ryann went commando (Rachel would die knowing this.) this was her best option.

“I should probably leave soon,” Ryann muttered as she dried herself off with a towel and Rachel kept her eyes firmly on her work. If she looked up into the mirror above the sink, she would see things and then she would blush again…

Rachel registered what Ryann had just said. “You’re not leaving in this storm,” she insisted. “No way.”

Ryann was quiet for a moment. Then she said, “Fine. I’ll stay until it calms down.”

Rachel nodded quietly. Her parents would head out grocery shopping tomorrow, and to spend a day by themselves, so if the storm only let up when the sun was out, at least Ryann could walk around the house a bit. At least I assume the sunlight hurts, Rachel thought. She wasn’t really in the mood to ask. She didn’t want Ryann to think she wanted her gone.

She also didn’t want her to think she was just okay with the whole vampire and stalking thing. Because she wasn’t. She just… she had to think about it.

“Do you need anything else?” she asked Ryann when her underwear was finally dry. She handed it back to her, without looking.

Ryann chuckled softly. “Actually…” she said as she put her clothes on, “… I am feeling kinda hungry.”

“Again?” Rachel looked over at her and blushed. Ryann was wearing just her black underwear and Rachel’s shirt, open at the front. Her abs moved and tensed as she put a hand on her hip and leaned on the sink.

“No,” she said, looking to where Rachel was already pulling her short sleeve up so no blood would get on it. “I meant actual food.” She smiled sheepishly.

“So you don’t just drink blood?” Rachel looked up at her curiously. Also to not look at her abs. Or her breasts.

“Not me,” Ryann said. “Would it be too much to ask…?”

The hesitation and concern in her voice and expression made Rachel’s look soften a bit. “You get dressed,” she said, “I’ll make you a light snack.”

“Right,” Ryann chuckled and looked down at herself.

Rachel practically fled from the bathroom. Did Ryann not know what kind of effect she had on her? She probably doesn’t even see it. I’m not her type, Rachel reaffirmed for herself as she made Ryann one of those sandwiches she always liked, with cheese and salad and a little meat and some mustard.

Rachel thought about Ryann again, the way she’d stood there, smiling, looking so pretty, even with her cut up face… She sighed deeply and turned around when she heard Ryann approaching. The big woman had stopped right at the kitchen entrance and looked at the lamp above the kitchen counter and then looked down.

“What?” Rachel asked as Ryann leaned in to turn on the central light.

“Sorry, just…” Ryann cleared her throat as Rachel squinted against the bright light for a second. “I’m not really a fan of the dark.”

Oh. Rachel felt like a lot of her ideas about Ryann were being tested tonight. Then she looked at Ryann directly and wanted to hide again. The black and red flannel shirt she had given her was the biggest article of clothing Rachel possessed. On her, it fell to her knees and threatened to slip off her shoulder a bit whenever she moved. On Ryann, it stretched almost precariously over her arms and shoulders, and the buttons just barely closed. If she flexed once, it would probably tear at the seams, and it barely went over her hips.

“Something wrong?” Ryann asked with a curiously tilted head as she approached.

Rachel stood in frozen awe, until Ryann was barely two steps away. Then she regained control over her body. Why is she so buff??? She thrust the plate with the sandwiches at Ryann’s chest, making her stop abruptly and lean back a bit. “I-I made you sandwiches,” Rachel stammered a bit and wanted to sink into the ground and die.

But Ryann’s eyes were focused on the food. Her expression lit up so much. “Fuck yeah, thanks!” she said and grabbed the plate eagerly. She sat down at the table and tore into her food. A soft moan escaped her. “You have no idea how good this is…” she muttered. “I haven’t eaten all day, either! And your cooking is amazing!”

Rachel felt her heart flutter a bit at the compliment. She giggled and leaned with her forearms onto the counter. “I-I mean… It’s just a sandwich,” she muttered and brushed her hair back behind her ear sheepishly.

“Mm-mm,” Ryann hummed with a half full mouth and a shake of her head. “It’s a fuckin’ good sandwich!”

Rachel smiled bashfully. “I, uh… I’m gonna take a quick shower,” she said. “You just head back to my room when you’re done. Quietly. I’ll do the dishes.”

“I can do the dishes,” Ryann said between bites. She was very focused on the food. “I’ll be quiet.”

Rachel agreed and went to take her shower. She was quick about it, didn’t turn the shower up more than she had to, and was as quiet as she could be. She really didn’t want her parents somehow waking up, seeing her room all blood-stained. She didn’t want them running into Ryann either. It would be hard enough to explain what a strange, beautiful, buff as fuck woman was doing in Rachel’s bedroom—

Oh my fucking God, can I not think straight for five seconds? Rachel sighed. Ryann would say that thinking straight wasn’t in her nature. She was too gay.

She tried to think about what had happened. The break-in. The stalking that was meant to protect her. The secrets, the vampire stuff… But no matter what Rachel tried to think about, her thoughts were always pulled right back to Ryann, sitting on her bed, sad, scared, covered in blood. Or her in the kitchen with the shirt stretching around her bulk, barely able to contain her as she happily ate a sandwich.

Rachel turned the water to as cold as she could and rubbed her face. That helped a bit. Eventually, she dried herself off, put her pyjamas back on, and snuck back upstairs.

Ryann had taken off her blanket sheets. “Sorry for messing up your bed,” she said a little sheepishly.

Rachel shrugged. “It’s fine. Are you feeling better?”

“Much. Thanks.”

Rachel smiled at her softly. “Then who cares about some sheets?? I’ll just throw it all in the wash with your clothes. Help me get a new blanket? There’s a compartment above the stairs.”

“Sure,” Ryann said. She bunched the dirty blanket up in her arms. “Let me just take this down for you.”

“No, wait, that’s…” Rachel blushed softly. Ryann made carrying the huge blanket so easy. The taller woman had absolutely no trouble, unlike Rachel usually did. She usually had trouble seeing over them in her arms while not stumbling.

“Should we be mixing black and white laundry?” Ryann chuckled as Rachel just pushed everything into the washing machine.

“It’s fine,” Rachel huffed, feeling a little embarrassed. “It’s just this once.” Ryann’s soft chuckle only made her feel a little more embarrassed, in that way that made her stomach flutter with butterflies.

Ryann also didn’t need a chair or stepladder to get up to the compartment with the spare bed stuff. Rachel would have been jealous if she wasn’t already so awed by her.

I think, Rachel finally admitted to herself as Ryann put the blanket down on her bed and made it all nicely and evenly, that I have a serious problem. At this rate, her crush on Ryann would never vanish. Not even the little numb feeling when she moved her freshly bitten elbow made a difference, or the way Ryann’s claws slowly pulled back into the fingers, or how she now always saw Ryann’s fangs when she smiled. She actually thought those looked pretty cute.

Rachel sighed inwardly, feeling her chest sting with the heartache, and fought back against her eyes getting watery. She slipped under the covers and looked at Ryann.

Her vampire friend stood there a little awkwardly.

“You coming?” Rachel asked.

“Like… into bed with you?” Ryann asked. “It’s fine, you know, I could just stay downstairs or near a window, so when your parents come to check I can slip out…”

Rachel stared at her with a flat, unimpressed look. She patted the sheets. “Ryann. This is the one room my parents aren’t gonna search or run around in extensively. At best they’ll stick their head in.”

“Right,” Ryann said as the rain slammed against the window. “And what if they do?”

Rachel shrugged. “It’s fine,” she said without any concern. “We’ll hide you!”

Ryann pursed her lips and looked at the wardrobe, which was narrower than her shoulders. “I don’t think I’m gonna fit in there. Or under your bed.”

“Well…” Rachel huffed and crossed her arms. “We’ll find something. You coming?” Ryann frowned. It dawned on Rachel that this was likely Ryann’s usual awake-time. But then she did look really tired, and eventually she sighed and moved under the covers with her.

Her weight shifted the entire mattress and Rachel had to adjust a bit to not roll into the downward dip Ryann’s body had created.

“Fine,” Ryann muttered and laid her head down on the pillow as far away from Rachel as she could. “Until the storm dies down.”

Rachel smiled at her a bit, lying on her side. “Until the storm dies down,” she agreed. Her hand searched for Ryann’s under the covers, and she gently held it. It was so warm now.

Ryann gave her a little smile. But in the warmth under the covers, it seemed her exhaustion finally caught up with her. She quickly dozed off. Meanwhile, Rachel couldn’t sleep. She watched the slumbering vampire softly and tried to burn every detail about that pretty, handsome face into her memory. Her thumb ran gently over Ryann’s, and she felt the claw that had completely receded.

A quiet, growling purr sounded in the air with every breath from Ryann. She’s like a big, beautiful kitten, Rachel thought with mixed emotions. In part, she was still shocked. Some part of her just wanted space to think about it. Some part of her was angry.

Another, small but insistent part was quietly in pain at the knowledge that this was as close as she would ever get to Ryann.

* * *

The smell was the first thing Ryann noticed was off and reminded her that she wasn’t home. It was a soft, warm smell. So delicious and sweet that it made her heart flutter just a tiny bit. She purred deeply. Her arm squeezed around the shape next to her and nuzzled closer to that warm, comforting smell. Birds were singing outside. Slowly, Ryann opened her eyes. She saw the russet hair and the little freckles, and that pretty, cute face, and remembered what had happened the night before.

Guilt returned to her.

I attacked Rachel. The thought stung worse than all the claws and acid Micky’s Bloods had thrown at her. She had attacked Rachel. She had told her about what she was, and it scared her. What if Rachel decided it was too much? What if she even refused to train with Kay? What if she asked Ryann to stop her surveillance and patrolling and ended up in the claws of some monster?

What if she never wants to see me again? Ryann closed her eyes and huddled closer to Rachel. She didn’t want that. She’d never want that. “I never ever wanted to hurt you,” Ryann whispered so very softly. She just wanted to hold Rachel close and keep her safe.

Rachel grumbled a little. She moved, and her eyes fluttered open. Ryann smiled sleepily at her when their eyes met. “Morning,” she whispered, all grumbly and soft with her voice still rough.

Rachel slowly coloured a deep shade of red. “Morning,” she whispered back. Her legs were wrapped around Ryann’s thigh, and she fidgeted a bit. Being so close, she was so warm…

“So… last night happened,” Rachel whispered.

Ryann nodded. “Yeah,” she whispered. She reached up to brush some hair out of Rachel’s face before dropping it back into the hug and cuddling her.

“You’re a vampire.” The little cute bean’s words were hushed and gentle.

Ryann showed her teeth in a big smile. “Yup!” she said softly.

“You drank my blood.”

Now Ryann felt her cheeks flush a little. “Yup…”

“And you’re in my bed.”

“You told me to,” Ryann said with a soft, bashful smile.

“And you’re hugging me,” Rachel added, looking quite flustered now.

Ryann blushed back a bit. “Yeah, we kinda ended up cuddling. It happens.”

Rachel looked at her all flustered. “Does it?”

“Yeah?” Ryann hummed. “The other night this friend of mine and I… Oh fuck.” She rolled away from Rachel a bit, onto her side, and rubbed her face.

“What? What is it?” Rachel sat up, alarmed.

“My friends are probably really worried about me…” Last Carver had seen her, she’d run out on him after his big reveal that he used to know her parents. And Meg, Kay… The last message they’d gotten from her was that she had run into Micky…

“Should we call them?” Rachel asked, looking over to where her phone was, next to Ryann’s.

Ryann shook her head. She hugged Rachel tight, curled up and leaned into her. She didn’t mean to… It was just a reflex. She held Rachel close like that.

“R-Ryann?” Rachel very gently touched Ryann’s back, holding her.

“I just…” Ryann shook her head again. “I ran away. From my friends. I just… I learned some stuff that really stressed me out. It’s all so muddled and confusing. And being like this… It’s not easy.”

“A vampire, you mean?” Rachel now ran her fingers through Ryann’s hair, and it felt so nice…

She nodded. “It’s rough. People do whatever they want. I just want a couple of hours away from that…”

Rachel was quiet for a bit. Then she cleared her throat. “You don’t have to leave,” she said softly. “You can stay”

“Just until the sun goes down,” Ryann said after a moment of hesitation.

“Just until the sun goes down.” Rachel hummed softly. “Does sunlight actually hurt you? I never really asked…”

Ryann chuckled. She looked up at Rachel and released her grip a bit. You have enough blood to heal a little sun-sting, she thought and looked at her hand. She frowned softly. The blisters and rash from the sun breaking through the shattered factory window were gone. “It, uh…” Ryann frowned and looked around. The window allowed a small slit of sunlight to fall onto the floor. “Watch this,” she said and held her hand into it.

Rachel immediately lunged and pulled her back as the light hit the back of Ryann’s hand. “Ryann!” she gasped. “Don’t do that!” She looked at the immaculate skin and slapped Ryann’s arm gently. “Don’t do that!” she pouted at her. “I was really scared for a second!” Then she cocked her head at Ryann’s confused stare.

“There should be blisters there,” Ryann said and frowned at her hand. She rolled and extricated herself from Rachel’s legs, and stepped up to the window. Her hand in the sunlight didn’t burn. It felt warm. Intrigued and excited, she opened the window and rolled up the sleeve of the shirt. She stretched her arm out into the light.

The warmth nearly brought tears to her eyes. She swallowed hard, trying to keep the happy tears away as she turned her arm slowly and let the sunlight wash over it. “I can feel the sun,” she whispered. She turned around to Rachel, who had come up behind her.

“Congrats?” Rachel said, then squeaked when Ryann just picked her up and twirled her around a bit.

She couldn’t help herself. She squeezed Rachel, felt her small, warm body against her and the sun behind her, and felt really happy. “I can touch the sun!” she whispered, giggling euphorically.

“That’s… Ryann, that’s nice, but… Breath…” Rachel wheezed and patted her big arm.

“Oh, shit, sorry!” Ryann chuckled and loosened her hug a bit. She smiled at Rachel. Her eyes were golden just like the sun, with a ring of jade. Ryann watched Rachel look over her face and smile. Her soft, pink lips looked so inviting and her face so pretty, she almost leaned in to kiss her.

Both of them held their breath for a moment.

A knock at the door made them flinch.

“Bed!” Rachel whispered. Ryann dove under the covers with her, just as the door opened. Rachel pulled the blanket over them and hid her, keeping herself just visible to not arouse suspicion. Ryann ended up hugging her midriff.

“Hey kiddo,” a man’s voice said. Ryann waited for the pause that indicated they’d been found out. “Your mom and I are heading out. You sure you don’t wanna come with?”

“Yeah, I’m fine!” Rachel said, way too conspicuously. “Work’s been really draining, so I’m looking forward to a few quiet days.”

“Alright,” Rachel’s dad said. “Text us if you need anything. And don’t forget to take Lucy on a walk!”

“I would never!” Rachel giggled. The door closed and for a long, tense moment neither Ryann nor Rachel dared to breathe. Footsteps moved down the stairs, and then the front door fell shut.

Rachel relaxed with a sigh. “Thank God,” she muttered. “I was afraid the blanket wasn’t fluffy enough.” She peeled the covers back to reveal Ryann.

“What?” Ryann chuckled and looked up at Rachel. “Didn’t want to be caught with a girl between your legs?” Rachel had wrapped her legs around Ryann almost unconsciously.

Now she turned bright red again. “Ryann! That’s not why!”

“It’s okay!” Ryann smirked at her with lidded eyes. “Not the first time a girl’s been embarrassed about having me in her bed. I’ve got some practice hiding under the covers.”

Rachel grabbed the pillow and pressed it to Ryann’s face. “Evil!” She pushed against her and Ryann just chuckled.

She let Rachel push her off, and relaxed, sinking down on the bed. “It’s cool, cutie. I know what I’ve got.” She flexed gently, stretching the sleeve of the shirt. “You don’t have to be embarrassed. I would want me all to myself too.”

Rachel rolled her eyes. “Oh, yeah, you’re sooo cool!” she said and jumped on Ryann, straddling her. She probably thought that was a real smooth move. Ryann could have easily tossed her or just stopped her, but why would she? Rachel was so cute!

The little cute bean grabbed Ryann’s wrists and pushed them down. “For the record,” she said, bright red still, “I didn’t hide you! And just because you’re super pretty doesn’t mean you can just do that!”

Ryann smiled innocently and tilted her head. “You think I’m pretty? That’s pretty gay, Rachel.”

Rachel stared at her dumbstruck. “Nope!” she said firmly when she regained control of her faculties. Her face was still red with embarrassment.

“Suuuuure,” Ryann giggled. “You’re cute.”

Rachel narrowed her eyes. “You asked for it,” she said, sliding her hands lower, over Ryann’s sides. (Ryann playfully flexed her core a bit and smirked when Rachel faltered for just a moment.)

She is so cute. Ryann propped herself up on her elbows with a soft smirk. It vanished in a hiss when Rachel’s fingertips pressed and prodded into her sides, tickling her. She clenched her mouth shut and wriggled hard. “Rachel, stOp!” she whined a tiny bit, trying to get the words out between her giggles. She blushed at the sound of her own voice.

“No, fuck you!” Rachel said, even though she blushed at using the expression. “This is what you get!” She kept tickling her, smirking and probably thinking that she was displaying such dominance.

Not on my watch. Between two fits of suppressed laughter, Ryann suddenly pushed up hard. Rachel only registered the moment of movement, then she was already on her back. She squeaked in surprise, an adorable sound that made Ryann smile despite her faint annoyance.

Ryann still breathed hard from the tickles. Her sides twitched, but now she was on top. Her hands were closed gently and yet inescapably around Rachel’s wrists, and she leaned down to bring their faces close together.

“Stop that,” Ryann said in a husky growl, as if Rachel had any choice in the matter.

Rachel gave her a pout. “No!” She wriggled hard, trying to place her feet against Ryann’s hips and push.

It was just so adorable, Ryann couldn’t help the purr escaping her lips. She watched Rachel with a soft giggle. “I’m not gonna let go until you promise to stop,” she said, though of course she would if Rachel actually demanded it.

Rachel, however, was being adorably stubborn. “Well then, you’re gonna have to hold me down for a long time,” she announced, wriggling ineffectively.

Ryann hummed and watched her. “Sure.” She shrugged casually. “Not the first time I’ve had to hold a girl down for an hour or two.”

The implication was flushing Rachel’s face again. “You what?” she squeaked.

“Hm?” Ryann cocked her head quizzically in a playful manner. “Oh, well I learned a lot of grappling during my MMA days. And this one friend of mine literally made me pin her down for an hour before tapping out.” Meg was a really stubborn fighter.

“Ah, yeah, of course.” Rachel huffed. Her face was so adorably red now…

Okay, that’s probably enough teasing, Ryann thought. Surely Rachel had learned her lesson. Or now, she thought as Rachel stared up at her and wriggled again.

But there was absolutely nothing she could do to break free. “Hey,” Rachel said. “Let go.”

Ryann pursed her lips. “You gonna stop tickling me?”

“No? Duh,” Rachel muttered.

“Okay,” Ryann hummed. She kept holding her.

After a minute Rachel whined a little and kicked her legs against Ryann’s hips, which, again, did nothing. “Ryannnnnn,” she whined. “Let me gooo!”

“If you promise not to tickle.”

“Fiiine,” Rachel agreed, huffing and incapable of crossing her arms because Ryann was still holding them in her gentle grip.

“Good girl,” Ryann said and released her grip. Oh, shit… She smirked sheepishly at the absolute devastation that wrought on Rachel. Her face was red, her mouth opening and closing in a stutter… Ryann got off her real fast and rubbed her neck. “Sorry, too much?” she asked.

“I… Shut up!” Rachel hid her face under her hands. She curled up and turned away. “You… How do you learn to do that? And why??”

Ryann shrugged. “I’m just that good.” She hummed when her stomach rumbled loudly. “Speaking of being this good… It doesn’t happen without fuel.”

“Yeah, right, food,” Rachel said, still bright red. “I uh… I’m gonna go freshen up.”

“Sure thing,” Ryann said. She watched Rachel slip off the bed and make her way out the door a bit quickly. With a little hum, she let herself fall back onto the bed and stared up at the ceiling. The weird crucifix is gone, she noticed. She’d completely missed it last night.

Ryann just lay there and took a deep breath. Contrary to the cool front she put up for Rachel, her heart was still beating hard. She couldn’t help but wonder if it was from almost being caught, the tickling, or something else entirely.

* * *

They decided that, despite Ryann’s newfound sunlight immunity, she would stay a while before she felt ready to call her friends. Rachel insisted, and Ryann wasn’t one to refuse. She still wanted to collect her thoughts, and being with Rachel gave her a feeling of warmth only the sun could rival. So her phone sat on the kitchen counter, slowly charging, a constant reminder of the life and issues she had to go back to.

It wasn’t that she didn’t want to let Carver and Kay and the others know she was okay. But if she did, she would immediately be right back in the situation she had run away from. And just for a few hours she needed to be alone and think. And besides… This might well be the last time she saw Rachel.

They still joked. They teased each other. They played and had fun and ate breakfast together. But Ryann was sure that, at the backs of their minds, they both knew that they were just avoiding talking about the vampire in the room. The thought that Rachel might consider it all and decide she wanted to cut off contact after all… Despite Rachel’s smiles, it persisted in Ryann. Even though she selfishly hoped that wouldn’t be the case.

Instead, they talked about the most random things. Rachel’s job. How Kay came by every now and then just to spend time playing with Lucy. Eventually, the conversation shifted to Kate. She was the closest connection her and Rachel’s worlds shared. Kate and Rachel had actually talked to each other, unlike Ryann’s other friends when she’d sent them to check on Rachel. And Kate had definitely enjoyed meeting her. So Ryann told Rachel about the orphanage, mentioned the fire, and told her about Piper and Ollie, Kate’s little siblings. She didn’t mention that Ollie was trans, but she noticed Rachel’s knowing look. She answered it with a smile. And Rachel smiled back and let her talk.

In the meantime, Ryann’s clothes were drying. As much as she liked the shirt and as comfortable as she felt, after the moments with Rachel she didn’t want things to get too awkward. So she put her clothes on quickly after they came out of the dryer. Her sweater sleeve really was half disintegrated, so Ryann just ripped it off. Fashion statement, she thought.

She didn’t notice until a little while later that Rachel stole glances at her arm, as per usual. It was honestly very cute how gay she was. If she was less worried about the vampire thing, Ryann would have greatly enjoyed it and teased her about that.

As it was, she just wanted to spend time with Rachel, maybe for the last time.

That time together was cut short rather unexpectedly. The doorbell rang, and Lucy started barking at it. Rachel went to answer it, while Ryann stayed in the kitchen and sipped from a cup of tea. She smiled softly. It tasted so nice, and she felt so warm. Then her cute little friend came back with a worried look. “Ryann?” she asked. “There’s a big guy here. He says his name is Carver, and he’s asking for you.”

Ryann felt herself grow more nervous. “Right…”

“I didn’t tell him, you’re here,” Rachel said. “He thinks I’m trying to call you. If you don’t feel ready to talk to anyone…”

“No, it’s fine,” Ryann said softly. “Please, let him in.”

Rachel nodded and left. A few moments later, Carver walked into the kitchen. He looked tired, with dark circles under his eyes. His movements were sluggish, too. He stopped dead when he saw Ryann standing at the counter.

She rubbed her neck awkwardly. “Hey,” she said.

Carver looked at her and Ryann wasn’t sure whether his glance was sad or worried. “Hey,” he said back. “You’re… alright.” The words teetered between an observation and a question.

“Banged up. But alive.” Ryann scuffed her foot on the floor. “And… what brings you here?”

“I was looking for you,” Carver said. “We tried to find you, after we made sure Rachel got home okay. But the rain wiped all tracks clean. And with the city smells…”

Ryann nodded a little. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I was too dazed to send you guys a message after the fight.” She looked at the charging phone when Carver’s eyes flicked to it briefly. “And… I just needed time to think.”

Rachel stood in the doorway behind them. She had her arms crossed and watched with clear concern. She had never met Carver, and she didn’t seem to know how to read the awkwardness between them. Ryann gave her a little smile to put her at ease.

“Fight?” Carver said with a gentle frown. His golden eyes ran all over Ryann’s limbs, taking in the shape of her ripped and tattered clothes.

“Ah, right…” Ryann rubbed her neck. “It’s fine. I’ll tell you the details later. But I’m alright.”

Carver nodded quietly. He took a step towards her but stopped. His hand, which had reached out a tiny bit, fell to his side with a sigh. “I get it if you don’t want to come home,” he said after a moment’s hesitation. “I kept things from you that I shouldn’t have. But at the very least, let me tell you those things. You deserve that much.”

Ryann frowned. “Home?” she asked and stepped a tiny bit closer. Was it her imagination, or was Carver really trying hard to hold the even expression?

He nodded. “Yeah. Home, to us. To your friends. We all…”

Ryann hugged him tight before he could say anything else. She held her head to his shoulder and just leaned into him as he hugged her back. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m sorry for running. For worrying you. All of you…”

“It’s okay,” Carver whispered back in his deep voice. His arms wrapped around her tight and held her close. “I’m sorry for keeping secrets. I’m just so, so glad you’re safe.” He leaned back and cupped her cheeks. Tears were streaming gently from his own eyes.

Ryann laughed softly. “Careful, old man,” she chuckled with her own voice sounding a little choked. “I think you’re getting soft.”

“I’m just glad you’re okay,” Carver repeated. He didn’t care at all about the tears rolling down his cheeks. They held each other for a bit longer. It hurt. Ryann’s wounds were still raw and fresh, but it also hurt in her chest. She was so grateful for Carver’s concern. It hurt, and it felt good.

Eventually, Ryann muttered, “I guess… we should go home.”

“In due time,” Carver whispered. “The sun is still out.”

“Yeah, about that…” Ryann said a little louder. “I don’t think I burn anymore. I mean, I did yesterday. But today, nothing.” She showed her hand. “Not even red.”

“… I see.” Carver looked to the side a little, likely watching Rachel out of the corner of her eye before looking back at Ryann. “And Rachel…?”

“Knows,” Ryann said softly. “About everything. Well, about me.”

Carver nodded in quiet acknowledgement. He let his hands rest gently on Ryann’s shoulders. “I’ll wait outside. Take as long as you need.”

“Carver…” Ryann muttered. She stopped. I don’t want to leave here. I don’t want to risk losing Rachel. Maybe I can make things up to her… But there was no way she could. And there was no reason for her to remain here. “I’ll be right there,” she said a little dejectedly.

Carver nodded quietly. He moved away and turned to leave. “Thank you,” he said softly to Rachel. “For letting her stay. And for taking care of her.”

Rachel nodded. “It was nothing,” she mumbled, rubbing her arm shyly. Carver gave her a little smile and left without another word. Lucy finally stopped making little growling sounds from the kitchen entrance. She ran over to Rachel and nuzzled into her legs.

Ryann sighed and took her tea. The mug with the little checkerboard design was only half empty as she took it to the sink. She dumped it out with a heavy heart.

“You’re leaving?” Rachel asked. She came over to Ryann and put a hand on hers.

“Yeah,” Ryann muttered, staring into the empty cup before setting it down. “I’ll just get my shoes from the bathroom. And then… I’ll be gone.” It felt so final. Like this was the last time she would see Rachel. And Ryann wouldn’t blame her if it was.

She really wanted it not to be.

Rachel nodded. “Right. You’ll be gone. And I’ll know that monsters exist.” She hugged herself in her oversized shirt a little.

“Yeah.” Ryann turned to her and took her hand very gently. “I want to apologize. For all the secrets… The… stalking. That was wrong. I should have given you a choice right from the start.”

Rachel nodded. “Yeah,” she said firmly. “Yeah, you really should have. I know you didn’t do it for selfish reasons. But… This is still a big deal. And I have to think about this.”

Ryann nodded. “Yeah,” she muttered. It was hard to argue, when it had been partially selfish. She’d wanted Rachel to stay. But now it was time to deal with the consequences of that. She lifted Rachel’s hand and pressed a soft kiss to her knuckles without thinking. She immediately felt a little embarrassed about it. “I, uh… Hope to see you around,” she said softly.

Rachel gave her a small, tentative smile. “Yeah… I… Yeah, same.” A red flush covered her cheeks and showed off her dark freckles.

Ryann let go of her with a tiny smile of her own. She grabbed her still turned off phone, which was probably going to blow up with messages, and grabbed her shoes. They were still a bit wet, but at least they weren’t covered in blood anymore. She carried them to the front door where she knelt down to put them on. Lucy ran up to her and sniffed her legs and wagged her tail hard. Ryann felt her heart ache like it was splitting in two. She really wanted to stay, but Rachel needed time to think. She deserved time to come to terms with how her best friend was a blood-sucking vampire.

Ryann beckoned Lucy close. The cute doggo put her head to Ryann’s chest and let her scritch her neck. “Sorry, Luce,” Ryann said softly. “No walks today.” She had really grown to like the little puppy in the past, and aside from when she had smelled of blood, Lucy seemed to have warmed up to her. “The next time we see each other, I will give you so many treats.”

Lucy’s tail wagging slowly ceased. She whined softly. Ryann patted her head. “Hey, it’s okay,” she said. “You’re a good girl. You’ll get your walks and treats.” She smiled at the little doggo. Lucy nuzzled into her hand and let out a happy little huff. Ryann looked up when Rachel entered the little entrance hall. She stood up and dusted her hands off on her pants. “So,” she said softly.

“So,” Rachel said gently back as Lucy came over to her and sat down.

Ryann searched for the words that would convey how she felt somehow. Then she settled on, “I guess this is it. You need time to think. I need to make sure nobody is freaking out about me…”

“Right.” Rachel crossed her arms gently. She still looked conflicted. Of course she did. Ryann was a vampire.

“I’m really sorry,” Ryann said, “again. If… If you want me out of your life, I understand. And I’d respect that decision.” She really didn’t want to.

“Ryann…” Rachel hesitated. She looked down a bit before making eye contact again. Her expression was a tiny bit worried, and a tiny bit scared. “Spending time with you has always been incredible. I want that. I don’t want to lose you. I just… Monsters are real, you know? I need time to process that.” She rubbed her thumb against her elbow, where Ryann had bitten her. “I was a bit scared last night. But everything since then…” She took a deep breath. “I really don’t want you to go,” she finally admitted. “It just… This is a whole new level from knowing that you’re gonna get banged up in a fight. I’ve seen your wounds and I don’t like seeing you like that. But that doesn’t mean I don’t want to see you at all.”

“So… I’ll maybe see you around?” Ryann asked. She blushed at how hopeful her voice sounded.

Rachel smiled softly and approached her. She let herself fall against Ryann and hugged her tight around her thick waist. “Definitely,” she whispered. “It’s a lot to handle. But there’s nothing I can’t handle with you around. I just need a little time. Is that okay?”

“Yeah. Yeah, of course!” Ryann’s smile brightened as she hugged her back. It felt like a weight lifted off her chest. “And I’ll always be there if you wanna talk!”

“Good,” Rachel hummed as she leaned back to look up at Ryann. “And no more secrets!” she added and thrust her finger at Ryann’s chest. “At least not when you send people to watch me at work!”

Ryann hugged her a little tighter and nuzzled her head to Rachel’s. “Promise,” she whispered. No more secrets.”

“Good.” Rachel hummed softly and leaned into Ryann.

Ryann held her gently. She was so warm and soft… “I’ll see you around, then” she said, and though she felt happy, she was still a little conflicted. She wished Rachel hadn’t been pulled into this world like that. She wished the city were safe for her. “I lo—” Ryann caught herself just before she finished the sentence. Her face heated up within seconds, bright red and flushed with embarrassment. “I, uh… Yeah, see you,” she said and tried to hide her blush behind a smile.

“See you!” Rachel giggled softly and watched her walk out the door and to the front gate to the front gate.

Ryann waved back at her. At the same time, her mind was screaming at her. I love you?? Are you stupid? Why would you say that?? Who do you think she is, your mom? That would be the absolute weirdest thing you could say to her! Talk about sending mixed messages…

Suddenly, walking away was not nearly as hard as it had been before. She just really hoped Rachel hadn’t heard that part.
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Carver was sitting on the edge of the sidewalk. He seemed to be just enjoying the rays of the late morning sun on his face. When Ryann stepped out onto the street and closed the fence gate behind her, he turned around. He frowned. “What happened?”

“Nothing. Let’s go. Go, gogo!” Ryann muttered, turning down to the left as Carver got up..

“Other side,” he said.

Ryann did a one-eighty and briskly walked down the sidewalk. She didn’t even really register that she was walking in the sun until the fiery bastard blinded her from the shiny windshield of a parked car.

Carver hurried to keep up with her. “What happened? I’ve never seen you this red, ever!”

“Nothing!” Ryann snapped bashfully..

His lips slowly pulled into a smirk. “Aw, don’t tell me… The vampire thing went over well with your girlfriend?”

“She’s not my girlfriend!” Ryann hissed, worried that Rachel might hear this obnoxiously loud asshole. “And if you say that again, I will kick your ass right now!”

“Ah, violence against a tired old man,” Carver hummed. “Classic.”

Ryann rolled her eyes. “Sure, Josephine,” she grumbled. “Why are we going this way anyway? Wolfshire is in the other direction.”

“Yeah, but this is where I’ve parked my car.”

“Excuse me?” Ryann frowned when Carver crossed the street and stopped next to a shitty, dark blue car. Then, to her shock, he pulled out a key.

Carver got in and then looked up at Ryann who just stared at him. “You getting in?”

“You have a fucking car?” Ryann asked and remembered all the times they could have used that to go literally anywhere.

“Yeah? You think people just live in Toronto without a car?”

Ryann looked it over. “Why does it look so fucking run down?” The licence plate had started to rust.

Carver shrugged. “Camouflage. Now, are you getting in or what? We’ve got a lot of stuff to talk about.”

“Yeah,” Ryann muttered and walked around the front of the car to get in. On second thought, she didn’t mind not having known about the car. No legroom. “Should I let the others know that I’m fine…?” She fumbled with her phone.

“No,” Carver said firmly. “There’s something at home that I need to show you. No more secrets. They’ll rush over to our place soon as I let them know. And you need to see this.”

She frowned softly. “What is it?”

“I can’t tell you that,” Carver said as he started the car. “You’ll just have to wait and see.”

Ryann grumbled a little and put the phone away. She kicked her feet up on the dashboard, and Carver pulled out of the parking spot. Ryann found herself distracted by the sunlight. Focusing on her new immunity was better than feeling awkward about her and Carver’s still largely unresolved falling-out. It was jarring, being out during the day like this. The sun shone into Ryann’s eyes a little every now and then as they hit bumps and dips. It warmed up the air around them, and Ryann was grateful for her missing sweater sleeve. She raised her hands to look at them again. “What do you think changed?” Ryann asked as she inspected them. They looked the same. And the claws were the same, still black and shiny, still out of control.

Carver looked over at her. “Your family,” he said softly, “has always been very close to the supernatural. Your lineage is long and old and stretches back into times before people recorded history.”

“So?” Ryann frowned and looked at him. “What does that have to do with anything?” She didn’t really want to hear about her family. No, she really wanted to, but it felt strange to be told things that she was just supposed to take as fact. To be told things about them by someone she had never known was part of it, just… didn’t sit quite right with her. Not to mention, she didn’t like the thought of her family being connected to monsters. It just… seemed wrong. This was her issue. Her strange problem that she’d found herself in. Thinking of her parents as some sort of monster hunters distorted the little bit of an image she had of them.

Carver was quiet for a moment as he took a turn. “Everything, I think,” he said. “But I can wait if you don’t want to hear about it now.”

Ryann sighed and tilted her seat back a bit more. “It’s fine,” she grumbled. She put her seatbelt on, but didn’t take her feet off the dashboard. “What did they do? If my family had some deep, dark secret, better tell me now. I’m already not in the greatest mood, and I won’t take it any better later.”

“Not a dark secret,” Carver said, pulling into a different lane. “Actually, your family were hunters, of sorts. Much like you’re doing now, they used to kill monsters. And stars have mercy on any they got in their sights.”

Ryann cast a glance at him. His voice had lowered into something between nostalgia and sadness.

“Your grandmother had an ability she honed from birth. She could take the powers and gifts of her enemies and make them her own. She could turn them against them. It wasn’t a strong power. Nobody here in North America took it seriously when they heard about it, until your grandmother actually got here with her husband.” Carver shook his head with a soft chuckle. “There is no real way to describe what she was like. Unbreakable, maybe. Like a rock. She didn’t have it easy. She wasn’t as strong as a wolf or vampire, she couldn’t walk through walls or turn invisible. She was very mortal, and no matter how many times she buckled or bent under the weight of the beasts in the dark, she never broke.”

“Yeah, gran was a badass,” Ryann muttered. She flexed her hand and watched her claws extend and retract. “So, what, I have the same ability? I can adapt to… stuff?”

“You said the veritae turned invisible, and then you drank its blood,” Carver shrugged. “You got burned by the sun, then drank human blood. I’m really only speculating. But sometimes the simplest answer is the right one.”

She leaned her head back and stared up at the roof of the little car. Maybe Carver had a point. That was the first time she’d touched the sun since the first time she’d burned herself, before ever drinking human blood. Maybe she would test it someday…

If it’s true, then Rachel might be the reason I can feel warmth again. That made her a little sad again. They had parted on good terms, but Ryann already missed her little friend. “Did you know my gran well?” she asked Carver to distract herself.

“We were friends. And when your parents died, we leaned on each other for support, for a while.” His voice was now low and sad.

“Why didn’t she tell you about me, then?” Ryann turned her head to look over at him again.

He lowered his head for a moment before putting his eyes back on the road. “Nobody was supposed to have known where your parents were. If someone found that out and was able to get to them, then the only minds your grandparents trusted with the secret of your survival were their own.” He gave her a soft look. “I’m sorry. They tried to save you from all this. If I had known…”

“You would have protected me,” Ryann said. She pulled her knees to her chest and hugged herself a bit. For a moment, she was quiet. Just thinking. Then she asked, “Why did you save me when we met? And why did you take me in? Was it just because you saw my parents in me?”

Carver hummed deeply for a moment, like he was thinking about it too. After a minute of silence, in which he pulled into a less travelled road, nearing Wolfshire, he said, “It might seem strange, but you aren’t the first kid I’ve taken in. And you were a kid out in the cold, right there, needing help.” He gave her a very brief look that appeared almost nervous to Ryann. “My… feelings for you are genuine and based entirely on who you are, not your parents. I care about you as if you were my own daughter. I want to keep you safe. I want you to be happy. I just…” He hesitated, and for a moment Ryann thought she saw a deep-rooted guilt in his eyes. One that made him clench the steering wheel tightly and made his face pull into a sad frown. “I can’t take knowing that you’re out here by yourself because I didn’t do enough to help.”

Ryann watched him quietly. She could tell there was more that he wasn’t saying, but she nodded quietly. He’ll tell me if he wants to. Instead, she tried to lighten the mood. “Wow, that’s embarrassing,” she chuckled. “You think of me as your daughter? Damn, old man. Pretty sappy.”

Carver’s lips pulled into a gentle smile. “Yeah? You didn’t think it was embarrassing when you moved in with me.”

“Watch it, or I’ll make you pay tuition.” Ryann smirked at him.

“Hah! Bring it!” Carver laughed. “I’ll get the adoption papers right now!”

“Sure, sure” Ryann chuckled.

Carver looked at her and hit the brakes in the middle of the alley they were rolling through. Ryann huffed softly as the seatbelt gently bit her skin. She frowned as Carver pulled out his phone and texted someone. It was only a short text, maybe three or four words. Then he put the phone away. “There,” he said.

“What did you just do?” Ryann asked with a soft chuckle.

“You’ll see.” Carver hummed.

Ryann rolled her eyes. She patted Carver’s shoulder. “Sure thing, Jo.” She leaned back and crossed her arms behind her head. Her thoughts returned to Rachel, and she really wanted to see her again already. Or hold her hand.

Anything to feel that warmth again.

* * *

An hour after the jokes about adoption that so oddly stuck with Ryann, she finally finished telling Carver what had happened to her after running out on him. Her phone rested on the coffee table before them, still turned off. She didn’t want to see the fallout from last night. Not yet. She had also decided that, after the revelation that her parents had been monster hunters, she needed some time to come to terms with that before hearing more. And so she now relaxed into the couch with a glass full of blood in her hand and a steaming cup of tea on the table before her.

Carver shook his head. “Every time I think I’ve figured out just how good you are, you surprise me again and again,” he said with a gentle smile.

“Not a big deal,” Ryann muttered. She had changed into some warm, soft clothes and had a blanket over her legs. She really needed to feel warm and soft right now, and the blanket helped. She also wanted to talk to the others. It was just… a little complicated. So they’d just left it at Carver shooting the group a text so they could stop worrying.

“Ryann.” Carver gave her a soft look. Like a proud dad, she almost thought. “You were running on fumes and held your own against a nocturnae and Bloods the likes of Marianne.” He smiled softly as Ryann took a sip from the blood. “You’re tough, kid. You’re an amazing fighter. Your practice paid off, and that’s something to admire. And definitely something you should be proud of.”

“Right,” Ryann muttered and slurped the blood. Tastes like Lyn. Ryann hummed softly. She could really do with some warm hugs right now. Her thoughts drifted to Rachel briefly. Then she shook her head. “But I didn’t win,” she insisted. “What I did, anybody with the right training could have done.” She frowned at Carver’s look of disagreement. “Don’t give me that look, old man. Meg would have gotten out of there easy. Kay would have beat all those bloods without running.”

“Meg is good at what she does,” Carver said. “And Kay is exceptional. But so are you.”

Ryann just shook her head and slurped her blood. It was good to finally be full and let the blood hunger rest. Carver was being nice, but there was a reason why nobody had really noticed her disappearance. Why she hadn’t had any real friends in her MMA circles before. “So… Marianne,” she said after a moment, changing the subject. “Who is she?”

“She used to be Lake’s right hand. But…” Carver rubbed his neck. “They had a falling-out,” he said and rested his arms across his knees. “She still follows the Dawn’s rules, so Lake just let her go. But now she’s working with Gold… I don’t know. I haven’t seen her in fifty years. And we weren’t exactly close before.”

“Right…” Ryann muttered. Her thoughts flashed back to the kid she’d hesitated to hurt. The fear she’d suddenly felt. The same fear she’d seen on Marianne’s face.

She let her gaze drift through the apartment. It got caught on the TV sitting behind the bookshelf. “Whoa, you got a TV?” Ryann asked, surprised.

“Ah, yes. This is what I wanted to show you,” Carver said and got up to wheel the little cart with the TV to the end of the coffee table.

Ryann quickly drank the last of her blood. As she put the glass down, she noticed an elegant, brown envelope sticking out from under a little pile of letters next to the little potted plant. It almost blended with the brown of the wood. She brushed the other letters aside and looked at it. It looked pretty new, unlike the others. Carver rarely got mail.

On top of the envelope was a beautiful white card with a golden border that felt all grainy and old. It smelled just like the envelope. A faint floral scent. In blue ink, it read, 

Here’s the things you wanted. I know, you could have bought them yourself, but I enjoy buying things for you. I hope you like it, you silly old man.


	Kathleen




An elegant red heart filled most of the open space on the card. Ryann blinked and looked up. “Yo, do you have, like, a thing with Kathleen?” she asked.

Carver turned bright red like that. “That’s personal!” he said, clearly flustered.

Ryann smirked. “Daaamn, dude. Good job!”

“It’s not like that!” Carver marched over and snatched the card from her hand a little too quickly and carefully for it to not be like that. He held it close and mumbled, “Kathleen just… She came here to help. Taught me some blood magic to hide my scent. So I can Change and run more easily.”

“Riiight,” Ryann hummed and crossed her arms. She just skipped right over the mention of blood magic, to the real juicy bits. “And she bought you a TV. And likes buying you things.” She didn’t even try to hide the grin creeping onto her face.

Carver grumbled. “It’s… complicated,” he muttered.

Ryann nodded. “I get it. I’m not gonna pry or tell anyone.” She wasn’t going to interfere in Carver’s personal business. “But hey, good for you,” she still chuckled as she picked up her tea and relaxed back into the couch. Yeah, good for him, she just thought. Good for him. Once things weren’t ‘complicated’ anymore, she would definitely remember this.

Carver stood there quietly for a moment before going to his room. He returned with a small thumb drive. “Anyway…” he muttered.

“What’s this?” Ryann frowned softly..

Carver sat on the couch opposite Ryann. He cleared his throat and looked her deep in the eye, for a long, long moment. His expression was very soft. “That,” he said and placed the drive in between them, “is a recording of your funeral.”

His voice had been so soft and slow to gently break the news to her. Ryann still felt like she got punched in the gut. “My… what?” she asked in a whisper. She stared at the drive as if it could disappear into thin air. Very cautiously, she set her tea down far away from it. She nearly spilled some anyway.

“Your funeral,” Carver said again. “You had a funeral.”

Her claws dug into the armrest of the couch.

“The people who attended.” Carver’s voice remained entirely soft and gentle. His golden eyes remained locked on Ryann’s. “They didn’t know about any family of yours. So they wanted to have something for them, in case anyone ever showed up.”

Ryann felt her throat close up. She wasn’t sure if it was nerves, surprise, anticipation, or something else. “You… Why? Why do you have this?” Her voice was barely more than a hoarse whisper.

Carver looked at her so gently and with such love. “You keep saying nobody noticed you vanishing. That nobody cared. This…” He looked at the drive. “This proves otherwise.”

She didn’t know what to think. So she didn’t. She just went quiet and tried to process. Carver sat there, waiting patiently. After a while, he asked, “Do you want to see it?”

Ryann found herself nodding shakily.

She didn’t remember him putting the drive in or turning on the TV. She saw vaguely familiar faces. She heard people speaking. About her fights. Her studies. Her work at the hospital. What kind of person she’d been. And they knew her. They knew her.

People Ryann had spoken to only a handful of times remembered the things she’d said, the jokes she’d made. The things she liked and what she hated. How she stood up for what she believed in, even if it meant getting herself in trouble. Ariana Mendez was there, an opponent Ryann just remembered for what a pain in the ass she had been to fight. And how fun that fight had been, too.

Tears already streamed over Ryann’s cheeks when London stepped up to the grave. She was crying, and she gave no indication that she had been in a relationship with Ryann. Not in a way any stranger would understand. The things she said were meant only for Ryann. Nobody else would really get their meaning.

Her words of regret passed in a blurry haze for Ryann, and when London staggered away from the grave, still quietly enduring her own pain and keeping herself in the background, she herself wanted to break down, or see her, or hug her. And at the same time she knew she would never see her again. There was too much pain there, too much grief.

Then a figure stepped up. It took a moment for Ryann to recognize her. Meg was at her funeral.

She didn’t cry, but Ryann could see the sadness in her face. She wore a plain suit and shirt. The edge of her tattoo peeked out over her collar as she began to speak. Something about people looking up to her. Her being a role model for the community. Ryann didn’t listen.

Meg had known about this. And she hadn’t told Ryann. Somehow, Meg had been at her funeral and had never said a word to her.

Ryann stared at the TV, and Meg’s words just lost all meaning for a moment, right as she finished speaking. Ryann looked over at Carver. Meg had known. “Why didn’t she tell me?” she whispered. Her voice cracked gently. She sniffed softly and rubbed her face. “Why…?”

Carver sighed very softly. “I don’t know, kiddo,” he said in a gentle tone.

Ryann clenched her jaw. Her throat felt tight as she tried to process this new information and just got stuck on a single question.

Why?

She remembered the first time they met. Had Meg recognized her? Why hadn’t she said anything or ever brought it up? Ryann remembered holding her close and them talking softly to each other in the morning. She remembered them comforting each other. Feeling like she had a genuine connection with her best friend. So why…?

“Sh-She was at my funeral!” Ryann whispered and rubbed her eyes with a huff. She didn’t want them to get watery with tears. She blinked those away. “Why would she keep that from me?”

Carver paused the recording. He moved over to sit next to Ryann and put his arm around her shoulders. “I can’t speak for Meg,” he said softly. “Maybe she was scared of losing you.” He brushed his hand over her head. “But she was the one who brought me this tape.”

Ryann watched the screen again. “I… I just don’t get it. Any of it. I don’t recognize half the people in this video,” she muttered. “I’ve not had more than two or three conversations with them. I’ve never done anything for them! I was never special to them! Why would they…” She broke off again, trying to comprehend what was going on.

Carver rubbed her back for a moment before resting his hand on her shoulder. “Ryann…” he said softly. “You don’t need to provide a service to be liked. You don’t need to be someone’s ideal person. You just need to be you. That is enough.”

“I just… I just thought I was… acquaintances with them,” Ryann whispered and sniffed softly. “I was so concerned with training and winning, with not going back to the streets… I just never… I never…” Her voice broke off into incoherent sniffs and sobs. It was too much. Finally, the dam broke and her tears flowed freely.

Carver held her close and put his forehead to Ryann’s. “You will never have to worry about that again,” he said firmly and hugged her tight. “I meant what I said, that you’re like a daughter to me. And you don’t have to do anything more than be you for that to be true.” He leaned back a little and cupped her cheeks, wiping away the tears rolling down her cheeks. There were some in his own eyes. “You have a family,” he whispered. “And we all love you. No matter what, you will always have a roof above your head and something to eat. We support each other.” He kissed her forehead so gently and pulled her to his chest. His embrace was so warm and familiar, and Ryann clenched her fingers into his shirt as she hugged him back and sobbed.

“We’re a family,” Carver said. “For as long as you want it. We will never abandon you.”

Ryann couldn’t speak. And if she could have, she wouldn’t have had the words to thank him with. There was simply nothing that could even approximate the grateful feeling that overwhelmed her and mixed with her sorrow and the comfort that Carver provided. But he didn’t need to hear any of it. He just held her close and hummed a song that sounded like a lullaby in a strange, melodic language.

After a while, Carver led Ryann to her room. He tucked her into her bed with a glass of water and a box of tissues on her nightstand, and Ryann just curled up and cried her eyes out until she was exhausted. Maybe she slept a bit. Or maybe she just stared at the wall as thoughts of her past life circled and raced in her head. She couldn’t say for sure. All she knew was that when she finally calmed down a tiny bit and felt like she could go on and maybe even somehow handle this revelation, Meg was sitting at her bedside.

She was wearing her dark sweater, with the hood up, and Ryann couldn’t see her face. But she was there, and that mattered.

Ryann had to swallow three times before her ragged throat obeyed and made a sound. It was rough, barely sounded like words. Meg turned towards her and Ryann saw the worry and fear on her face. She leaned over and brought the glass of water to Ryann’s lips. Her slender fingers brushed through Ryann’s undercut as she gently lifted her head to not spill anything.

Ryann pressed her hand to Meg’s, both to hold the glass, and to make sure her friend didn’t pull away and disappear. The water helped to soothe her throat. “Why?” she whispered hoarsely with the next breath.

“Why what?” Meg asked.

“Everything!” Ryann hadn’t meant to yell, and seeing Meg flinch hurt like a slap. “I’m sorry,” she said quickly and tightened her grip as Meg tensed. “Please don’t go… I just don’t understand. Why were you at my funeral? Was it before or after we met? Why didn’t you ever say anything? Did you already know who I was when you first saw me?”

Meg was very quiet for a moment. Her pink eyes glistened for a moment. “Yeah, I knew who you were,” she said quietly. “I’m sorry.”

Ryann rubbed her face. “Just… tell me, please,” she whispered. Her hand squeezed Meg’s. “I care about you. You’re my best friend I just…”

Meg watched her for a long, quiet moment. Then she asked, “Can I lie down with you?”

Ryann nodded. As soon as Meg slipped under the covers, Ryann pulled her close. She smelled better than last night. Less like blood. More like wild flowers and fresh water. Ryann nuzzled close to her neck and felt the soothing warm coming off her. Meg’s hands ran gently over her back.

“I came to Canada after I was Turned,” Meg whispered. “I came for a new start. As much as I could have that, six years ago. But… it didn’t really matter.” She rested her head on Ryann’s with a sigh. “I’m… My new form disturbed me. My new nature was one of pain and death. That’s what my kind are. That’s why I hide what I really look like. These new urges I had to wrestle with… I couldn’t handle it.”

Meg’s voice shook gently as she spoke. Ryann gripped her tight and held her close, and they comforted each other. “I was scared,” Meg whispered. “And I was upset. I felt… disfigured. Abused. Wrong. And I knew my life would never be normal again. Finding a cure didn’t matter. Nothing did. I spent months just with my depression. Starving myself. Wishing I could just… go away.” She was quiet for a moment, shaking. “I almost followed through once. Stepped into the sun. It would have been easy.”

Ryann looked up at her. Her heart ached for her kind, loving friend who had gone through all of that. She moved up a little to rest their foreheads together, and felt the moisture at her cheek from where Meg’s tears had hit the mattress. “Logan tried to help. So did Kay. And eventually… I tried to teach myself how to fight. And that’s how I found you.” Meg smiled very softly through her tears. She opened her pink eyes and looked at Ryann. “I used to watch your fights to learn. I still do that. It was silly. Stupid. I don’t think I learned a single thing. But I kept coming back to yours for a different reason. When you fought, you were enjoying yourself. You were strong, and fast, and you never backed down.” Meg sniffed very softly. “I… I used to try and imagine being like that. I wanted to be that strong and beautiful. Two things I have never been. And now wouldn’t ever be. You… You were my light,” she whispered.

“I went back to Europe. I started killing Bloods. I… I told myself I was protecting people, standing up for them, like you. But it was really just vengeance. I was a monster, and I was strong. I hunted at night and read during the day. And eventually… Eventually I found this.” Her hand clenched around the pendant around her neck. “This. My second light. With this, I could return to Canada, and I got into Lake’s employ and started ridding the city of monsters quickly and quietly.” She looked away. “And then you disappeared.”

Ryann listened as Meg cleared her throat. She sounded choked, and she was shaking. Of course she is, Ryann thought. She’s pouring her heart out to me.

Meg’s grip around Ryann tightened. “You were gone without a trace,” she repeated. “And then, months later, I bump into you in the streets and smell Blood on you.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?” Ryann whispered. “I would have loved to be your friend immediately.”

“I didn’t know what to do!” Meg sobbed gently. “When I saw you, I wanted to talk to you, to ask you what happened. But I was scared. I’d heard about someone taking out Lucas’ Hunger. The last of his posse had just turned up dead!” She sniffed and shook her head. “It wasn’t a leap to deduce that it’d been you. You’d been Turned because I didn’t kill all the monsters fast enough. I thought for sure you’d hate me!”

“You had nothing to do with that,” Ryann whispered and hugged Meg tight.

She shook her head. “I’m supposed to know about all the shit going on in this city! I missed them kidnapping and Turning you! It was my fault! Maybe me killing them all off was what got them so nervous that they risked Turning someone in the first place!”

“Oh Meg…” Ryann leaned back a bit to look into her friend’s teary eyes. “You’re just one person. How could you know about all the things every Blood in the city is doing? And you didn’t make them do anything.”

Meg’s hood had come loose. Her hair was a mess, and Ryann reached up to push her fingers through it and pat her gently. Meg sniffed and shook her head once more. “I could have stopped them if I’d paid better attention… Instead I was stuck standing at your coffin, thinking you’d never be able to fight again, would never eat normal food, could never step out into the sun… I hated myself for letting that happen to you. And it only got worse as I got to know you!” She rubbed her eyes and tried to stop crying. “You were this vibrant, confident, happy person, and you were stuck in this shithole of a world with me. You deserved so much better…”

Ryann couldn’t help the smallest of smiles appearing on her lips. She gently nuzzled her forehead against Meg’s. “It wasn’t all bad,” she whispered. “I met Carver. You. Kay and Kate, Logan, Nemo, the other wolves… Lyn and Val…”

“But you have to drink blood,” Meg whispered. “Every day you fight for your life. And you can’t go out into the sun.”

Ryann shook her head. “I don’t just fight for me. I fight for you too. And, hey, the sun thing seems to have fixed itself.”

Meg leaned back and watched her for another long moment. Then she nodded gently and wiped her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “For not telling you. I just… I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want to hurt you more…”

Ryann felt her own eyes get watery again. She pulled Meg’s face to her shoulder and held her tight. “You could never hurt me,” she whispered. “I am grateful for every little thing you’ve done for me. For the blood. And the lessons. The stupid jokes…”

“Hey,” Meg muttered between sniffs. “You love those.”

“I do.” Ryann kissed her head. “Nerd.” She watched Meg with a gentle look. She had never cared for someone the way she had for Meg. Not even London. Not even Rachel. Rachel… was a friend. A really, really good friend. When she was around, Ryann felt electrified. Every moment stretched impossibly and was so meaningful and fun. Time flew by, hours passed in mere minutes.

But Meg was different. Comfortable. With every fibre of her being, Ryann knew she was safe with her. Meg had been her guide and protector for months. She really didn’t want any secrets between them. And after hearing about her history, the last thing Ryann wanted was her friend feeling like she had to hide who she really was. She cleared her throat softly. “I don’t suppose this would be a good time to talk about something else that’s been bugging me?”

“We’re both already crying, so why not?” Meg laughed a little. She sniffed and wiped her eyes with a tissue from the nightstand. “Shoot.”

“I’m not gonna force you to answer anything,” Ryann said softly. She cupped Meg’s cheek gently. “You can just say no, alright?”

“Sure,” Meg hummed and nuzzled into her hand with a tiny smile. “Ask away.”

Ryann hesitated and chose her words carefully. “I told Carver about our Institute excursion.”

Meg nodded. “Makes sense that he’s been a bit snippy with me.”

“Yeah, sorry,” Ryann muttered. “I’ll talk to him.”

“It’s fine,” Meg said and shook her head. “I knew what was coming. Everybody blames me for everything anyway. It’s better that way. I can handle it. And Carver’s rightfully upset.”

“First off, no,” Ryann muttered. “We’re gonna talk about that too. Either way, he mentioned something about nostighoul…” Meg tensed immediately. Ryann gave her a moment, then added, “Something about how they can’t be killed, unless it’s by another nostighoul?”

“Well,” Meg stammered, tense, “my wavy knife is a magic ritual dagger, so…”

“Meg.” Ryann looked her in the eye, with her suspicions pretty much confirmed. “You can just not answer. Or you can tell me the truth. Either way doesn’t change how I feel about you. But please don’t lie. Don’t hide.”

Meg met her gaze and was very, very quiet for a little bit. Then she looked away. “Nobody can know,” she whispered. “That’s why I hide like this.” She clutched her pendant. “There’s only two, maybe three others who know. Logan and Kay. Maybe Nemo. If the Dawn knew, I would be hunted down. Even if Lake doesn’t think I’m a threat. Everyone uses nostighoul. Nobody likes to admit it.”

“Lake’s your friend. And I wouldn’t let anyone hurt you,” Ryann said softly.

Meg just sighed. “Please…”

“Of course I won’t tell anyone,” Ryann whispered. She let her fingers brush through Meg’s hair for a moment. A thought occurred, and she cocked her head gently. “The one we fought was crazed. But you’re normal.” She didn’t quite know how to ask the question, but Meg picked up on it anyway.

“Nostighoul are creatures of pain and death,” she explained. “Their diet isn’t just blood. A nostighoul will keep you alive and torture you for weeks. It makes them strong. It drives them further to the brink between human and monster. The more pain they inflict, the less human they are. And the stronger they become.”

“Is that why you don’t wanna drink blood near me, or other people?” Ryann held Meg close when she shivered.

Meg was quiet again for a bit, then she nodded. “Something like that.” She hesitated. “I only feed in my home. And I never drink directly from humans.” There was something in her eyes then. Some kind of conflicted look, some fear that made Ryann frown. She could tell there was more that Meg wasn’t telling her.

“Well, thanks for telling me, I guess,” Ryann hummed and ran her hand over Meg’s head.

“Literally any other Blood would immediately create some distance,” Meg muttered.

“Well, I’m not just anyone.” Ryann shrugged. “You’re my friend. My best friend.” Her voice remained soft and gentle.

Meg chuckled a tiny bit. “You’re my best friend too,” she said in a whisper. She nuzzled into Ryann. “Can we just stay like this?” she asked. “Just for a tiny bit?”

“Sure,” Ryann whispered back. “And thank you.” She pulled the blanket higher onto their shoulders and closed her eyes. For just a little while, she let her worries and fears step into the background. It still hurt. Being forced into this position, into this life, against her will, hurt. But as she held Meg, Ryann thought that maybe it wasn’t all bad.

At least they weren’t alone anymore.

* * *

There were more rounds of reunions to come. Kate couldn’t make it, but she and Ryann talked on the phone. Apparently the whole wolf gang was together, dealing with something with Kate’s family. She was vague about it, but assured Ryann that everything was okay and she’d be back soon.

Nemo smushed Ryann’s face and hugged her as tight as she could before even making it through the door, and Logan insisted that Ryann let them check her wounds.

Kay was the only one who wasn’t obviously worried and overjoyed to have Ryann back. If anything, she still looked upset. She told Ryann, “We’ll talk in a bit,” and then grabbed Carver and pulled him to the side.

“Should I be worried about that?” Ryann muttered as the bathroom door fell shut behind them. The sound of rushing water made her gift of hearing useless in trying to listen in.

“I’m not gonna speak for Kay,” Logan said as they gently pulled Ryann’s shirt off, sitting on the couch behind her. “She hasn’t said much since Carver’s message. And she was out all night looking for you. So I dunno.”

“Right,” Ryann muttered, feeling a bit bad. Kay probably had some strong words for Carver about him saddling her with his problem child.

“Still can’t believe you fought thirteen bloods and killed six before the rest cornered you,” Meg muttered, sitting on the floor before her. “Fucking badass.”

“Yeah?” Ryann chuckled. “You impressed?”

Meg rolled her eyes. “Don’t push it…”

“Hey, if you want we can record our sparring sessions. You could review them later…”

“Drop it,” Meg said with a bright red blush on her cheeks. “I didn’t wanna be weird about it.”

“It’s adorable,” Ryann purred, which only made Meg’s cheeks flush harder. She was really cute when she was being soft and vulnerable. Ryann was glad she got to see this side of her sarcastic little friend.

“Yeah, well… fuck you,” Meg grumbled. She growled when Ryann winked at her.

“Either way,” Logan interrupted, “you’re about as banged up as Meg usually gets. Nothing is broken, but your back is one huge bruise. The cuts didn’t go too deep, so that’s fine, but the acid damage is gonna be a bitch to heal. Especially where it got deep into the muscle.”

“Let me see.” Meg got up and stepped next to Logan. “Whoa, shit the bed! We match!” she chuckled as she went back to her spot.

“Sure do,” Ryann said with a smirk and slapped her on the back as she passed by. Meg hissed and glared a little. “What, can’t handle it?” Ryann beckoned her with one claw. “Come on, I’m always ready to throw down with my fans. It’ll toughen you up!”

“I’ll fucking fight you!” Meg grumbled, cheeks flaming red now.

“Bring it!” Ryann smirked at her. After a moment, Meg smirked too.

Logan cleared their throat. “You guys gonna keep flirting? Because… I can leave. I don’t have to be here.”

That shut down the banter immediately. Both Ryann and Meg blushed hard and looked away. “Shut up,” Ryann grumbled.

“… not flirting…” Meg muttered.

Logan gave them both a flat look. “Right…”

Ryann perked up when she heard the shower stop, and Kay and Carver exited the bathroom. Carver was shaking his head and rubbing it a little. He sat down at the table and gave Kay one more look.

Kay came directly for Ryann.

She tensed a bit. Kay, as always, carried a stoic expression, but usually she’d be able to tell at least a little how she felt. Now, as the big bartender stopped before her and crossed her arms, she couldn’t read the neutral expression at all.

“So,” Kay said. “You done going off on your own?”

“Uh…” Ryann rubbed her neck. “Yes…?”

“Good. Next time I’m gonna kick your ass for making me worry.”

“Sorry,” Ryann muttered and slumped a bit. Of course Kay would be upset. This was the second night in a row that she’d run out on her and left her hanging at the bar.

Kay’s expression softened a tiny bit. “I am glad you’re back,” she said softly. “But I’m also upset that you went on your little Institute adventure without telling anyone.” She nudged Meg with her foot. “Both of you.”

Meg looked down with a very guilty expression. Ryann could imagine why. If Kay knew about what Meg really was, it wasn’t a leap to think that maybe Meg valued Kay’s trust as much as Ryann did.

“Anyway,” Kay said, “meet me downstairs when you’re done here. We’re going on a trip.”

Ryann frowned. “Can I ask where to?” She had still hoped for a hug. Or a head pat. Or at least for Kay to sound a little happy. Not that emotion was her strongest suit, or course.

“Nope.” Kay looked at Logan. “You good staying here?”

“Yeah.” They looked over at Meg, who was now very awkwardly rubbing her arm. “We’ve got some things to talk about. Like friendship. Won’t that be nice, Meg?”

Meg sighed and looked at her. “Yeah. Yeah, maybe it will…”

Kay said, “Great enthusiasm. Love it.” She went to Nemo, who was fiddling with the TV. “You gonna stay too?”

“Yup!” Nemo’s smiled bright and brushed her magenta hair back. “This place is great! So much space! I’m gonna try out a new spell!”

“Sure, make yourself at home, it’s just my house,” Carver muttered from the table. He didn’t really do anything to stop it. He just read the article in the paper about the unexplained fire at the Argent Institute of Occultism and Esotericism.

Nemo gasped. “Perfect, thanks DILF!”

Ryann choked. “What.”

“Don’t ask,” Carver muttered.

“Be nice, Nemo.” Kay kissed her girlfriend on the head. “We’ll be back in a couple hours.” She beckoned Ryann to follow her.

Ryann put her shirt back on and looked at Meg, who still didn’t make eye contact with Logan. “I take it she didn’t tell you either?” she said to Logan softly.

“Yeah,” Logan muttered. They crossed their arms. “I really thought we were better friends than that.”

Meg rubbed her neck. “I… I’m sorry. I just… It’s complicated.”

Logan narrowed their eyes briefly. Then they shook their head, and the piercings in their pointed ears glinted. “Well, I also thought I was your best friend.”

Meg shuffled gently for a moment. “I can have two best friends, can’t I?”

“Yeah?” Logan smirked. “You’re gonna cuddle me too?”

Ryann giggled softly as Meg’s face coloured a gentle shade of pink again. “I’ll leave you two alone,” she said.

Logan nodded. “Yeah, we’ll talk.” She bumped Ryann with her shoulder. “But also, next time, text me. I really would have wanted in on that heist. And we’re friends. You know I’m there for you.”

“Yeah, sorry.” Ryann hugged them one more time. She ruffled their hair and Logan hissed and swatted at their hand.

“Fuck off!” they grumbled and fixed their hair.

Ryann shrugged. “Sorry, we’re friends. I gotta.”

Logan gave her the finger.

Ryann smiled and pulled Meg up to her feet. She hugged her gently, to not hurt her. “Just accept that people like you. And you’re not a monster, no matter how much you call yourself that.”

“I just don’t want to disappoint anyone,” Meg whispered and buried her face at Ryann’s shoulder. “But I’ll try.”

“Good.” Ryann nuzzled her head to Meg’s. “And when I’m back, we can teach you to fight like you want to.” Meg blushed gently and nodded. Ryann let her go, ruffled her hair, and got an eye-roll in return.

Nemo just jumped up and hugged her around the neck. “Don’t let Kay stay out too long!” she hummed.

“Right, sure.” Ryann patted her back with a soft smile. “I’ll send her back to you.”

“Good!” Nemo dropped back down and pulled out a blackened bone. “Do you mind if I draw on your door?”

“I…” Ryann stared at the bone apprehensively. “Is it gonna turn into a portal to hell?”

Nemo smiled brightly. “Nope! Hell isn’t real!” She hummed and tapped her chin with the end of the bone. “But it might randomly transport you to an alternate dimension. Or maybe to Kay’s aunt.”

I’m just… I’m not gonna ask, Ryann decided. She ruffled Nemo’s hair and got a giggle out of her. “Please don’t make my door a portal to an alternate dimension.”

“Sure, I’ll use Carver’s!”

“Why not?” Carver muttered. “Everybody else already uses this place as they want. You with your spells. Ryann with her girlfriend.”

“Hey!” Ryann blushed hard as she went over to him. “If you actually are bothered, we’ll leave,” she muttered all embarrassed, “but don’t use this as an excuse to mess with me. You said it was fine, and Rachel hasn’t even been here yet! Besides, she’s not my girlfriend!”

Carver stared at her. He opened and closed his mouth. “I really should start recording the stuff you say.”

Ryann frowned. “What? Why?” She looked at the others. “What’d I say?”

“Nothing,” Meg said quickly. “He’s just being a nerd.”

“Riiight…” Ryann eyed Carver suspiciously.

He turned the page of his paper. “Better get going. You don’t wanna keep Kay waiting, do you?”

“Yeah…” Ryann rubbed her neck. She didn’t know if maybe Kay was a little more upset than she’d let on, so she quickly went to grab her leather jacket and phone, and hurried downstairs. She just hoped that, if Kay really was upset, as upset as Ryann imagined she was, Ryann would somehow find a way to make it up to her and regain her trust. Even if it took weeks or months.

I really enjoyed working at the bar, she thought sadly.
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Kay drummed her fingers on the steering wheel of her black truck. Nemo always said it really fit her, because it was big like her, black like her fur, and made cute rumbling noises. That was probably why Kay put up with the smell of driving one.

She had grown up in a city, back when cities still smelled of things other than car fumes. She’d been born when they still smelled of oil and shit and horses. After becoming a werewolf, she’d been lucky enough to be able to move away. Her new home had been a large house, a mansion almost, out in the country. That was where she’d learned to Change and hunt and run in a beautiful forest with meadows and a nearby lake.

After all the time spent there, adjusting to city life had been unpleasant, but she’d endured it. By now, she was used to the constant stench around, but she still missed the clear air of her home.

Home.

Home was where Nemo and Logan were. And that was here for now.

Kay looked over to the entrance to Carver’s building when she noticed movement. Ryann slipped her jacket on, looked around, and then came walking over to her.

She let the window down. “Get in,” she said evenly.

Ryann frowned and leaned on the open window. “We’re driving someplace?”

“Obviously. Now come on, we’re burning moonlight.” Kay looked up at the sky as Ryann walked around the front of the car, to the passenger side. It was still pretty clear. With a little luck, the weather would remain like this.

Ryann sat in the car and put her seatbelt on. She seemed nervous. Usually, Kay would be able to smell it by now, but Ryann rarely sweated much. Instead, she detected the notes of blood, and of Ryann’s little ‘friend’, Rachel. The one she was supposed to teach how to defend herself.

Kay started the car and began to drive. It was a quiet trip at the beginning. She liked it that way. Sometimes silence just said more than constant words.

Ryann seemed to think differently. “I’m sorry,” she said again. She rubbed her neck a little. “I really didn’t mean to upset you.”

“Good.” Kay kept her eyes on the road. “Then don’t do it again.”

“To be fair, I was trying not to make more work for you.” Ryann leaned back a little and crossed her arms. She looked out of the window and watched the back alleys pass them by, then lit-up windows, and eventually the lights of other cars.

“I know you and Carver are closer than most people realize,” Ryann went on. “I didn’t mean to… cause strain there. It’s not his fault I fucked up.” She looked over at Kay briefly before lowering her gaze. “I’m really grateful. For the job, the training, and everything else. I know Carver asked you to do all that, but it still meant a lot.”

Kay tapped a finger on the steering wheel. Carver hadn’t asked her to do shit.

“But I don’t want to be any more of a burden on you.”

“Coming to work instead of getting fucked up by Bloods might be a good start,” Kay said evenly. She didn’t like how worried she had been. How blind she had felt and how helpless to do anything without any more information. She cared about this nerdy, gay kid. Imagining her hurt was not something she enjoyed.

“Yeah, sorry.” Ryann sighed and fidgeted her hands a bit. “That Mr. Gold piece of shit wants me dead, so he sent his goons. And Micky.”

Kay frowned at that. “Micky was there?”

“Yeah. I staked him with a crowbar.”

“Good girl.” Kay gently changed lanes and started to steer them out of Toronto.

“It didn’t stick.” Ryann just shrugged. “Should’ve tried to take his head off instead.”

Kay quietly tapped the steering wheel for a few minutes. Then she said, “Don’t go after Gold by yourself, kid.”

Ryann looked over at her. “Why?” she asked and sat up a bit. “Do you know him?”

“Not personally.” Carver had mentioned him a few times. Apparently they had history. “He’s an old Blood. Strong enough to make his own independent faction. They call it ‘The Dark’. Other than that, not much I know about him.”

“The fuck does he want with me?” Ryann asked. “I’ve never heard about him until a few weeks ago. Well, I think… maybe I did run into him one time…”

“Oh, and when was that?” Kay looked over at Ryann briefly and noticed her looking embarrassed. “Let me guess, more secret excursions?”

“Maybe…?”

Kay kneaded the bridge of her nose. This kid needs to stop trying to do everything herself. “Try and rest a little,” she said. “We’ve got a ways to go, and you’ve had a long day. We can talk about your habit of running off later.”

Ryann reluctantly agreed and tried. The seats were well-cushioned, and the truck ran as smoothly as any car could, so after a while, Kay noticed Ryann’s breathing becoming slower, and her tense shoulders seemed to relax.

She reminds me of you, Kay thought, instinctively reminded of the sister she was taking care of. The sister nobody could ever know about. The one she wanted to take out of the city, just like this, to have the same talk she was going to have with Ryann.

No wonder you two get along. She could never actually tell her sister who she was. Not until she was safe.

Kay pushed the thoughts from her mind. Right now she had to focus on Ryann.

Her phone rang. It was a calming, gentle ringtone, very familiar. Kay pulled over to the side of the road and slowed the car to a gentle stop. She quietly opened the door and slipped outside. The door fell closed behind her with a gentle sound before she answered her phone. “Hey, Mom,” she said softly.

“Hello sweetheart!” Her mother’s voice came through clear and happy. “How is your night going?”

“It’s…” Kay looked through the window at the sleeping kid. “It’s going alright.”

“Aw, sweetie…” The voice immediately softened. “What’s making you sad?”

Kay smiled softly. “Can’t get anything past you, huh?”

“Of course not, I am your mother.” The words were accompanied by a gentle, loving giggle.

Kay walked around the car to lean against the back of it. The brake lights sent a red glow down onto the street. It was a very calm night with not many people around. “I’m just tired,” she said softly. “People I care about are constantly in danger. Ryann… My sister… I worry that someday it’s gonna be Logan and Nemo too.”

There was a moment of silence as her mother gave her another opportunity to speak. “What would you want to do about it?” she then asked. Of course she was immediately ready to help. She would scorch the oceans to keep her kids safe.

“I don’t know,” Kay sighed. She ran her fingers through her thick hair and combed it back. “I’m not like you or Dad. I don’t want to build a huge organization to be able to keep people safe. I don’t want a legacy like his, either.” She leaned her head back against the cold glass. “I just want to live.”

“Oh Kay…” She could almost feel her mother’s warm hand on her cheek. “I think that we’re all much more alike than you think.”

“Really? You don’t enjoy your work?” Kay chuckled.

Her mother laughed softly. “Of course I do! Children deserve to be safe and have good parents. But I would also like to just live. With you and your father. I would like to spend more time with my daughter’s girlfriends before they get married and run off somewhere to live their own life…”

“Mom!” Kay groaned. “We’re nowhere near that yet…” she muttered and felt herself getting a bit flustered. That happened rarely enough that it was even more embarrassing.

“Aw, but it could happen at any moment if you change your mind!” her mother giggled.

“Let’s change the subject,” Kay grumbled. “Did you hear about Ryann?”

“Ah, yes,” her mom hummed. “The adoption papers are on their way!”

“That sure is gonna go over well,” Kay muttered. “First friend he’s made in years, and the old man adopts her. Fucking typical.”

There was a soft chuckle from the end of the line. “And what is it you’re doing?”

“What? Shut up, I have friends…” Kay muttered, now definitely feeling a blush on her cheeks. “She just… She reminds me of my little sis.” The mention of her made her go quiet again. “You’ll see when you meet her.”

“Aw, sweetheart…” She felt the warmth of her mother’s smile. A smile that had carried her through years of hardships and worry. “You’re a good sister. She’s lucky to have you.”

“I just wish I could help her more,” Kay sighed and rubbed her face. “I’ve only got two arms. I can’t do everything by myself.”

Her mother hummed softly. “Well, you don’t have to. How would you like it if more of the pack came to Toronto? I could ask Willow, and Fang also wanted to come by to see someone. You could have your old sparring partners again!”

Kay chuckled. “Did Fang get any better with her sword?”

Her mother laughed. “Oh, you might just be surprised!”

Kay smiled very softly. She relaxed a bit. “I’d love to have them around. I miss them.”

“Wonderful!” her mother beamed. “I’ll let them know! And, remember… If you ever need anything, your whole pack is here for you,” she said softly.

Kay nodded and smiled. “Yeah. Thanks.” There was a moment of silence. Then she asked very softly. “And can I see you, too? I would just… really like another hug.”

The warmth of her mother’s smile enveloped her with the next words, and so did the memory of her calming scent. “I’ll be there tonight. I love you, my brave little wolf.”

Kay smiled so softly at hearing the old nickname. Her mother had called her that even before they had been bitten. “I love you too. I’ll see you later. And thanks.”

“See you later,” her mother said. “And drive safe!”

“I will.” Kay chuckled softly as she hung up. Carver must have told her mom what she was doing. And he was probably the reason why she had called in the first place.

Thanks, old man. Kay smiled and slipped back into the car. The engine rumbling to life woke Ryann. She mumbled softly and turned to look over at her.

“Are we there…?” she asked sleepily.

“Not quite,” Kay said. “But soon.” Her mood had improved a bit thanks to the phone call. She felt a little better about protecting the people she loved. It would still be hard, but she had a whole pack to fall back on.

Ryann huffed and wriggled in her seat a bit. She combed her fingers through her hair to get it out of her face. “Where are we even going?”

“I want to show you something.” Kay steered the car off the road.

“Right, keep being mysterious,” Ryann muttered. The kid looked over at her again, just briefly, as they drove across a bumpy stretch of gravel road. “I am sorry,” Ryann said again. “Really. If this is gonna be some lesson, you can save yourself the trouble. I’ve caused you enough.”

Kay shook her head. The road was far out of sight by now, so she pulled up in an open space and stopped the car. “That’s what you’re still not getting,” she said evenly as she turned off the engine. “Come on.”

Kay exited the car, and after a moment Ryann followed her. She already moved to sit on the hood of the car. When Ryann didn’t follow, she looked down at her. “You coming?”

“Uh, sure…?” Ryann climbed up next to her without issue. “Now what?”

“Now we lie down.” Kay did just that. She patted the space next to her. It was a large truck, suited for a large person like her, and there was enough space to lie there together.

Ryann reluctantly let herself sink down and tried to get comfortable. Kay took a deep breath. The air smelled of rain. Her sweater carried Logan and Nemo’s scent, and Ryann had her own comforting smell. “It’s not the place I wanted to take you,” she said, thinking of the middle of a large field, “but it’s still a nice view from here.” The ground was still too wet to get through a field like that with her truck.

Ryann turned her head to her with a frown. Kay nodded her head up at the sky. “The stars.”

When Ryann looked up, her breath stopped for a minute. She stared up into the endless expanse of a myriad of lights and went still.

“Humans get a beautiful view on clear nights like this, too,” Kay said softly as she put a hand behind her head and watched the sky. It was an all-encompassing sheet of dark blue velvet, with stars like diamond dust scattered across it by a giant. “Our eyes are different, so we get an even better view.”

Ryann had her eyes fixed on the sky without blinking. “I… I can see colours,” she whispered so softly. Then she cleared her throat. “I, uh… I’ve never seen real stars before…”

It made sense. Toronto had really bad light pollution, and Ryann had never really been out of the city. “I come here every now and then,” Kay said. “The places I grew up had lots of stars. And they’ve only gotten more beautiful.”

They lay there for some time. Eventually Ryann asked the question that seemed to have been nagging at her the entire drive. She turned her head to look at Kay. “Why did you take me here? Why did you want to show me this?”

Kay hummed softly. “Kid… You’re really stubborn.”

“Am I…?”

“You are,” Kay said. “And I wanted to make this entirely clear, because you seem to have some misconceptions about what our relationship is.” She turned her head and fixed Ryann with a stern gaze. “I don’t spend time with you because Carver said so. I don’t train you because I owe him or something. I didn’t give you a job because he asked me to. I did it because I, Nemo, and Logan, genuinely like you.”

“But…” Ryann frowned. “But Carver said he asked you!”

Kay huffed softly in what was almost a laugh. “Did he? Or did he tell you to talk to me about it so I would tell you that I just like spending time with you?”

Ryann opened her mouth. She closed it and looked up at the sky again. “Fucking… Carver, man. Why can’t he just tell me shit straight?”

“You’re the one who somehow came up with the idea that he told me to do it,” Carver shrugged. “No idea if him telling you would’ve actually gotten through that thick skull of yours.”

“Rude,” Ryann muttered.

“But fair.”

The kid grumbled a bit more. “So… we’re actually friends? Like, real friends?” Ryann fidgeted her hands a bit. “I just don’t know why—”

“More like a sister,” Kay interrupted her softly. She met Ryann’s eye when the gay nerd stared at her in disbelief. “If you want, that is.”

“Do you guys all just adopt each other?” Ryann asked after a minute of stunned silence. She didn’t seem too upset about the idea, judging from her soft, embarrassed mutter.

Kay hummed softly and looked up again. “Runs in the family, I guess. Carver’s like a dad to me. He was there for me when my own dad wasn’t.” She rubbed her jaw a bit. “That’s when I learned that family can just be the people you like. And you remind me of my little sister. I worry about you the same way I do about her. I want to see you succeed just as much, and I hate when I see you hurt.”

“I didn’t know you had a sister,” Ryann said softly.

“Got a couple, actually.” Kay smiled softly. It wasn’t much of a change from her usual expression. “Our pack is like a big family. But this one… She’s my dad’s kid. And she’s just as headstrong as you,” she chuckled.

Ryann hummed. “I’d like to meet her. We could conspire against you.”

Kay’s smile dropped. She really wished that would come true. 

“What’s her name?”

Kay sighed softly. “I’m sorry. It’s not really my place to say.” She looked around very briefly, just out of the corner of her eyes. Even this far away from the city, she didn’t trust that they weren’t being watched. “It’s just… complicated. She doesn’t even know who I am to her. But I still want to protect her, until I can safely tell her.”

Ryann nodded gently. “I get it,” she said softly. “Someday, maybe.”

“I’d like that,” Kay muttered. “Anyway, that’s the gist of it. I’m your big sister now. Fuckin’ deal with it.” She could see Ryann’s cheeks gently colour darker.

“I might… not hate dealing with that.” Ryann smiled at her.

Kay flicked her forehead. “Good.”

“Ow, fuck!” Ryann grumbled. Kay chuckled softly. She ruffled Ryann’s hair and looked up at the stars again. 

They stayed like that for a little while. Ryann leaned into Kay a bit, just brushing her with her shoulder. She responded by pulling Ryann close, and after a moment the kid rested her head on Kay’s shoulder. Eventually, she hummed as she sat up and stretched. “Wanna head back?”

“Yeah, sure,” Ryann said softly.

“Only if you want to,” Kay told her. She leaned on her hand and watched Ryann with a soft look.

Ryann nodded. Her cheeks were still darker in colour. Then she leaned in and hugged Kay very briefly before moving to pull back again. Kay chuckled and nuzzled her close instead. “I said we’re sisters,” she said softly. “That means lots of hugs.”

“I just… Thanks.” Ryann nuzzled into her neck gently. She was a really cute hugger. She relaxed into the warmth almost immediately. When they did separate, Kay smiled and watched her slip off the car quickly. She jumped down too and sent Carver a quick text that they were on their way back. And a little thank you for him talking to her mom.

The drive back was much more comfortable. Kay felt more at ease with her thoughts, and Ryann enjoyed the comfortable silence with her.

Eventually, she asked, “Are you okay? After telling Rachel?”

Ryann hummed softly. “I’m not sure,” she said. “I really hope she doesn’t decide she’s better off without me. I mean, I get why she would… Loads of people live in Toronto and never see a monster in their lives. And Rachel saw how fucked up I got.” She rubbed her palm gently with her thumb. “I nearly lost control around her.”

“But you didn’t,” Kay said firmly. “You got back control. And now, at least, Rachel can make her own decisions. We’ll see if she shows up to training in a couple of days.”

“Yeah…” Ryann muttered.

Kay gave her a little smile. “She’ll come. You’ll see.”

“Yeah? Okay. If you say so.” Ryann looked at her sheepishly. “Thanks, sis,” she muttered, and it was clumsy, happy and a little cute.

“Sure thing, kid,” Kay smiled gently and focused on the drive. She didn’t tell Ryann, but she suspected Rachel would come. Yeah, she seemed small and timid. But Kay had already watched her shift in confidence since the first time they met. She was a brave little girl, and the way she looked at Ryann was full of adoration.

No way she stays gone long.

* * *

Ryann spent the next couple of days unpacking. Both emotionally and physically. There were lots of things to talk about. Logan was still a little upset with Meg. Meg, in turn, was slowly accepting that some people actually liked her, and was trying to make an effort to be more friendly. She didn’t run off or sneak away, except to retrieve an old, thick tome from somewhere and offer it to them along with an apology. She also gifted Logan an old vinyl record, and that, along with an apology, smoothed things over. Logan did allude to something else Meg did for, but didn’t go into detail.

Ryann slowly made amends for her own stubbornness too, despite everyone saying they weren’t mad at her. Kay had shocked her quite a bit with her declaration. She was amazing and strong and so, so out of Ryann’s league. That she just decided to let Ryann into her family was out there enough that, even with all her insecurities, she couldn’t possibly imagine a way to have misunderstood it. Ryann was really grateful to have that support. Other than that, nothing much changed. Kay seemed to act no different the next day when she dragged Ryann off to training and Ryann tried to hide her giddy excitement, as usual.

At her request, Carver fully opened up about Ryann’s family, only to reveal that he didn’t actually know that much about what they did or how their powers worked. That was where the books and other things Ryann had pilfered came in. Unfortunately they were all written in Korean and maybe also in code, so that was a bust.

While Meg tried to research that, Ryann unpacked all the rest of their things.

The other books they’d taken from Argent’s office turned out to be one of a kind commissions detailing the werewolf and vampire bloodlines across North America as far as they could be traced back. There were three whole chapters on Carver, a whole section about the Warm Embrace, and even a ten-page dissertation on Kay. Ryann was very glad to have taken all that.

Apparently Kay had single-handedly fought off thirty Bloods one time in a warehouse in Vancouver during the founding days. Carver helpfully informed Ryann that, at the time, Kay had had no sword with her and also did the entire thing in her human form.

Ryann didn’t think she could be any more impressed.

The bone with the metal wire and the nails in it, taken from the safe, was helpfully identified by Nemo as a ‘Lorian bone charm’. Apparently it was supposed to have healing properties. The little witch was really excited about it. As soon as she laid eyes on it, she had gasped, dropped all the jewellery and money they had pilfered from Julius’ safe, and reached out for the bone, yelling, “You’ve got a bone charm?? Fuck yeah!”

She also immediately took it apart to figure out how the magic worked. “It’s fine,” she said when Meg voiced her concerns, “I can put it back together!” Meg still looked like someone was stepping on her favourite picture.

The dragon scale cloak got some particular attention from Logan and Ryann.

“Think we can turn this into, like, a jacket?” Ryann asked.

Logan hummed and tapped her chin. “I mean, probably?”

Carver was the one to interrupt their plans as he brought a mug of hot chocolate over for Nemo, who was ripping apart wires and pulling out nails. He frowned and looked at the cloak. “You don’t actually wanna wear that, do you?” he said.

“Why not?” Ryann frowned. “It feels nice, and it looks just like black leather. Also it’s probably fireproof. They called it a dragon scale cloak.”

“Yeah,” Carver said flatly as he sat down the mug for Nemo. She downed half of it in one go. “I’m just kinda concerned about you attracting a dragon to the bar.” He shook his head. “They can drink like a fucker.”

“Wait.” Ryann stopped fantasizing about leather jackets and turned around to Carver as he leaned against her desk. “Like a fucker? What’s that mean?”

“What do you think?” he grumbled and eyed the cloak darkly.

Ryann blinked. “Hang on, just a sec… Dragons are real?”

He stared at her for a moment. “What did you think ‘dragon scale cloak’ means?” he then asked a tiny bit more exasperated than Ryann thought was appropriate.

“I dunno!” she shrugged, “I thought it was just a cool name?”

“Stars above…” Carver rubbed his face. “Yes, Ryann, dragons are real. Giant shape-shifting space lizards. They don’t come to Earth much, though. Also, yes, aliens are real,” he added.

Ryann grumbled softly. “I knew that…” she muttered.

“Oh, really? Aliens exist, but dragons are where you draw the line?”

“I mean, logically, if you think about it, aliens are probably real,” Ryann said. “But you don’t think about dragons when you think about vampires and werewolves!”

Carver went to roll his eyes, then he stopped. “Well… I guess the two don’t really have anything in common, so maybe that makes sense.”

Dragons, Ryann thought as she folded the cloak. Gonna file that under ‘future Ryann problems.’ Carver said they didn’t come to Earth much, though. So what were the chances of her ever running into one? She continued to go through everything they’d found, while Nemo fiddled with the bone charm. At some point, a conversation started up between the little witch and Carver. She asked him if he’d ever seen these kinds of markings on a bone charm, pointing vaguely at something Ryann couldn’t make out.

Carver leaned in and frowned. “Actually… Yeah, I think they were painted on a cave wall one time when I took shelter in one, pretty long time ago.”

“Do you know what they mean?” Nemo asked excitedly.

He smiled apologetically. “I’m sorry, no. I was distracted. It happened on a run, and right after I ran into this inventor.” His face lit up as he spoke and tried to suppress a smile. “That crazy genius actually took two sticks and he rubbed them together—”

“Oh fuck right off!” Kay, who had just entered, immediately exited the room again.

Carver laughed and called after her, “But Kay, he had two sticks! He discovered fire! It was amazing! Two sticks, Kay!”

“Fuck off, you’re not that old!” Kay shouted back.

Ryann was dumbstruck. That was the first time she had ever heard Kay yell. Logan gave Ryann a sideways glance. “Carver has been telling her that story ever since they first met,” they muttered. “He thinks it’s sooo funny to just weave it into every other conversation.”

“But it is!” Carver said, obviously having overheard them with his enhanced hearing. “Dude literally put two sticks together and bam! Fire! Do you not see the beauty in that?”

Ryann frowned. “You make it sound like you’ve never seen anyone else do that before. Do you know how we make fire?”

Carver shook his head. “No, you don’t get it,” he said, gesturing wildly. “This was the first. Like, yeah, I had fire where I came from. But this was the first human on earth to actually make fire.”

“How would you know that?” Ryann asked. “Could have been the second or third… Especially if you had fire, nerd!”

Carver pouted. “Look, it’s a fun story. Don’t ruin it.”

“No, please ruin it,” Kay said and returned as Ryann just smirked at Carver. “I’ve heard this story five hundred times, I am so done. Also, news: Lake called back. She knows this Mr. Gold. Here, I’ll put them on speaker…” She tapped her phone and held it between the little circle of them.

There was a moment of silence, then Ryann heard Lake’s melodic voice. “Ryann, my dear! How are you?”

“I’m good, thanks,” Ryann said with a little smile. She doubted that Lake was going to adopt her, too, but with everything that had happened recently, she was more inclined to believe that their interest in her was genuinely out of empathy, rather than Carver asking them.

“That’s good to hear!” Lake beamed back through the phone. “And what about you, Logan? I hear Meg has invited you to her house! How exciting!”

Logan frowned a little. “It is… How do you know this?”

“I have my ways,” Lake chuckled and Ryann could picture them winding one of their long, thin braids around a golden finger claw as she lounged in a chair with a glass of blood cupped in her hand.

Ryann looked at Logan. “Meg invited you to her place?” she mouthed.

“Don’t be jealous, she’s trying,” Logan whispered back.

“… not jealous,” Ryann muttered, though she really wished Meg would invite her too.

“Anyway,” Lake drew out the word a little. “I reached out to my spies in the other factions. Mr. Edmonias Gold is a Blood of some considerable age. He has built his own faction, called ‘The Hungry Dark’.”

“Edgy,” Ryann muttered.

“Indeed. What is more disturbing is that despite the other factions’ attempts to crush it, and despite their superior numbers, Mr. Gold has held a firm position of power in North America for a considerable time. As best we can tell, he was here before the colonizers. And that’s where our sources unfortunately trail off.”

Kay frowned. “I wonder if any of the Indigenous packs have stories about him. Something that could help.”

“Do you think we could ask them?” Logan asked.

Kay shrugged. “We can try? They’re not very social with outsiders, but we can always try to reach out. Could be a while though.”

“With Kathleen in the city we don’t really have anyone who can just walk up to their territories and be like ‘Yo, tell us about this creepy bitch,’” Carver muttered.

“You’ve been hanging around Ryann too much,” Kay muttered.

“Hey,” Ryann said with a little frown. “I’m a great influence.”

Kay snorted in what was almost a laugh. “Sure, kid.”

Ryann pouted at her. Then she asked, “Aren’t there other Aboriginal werewolves in the packs?”

“It’s not just about Kathleen being Aboriginal,” Carver said. “She’s over two hundred years old and has spent that time fostering relations with the Indigenous packs. They guard their secrets closely, for good reason.”

“Right, so that’s a bust,” Ryann muttered. Kathleen had effectively expressed that she was going to stay until the Mr. Gold situation was fully dealt with. Something about Kay asking for help from the pack. And then she might have to go deal with some of her own pack issues.

Ryann had then also been informed that, because of Kay’s position in the pack, Vivian was now technically her sister too. If she wanted her to be. No pressure, and all that… Kris would be her new sibling, then.

She was still thinking about it. Vivian seemed nice, but getting to know her a bit more felt like a good idea to Ryann. It was just all very new. And Kris, they just kept to themselves. Same story there.

Carver frowned and leaned closer to the phone a bit. “Do we know anything about Gold’s abilities or how many followers he has?” As Kay mentioned, he had been able to provide some knowledge, but as far as he’d revealed, Gold was just an old Blood who liked to hurt people for fun.

“We do, actually.” There was a sound of rustling papers on Lake’s end. “He seems to have various darkness-related powers, like a nocturnae. But I have it on very good authority that he isn’t one. Some nocturnae serve him because they’re scared of him.”

“I’ve seen him plunge a huge room into darkness and swallow up all the people in it,” Ryann said. “But there seems to be a range limit on that. Or maybe he has to see you. Oh, on that note, Lake? Whatever Blood you got for the um…” She looked around. “… for the fight club incident, it was probably the wrong one.” She was well aware of the pointed looks of her friends, and rubbed her neck a little awkwardly.

“Ah,” Lake said. “Shit.”

Ryann hesitated for a moment. “How are Morgan and Alec, by the way? I didn’t wanna pry, after everything. Morgan never came to the bar…”

Lake hummed. “Oh, they’re quite fine. Alec is in therapy, and I’ve been working with Morgan on her… financial issues. But I’ll let them know you asked for them.” There was a smile in Lake’s voice as they said, “I’m sure they’ll be very grateful.”

“Right,” Ryann muttered. She was glad those two were doing better. “Anyway… Note to self, bring a high-powered flashlight.”

“Four, actually,” Logan said. “Nocturnae can drain lights away, make their own shadows, but they can only do a little at a time. Three or four flashlights is what it usually takes to combat that.”

“I’ll go on Amazon!” Nemo called out happily.

There was a crash from the other end of the line, then, “What the fuck was that?? Guys? Who’s there with you?” Lake sounded positively freaked the fuck out.

Nemo giggled. “I am the ghost of Christmas past!” she said spookily as she walked past to get to the computer Meg was using to try and decipher the journals.

“No seriously what the fuck!” Lake cursed. “Ah shit, there’s blood everywhere… Whoever that is doesn’t show up on my scrying spell, guys!”

Kay shook her head. “It’s just Nemo.”

“Who?”

“My girlfriend?” Her voice turned a little more confused.

There was a moment of silence. “She’s a spy,” Lake then said. “Capture her!”

“No she’s not. What?” Ryann muttered, a little confused at Lake’s panic.

“Logan is Kay’s girlfriend!”

Logan frowned. “Yeah, and we have another girlfriend. We’ve been together for four years! … Do you need me to send pictures?”

“ … Why is she not showing up on the scrying?” Lake asked, really distressed.

Kay called, “Nemo, why aren’t you showing up on… Lake’s magic bullshit?” all casually, as if she was asking what’s for dinner.

“I am an ephemeral being from planes beyond time and space!” Nemo called back. “Also, how much are we spending on this?”

Kay looked around. Ryann shrugged and held up a bundle of cash. “Eh, soft limit like seven grand? Julius Argent is paying.”

“Okay, totally won’t spend it on doggy shampoo for Kibble!”

Kay tossed Ryann the phone and went after Nemo, blushing a little. There was murder in her eyes. Playful murder, but still murder. Ryann chuckled. “Oh they’re so cute…”

“What the fuck,” Lake said again.

“Not to get us back on track, but can we get back on track?” Logan asked. “What else can Goldilocks do?”

“We don’t know,” Lake said after a deep, calming breath. “Which makes me nervous, because there’s no way an old Blood like him hasn’t got at least a dozen gifts.”

“So how do we deal with him?” Ryann asked. She had felt what some gifts could do, especially when she’d fought Gold’s blood mage. She really didn’t want any of them to be on the receiving end of that.

“What you do is you rush the bastard,” Meg said as she came back into the room. “And then you cut off his head.” She let herself drop onto the space on Ryann’s bed that wasn’t completely covered in loot or duffle bags, and crossed her legs. “Side note, learning Korean is not a matter of minutes.” She leaned back and lay down.

Ryann chuckled and leaned over her, watching her face upside down. “What, you tired already?” she asked.

“Fuck off, I need my beauty sleep.”

“I think you’re perfectly pretty already,” Logan said. Meg grabbed the pillow and pulled it over her head. Ryann giggled softly. Meg really was very cute.

“Gold has only a single steady follower that we know of,” Lake went on. “A Blood named Rastus. He’s very strong, very fast, can take a lot of hits… Like, a lot a lot.” Paper rustled. “Like, an ungodly amount. Jesus, this says he got his head severed to the spine and walked away from it a day later!”

“How?” Carver asked with a frown and looked up from the other stuff Ryann had asked him to sort. The jewellery and papers. “Is he a nostighoul?”

Ryann couldn’t help but look at Meg very briefly. She didn’t make a move.

“Maybe? He’s big, burly, bald…”

“The three B’s of badness,” Nemo muttered as Kay carried her back in under her arm.

Carver frowned. “Being bald doesn’t make you bad. And Ryann’s big and burly.”

“Yeah, but when it’s all three!” Nemo said warningly.

Logan looked at Ryann. “Big, burly and bold?”

Nemo gasped. “Ryann! Don’t turn evil!”

Ryann just looked at her a little helplessly. “I… I’m not evil…?” Nemo still narrowed her eyes at her theatrically. She was a ridiculous bean, but she did lift the mood all the time. She genuinely loved Nemo being ridiculous. It helped disperse the actual dread of the information they were getting.

“Anyway,” Ryann said. “I’ve seen a nostighoul, and I’ve seen this guy. Totally different. He pulled a gun on me.”

“Yeah, that ain’t a nos,” Meg grumbled. She rolled to the side to curl up a bit. Poor bean had been working so hard.

“Other than Rastus, Gold just seems to press random Bloods into his service. And of course whatever humans he manages to hypnotize,” Lake said.

Carver sighed. “Well, that’s better than nothing. We’ll keep an eye out. Keep our ears to the ground.”

Nemo smirked. “I’ll keep mine in the sky!”

Carver looked at her with a completely blank face. He nodded. “You do that, Nemo.” He seemed just resigned. “In the meantime, we’re gonna all get ready for a little raid on the Argent Institute. Ask Mr. Argent himself what he can tell us.”

Ryann looked around at them all. “Why don’t we just go now?” Ryann asked. “Logan, Meg and I are, as far as I can tell, some of the strongest Bloods in the city. You’re tough, Kay is a real beast, and we have Vivian and Kris here too. Kate and the rest of them are still out of the city, but that should be enough to just bust down the front door. And Nemo’s got magic…”

“Nemo’s not going into battle,” Kay said firmly and very protectively. She held Nemo close.

Nemo pouted. “Let me fight! There is a rage inside me that must be quenched with the blood of my enemies!”

“Nobody’s quenching any rage,” Kay said firmly. “Especially not you.”

Nemo pouted at her. “I’ll return the dog treats I ordered!”

Kay just rolled her eyes.

Carver steepled his fingers and diplomatically ignored the little argument. “While it’s tempting to just break in,” he said, “we can’t. Not without prep work. Beyond Julius’ abilities that don’t affect werewolves too much, they’ve got something they call a Founding Stone. Don’t know quite what it is, but it makes werewolves weaker, our Changing hurts more, and within a certain radius of it it becomes hard to think clearly in wolf form. Similar for Blood gifts. It’s an unnecessary risk”

Ryann frowned. “So how are we getting in, then?”

“Kathleen is a very powerful blood mage,” Logan explained. “She’ll need some prep time, but in like a week she should be able to help shield us from the effect. It’s not something just anyone can do.”

“Werewolves can be blood mages?” Ryann asked and looked at the two wolves.

“Anyone can,” Nemo hummed. She had somehow gotten her hands on the bone charm and a pair of pliers, and ripped a rusty nail out of the bone with a crunch. “Just takes some blood and a spark. Werewolves have that magic spark. So do vampires. Obviously witches do. And it’s not like it can’t be learned or taught,” she explained as she waved the nail around, still secure in the pliers. Carver took a careful scoot away from her, just to not get accidentally stabbed. Then it slipped out. “Whoops! Meg, can I have that back? Meg? I know you’re alive, Meg.”

“Either way,” Lake said over the phone with no small amount of exasperation. “Prepare as much as you can. I’ll be mustering my faction too. Gold is a threat we can’t ignore.”

“Sounds good,” Carver said. “We’ll call you in a couple of days.” He hung up and handed the phone back to Kay. “Alright. We need to stock up on blood, weapons, supplies we can get on the go…”

“I’m on it,” Logan said. “We can raid the bar basement for weapons. Blood is gonna take some days to collect.”

“Yeah, we don’t wanna drain our supply if things get more drawn out,” Meg said from the bed. “Don’t wanna put any of our friends in danger by asking them to meet us on the battlefield for emergency drinkin’.”

“Yeah,” Ryann muttered and thought of Rachel. That put her in a bit of a darker mood. She was still nervous how Rachel would eventually decide, and while Ryann knew what was best for her, staying by her side so she could be protected, Rachel might disagree.

Kay noticed her sombre expression. She clicked her tongue. “Well, while we wait for the flashlights and the blood magic and the blood collecting, we need to get you sharp.”

Ryann scoffed. “Me? I’m sharp as a razor, I fought thirteen bloods at the same time!”

“Yeah, how’s that back?” Meg asked. She sat up and slapped it.

Ryann hissed and glared a little. Meg smiled affectionately. “Payback.”

Just you fucking wait… Ryann had plans for her.

“I actually meant all of you,” Kay said flatly. “Ryann, you need to heal up. Since decoding your grandma’s journal is gonna take you perfecting your Korean and Meg learning Korean, and that’s not gonna happen before we go to the Institute, you’re both with me, training. We need this dealt with ASAP, so no time to learn a new language.”

“Yeah.” Carver looked at Ryann. “Rastus came after you once. Next time he might bring more Bloods. I’d rather fight them on our terms than theirs. And I’d rather be prepared.”

Ryann sighed and nodded slowly. She wanted to go see Rachel. Or curl up and wait for Rachel. Maybe even just cuddle with Meg and talk about their issues, since they were both new to realizing they had friends. That, and Ryann still planned to tease her relentlessly about liking her fights and trying to become her friend after they met. It was just too good to pass up.

But they needed to stay focused. Best way to do that was to keep training, keep sparring, as if they were moving up to a competition. It was less about physical abilities and more about the mindset. That could make all the difference.

Carver watched Ryann’s face quietly as Logan and Kay made more plans. “Let’s call it a night here,” he said. “Get back up early in the morning.”

Ryann nodded. She gave Kay a look as everyone filtered out of the room. Kay hummed. “So… Fight club, hm?” She pushed the door closed and leaned against it. “Something you wanna tell me?”

Ryann and Meg exchanged a glance. Ryann smiled sheepishly. “So, funny story…”

* * *

Kay was thankfully lenient with her judgment about Ryann and Meg’s fight club excursion. She seemed almost grateful that Ryann had been helping Meg out and protecting her a bit on her jobs.

It took a couple more nights for Ryann to really be fit for training. Even though most of her cuts and bruises healed quickly, the one on her back was so large that it took days until she could move without some sort of pain. The acid burns from the tongue that had slashed her also took a while longer, but eventually she was free of them and looked like her old, normal self.

When she was finally healed and the next day rolled around, Ryann woke up to the warmth of Meg next to her. She had stayed over to study her grandmother’s journal and the Stalwart Hunter’s Almanac again, and Ryann had grabbed her on her way out the door. It hadn’t taken much to convince her to stay for dinner and study a bit more, together.

There was a reason why Ryann didn’t want to wake up alone that day. Not only was it her first day of training in the actual sun-filled morning since being Turned, but it was also the fifth day since Rachel had learned her secret. It was the day Rachel was supposed to have her first session with Kay. And whether she showed up or not would send a very clear message.

Ryann huddled under the blankets and quietly pulled Meg a little closer. She smelled nice. Like wild flowers and fresh streams. Cool and refreshing. She always seemed to smell nice when she didn’t come from a fight.

“Still worried about today?” Meg asked softly.

Ryann cuddled her a bit closer and nodded.

Meg’s hand gently brushed over her arm. “If you want to talk to her, just do it.”

“I don’t wanna make her think I’m trying to influence her,” Ryann said with a little sigh. “I’m just nervous, you know? She hasn’t contacted me or Kay. Does that mean she’s gonna just show up? Or is she ghosting us because we creep her out?”

“You don’t creep her out,” Meg said. She gave Ryann a little pat.

Ryann nuzzled into her back a bit more. “How would you know? You’ve not gone to see her, have you?”

“No, I only stalk my own girlfriends,” Meg said dryly and made Ryann blush.

“She’s not—”

“I know, shit the bed…” Meg wriggled around in her arms and turned to face her. “Trust me on this. Rachel’s gonna show. The supernatural has a certain… allure. Even if Rachel could resist that, she really likes you. She’s gonna show.”

Ryann ran her fingers through Meg’s colourless white hair. “And if you’re wrong?”

“Then you tell her off for ghosting you. That’s just being rude.”

Ryann blushed softly. “I wouldn’t tell her off…”

Meg shrugged. “Fine, I’ll do it.”

“You don’t have to.”

“Yeah, because she’s gonna show.”

Ryann sighed and rolled onto her back to stare up at the ceiling. She really hoped Meg was right. She had tried to stay busy the last few days. Had asked their friends to come by and spare as much blood as they could. They owed a slew of favours now.

Meg propped her head up on her hand and watched Ryann. “Chin up, big girl! Lake’s probably gonna call us back any day now with Gold’s location. Then we can go in, decapitate the fucker, and then you can have your life back! Well, plus minus some decapitations. We’ll burn that bridge when we get to it.”

“You really think it’ll be that easy?” Ryann said with a disbelieving chuckle. “I’m still legally dead and all of my accounts are closed.”

“Well, yeah,” Meg said. “I can fix that. Just takes some elbow grease and a little intimidation.”

Ryann sighed and looked up again. Meg was awfully optimistic at times.

“Ryann. Hey, Ryann!” Meg pouted. She huffed and just moved to straddle her so Ryann had to look her in the face. “I told you it’ll be fine!”

“Yeah?” Ryann pushed herself up on her elbows. She really wanted to mope around, but seeing Meg so offended that she was grumpy was just too cute. “You’re gonna fix all my issues?”

“Yeah!” Meg smiled at her. “I’m fucking awesome like that!”

“Because you like cuddling?”

Meg grabbed the pillow and threw it in Ryann’s face. She caught it with a giggle. “Aw, what’s wrong?” she laughed as Meg jumped off her and off the bed. “Come on, admit it! You love it! You’re a soft bean, Meg!”

Meg looked back at her. She opened her mouth, searching for something to say, then settled on an annoyed grumble and walked away, trying to pretend like she didn’t immensely enjoy the cuddles. Ryann chuckled softly as her friend half-slammed the door behind her, and looked at her phone to check the time.

Ah fuck. Kay’s gonna kill me.
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It was so strange to work out in the morning after months and months of a night life. Ryann didn’t mind, of course. It was the last week of September, and the weather would begin to turn before she knew it. So she enjoyed the rays of the sun on her bare arms as she jogged to the gym with Meg right beside her. Both already wore their rash guards, and both were using the run as a warmup to have an excuse for when Kay inevitably chided them for being late.

Ryann still didn’t look forward to the day, so a mindless workout was just what she needed. She and Meg burst through the doors at the same time. “I know we’re late!” Ryann called out.

Meg added, “But we have a really good reason!” They didn’t.

Luckily, Kay was too busy to deal with them. The ring had been removed in favour of more practice mats, and she was fighting Kris and Vivian at the same time. It was a constant back and forth of feints and punches and kicks. Neither seemed to be able to get the upper hand consistently. Kris and Vivian worked together splendidly, but Kay was always on her guard, always just in time to throw one of them off or dodge a punch or block a kick. It looked straightforward and almost brutal. Definitely not how Kay would train with anyone else.

Then Logan whistled loudly. The three immediately separated. For a moment things were still tense, then Kay relaxed and nodded. “Good job, you two,” she said and walked closer as she undid her knuckle guards. “But remember to keep your guard up. You always have to be prepared to fight by yourself.”

Kris dashed in from her side and shot a kick at Kay’s leg. She pulled it out of the way and punched them in the chest. It was a glancing blow because Kris immediately dodged backwards. Still, the force shoved them back. They fell and rolled briefly before coming up on their feet again.

Kay smiled that faint smile of hers. “Good.” She fully took off her knuckle guard and ruffled their hair. Kris smiled and nodded back.

Vivian hummed, a little distracted as she unscrewed the lid from her bottle. She sniffed the air and smiled as she turned around. “The bloodsuckers are here,” she said playfully and walked a little closer. She stopped at one of the machines that she leaned against, with her arm casually above her head against the metal, and took a sip from her water.

“Ah, finally. And only twenty minutes late,” Kay said so dryly that Ryann shrunk away a bit. “So, what’s your excuse?”

“We uh…” Ryann and Meg exchanged a glance. Ryann shrugged. “Meg was soft and warm and wanted cuddles.”

“Fuck off!” Meg turned a bright shade of red.

Kay hummed as Vivian and Logan behind her chuckled. Even Kris looked a little amused, stretching their legs on the mat and showing off some impressive flexibility. “Unfortunately,” Kay said sternly, “‘cuddling’ is not a valid excuse.”

“Oh, says you?” Logan interrupted as she came closer. Her hand brushed up from Kay’s wrist to wrap around her and rest at her biceps as Logan hugged her arm. “How many times have you made us late, with your ‘just five more minutes’ while you pull us close?” she shamelessly ratted out her girlfriend despite Kay’s little grumble. She leaned close to Meg and Ryann. “Have you ever tried cuddling with a werewolf? Impossible to get away from!”

“Yeah… I imagine it would be,” Meg said softly. Ryann frowned at the strange look she gave Kay. Kay just raised an eyebrow.

“You should try it for yourself,” Vivian hummed. “It’s very nice and warm!”

Meg scoffed, “I’m good.” Vivian just winked and flashed her teeth in a smile.

“Well you’re here now, so let’s get started,” Kay said. “Meg, you’re sparring first. Ryann…”

“I’d like to just lift some weights for a bit,” Ryann said. “Just… need to get in the zone.” She tried not to let on to how she was nervous and anxious and a little worried.

Kay looked her over, read her like a book, and nodded. “Alright. Kris, you’re with Ryann.”

Kris looked at Kay, then smiled at Ryann a tiny bit and came over. They held out a fist for a fistbump, which Ryann answered. She was grateful for Kris being her partner for now. Kris very rarely said anything, be it with hand signs or their notepad. They were like Kay, very much content to just quietly work away, and that was what Ryann needed right now.

Logan did their part working out as well, working with Charlie, who was always either at the bar or gym anyway. Meg seemed to be doing her best to have a sparring session with Vivian, as Kay instructed. It was… awkward. Meg was clearly still sore and suspicious of the huge wolf, and more than a foot shorter than her. Given Vivian’s natural strength, it wasn’t really a fair matchup, but Ryann suspected it was just to help them start to get along. Vivian certainly seemed to be enjoying herself

It was really strange to just consider her a new sister.

Ryann shook her head, finishing her stretches, and began her actual workout. She worked her way up and to lifting as heavy as she could. Kris quietly spotted her and let her spot them, and they worked out side by side. Ryann focused fully on her body, the right posture, the feel of her muscles, the strain in them. Technique and strength. Her old friends. She didn’t think about Rachel at all. Not about her beautiful eyes or her pretty smile, or the sound of her laugh. Not about her voice that was so happy and light, especially when she was being mischievous.

She didn’t think about how soft Rachel’s skin or how delicious her blood was, like liquid sunshine. She didn’t think about her smell or that time they’d gotten super messy baking cookies, or how Rachel had managed her first unassisted pull-up and had been super happy and excited. No, she just focused on getting one more rep in, just pushing her body to the limit, engaging everything that could be engaged.

She wasn’t thinking about how Rachel had stood there, waving her goodbye. Nor how close and warm she had been as she and Ryann had woken up, cuddled together. She didn’t think about how every time someone called her and Rachel girlfriends they both blushed and fumbled and protested, and how it made her heart flutter ever so gently like a swarm of butterflies trapped in her ribcage that made her stop whatever she was doing.

She didn’t think about her, didn’t miss her, didn’t want to drop the weights and run halfway across the city to see her and hear her voice—

“This place is so hard to find by myself! I got lost three times on my way here, I don’t know how Ryann does it! Is it, like, vampire GPS or something? Wait, am I allowed to say that?” Rachel frowned up at Kay as she pushed her way past the glass doors, which Kay locked behind her.

“I mean… sure, I don’t care,” Kay said with a little shrug.

Ryann stood very still and stared at Rachel. She slowly lowered the heavy dumbbell in her hand.

Rachel looked around at everyone, a little intimidated by the looks of it, though she hid it well. Then she noticed Ryann and waved sheepishly. “Hi!”

Ryann dropped the weights, dashed over, and picked Rachel up. She hugged her and twirled her just a bit, to not accidentally push Rachel into Kay with the force of her sprint.

Her little friend squeaked softly. She wrapped her arms around Ryann’s neck and looked down at her with a gentle blush. “H-Hi…” she said again, smiling so softly.

“Hi!” Ryann said with a smile of her own and a deep purr rising in her throat. Meg muttered something in the background that made Ryann blush a little herself and turned Rachel an even darker shade of red.

“Yeah, and they say they’re not girlfriends,” Logan muttered in response.

Ryann didn’t even react, though her blush became a little deeper. She just held Rachel in and breathed her in, while Rachel ran her fingers through her hair. She’s here! She’s actually here! Ryann nuzzled into Rachel and wanted to just pull her closer, and hold her tight. She had hoped Rachel would come, but she had almost given up that hope. Now her purring intensified, and she couldn’t even be bothered to try and suppress it. And why should she? Rachel knew about her, and she was still here!

“You sound like you missed me,” Rachel giggled gently.

Ryann huffed. “So what if I did?” she muttered. Rachel flushed deeper red.

Kay cleared her throat. “Okay, kids. Let’s actually get introductions out of the way so we can get back to training. Not that you aren’t cute.”

“Hush…” Ryann grumbled.

Rachel just giggled and caressed Ryann’s hair. She looked at the others, who were gathering a little closer. “Hi, I’m Rachel!” she introduced herself to everyone. “But, uh… you probably know that already.”

Vivian and Kris exchanged a glance. Ryann wondered if Kay had told them about Rachel. Her little friend was clearly trying to make a good impression. She looked really professional with her hair tied up, already wearing her rash guard. She also looked so cute, Ryann thought as she watched her.

Then Ryann noticed she was still squeezing Rachel to her tight, and that her little friend was still blushing hard. Her own cheeks, just calmed, flushed once more, and she quickly put Rachel down.

“You’ve met Logan and Kay,” Ryann said, trying to hide her embarrassment. She nodded to the other wolves. “This is Vivian and Kris.”

“Hi!” Vivian smiled, immediately making Rachel relax with her warmth and charm, despite being huge and buff and super intimidating. She hadn’t seen this side of her before. “It’s nice to meet you. You can call me Viv. I use she/her pronouns. Kris uses they/them. Also, they’re mute, but they can understand you.”

Kris waved at her with a little smile.

“And this is Meg,” Ryann said and nodded to Meg, who watched from a little ways away, and as far from Vivian as seemed easily achievable.

“It’s nice to meet you all!” Rachel smiled at the wolves and Ryann’s pale friend. Meg gave her a little smile and nod. Luckily Rachel already knew Logan and Kay from the gym, so that made introductions easy.

“Meg, Logan and I are Bloods… vampires,” Ryann said, remembering that Rachel was not completely in tune with the vamp lingo.

“Oh, is vampire offensive to say?” Rachel asked a little nervously.

Meg smirked. “Nah. It just pisses off the more stuck-up Bloods. Bloods is the term we mostly use. There’s some others, but this one is the coolest.”

“I just call some people vamps because I don’t like them and it gets them all huffy,” Ryann chuckled.

“I see,” Rachel hummed. She smiled at Meg. “Well, it’s very nice to meet you, anyway.”

“Pleasure’s all mine!” Meg smirked and looked at Ryann briefly. “Ryann talks about you a lot.”

Rachel giggled and blushed a bit. “I’m sure she’s gonna talk about you too, now that I’m in the know!”

“Yeah, maybe about how you’re super soft and adorable,” Ryann said warningly to Meg, who glowered at her. She just smirked.

“So, if you’re vampires, then…” Rachel looked at Kay, Kris and Vivian.

“We’re werewolves,” Vivian hummed and leaned on one of the machines. “You cool with that?”

Rachel’s eyes lit up in curiosity. “Sure, yeah! That sounds awesome!”

“You’re cute,” Vivian chuckled. “I like you. I can see why Ryann does, too.”

“Are you, like, a pack?” Rachel asked curiously and leaned forward a bit.

Kris signed something quickly. Vivian looked at them and nodded. “In a way, yeah,” she translated. “Kay is from our pack, though she’s technically doing her own thing now. Kris and I both work closely with the Warm Embrace… That’s the name of our pack.”

“Ooh, sounds huggy,” Rachel said and immediately looked a bit sheepish. She was just so cute, Ryann wanted to hug her again.

Kay let out a tiny chuckle. “It is. Big huggers. Anyway, that’s enough introductions…”

“Hey, I’m back! What did I miss?” Charlie hummed as she squeezed in between Kay and Vivian. Her eyes lit up at seeing Rachel. “Oh! Hi, Ryann’s girlfriend!” Ryann wanted to hold her mouth shut.

Rachel turned bright red and blushed. “Y-you!” she stammered. “You were at the shop!”

“Charlie, go slow,” Ryann said sternly under her blush.

“Yeah, Ryann asked me to stalk you just in case someone wanted to make a snack out of you!” Charlie hummed. “But hey, now you’re here and we can teach you to defend yourself!”

Meg facepalmed and shook her head.

“Fucking hell, Charlie…” Ryann sighed and shook her head.

Rachel cleared her throat. “Yeah, well…” She tried to compose herself. “I, uh… You don’t have to secretly stalk me anymore.”

“Good!” Charlie smiled her bright, white, fanged smile. “I’d rather just hang out as friends. But only if you want some company. Just let me know! I really like the cheesecake at your shop! Better than the one from the place across the street. Oh, and Kate would probably wanna come along too! She really likes hanging out with you!”

“Oh, she does?” Rachel blushed gently. “Well…” She gave Ryann a look. Ryann shrugged. Rachel smiled at Charlie. “Sure, why not? I’d like to get to know some of Ryann’s friends.”

“Awesome!” Charlie beamed, dark eyes sparkling happily.

“Enough chit-chat,” Kay said. “Sorry to cut this short, but we don’t have time to sit around.”

“Oh?” Rachel frowned softly. “Is something going on?”

Kay looked at Rachel, then at Ryann very briefly. “I just gotta make sure these nerds are in top form,” she lied. “Just in case anything happens.”

Ryann rubbed her neck a little. It didn’t feel right, hearing Kay lie straight to Rachel’s face, but she understood where her new sister was coming from. Kay always wanted to keep others safe, especially if they were younger or weaker than her, which was most people. Ryann didn’t really want Rachel to know about the upcoming fight either, but… she also didn’t want to lie to her anymore.

“Ryann, stop slacking!”

“I’m not slacking?” she said indignantly.

“Well, you can do better,” Kay said with a smirk. “Come on, kid. Or are you going soft on me?”

Ryann narrowed her eyes at the challenge. “Why does it feel like you’re gonna push me more than usual?”

Vivian shrugged. “Sorry Ryann, that’s what it’s like having a big sis.” She put her arm around Kay’s shoulders. “She’s gonna hound you until you drop,” she joked playfully. “Eyyy, wolf pun!”

“I hate it,” Ryann said with pain in her voice. “Un-adopt me.”

“Never gonna happen.” Kay gave her a smirk. “Get back to lifting.”

Rachel shook her head. “Wait wait wait, she’s your sister now?” She looked between Ryann and Kay.

Ryann blushed a bit and rubbed her neck. “Uh, yeah…” she said with a sheepish little chuckle. “Apparently everybody wants to adopt me…”

“I clearly recall saying we’re gonna go train more,” Kay said a little more sternly. “Why is nobody moving?”

Charlie jumped up. “Fuck yeah! Let’s get buffer!” She grabbed Vivian’s arm. “Come on, show me how you fight!”

Vivian chuckled and rolled her eyes. She ruffled Charlie’s red-blond hair. “Sure. Try not to fall behind, kid.”

“Blessed peace,” Meg muttered.

“Right. Meg, you’re with me and Rachel,” Kay said firmly. “She needs a sparring partner at her level.”

“Fuck you, I like being this short.” She was clearly conflicted about the subject.

“Wait, sparring?” Rachel looked incredibly nervous.

Ryann scooted a bit closer and put her hand on Rachel’s shoulder. “Hey, you’ll be fine,” she reassured her gently.

“Wait, wait, but can we talk for a little?” Rachel asked nervously.

Ryann blushed gently. They hadn’t really had a chance. Ryann had lacked the words to say anything. She’d just nodded awkwardly and put Rachel down, and Kay had quickly calmed down the wolves who were understandably nervous about the new person in the gym. Especially since she was human.

Ryann took Rachel’s hand and guided her away from the others a little. They stopped, and for a moment Ryann wasn’t sure if she could look at Rachel without picking her up again. She wanted to say something, helplessly opened her mouth and turned to her…

Rachel hugged her tight. She had to push up on her toes to reach around her neck properly. She was so warm and soft. For a moment they just stood like this, hugging each other.

“Did you think I wasn’t gonna come?” Rachel whispered.

“I was afraid you might not,” Ryann whispered and nuzzled her nose and lips to Rachel’s soft hair. “I was afraid it was too much. That you wouldn’t want to be around me any more. Or might just… move away or something…”

Rachel giggled. “Move away? Really?”

“I don’t know?” Ryann defended herself sheepishly. “Toronto’s full of monsters, maybe you were gonna convince your parents to move to some remote village? One with not enough people for monsters to stay hidden.”

Rachel leaned back to look at her. She started giggling, then laughed. She straight-up laughed at Ryann. “You’re so adorable!” She leaned up and hugged Ryann again, tight. “Of course I’m not leaving! You’re my friend, and I wanna learn more about you. Besides…” She blushed gently. “I thought, maybe now that I know about the vampire stuff… I dunno. Maybe you could tell me more about what you actually do all night. Like what you’re preparing for now. I can tell this isn’t just a casual workout.” She looked over to where Kris and Vivian were sparring once again.

“Yeah, maybe…” Ryann leaned back a bit to look at Rachel nervously. “But… you need to be sure.” She pulled Rachel over to a workout bench and sat down. She just pulled Rachel into her lap and wrapped her arms around her waist, despite her friend’s little blush and squeak. Ryann barely noticed it, since she was busy giving Kay and Meg a look to come join her. She could really do with a little support right now.

Ryann cradled Rachel for a moment. Then she said softly, “The supernatural world is dangerous. That’s why I wanted you to be able to defend yourself before you moved in… There’s Bloods who kill humans for fun. Monsters. Werewolves that hunt those who don’t bow to their specific pack’s will… And people like me, people who stand against that, we don’t have many options.”

Rachel watched her and tilted her head quizzically. “What do you mean?”

“I mean…” Ryann sighed and rubbed the back of her undercut. Kay sat on the bench opposite her, while Meg still made her way over. “You remember the vampires who attacked me the other night, when you… when you found out about me, right?”

The girl in her lap nodded. Her eyes were big and worried. “Yeah…?” she whispered.

Ryann licked her lips nervously. “They were sent by someone who… who wants to kill me,” she said, almost backing out. I don’t want Rachel to know about this. “This vampire… he’s been trying to kill me since I was four years old.”

“What? But why?” Rachel held on to Ryann. There was such shock and worry in her tone, it broke Ryann’s heart.

She shrugged. “Because he can. Because he hated my family. It doesn’t matter. The problem is, he’ll keep coming. And… There’s only one way for us to stop him. Permanently.”

Rachel frowned. “What… What do you mean?” She cupped Ryann’s cheek. “Ryann?”

Ryann shuddered uncomfortably. She really didn’t want to tell Rachel about the killing. But she had to. She couldn’t lie about it.

I’m scared she’ll leave after all, she realized. Fuck…

“What Ryann means,” Meg said, sitting next to them, “is that this guy has to die.” She said it completely evenly.

Rachel gasped. “But…! You can’t just kill people!”

“They’re not people,” Meg said. “Ryann and Logan, they’re people. Murderers? Slavers and abusers? They’re monsters. And monsters have to be slain.” She looked away briefly. “Look, I get why Ryann doesn’t wanna be the one to tell you this. She doesn’t like it much either. But it has to be done.”

Kay let out a deep breath. “They’re right, kid,” she said to Rachel very gently. Her expression remained neutral as she rested her arms across her knees. “It’s a hard decision, but… it’s a decision between the lives of innocent people, and the life of a murderer.”

“No, but…” Rachel pulled herself closer to Ryann, holding on to her for comfort. “You can talk things out!”

“No,” Meg said softly. “You can’t. That’s not an option.”

“It’s always an option!” Rachel insisted. “If you kill people how does that make you any better than them?”

Meg growled very softly. “How doesn’t it make us better than them? We wouldn’t have to fight if they just left us alone!”

Rachel frowned and Ryann gave Meg a nervous look. She was grateful for her help, but Meg wasn’t exactly an expert at being delicate. Rachel still protested. “Can’t you just call the police?”

“We are the police,” Kay said. “And you can’t lock up Bloods. Iron bars can be corroded. Stakes slip out after some time. A tiny crack could be enough for a Blood to turn into mist and vanish.”

“So… This guy you’re preparing to fight,” Rachel muttered and looked up at Ryann. “What are you going to do with him?”

Ryann faltered. She stammered softly, “I-I… I just…” I’m going to kill him. Because he won’t leave me alone and he’s been trying to kill me for so long.

“Ryann doesn’t need to do anything. That’s where I come in,” Meg huffed and got up. She looked at the two. “I’m going to kill him,” she said calmly. “Like Kay said, we can’t contain him. So I’ll just cut off his head and call it a night. And I don’t care what anybody else says.” Of course Ryann knew nobody was going to disagree. It dawned on her in that moment that Meg was absolutely intent on being a martyr for her sake. Just so Rachel would stay with her. She wanted to say something. To protest. But the fear of Rachel leaving kept her mouth sealed shut. She looked away, not meeting Meg’s gaze as she hugged Rachel.

Her little friend pouted softly. She looked pretty uncomfortable. “I… I’m not sure I can approve of that.”

“I’m sure you also disapprove of this guy murdering hundreds, but that doesn’t stop him, does it?” Meg said dryly.

“Meg.” Ryann looked up at her. “That’s enough.”

“Whatever…” Meg let out a deep huff and stormed away. Kay watched her with a dark frown before turning her eyes back to her sister.

Ryann held Rachel close and tried to think of something to say. “I… I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “I don’t like it either.”

“How can she be your friend?” Rachel asked in a whisper. “She talks about killing like it’s nothing!”

Ryann put her hand in Rachel’s hair and pulled her closer. She kissed her head. “She’s trying to help,” she whispered softly. “She acts all tough, but she just wants her friends to be safe.”

“But still, killing?” Rachel muttered and sniffed softly.

“It’s complicated,” Ryann whispered. Rachel leaned back and looked up at her with big, teary eyes. “I want to keep you safe,” Ryann whispered and cupped Rachel’s cheek. “I… I don’t want to kill. Please don’t hate me…”

“I wouldn’t hate you…” Rachel muttered and leaned into the hand. She didn’t sound too sure.

“I… let’s just forget about it, okay?” Ryann whispered with a soft, fake smile. There was no way she could ever forget. About being tied down and stabbed. Being Turned. Being hunted. Being attacked. Having to fight for her life and trying to keep Rachel safe. But she didn’t want Rachel to know that.

She took a deep breath and looked at Rachel, trying to keep the tears out of her eyes. “Look, I don’t want to lie to you,” she whispered, and the fear on Rachel’s face made her throat tighten up. “But this… my life… Being a vampire, it’s violent and deadly. We just want to live, but there’s Bloods who don’t care. Bloods enjoy the killing. If I don’t fight… I might die.”

Rachel sighed. “I don’t want you to die,” she whispered.

Ryann nodded and kissed her head again.

“I don’t want you to kill either.” Rachel was very quiet for a moment. Then she nuzzled into Ryann a bit. “I don’t like it,” she whispered. “I don’t like knowing that you have to kill… But I trust you. And I don’t want you to die. I just… I need to think about it. I’m still gonna be here. I’m not leaving.”

Ryann wanted to cry and kiss Rachel and apologize to her. “Rachel…” She hugged her close. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, and she could feel the tears run down her cheeks. “I never wanted to pull you into this. I never wanted to be a vampire. Meg never asked for it either. None of us wanted it. Who would?”

“It’s not your fault!” Rachel ran her hand over Ryann’s back. “You’re a wonderful person. You took such great care with me, and I know you just want to protect me…” She sighed. “Just… Let’s not talk about this now, okay? I’ll think about it, and we’ll maybe talk later.”

“Okay,” Ryann whispered again, feeling like her heart was going to split with the next beat. “I’m sorry.”

“You’re okay,” Rachel whispered again. She squeezed Ryann. “But I hope you won’t hold it against me if I’m going to be skeptical of your friend. She just… I dunno.”

Ryann looked down a little sadly. She wanted her best friends to get along. “I know. I get it. But please give her a chance. She’s really kind and gentle and only wants to protect us.” She hugged Rachel close. Please don’t let her believe that she really is a monster. But she couldn’t bring herself to say it. She needed Meg to do this for her, and she hated it. Not even the hug Kay gave both of them could make her feel better about that.

* * *

Kay was very understanding of the two needing a moment. “It’s alright,” she told them. “I know this is a big adjustment for both of you. Go take a walk. I’ll be here later, if that works for you?”

“Yeah, I mean…” Rachel looked up at Ryann, standing next to her. “I have the whole day off. Wanna go somewhere?”

“I could show you my place?” Ryann offered. “Since you might… you know. Move in.”

“Yeah!” Rachel beamed at that, and Ryann felt another weight lifting off her chest. Her little friend looked at Kay. “Would that be okay? I know we were supposed to train…”

“It’s fine,” Kay said. “Take a couple hours. Be back here at twelve. Then we train.” She gave Rachel a little smile.

“Okay!” Ryann smiled. “I’m gonna clean up and then get changed.”

“I’ll get changed too,” Rachel said quickly. She hurried off to the locker room.

Ryann smiled, looking after her. She really looked good in her rash guard, and so cute…

Kay tapped her shoulder. “You okay?” she asked.

Ryann hummed softly. Was she okay? “No,” she said. “Not really.” She rubbed her face a bit as she went to the weights she’d used and wiped them off. “I didn’t want Rachel to know that I kill. I don’t want her to know that I want to kill Gold. But I had to tell her the truth.”

“Yeah. I’m sorry, kid. It was hard on Meg too.”

“Yeah…” Ryann muttered and rubbed her neck a little uncomfortably. Meg was taking all the blame that should have fallen on Ryann. It didn’t feel right.

Kay frowned empathetically. “Ryann… She really cares about you. Please talk to her.”

“Yeah, yeah I know…” Ryann sighed. “How am I gonna show Rachel that what we’re doing is necessary, without pushing her away?”

Kay ruffled her hair gently. “You can’t.” Her fingers brushed through Ryann’s hair. “She’s only ever met you, and she trusts you. Until she meets other Bloods, she’ll never understand. Remember how reluctant you were?”

“That was before I watched Gold murder close to a hundred people,” Ryann muttered. She still remembered the dark. And the screams. It made her shudder.

Kay hugged her close. Ryann leaned into her with a little sigh. “If it comes down to it,” Kay said, “I’ll cut his head off myself.” She pressed a gentle kiss to the top of Ryann’s head. “I won’t let him touch you.”

“Thanks, sis,” Ryann chuckled. She still blushed a little when she called Kay that, but it was getting better. She had never had any siblings, but she imagined this trust and compassion was probably what it was like. She leaned back and smiled at Kay.

Then Kay flicked her forehead and Ryann cursed as the bigger woman smirked. The pain was also part of having an older sister, it seemed.

Rachel exited the locker room in a pair of ripped jeans and a black tank top, with that big red flannel tied around her waist. A classic look for her. Ryann smiled when she saw it and found herself reminded of their first meeting. She nudged Kay in retaliation for the flick and went past Rachel, with a little smile, to the locker room. “Be right with you,” she hummed.

“Okay!”

Rachel’s smile made Ryann’s chest warm. She slipped into the locker room feeling happy. Once there, she looked around. There weren’t many places one could hide. Ryann clicked her tongue. “Meg, I know you’re here. Come on, let’s talk…”

It took a moment for any answer to come, then Meg appeared barely an arm’s length away. She was sitting at her locker with her face buried in her hands.

Ryann frowned softly. “Meg…” She said with empathetic pain in her own voice. She sat next to her and put an arm around her shoulders.

“I’m fine,” Meg muttered. She didn’t look or sound fine. She was choked up and sniffed softly.

Ryann started to feel even worse. “I’m sorry,” she said and pulled her close. She kissed Meg’s head gently. “I’m sorry I let you take the whole killing thing on yourself.”

“It’s fine…” Meg just grumbled again. She sighed and leaned into Ryann. “Just… I dunno.” She rubbed her face a bit. “I want this done. I want to go back to when my biggest worry was where I’d get an ancient tome I needed or wanted.”

“Soon,” Ryann said softly. “We’ll deal with Gold. Then Micky.”

Meg nodded gently. She looked up at Ryann. “Your girlfriend hates me now.”

“Not my girlfriend,” Ryann grumbled with a blush. “And no, she doesn’t. She just… doesn’t understand yet.”

“Better hope she never does,” Meg huffed. “Maybe it’d be better for you to train with her, instead of me.”

Ryann rubbed her shoulder gently. “Is this because you think she’d make better progress without you? Or because she said that killing makes you no better than the ones you kill?”

“Both,” Meg grumbled. She sighed and rubbed her face. “Sorry. But that’s a sensitive subject. I’m never gonna let anyone tell me that killing someone who wants to kill you is wrong.”

Ryann rubbed her neck and nodded quietly. “For what it’s worth, I’m grateful,” she said quietly. “If you hadn’t been there for me, with your harsh truths and watching my back, I wouldn’t have made it this long. I’m pretty sure Gold would have killed me, first time we saw him.”

“I wasn’t gonna let him eat you,” Meg muttered. She gently headbutted Ryann. “We’re… friends, right?” It took her a moment to get the word out. Was she still unsure why anybody would want to be her friend? Or something else?

Ryann smiled softly and headbutted her back. She rested their heads together. “Yeah we are. I wouldn’t let anyone eat you, either.” She smiled at Meg.

Meg pushed her. “Good. Nerd.”

“Love you too, softie,” Ryann giggled back. At the next blink Meg was gone, but Ryann had seen the furious blush on her cheeks at being called soft.

She shrugged and got up, slowly stripping her shirt off. “Oh, well, guess it’s just me, alone in this locker room. Sure hope there’s no invisible vampires here watching me change.”

“Shut up!” Meg grumbled behind her.

Ryann giggled. Meg was just too cute. She got dressed very quickly in a white tank top and dark pants, and headed out. Rachel was talking with Logan, and she smiled when Ryann exited the locker room. She waved at her, blushed, and stopped. Ryann waved back, realized she was just a couple of steps from her, also blushed and just hurried to close the distance quickly.

“Shall we?” she asked Rachel and offered her hand.

“Sure!” Rachel giggled and gripped Ryann’s hand. She blushed a little darker.

Ryann chuckled. “First time holding a woman’s hand?” she joked.

Rachel batted at her arm. “Shut up!” she grumbled, all flustered.

Ryann laughed. Little flustered baby gay Rachel always lifted her mood. “Don’t worry, you’re doing great,” she teased.

“It’s just hand holding…” Rachel grumbled as they exited the doors.

“Sure, just hand holding,” Ryann said with a smirk.

“Yup.”

“Nothing wrong with that.”

“Yup,” Rachel repeated.

Ryann hummed and pulled her a little closer. “Totally no gay thoughts in your cute little head at all, right?”

“YUP.” Rachel was so red now.

Ryann laughed softly and ruffled her hair. “You’re such a gay bean,” she giggled. “Come on. I wanna show you my place!”

Rachel smiled at that and seemed to manage to stop her furious blush. She kept smiling at Ryann as she was shown around the shabby, run-down streets. They strolled past the Blood and Ink.

“That’s where two of my other friends live. I got my sun tattoo done here. And over there is the house where I had my first monster hunt,” Ryann said, pointing at it. “It was going after one of our blood donors…”

“Oh, you don’t call them juice boxes?”

Ryann choked and looked at her incredulously. “N-no, Rachel… We don’t call them juice boxes,” she said, trying to suppress a giggle at Rachel’s genuine confusion. “We don’t wanna encourage objectifying people who literally give us their blood.”

“Their juice, you mean,” Rachel grinned. “What?” she giggled at Ryann’s look. “You said my blood was sweet! Like juice! Who wouldn’t wanna be filled with delicious grape juice?”

“Pretty sure that would kill you,” Ryann ruffled her hair and shook her head with a smirk. She frowned. “Or it would make you a grape, I guess.”

Rachel hummed. “Well…” She trailed off. “Okay, I don’t have anything for that, but just imagine I made a super clever pun involving grapes.”

“Sure,” Ryann smirked. “Amazing pun, Rachel. It was grape.”

Rachel burst out laughing so hard she doubled over. It was such a bad pun, Ryann’s own smile was pained, but she seemed to really enjoy it. She leaned into Ryann to stay upright and not stumble as they walked, and held on to her arm tight.

Ryann didn’t hate that. She smiled softly. And continued on with her for a while, talking about grapes and which ones their favourite kinds were. Ryann hummed when a familiar building approached. “Over there is the shop where Carver totally doesn’t chop up people.” She looked at Rachel and giggled at her confused look. “I made a joke about his name sounding like that of a serial killer. And then he said he had a butcher shop, because of course he does. Made one joke about those two in conjunction and he’s never let me live it down.”

“Carver… That’s your dad, right?” Rachel asked as they rounded the corner to his street. “Are you gonna introduce us properly? I kinda didn’t imagine meeting him all… standoffish.”

Ryann blinked and looked down at her. “What?”

Rachel cocked her head at the look. “What what?”

“Carver isn’t my dad?” Ryann frowned a little. Well, technically he had offered to adopt her, in jest, but Rachel didn’t know that.

“B-But…” Rachel looked really confused. “No, he’s your dad, isn’t he?”

Ryann shook her head. “I’m an orphan. You know that.” She couldn’t help the little giggle at the shock on Rachel’s face and the confused look in her eyes.

“B-But… I thought he was… I mean I assumed…!” Her stammers were getting more and more frantic and incoherent.

Ryann chuckled a little. “Why’d you think we were related?”

“W-Well…” Rachel blushed hard. “You’re both tall…”

Ryann burst out laughing so hard her sides began to hurt. The sheer conviction with which Rachel had said it was just too much. It sent her into a giggle fit that made Rachel blush and pout in embarrassment.

“You thought…” Ryann wheezed, “that he’s my dad… because we’re both tall??” She wanted to roll around on the ground in joy. She settled on doubling over. It was just too adorable.

Rachel pushed her, with her face bright red and little tears in her eyes. “You don’t have to laugh!” she whined. “I just… I guess I didn’t think?” She pouted and turned away.

Ryann chuckled and pulled her close. “Oh Rachel, no! That’s so cute!” she giggled. She cupped Rachel’s cheek and wiped the little embarrassed tears away. “You are the cutest girl I’ve ever met.”

“I just saw an old dude that was tall,” Rachel grumbled.

“I mean, he is both of those things,” Ryann giggled with her sides still stinging. Her face hurt from the smile plastered on it, and she took a deep breath. “Okay. Okay, it’s fine, I’m fine,” she hummed. A tiny giggle escaped her and Rachel tried to walk away, still red and pouting.

Ryann still held her hand and she pulled Rachel right back to her and into her arms, lifting her up a little in a hug. “Never change,” she giggled and nuzzled into her neck.

Rachel made a little whining sound. “You’re mean!”

“You love me!” Ryann giggled.

Rachel mumbled something and hugged her back. “… we don’t talk about this,” she grumbled after a while. “Not a word. To nobody.”

“Oh no, I’m telling everyone,” Ryann giggled.

Rachel whined more and wriggled in her arms. Ryann leaned back a little and watched her softly. It didn’t take much effort to keep hold of her. Rachel stopped her fidgeting after a bit and just pouted down at Ryann. She was so pretty. Even bright red and flushed, Ryann could see her pretty little freckles. Her eyes shone like little suns. Her lips looked so soft, too.

Ryann cleared her throat and looked to the side, into the dark entrance to Carver’s building. “Well… We’re here,” she said quickly. Had she imagined Rachel looking at her lips? No, she had looked at her fangs. They were still new, probably a little unsettling.

Rachel also looked to the dark entrance. “That… That place doesn’t have a door,” she remarked.

Ryann chuckled and carried her in. “Don’t worry, it’s part of the charm.” Rachel was still in her arms, and the cute bean’s legs were firmly locked around her waist. “I should let you down,” she said softly.

“Oh, yeah,” Rachel giggled softly. She released her legs, searching for the ground with the tips of her toes. Ryann very gently leaned down so she could touch it. For a moment, there was just her, Rachel’s warmth and her scent, her breath at Ryann’s ear… Then Rachel found purchase, and Ryann leaned back.

The moment had been so brief. She felt a little sense of disappointment after letting her little friend go. “Let me get the light…” she said and flicked them on. She took Rachel’s hand and guided her up the stairs, to the second story door.

Rachel hummed at seeing the pretty, well-made and freshly painted door. “Now that’s more like it!” she said.

“Wait till you see the inside,” Ryann chuckled as she unlocked it and held it open. She let Rachel step in first. “Sorry, it’s in a bit of a state…” Her words trailed off as she walked inside to where Rachel had abruptly stopped. She wasn’t looking at the kitchen with the dozens of dishes that had collected while housing six people to do research and occasionally train and go through Ryann and Meg’s spoils of war.

She also wasn’t staring at the clutter of books and laptops on the table that they had just left there to pick up working later, though her eyes were certainly glued in that direction.

No, Rachel was staring and sheepishly smiling at Carver, who had shaved and looked so cute, and was sitting at the table with none other than Kathleen Towâw. The woman with the kind smile waved at them happily. Even so, she still looked like a complete badass, with her shirt tastefully open to below her sternum, the rings, the leather jacket over the chair, and her little necklace with the carved stone rod attached to it.

Carver’s expression was one of gentle embarrassment, and for a moment it looked like his and Kathleen’s hands had been extended over the table, only to be quickly pulled back. He had trimmed his beard, his dark hair with the little grey flecks was slicked back, and he was wearing one of his nicest casual shirts. He hadn’t just cleaned up, he had cleaned up. All the clutter from a few hours ago was gone. Everything had been wiped down clean and polished. Even the floor was spotless. Ryann even smelled a very faint scent of pine in the room.

A smile appeared on her face. Carver definitely had a thing for Kay’s pack leader. Good for him, she thought. She was still going to fuck with him though.

“Carver!” she smiled brightly at him, and his narrowed eyes told him that he knew exactly what she was planning. “You’ve met Rachel, right?”

“Yes,” Carver said with a little smile and a pointed look for Ryann. “We didn’t start off on the right foot…” He nodded his head gently at Rachel. “It’s very nice to meet you properly.”

“It’s nice to meet you too,” Rachel said with a nervous little smile. “Sorry about being all nervous the last time…”

“Well, it’s to be expected when meeting my dad for the first time,” Ryann hummed. Rachel blushed, as did the old man. Ryann slipped her shoes off with a smile and motioned for Rachel to do the same as she went over to the head of the table, next to Kathleen, and sat down on a chair there. “And it’s of course very nice to meet you again, ma’am,” she said to Kathleen, only half playful. The woman had an aura about her, and now that Ryann knew who she was, that made a lot of sense.

She noticed the large hunting knife at Kathleen’s hip.

Kathleen smiled at her, a perfect picture of middle-aged charm and beauty. “The pleasure is all mine,” she hummed in an almost gently melodic way. She turned her smile to Rachel, who sheepishly sat next to Ryann. “Your name is Rachel? I’m Kathleen.” Her warm smile seemed to melt away Rachel’s unease. “It’s so nice to meet you as well.”

“L-likewise…” Rachel stammered a bit with a little smile. She clearly felt the grace and kindness Kathleen exuded as well, even just from those few words.

“What brings you here?” Ryann asked her innocently. “We weren’t expecting you for a few more days…”

“Oh, a number of things,” Kathleen hummed. “I wanted to check up on… an old friend.” The look she gave Carver was indeed quite friendly, Ryann thought. “And Kay mentioned the letters you took from the Institute. Something about werewolves. I like to be informed,” she added.

Ryann hummed and quirked an eyebrow. “Sure… I hope there isn’t an issue, though? Since we’re already taking up so much of your time…” She understood of course that, as pack leader, Kathleen would want to remain in the loop about wolf stuff.

The pack leader gave her a charming smile. “You’re too sweet. Don’t worry, I’m just being cautious. And, well, sometimes preparing enchantments goes a little quicker, sometimes a little slower,” Kathleen hummed. “Protective enchantments are my specialty, so I should be done very soon…”

“Enchantments?” Rachel looked between her and Ryann and Carver, who was still glowering at Ryann. Ryann just smiled innocently.

“I’m a blood mage,” Kathleen explained in that kind, motherly tone of hers. She opened her hand, where a red symbol of a prism was drawn. A little glow appeared on the lines. It started to form into the shape of a small, red rose hovering above her hand. “Carver has requested that I provide some protection.”

“Right, for your fight,” Rachel muttered. That seemed to sour her mood.

Kathleen frowned very gently. “Something wrong, dear?”

“I just…” Rachel sighed. “I don’t like that Ryann’s going to be in danger.” She didn’t even mention the killing.

Kathleen smiled so gently. She reached her hands over the table to Rachel. “Give me your hands, dear.” Rachel frowned, but did as she asked. Kathleen held them gently and looked into Rachel’s eyes. “Ryann is important to our Kay,” she said softly. “So she’s important to our whole pack. I promise you, no harm will come to her as long as my wolves are with her.” Her voice was so full of sincerity, even Ryann felt a bit affected. Rachel almost teared up.

“Are you sure?” Rachel muttered.

Kathleen smiled. “My promise as pack leader,” she said solemnly. “We will defend her as if she was one of our own.” She gave Ryann a gentle smile as well. Ryann smiled back and hugged Rachel close to her side. The pack leader’s words seemed to have calmed her little friend.

When Kathleen retracted her hands, Rachel was smiling again. Kathleen fully turned to Ryann and changed the subject. “By the way, I wasn’t aware Carver had adopted,” she said with a smile. “Congratulations!”

“Oh, we haven’t finalized the paperwork yet,” Ryann joked. Her smirk grew wider as Carver blushed.

“No, I imagine not,” Kathleen said cryptically. “But he is very fatherly, isn’t he?”

“Totally!” Ryann gave him such a warm smile that even his most icy stare couldn’t cool it. “He just took me in, off the streets, for no reason! He gave me food and clothes and let me stay…”

Kathleen gasped. “Really? How generous!” She smiled at Carver.

“It wasn’t a big deal,” Carver grumbled. He rubbed his neck sheepishly.

“He did also come looking for Ryann when she was injured,” Rachel said. “And he cried a little because he was happy to see her.” She gave him an apologetic smile. “Sorry. It was sweet.”

“Yeah, and he stayed up for like two days straight!” Ryann gave him another smile.

“What a man,” Kathleen sighed. “Are you sure you don’t want to get married, Carver? Whatever person captured your heart would count themselves among the luckiest.”

Carver actually blushed. “I… Don’t think I would make a very good husband.”

“Nonsense!” Kathleen braced her chin on her hand and smiled. “You certainly seem to be a wonderful father,” she added with what looked like a little wink. “The evidence speaks for itself.”

Ryann suppressed a big grin. “Yeah, honestly, I think he’s just shy.”

“Ryann!” Carver was definitely red now.

“Aw, but why would he be shy?” Rachel asked, a little confused. “He’s so big!”

“He certainly is.” Kathleen smiled and tilted her head gently. Her tone bordered on a purr.

Ryann was feeling like maybe her work here was done. “Well, you gotta remember,” she said to Rachel. “Carver looks big and scary, but he’s actually super soft and just a total dad.”

Carver had his eyes down, and his cheeks were darkly coloured under his dark skin. Kathleen’s reddish-brown eyes twinkled with mirth. She gave Ryann a quick look that let her know she knew exactly what Ryann had been doing, and now she wanted Carver for herself.

“Well,” Ryann said and clapped her hands. “We didn’t mean to intrude.” She got up and patted Carver on the shoulder in passing. “I’m just gonna show Rachel my room, and later we’ll go back for training. Just ignore us.”

“Dinner is in the fridge,” Carver muttered.

“Thanks, Dad!” Ryann giggled and pulled Rachel along to her room. She quickly shut the door behind them.

“Okay,” Rachel asked and frowned at Ryann. “Who was that, really? And what was that?”

“That was the leader of Kay, Vivian and Kris’ pack,” Ryann said, quietly so the werewolves wouldn’t overhear. “Basically, one of the most powerful people in North America.” She giggled. “And apparently Carver has a thing for her. So I’m helping him out.”

“Oh. Do you usually set up your dad with terrifyingly powerful werewolves?” Rachel asked.

“He’s not my dad, technically,” Ryann said, “and I’m pretty sure Kathleen likes him too. And from what I can tell, that woman gets what she wants. So, good for him.” She guided Rachel over to her bed and plopped herself down. “That stuff I said was all true. He’s a nice dude. He deserves some nice things. I’m just helping along a bit.” She patted the sheets next to her.

“Ryann the matchmaker,” Rachel giggled and sat down. She looked around a little in awe, like a girl at her first sleepover. “I don’t suppose you wanna help me out with that too?” she asked.

It sounded like a joke, but Ryann found her smile faltering. For some reason just the thought of Rachel with someone didn’t sit right with her. It made her feel a nervous flutter in her chest, and not a pleasant one. “Maybe,” she said evasively. “If I find someone who is good enough for you.”

“I’m not that special,” Rachel said with an eye-roll.

Ryann smirked and grabbed her to pull her close. “Yes you are!” she purred and ruffled her hair. “The most special girl I’ve ever met!”

Rachel squeaked and grabbed Ryann’s sides. “Evil!” she giggled and started tickling her.

Ryann had her on her back within a split-second. Rachel squeaked as she was pinned again. She blushed up at Ryann.

“Gotcha,” Ryann purred. “What are you gonna do now?”

“I-I um… I…” Rachel blushed harder and wriggled gently.

Ryann leaned down to her with a little growling purr emanating from her lips. She watched Rachel with soft eyes as her silky black hair spilled over the pillow next to the cute girl. “Yeah?” she whispered.

The door opened. Ryann blinked, hazily remembering there being a knock. “Hey, Ryann, I’m gonna walk Kathleen home…” Carver began, then trailed off. He sighed. “Really? At least wait until the werewolves are out of the house before getting frisky.”

Ryann’s face coloured bright red. She shot up and glared at Carver. “We’re not—”

“It’s fine!” he said with an understanding smile that Ryann wanted to punch. “Just remember to be safe, don’t mix food and pleasure, and change the sheets after. Don’t wanna smell your stuff in the entire house.” He slammed the door with a childish giggle as Ryann tossed a book at him.

“Ass!” she yelled after him.

“Love you too, kiddo!” came his answer through the door, muffled and laced with mirth.

Ryann grumbled as she heard the front door fall shut. She looked down at Rachel, who of course was bright red. Who wouldn’t be after that sort of bullshit teasing?

“Well,” Ryann huffed and tried to chase her blush away. “I guess we have the place to ourselves. And don’t mind the old man. He just loooves to wind me up.”

“R-Right…” Rachel said softly.

Ryann hummed. She gently ran a finger over Rachel’s forehead and along her cheek to brush some hair out of her face. Her green-golden eyes glittered softly in the warm light coming through the window. “Now, what should I do with you…?” Ryann hummed softly as she saw Rachel bite her lip a little. She looked back up at her pretty little eyes that were like pools of honey and jade.

Ryann’s stomach rumbled loudly, immediately followed by a cute little growl from Rachel’s. Her little friend blushed deeper and giggled. “Food?”

“Sounds good,” Ryann hummed. She got off Rachel but then suddenly leaned in close. “If you tickle me again, I will pin you down again. No matter where,” she warned her playfully.

Rachel blushed and looked away. “What, me planning to tickle you, no…?” she muttered with the most guilty look of all times.

Ryann chuckled. “Come on, cute bean. Let’s get that little belly filled.” She got up and stretched, showing off her muscles and tattoos a little.

Ryann grumbled. “I’m not that much smaller than you,” she complained. “Just because you’re bigger…”

“Well, what can I say,” Ryann chuckled. “I get it from my dad.” She winked at Rachel, and left to see what kind of food Carver had left them. She left a whining little Rachel behind, and felt so happy and comfortable, she’d already forgotten all about Carver’s dumb teasing.

* * *

Carver walked quietly beside Kathleen. She of course insisted on holding on to his arm, as she usually did. And if Kathleen Towâw wanted something, Carver wasn’t the man to refuse her.

“Such a nice girl!” Kathleen said cheerily. “Let me know when the adoption papers come in, I am dying to hear what happens.”

Carver nodded slowly. He looked down at the leader of the Warm Embrace, one of the six most powerful individuals in the supernatural world of North America, and sighed. “You are terrible,” he said flatly. “I didn’t appreciate that.”

“Didn’t appreciate what?” Kathleen cocked her head at him with an innocent little smile. Her reddish eyes sparkled happily.

“You know exactly what,” Carver said, trying really hard to be mad at her in order to save himself future embarrassment. But he knew it was a futile endeavour.

She giggled melodiously and leaned into him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Carver sighed very deeply. A small smile tugged at his lips. There was no stopping it. Nothing he could do. One did not tell Kathleen Towâw to stop her flirting. And even if he could, Carver would be the last man alive to ever do so.
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Lunch with Rachel was fun. They heated up the noodles and sauce Carver had left in the fridge. Werewolves with their high metabolism always suffered from hunger, and so their fridge was always full.

Having dinner together felt so… normal. Natural. It was nice to be able to just joke and be open with each other. Rachel had a lot of questions. What are werewolves like? Do they turn into human-wolf-hybrids, or real wolves? Can they talk in their wolf forms? How about Ryann? How does blood drinking work? Ryann chuckled softly and tried to answer the storm of questions.

“I use a little blood just to stay human,” she explained. “Unless I use my gifts, I need blood every week. So I’ve got a couple friends…”

“Juice boxes.”

“… who can help with that…” Ryann said with a chiding look as she twirled some noodles onto her fork.

Rachel hummed. “Am I one of those now?”

Ryann paused, a little surprised. “I mean… Do you want to be?” she tilted her head gently. “I wouldn’t mind that. I’m much better friends with you than any of the others. But I don’t want you to feel obligated.”

“Maybe I enjoyed it?” Rachel said with a little flick of her fork.

Ryann raised an eyebrow.

Rachel rolled her eyes. “Fine, it sucked,” she said, flinging her fork around. “The angle was all weird and my shoulder felt funny for the rest of the night and the next day.”

“Yeah, sorry.” Ryann rubbed her neck a bit. “To be honest, I usually just go for the neck. It’s easier, more comfortable, gets you more blood…”

“Do you cuddle after?” Rachel asked with a raised eyebrow of her own. She seemed very curious about that.

Ryann fidgeted a bit. “Not really…? I mean, sometimes, a tiny bit. With one person. She is just generally really nice, so it’s comfortable to hug her. But no, usually it’s a grab-’n’-go kinda deal. And with you, I really tried to make it as awkward for myself as I could. Your blood is delicious, so… I didn’t wanna take any risks.” She smiled apologetically. “I’m sorry it was uncomfortable.”

“Hang you. My blood is better than other people’s?” Rachel smiled. “And you usually leave after, but you stayed with me? Does that mean I’m special?” There was a mischievous twinkle in her look.

Ryann chuckled and rolled her eyes. A little blush fought its way onto her face. She didn’t remind Rachel that she had been exhausted, blood-starved and trapped by the sun. “Yeah,” she said instead. “You’re special.” Her voice was a little gentler than she had meant for it to be. She couldn’t help it, when the little gay bean was constantly being so cute.

Rachel beamed. “Premium juice!” she cackled.

“Oh my god, Rachel…” Ryann rubbed her face, soft feelings replaced by how ridiculous her friend was being. “You’re such a gay nerd.”

“Well, my friend is a hot vampire!” Rachel said. “I gotta enjoy that!”

Ryann raised an eyebrow. “You think I’m hot?” she asked with a chuckle.

Rachel’s face instantly turned beet red and she hunched over her food, mumbling. “I mean, like… objectively,” she finally managed.

Ryann laughed softly. “Gay nerd,” she repeated in a fond tone. She took a look at the clock. “We need to head back to the gym soon. Kay’s gonna kill us if we’re late.” Time had really passed far too quickly. It always did when Rachel was around.

“Yeah…” Rachel muttered as she finished up her meal slowly. “She’s… interesting. Intense. But loves cute doggos.” She smiled a little.

“She’s gorgeous,” Ryann said. “You gotta really look at her, you’ll love her!”

“Is that what you’re into?” Rachel asked with a little smile. “The big, strong, silent type?”

“I mean…” Ryann shrugged. “Not specifically, but look at her!” she gestured with her fork. “She’s so cool!”

Rachel hummed and leaned her cheek on her hand as she thought. “Yeah, she’s much softer than I initially thought. Maybe I’m just easily intimidated by strong women?”

“Gay,” Ryann teased. “But then you would be intimidated by me too.”

Rachel giggled. “You don’t intimidate me at all!” she laughed softly.

“Wow, rude!” Ryann said with a playful smirk. “You saying I’m weak?”

Rachel gasped. “I would never!”

“Good!” Ryann smiled as she finished up her own food. “I’d have to sit on you again.” She smirked as she walked past Rachel with her plate.

“Well…” Rachel said all flustered. “I’m gonna get strong so I can fight you!”

“Yeah? That’s cute,” Ryann giggled, only half taking the threat seriously. “Come on, give me your plate. I’ll do the dishes, and you can freshen up and get ready.”

“Sure, thanks!” Rachel came over to the kitchen sink and put her plate down next to Ryann’s. She hesitated before going to the bathroom. “Is that gonna be full of, like, wolf hair?” she asked a little timidly. “Just… I get nightmares from Lucy’s fur loss sometimes.”

“Should be fine. Carver’s actually super into cleanliness,” Ryann said and pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Which is weird, like, you’d think he’d shed all the time, but no.”

“Okay! Just checking!” Rachel smiled and hurried off.

Ryann chuckled softly and watched her. A warm smile snuck onto her lips. She was really glad to have Rachel around. The cute bean had been one of the first people she’d talked to after becoming a vampire, and it was comforting to have her close and joke with her just like they used to. It gave her life an additional sense of normalcy. She couldn’t wait to show her the ropes on the mat when they taught Rachel how to fight. Ryann giggled softly to herself. Time to show her my expertise. She was going to blow Rachel away. And hopefully inspire her just a little.

Rachel tried to tickle Ryann one more time. Ryann pushed her up against the kitchen counter and growled with some playful menace, and that was enough to shut that down. She didn’t mind. The little bean was so cute when she blushed and realized that she got in over her head. She gave Ryann puppy-dog eyes to negotiate her release, and it made her heart melt a little.

A little while later, they were back on the road. Rachel was still excitedly asking questions. “What do you think Kay is gonna teach me?” she asked, bouncing a little.

“Probably nothing too complicated for now,” Ryann said with a hum. She smiled softly at Rachel’s pout. “Hey, learning to fight takes time,” she said. “You’re looking for quick and easy to learn self-defence. You don’t have time for months and months of repetition.”

“So I won’t get any real fight training?” Rachel sighed and her shoulders slumped a little.

Ryann put an arm around her shoulders and pulled her in. She smelled so good, and she was warm. “It’s real fighting,” Ryann said softly. “Just less technical. Probably stuff like how to not make yourself a target. How to hit someone, and hit them where it hurts. Once we’re sure you’re reasonably safe, you can try something more complicated.”

“Do you think I could learn to fight like you?” Rachel asked, a little too hopeful for Ryann to miss it.

She hummed softly. “I’m sure you can. Really, anybody can. Practice is key.” She smirked. “You’re getting pretty buff already, so that’s good. I use a lot of striking techniques, so some muscle comes in handy.”

Rachel tilted her head at her. “Duh? Doesn’t it make sense to be strong if you’re gonna fight?”

“I guess,” Ryann said with a soft smile. “I’m sure it can’t hurt.” She nuzzled to Rachel’s side. “I’ll test if you remember what you’ve learned every now and then.”

“What, you’re gonna break into my room and pin me down on the bed?” Rachel asked with an eye-roll and a tiny blush.

Ryann gave her a look. “Didn’t know you were into that, but I can probably do that.”

Rachel’s gentle flush turned into a full on forest fire on her skin. “Ryann do not break into my room to pin me down! I can’t take you climbing through my window much more!”

“Sure, sure,” Ryann chuckled as she pushed open the door to the gym.

“Yeah,” Vivian, who had overheard the conversation with her enhanced hearing, said with a dark frown. “Don’t be so rude. Break down the front door. Make a good impression with physical strength.” There was a playful spark in her eyes.

“Viv, please…” Ryann fought down her own blush, realizing every wolf in the gym had heard her.

Kay shrugged. “Eh, it’s cool. Sometimes you just gotta pin down your girlfriend,” she said frankly.

“Kay, please we’re just friends!” Rachel whined loudly and hid her face. There was a faint little twitch at the corner of Kay’s mouth. She might as well have been laughing out loud. Ryann felt her cheeks burning. “I’m gonna go change,” she said venomously and pointed at Kay. “Then I’m kicking your ass.”

Kay set the twelve hundred pound bar down and rolled her huge shoulders. “Bring it.” She chuckled softly as Ryann pulled Rachel past her.

Ryann looked around a bit. “Meg?” she asked Logan softly.

Logan shrugged. “Gone. She’s not answering my texts or calls either.” They kept their tone even, but it clearly bothered them. Logan and Kay knew about what Meg was. Chances were they cared much more about Meg than either of them had ever let on to Ryann.

She sighed softly and nodded. She would text Meg before training. She frowned when Rachel tried to stop at the door. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Uh, well… I thought… you might want to change alone?” Rachel said with a blush still firmly on her face.

“Don’t be silly,” she said, pushing open the door. “Come on.” She pulled Rachel with her, and to a locker. Rachel’s was right opposite Ryann’s. She hummed softly. “I can of course wait outside,” she said, only now considering Rachel might be uncomfortable with her there. Not that she would look.

“N-No, it’s fine!” Rachel said quickly. “I just didn’t want to make you uncomfortable,” she muttered.

Ryann chuckled softly. “I’m fine,” she said and pulled her shirt off. There was a little whimper from Rachel as she folded it up. She tilted her head but didn’t look over her shoulder. Had Rachel accidentally snuck a peek?

For some reason, the thought that she might have put a little smirk on Ryann’s lips. She changed quickly, just to save Rachel continued awkwardness. She really is too gay, Ryann chuckled quietly to herself as she pulled her rash guard on.

“Ready?” she asked with a look over her shoulder.

Rachel quickly adjusted her own shirt and cleared her throat. “Yup!” she said, blushing but also smiling excitedly.

Ryann gave her a smile of her own, and reached out to brush a little strand of hair behind Rachel’s ear. “You’re gonna do great today.”

Rachel beamed back. “I won’t disappoint you!”

“You could never,” Ryann said in a gentle, soft voice. She pulled her hand back, losing the soft warmth at her fingertips. She quickly tied back her own hair. Her face still felt a bit hot, having been out in the sun after so long living in the night. “Right, let’s go,” she said.

She waved Rachel along, out of the locker room, and they did their warmups on the training mats. Rachel cast a glance around. She seemed a tiny bit intimidated. Vivian was across the room, going to town on a punching bag with blows that thundered through the gym in quick succession, and kicks that made even Kay grunt as she steadied the bag for her.

“Don’t worry about her,” Ryann said as she watched Rachel’s eyes wander over to them every now and then. “I know she seems intimidating, but Kay says she’s just a softie. And she’s been doing this for a long time, by the looks of it.”

“Okay,” Rachel said softly. “It’s just… I want to be strong too.” She gave Ryann a determined look.

Ryann smiled. “Yeah?” she chuckled. “Then let’s get started. You’ve already come a long way, so let’s keep going!”

Her little friend beamed at that. “Yeah, let’s!”

Kay hummed as she joined Ryann and Rachel on the mat when they finished up. She looked pretty satisfied, having worked Vivian to exhaustion. The large woman was resting, breathing hard. “Warmed up?” Kay asked and clapped her hand’s gently. “Good. Let’s get started. Where’s Meg?”

Ryann rubbed her neck and shook her head lightly.

Kay’s comfortable hum turned a little more discontent. “Well, guess you’re taking her spot,” she said to Ryann.

“Sure thing.” She gave her little friend a smile. “We got this!”

“Oh! Okay!” Rachel clapped her hands excitedly.

Kay turned her intense eyes to the little human. “The best and most surefire way to win a fight is to not be in one. So, don’t take what I’m teaching you as an endorsement to start picking fights,” Kay said sternly and crossed her arms. Her muscles bulged under the rash guard and made Ryann feel even more admiration. Rachel, too, couldn’t help but have her eyes drawn to them. She blushed darkly when Ryann nudged her with an elbow.

Kay narrowed her eyes. “Eyes up here, kid,” she said with that same stern look and made Rachel turn even darker red as she mumbled an apology. “Pay attention. You’re not like us. You don’t heal quickly. If you lose a tooth, it’s gone forever. If you suffer a skull fracture or other brain trauma, it could be permanent. You don’t have any enormous supernatural strength or speed. So, the number one thing I want you to do is to not get into a situation where you’re completely by yourself.”

“Right!” Rachel nodded. “Don’t get into fights.” She looked a tiny bit disappointed.

Kay nodded approvingly. “But just in case someone or something does grab you, this is what you’re gonna do…” She continued to run Rachel through the general weak points Bloods had. Eyes, joints, groin, the usual. Then she handed Rachel a spring-loaded baton. “Don’t show this off in public,” she said as Rachel’s eyes went wide and she fiddled with it excitedly. “It’s not a toy. And illegal to carry. But it’s always good to have an edge.”

“Okay!” Rachel beamed. The baton extended suddenly and she squeaked. She fumbled with the weapon and dropped it. Kay’s hand shot forward and grabbed it easily. She slowly raised an eyebrow as she looked at Rachel. Ryann patted her small friend’s shoulder. She looked so very embarrassed.

“Don’t fiddle with it. And don’t drop it,” Kay said as she rose back up to her full height. She flipped the baton in her hand before pushing it back into its small form.

“Sorry,” Rachel muttered.

Kay handed her the baton back and patted her head. “You need to relax. This stuff is easy. Practice is key, so stay calm and just do what I tell you. You don’t need to look at me all nervous either. I’m not gonna bite.”

“Right, of course,” Rachel said. “Sorry, I just never had a fight teacher before.” Then she frowned. “Wait, was that a werewolf joke?” she asked and looked up at Kay.

Kay flashed her fangs in a smile. “Relax,” she said again with a little chuckle. “We’re gonna go over how to get away from someone grabbing you for real now. Ryann, if you would?”

Ryann smiled and moved behind Rachel, wrapping her arms around the small bean. “Hi!” she purred and nuzzled up to her ear. “I’m a big, hungry vampire, and you smell delicious,” she added.

Rachel squeaked and almost dropped the baton again.

“Cool it with the roleplay,” Kay said with a soft chuckle and a shake of her head.

Ryann pouted. “But she needs to feel the moment!” She nuzzled Rachel gently.

“I don’t think she is feeling the moment you want her to feel,” the big woman muttered. She clapped her hands. “Actually, Logan, could I get your help with this?”

Logan frowned and came over from where she and Kris had been checking on the still exhausted Vivian. “Yeah?” she asked, then blushed when Kay suddenly wrapped her arms around her from behind. “Kay, what…?”

“Show Rachel how you would get out of this,” Kay said. “Slowly, so she can follow.”

Ryann suspected that Kay had just wanted to hug her girlfriend. She did have a puppy soul, after all. Still, it was very cute to see them train together, and with a little demonstration and repetition, Rachel quickly got the hang of it too. After some more practice, she started to get better and better. Eventually they tried the real thing, and while Ryann wasn’t holding on too hard, the speed with which Rachel broke free, stepped behind her, and twisted her arm came as a little surprise to her. Ryann made a little noise of surprise as Rachel actually tripped her up and made her fall forwards, where she rolled and slammed onto the mat.

Rachel looked down on her and blinked. “I… I did it? I did it!” she laughed and jumped in the air. “I did it!!” She ran over and hugged Kay hard. “I did it!” she giggled so happily. Her arms barely fit around the big woman’s waist.

Kay hesitated. She almost seemed a little surprised. While Rachel had seen her soft side with Lucy and her girlfriends, Kay’s stoic attitude hadn’t helped them grow too close. Now, after a brief moment of hesitation, Kay gently patted Rachel on the head and smiled down at her. “You sure did, kid. Well done.”

Rachel looked up at her, blushed hard, and took a step back. “I-I um…”

Kay chuckled softly. “Go on, do it again,” she said, ignoring the hug or how flustered Rachel was. “Practice for another half hour, then I’m teaching you how to use that baton in a straight fight.” She ruffled Rachel’s hair gently.

Rachel smiled a tiny bit and nodded. “Okay!”

Ryann chuckled, watching from her spot sitting on the ground. She caught Rachel when she ran over and hugged her tight. The cute bean toppled her to the ground once more in her excitement.

“I did it!” Rachel giggled. “And Kay said I did well!”

“You sure did!” Ryann chuckled and hugged her. It was so nice to see Rachel warming up to Kay more as her confidence grew. She held her close, enjoying the warmth of Rachel’s body on her own. “Proud of you, cutie.”

Rachel giggled and sat up, straddling Ryann. “I knocked you down!” she said, sounding very proud.

“Yeah, you did.” Ryann smiled. “Wanna try again?”

“Oh, I don’t think I have to,” Rachel hummed. “Seems like I can even beat the powerful Ryann, so I guess I am the new master fighter!” She was just joking, but Ryann couldn’t resist humbling the cute girl a little.

She bucked her hips, making Rachel fall forwards with a squeak and try to brace herself. Ryann pulled her close and rolled over her side, ending up on top of her again. “Don’t test me,” she growled but with a playful smile. Her face was mere inches from Rachel’s, and the cute girl under her blushed at the look Ryann gave her. “I’m literally a professional.”

“Professional butt!” Rachel pouted and wriggled against her.

Ryann hummed, completely unmoved by Rachel’s effort. “Well, my butt is professional grade quality. Didn’t know you had a thing for butts though.”

The little teasing made Rachel whine and hide her face. “Ryannnnn!” she complained so adorably.

Ryann chuckled and sat up. “You’re cute, Rachel. And really sweet. Keep that up and someone might just eat you.”

“You’ve already got my blood,” Rachel whined. “That’s all you’re getting…” She pouted at Ryann.

“Hm, yeah?” Ryann leaned over her again, penning Rachel in with her hands either side of her. “You think I couldn’t get more?”

Rachel whined even harder. “Ryannnnnnnnn.”

Ryann giggled and let her go. “You’re so gay,” she chuckled as she moved away from her a bit.

Rachel pouted at her. “Get up!” she said as she jumped to her feet. “Let’s go again!”

“Yeah?” Ryann smirked as she got up. “You’re that eager for me to wrap my arms around you?”

“RYANN.” Rachel was as red as a tomato now.

Ryann laughed softly and patted her head. “I’m done, I’m done,” she promised with a giggle. “I’m just really excited for you.”

“Good. Ass,” Rachel grumbled and let Ryann hold her again from behind.

Ryann laughed softly and hugged her close. “Right, let’s not ever have you attacked by a bigger woman,” she giggled. “You’d die.”

“You’re evil!” Rachel whined and wriggled.

Ryann just laughed and held her close. Her familiar scent enveloped Ryann with every breath, and her warmth was so gentle and comforting. Every time Rachel touched her hands or arms, she felt a little flutter in her chest. She loved practising with Rachel. The cute bean brought a joy and excitement to it that went beyond the fun of the burn of a workout.

They kept going until Rachel could do the escape and throw practically in her sleep, and Ryann watched with a soft smile as Kay showed Rachel proper fighting form, how to protect herself, how to strike, and how to stay light on your feet. They even did a little sparring match with foam weapons, and Rachel really tried hard. Kay’s approving nod and smile were testament to that.

But, eventually, it got late. Ryann sighed as she watched the sun dip outside. “You’re gonna have to go home soon,” she muttered as Rachel did her stretches on the mat.

“Yeah… Thank god, honestly,” Rachel huffed, stretching her already very flexible legs to help the oncoming soreness. “Everything burns.”

“Yeah, it’s great, right?” Ryann chuckled.

Rachel rolled her eyes. “It does feel kinda nice,” she admitted with a little smile.

Kay hummed and sat on a bench near them. “We won’t always go as hard as today,” she said. “This was just to get you acclimated to what it’s like. We don’t wanna overdo it.”

“Yeah.” Rachel smiled a little sheepishly at Kay. “Thanks for teaching me.”

Kay smiled back in that gentle, faint way of hers. “Don’t mention it. Anybody should know how to keep themselves safe. And we certainly want you to be safe.”

“Yeah, there’s only one vamp in this city who gets to suck me!” Rachel hummed.

Ryann choked on her water. “Uh, yeah,” she said and wiped her mouth with her chest still heaving. “Wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“I bet you wouldn’t,” Vivian hummed as she sat with them. She was already fully dressed in her suit and shirt. She smiled at Ryann in response to the burning glare. “Need someone to walk you home?” she asked Rachel.

“I thought… Ryann might,” Rachel mumbled.

Ryann frowned. She really wanted to. Like, really, really wanted to. But she had spent the whole day training with Rachel, and while that had been fun, it had hardly been challenging.

She sighed. “I should train more. Really prepare.”

“Oh…” Rachel looked a bit disappointed. “I understand.”

Ryann rubbed her neck with a tiny sigh. Maybe it was best if she kept her distance from Rachel, just for a bit. Just until Gold was dead and Rachel was safe. She looked at Vivian and said softly, “Could you walk her home? Just to be safe…”

“Absolutely.” Vivian’s smile lacked the usual confidence and sense of playfulness. It was just soft and kind. “I’ll keep her safe. And gossip. About you.”

“Already regret this,” Ryann muttered. Vivian winked at her.

Rachel looked at the clock and sighed. “Yeah. I should get ready.” She smiled at Ryann as she reluctantly got up and walked over to the locker room to get changed.

Ryann sighed and rubbed her face as the door fell shut behind her. “This sucks,” she muttered, good mood ruined. She got up and trudged over to the weights again, determined to push the thoughts from her mind with physical exercise.

“Hey.” Kay stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. Ryann turned towards her. “It’ll be okay,” Kay said firmly and with that even, soothing voice of hers. She ran her hand over Ryann’s hair and gently pulled their foreheads together. Ryann took a deep breath and let herself relax. She leaned into the touch and closed her eyes for a moment. “We’re gonna get this guy,” Kay’s deep voice rang out, soft and reassuring. “And then you’ll be free to flirt with Rachel as much as you want.”

Ryann blushed softly. She grumbled, but didn’t push Kay away and stood there, holding the contact as she let herself relax more with every breath. Slowly, her shoulders lost that tension inside them. Eventually, she opened her eyes and met Kay’s dark brown and golden ones. She nodded very gently.

Kay nodded back a tiny bit. She chuckled at the soft purr coming from Ryann’s throat, and gently ruffled her sister’s hair. “Go train. I’ll be right there.”

“Okay.” Ryann smiled at her softly and went over to the weights. She sat on the bench and took a deep breath, relaxing. For just a bit, she remained like that, just sorting her thoughts.

She heard Rachel’s voice after what seemed like seconds. “Well, I’m off…” Her voice trailed off a little, as if she didn’t like leaving.

Ryann opened her eyes and smiled at her. She got up and hugged the little cutie tight. Rachel hugged her back, pouting softly. “I’ll miss you.”

“I’ll miss you too.” Ryann looked up at Vivian. “Keep her safe.”

“Don’t worry about a thing,” Vivian said with a smile. “No Blood’s gonna go near her with me there. And we invited her to the emergency group chat.”

“Good,” Ryann said. She leaned back a bit and took Rachel’s chin, lifting it to look in her eyes. “If you need anything, call me. No matter what time of the day or night.”

Rachel blushed gently and nodded. “Okay…” she breathed as Ryann’s thumb brushed her chin, just below her lip.

She’s so soft, Ryann thought. She pulled her hand back and stopped looking at Rachel’s lips. “Be safe.” Her words were so faint and gentle, they were almost inaudible.

“I will.” Rachel smiled happily. Her cheeks were flushed a gentle pink. Then she was gone, and her scent began to fade as the door fell shut behind her. Ryann sighed and let herself drop on the bench. She really wanted to talk to Meg again.

She pulled out her phone to text her. It had slipped her mind before training. Hey, she wrote. Are you around? I’d really like to talk to you. There was no answer. So Ryann focused on working out and not thinking. That always helped.

* * *

The tension rose slowly with every day that passed. Logan and Nemo stayed busy gathering blood from everybody who could offer some. Lyn came by the bar to donate some as well, and promptly got chewed out by Kay for doing so despite having just given a rather large quantity of blood to Meg not a week prior.

Ryann chuckled softly as she pulled the photographer aside so Kay didn’t glare her head off. “Maybe you should put a limit on how much you give at a time,” she said as Lyn pouted and let herself be pulled off to a small booth, out of the way, and out of the path of Kay’s wrath. The bartender really didn’t like people risking anemia to make the Bloods happy. And Lyn being her favourite did not save her from Kay’s protective anger.

“Maybe I should,” Lyn grumbled. She looked at Ryann out of the corner of her eye before looking back to where Kay was guiding the next person into one of the back rooms. “You know… it’s gotten a bit much, lately. Every other night my phone rings. Bloods asking if I can give a little…” She sighed.

“Are they giving you trouble?” Ryann frowned as she set a drink down before Lyn, a little sweet cocktail just the way she liked. She put down her own rum and Coke and cracked her knuckles. “Need me to talk to someone?”

“No, no, it’s not that…” Lynn smiled softly and ran her fingers through her dense locks. “It just… Valerie doesn’t like it. She worries about me. And she only really likes you guys. You, Meg, Logan…”

“Good, I imagine band practice would get violent otherwise,” Ryann chuckled and slid into the booth next to Lyn. She spread herself out a bit and relaxed. She had spent the last few days and night training, bartending to calm her nerves, and getting ready. They were waiting on word from Lake, but the leader of the Dawn had been very quiet for the past couple of days.

Thinking about them reminded Ryann of Meg. She checked her phone for messages. Still nothing. Rachel had texted back though, and that made her smile. Then she noticed the time of the night and shook her head.

That girl needs to sleep more.

“I was actually considering making my donations more… exclusive,” Lyn said and cleared her throat a little. “Like, special people only. Best friends.”

“Mm.” Ryann hummed softly. She put her phone away and smiled at Lyn softly. “Well, I’m sure they’ll be glad,” she said, though there was a little disappointment colouring her tone. Lyn was fun and cute, and Ryann liked drinking from her. And talking to her. And modelling for her, now that she had gotten over the initial awkwardness.

Lyn turned to her with a little fidget of her hands between her knees. “Actually… I wanted to ask you.”

“Really?” Ryann’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “Is that okay with Valerie?” They had started getting along more after the monster incident, and the tattoos. But she still wanted to be sure.

“Look…” Lyn rubbed her neck gently, awkwardly. Her dark eyes avoided Ryann’s for a moment. “I know it’s just transactional for you… But it’s really very enjoyable with you. You’re sweet and you are so caring. I feel safe with you. Val has agreed too. You’re our friend. At least we’d like to think so…” She straightened up and met Ryann’s eyes nervously. “So, what do you say? Wanna have my blood for yourself only?”

“I mean… yeah. You’re awesome and I like spending time with you,” Ryann chuckled. “I’d be happy to. Honestly… of the blood donors Logan’s introduced me to, I like you the best too. You’re sweet. You’re funny, and your girlfriend is fucking awesome.”

“She is?” Lyn giggled and leaned into her happily.

“Yeah, duh?” Ryann said with a grin. “Has nobody ever told her that? She looks so fucking good. One of Rachel’s co-workers is literally cosplaying as her all the time!”

The blood donor laughed at that. “You should let her know,” she said with a giggle. “She’d be so happy! Maybe you could model together sometime?”

“Fuck yeah!” Ryann smirked. “I’d be down!”

“We’ll ask Val next time you come over!”

“Sounds good.” Ryann chuckled and tilted her head a bit. “Sooo… I’m your best friend, huh?” She smirked at the blush darkening Lyn’s cheeks.

“No!” Lyn pouted. “I have other best friends!”

“Like who?”

“Like… Val?”

“Your girlfriend doesn’t count,” Ryann said firmly.

Lyn protested. “She totally counts!”

“Nope. Who else? You said ‘friends’, plural,” she hummed as she brought her drink to her lips.

Lyn blushed even harder. “ … Meg? Logan?”

Ryann didn’t mean to laugh. It felt a tiny bit mean, but also it was just too funny. She giggled and tried not to spit her drink. She was still giggling when she managed to swallow it against the protesting twitch of her throat. “Oh god, Lyn!” she giggled. “That’s so sad! You need more friends, dude.” The irony of her lecturing Lyn on getting friends wasn’t lost on her.

Lyn crossed her arms and turned away. “Shut up, not like you’re any better!” she whined.

Ryann kept giggling and shaking her head. This was too comical. “Speaking of Meg,” she eventually said, “what about her?” She giggled at Lyn’s perpetually deepening scowl.

“She said that she didn’t mind,” Lyn said softly. She quickly added, “I’m really grateful to her. For the apartment, for getting us into that college… I wouldn’t mind still giving her blood. Or Logan, if she ever wanted. If that’s still okay with you.” She finished a bit falteringly.

Ryann nodded gently. “Sure. I just don’t wanna cut Meg out,” she said, and Lyn answered with an understanding nod. “Speaking of,” Ryann continued, “have you seen her recently? Or talked to her at all?”

Now her friend shook her head. “Sorry, no. Haven’t seen her since last week, when we talked about this.” She fell a bit quiet. “Ryann…” she muttered softly. “There’s something going on, isn’t there? Something big.” She fidgeted her hands in a nervous gesture. Not at all fitting for the badass clad in a green leather jacket and Valerie’s punk rock shirt that she was.

Ryann sighed and waved her close. She let Lyn rest her head at her shoulder. “Yeah,” Ryann said softly and put her arm around Lyn. “Something big. Something dangerous.” You could feel it in the air. There was a tension in the bar. Fewer and fewer people came in every night. On slow nights, there would be the sound of a whetstone grinding along Kay’s blade as she sat behind the bar with the tip of her sword to the ground.

Lyn looked at her nervously. She took Ryann’s hand in her own and squeezed it gently. “Please be safe,” Lyn whispered.

Ryann cocked her head gently. “You scared for me?” she asked with a little smile.

“Yes!” Lyn sighed. “You don’t really get how important you are to us. Val and I. And everyone else who knows about Bloods and werewolves and all of that…” She shook her head gently. “Meg once saved me from a Blood who’d been stalking me. I could have died so easily. It would have broken Val’s heart.” She clenched her hand around Ryann’s. “And then you saved my life as well. You’re one of the only people standing in the way of monsters running rampant in the streets. And since you showed up, there’s been less and less issues, less Bloods around…”

“Hey, hey it’s okay…” Ryann gently pulled her into a hug. She brushed her hand over Lyn’s back and rocked her gently as her friend collected herself. “We’re gonna be fine. We’ll keep you all safe.”

It’s easy to forget that they are affected too, Ryann thought as she held the shaking girl. They have to deal with all this bullshit as well. But at least I can fight back.

“I’ll never let anyone touch you or Valerie,” Ryann whispered. She hadn’t really tried to get close to any of her blood donors. It had always been a quick, transactional thing. A little snack in exchange for a favour. But Lyn meant much more to her than just that. She was more than a casual acquaintance. She was her friend.

“We’ll keep you safe,” she whispered and held Lyn close, fully realizing that there was no guarantee all of them would make it back from the final assault on Gold. After all, you couldn’t punch shadows.

Well, Ryann thought grimly as she stared out into the night, if ever I needed to find a way to kill darkness with my fists, this is it. She would never let Gold hurt anyone ever again.

* * *

A few days after the scene in the bar, Ryann was sitting half-naked in Carver’s room, leaning her arms and chin on the high backrest of a chair as Kathleen gently painted markings on different spots on her back. She had already applied some under Ryann’s breast, beneath the heart.

“Aren’t these gonna rub off?” Ryann asked. They had opted to go with dark, baggy clothing. Anything to hide distinguishing features. The Argent Institute was close enough to the human world that they could go to the police, and Ryann didn’t want her friends to be hunted the way she was. The less the Institute knew about them, the better.

“That’s why I’m giving you multiple,” Kathleen hummed in her soft, kind voice. “They should last you even under Julius’ attempts to read your mind or influence you.”

“Mind-reading,” Ryann sighed. “Fucking bullshit. Why is that a thing? How are you supposed to defend yourself against that?”

“Well, blood magic can help,” Kathleen said softly. She completed another symbol to the right of Ryann’s lower back. They were all uniformly the simple four lines of a closed eye with three lashes. Kathleen’s movement’s were slow and gentle.

“Any chance I could learn that?” Ryann grumbled.

Kathleen hummed. “Definitely,” she said with a hint of excitement in her voice. “Would you like to? I’m told I’m a very good teacher.”

“For real?” Ryann looked at her over her shoulder.

Kathleen gave her a bright smile. “Of course! You’re a part of the family now!”

“Right, yeah…” Ryann chuckled. “Kay adopted me.”

“She cares for you,” Kathleen hummed.

Ryann nodded gently. “I care about her too. She is kind and protective. And strong. I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve her.”

“You’ve been kind, gentle and strong yourself.” Kathleen’s touch was unexpectedly warm. She looked like someone who had cool fingers that sent a shiver over the skin at each gentle touch. But instead, she brought with her the warmth of an embrace.

Ryann hummed softly and looked down. The lights were low in this room. Kathleen said it helped her magic. Just the little bulb from the ceiling cast a little golden glow down onto them.

She frowned softly. “What’s Kay’s mom like?” she asked, suddenly curious.

Kathleen’s movements stopped briefly. “Why do you ask?”

“Well, Kay rarely talks about herself,” Ryann said with a little shrug. “Or at all, really. But she kinda adopted me, so I wondered what the rest of her family is gonna be like. If they’re gonna approve. Of me,” she muttered.

Ryann didn’t have to turn to feel the warmth of Kathleen’s smile. “Kay’s mother,” she said softly, “is incredibly proud of her little girl. She is happy that Kay’s found love and spreads love, both with friends and family. And she fully and wholeheartedly approves of her letting you into her heart.” Kathleen’s hand gently rested on Ryann’s back. “You don’t have to do anything to be liked. Just be yourself.”

Ryann chuckled softly and rubbed her neck. “Yeah?” she muttered softly, remembering Carver saying something similar. “I hope you’re right…”

“Oh, I’m pretty sure I’m right,” Kathleen giggled with that adorable, soft giggle of hers. No wonder Carver liked her. “I know my pack.”

Ryann didn’t quite understand why Carver was all bashful and careful around her, like Kathleen might disappear like a wild, skittish wolf. She was clearly into him. And Carver not seeing it, when he was usually so sharp, was just really funny.

Ah, Carver, she hummed to herself. So observant, yet so oblivious.

“Alright, that’s you all done,” Kathleen said jovially. “Now, rest up for a bit.” She put away the bowl of dark werewolf blood in her hand, and motioned Ryann to the door.

“Right,” Ryann muttered, looking down at herself. “Don’t wanna smudge these.”

“Oh, they won’t smudge,” Kathleen clarified. “I just want you to be calm and focused when going into enemy territory.” She smiled charmingly at Ryann as she opened the door.

“Oh. Nice, thanks,” Ryann said and smiled. Kathleen’s happy attitude actually helped to calm her nerves a bit. This woman is awesome. She couldn’t wait to meet Kay’s mom, if she was half as pretty and kind as Kathleen. Ryann stepped outside and hummed as the rays of the sun warmed her skin through the window. It was getting close to sunset. Almost time.

Kathleen waved Kay over. The big woman hummed briefly and patted Ryann’s shoulder in passing. The rest of the crew was sitting around the table, going over the plan again. It was pretty simple. Get in, make Kathleen force the information about Gold’s abilities and his whereabouts out of Julius with some blood magic, and get out again.

Really, everything was riding on Kathleen.

Ryann checked her phone and frowned. Meg had been MIA for over a week now. “Anybody heard from Meg?” she asked the group around the table. Vivian’s focused expression turned into a scowl and she looked aside. Clearly, she hadn’t heard from Meg. Usually, that was no big deal. But knowing that Ryann also hadn’t heard from her since that day Rachel came to train with them for the first time, that seemed to bother her. Ryann had gotten to know Vivian a bit better over the past week. She was tough. And she had a rather dominant demeanour. But she was clearly a little concerned for Meg.

She had gotten to know a lot about the wolves, really. Even little Jenny, who was being babysat by Nemo right now. Ryann wasn’t sure who needed more babysitting, honestly. Nemo was a danger to others and herself sometimes.

“I haven’t,” Carver said, looking up from where he was leaning on a chair. He’d been inspecting the street maps and the layout of the Institute on the table before him. “She dropped these plans off last week, and that was it.” He was wearing one of Kay’s sweaters, the only thing that sort of fit him and was black and nondescript enough that it wouldn’t stand out anywhere. He’d also let his beard grow, which was probably a better mask than any Ryann could offer.

She worried about him a little. Carver was a skilled fighter, but there was no denying that he was the oldest of their little group. He had buffed up a little in the recent months that Ryann had known him, but compared to Kay and Vivian he was still narrow and thin. The crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes made Ryann think that it was a mistake to ask him to put himself in danger for her.

It was a stupid thought. She had seen Carver hold his own against people wanting to kill him, Bloods, and even Kay in their sparring matches.

“Meg will be there,” Kris signed. Ryann had learned as much as she could about their hand signs from Vivian. Carver and Kay seemed to be perfectly fluent, same as Logan. “If Kay trusts her, she’ll come through. Even though she’s a paranoid mess.” They seemed almost reluctant to admit that they trusted Meg.

“Hey.” Vivian nudged Kris’ foot with hers. She switched to signing. “That’s my…” She used a sign Ryann didn’t know.

Kris frowned. “No she’s not? Not yet, anyway.”

Vivian gave them a faint smirk, like she was amused by Kris disagreeing. “Yeah, she is,” she signed. “She just doesn’t know it yet.”

Ryann sat on the armrest of the couch and started typing. Hey, she wrote to Meg. We’re all worried about you. Where are you?

She stared at the text for a bit, waiting for a reply, but none came. Usually Meg texted back within minutes, if not seconds. But the last week? Nothing.

Ryann typed again. She deleted the text and started over, twice. Logan came to check on her. “Hey,” they said softly. “You okay? It’s almost time.”

“I’m just worried about Meg,” Ryann sighed and looked up at them. “You haven’t heard from her either?”

“No.” Logan huffed softly and sat next to Ryann on the little space the armrest offered. They leaned into Ryann a bit. “I really thought she was trying to be more open,” they muttered with a note of disappointment in their voice.

Ryann put an arm around their shoulders. “She was,” she said firmly. “This is… because of me.” Admitting it hurt. She’d seen the look in Meg’s eyes when she had walked away from her and Rachel. A dark, angry look. She rubbed her face, trying to keep the concern down. “I should have gone after her right away,” she said. “And talked this out with her.”

Logan gave her a look. “It’ll be fine,” they then sighed. “We’ll get this done. We can’t exactly fight Gold without her. She’ll be there. Despite what she says about herself, I trust her completely.”

Ryann frowned and looked down at her. “You know, don’t you?” she asked softly. “About Meg?”

Logan raised an eyebrow. “That she’s a nos?” she muttered very softly. “Yeah. I know. I met her before she got that necklace. And even then she was one of the best people I’ve ever met.”

“Did she tell you I knew?” Ryann looked down at her phone again. Still no messages.

“No.” Logan hummed softly. “But I knew you two didn’t ‘fight off’ a nostighoul. That doesn’t happen.”

“It could have…” Ryann grumbled. She gave Logan a grateful look and nuzzled her gently. It felt good to have someone else to maybe help talk to Meg. “Let’s just hope tonight goes smoothly,” she said. “Then we shower Meg in love until she’ll text back.”

“If anything goes wrong, you have the world’s most tired getaway driver here,” Logan said with a tired chuckle.

“Why are you always tired?” Ryann asked. She was really curious about it.

“Ugh, blame Kay!” Logan groaned. “She’s always taking naps at different times of the day, asking me to cuddle… Fucking werewolves, man…”

“Yeah, sure has nothing to do with you staying up way over your bedtime,” Kay said as she exited Carver’s room with her shirt off and closed eyes drawn all over her. “She’s all ‘whoops, it’s five hours past when I wanted to go to bed. Oh well, who needs sleep? Three hours is enough, right?’” She smirked at Logan as they glared and crossed their arms.

“Well,” Logan muttered, “you’re not helping.”

Kay hummed and leaned in close. She took Logan’s chin between two fingers to tilt their head up. “Maybe you should take more naps with me,” she said softly and with such a loving smile.

Logan grumbled and blushed gently. “Maybe… Does Kathleen want me in there next?”

“Sure does.” Kay ruffled Logan’s hair and then stepped back to let them up. She pulled her own dark sweater on. “Can’t let our getaway driver be detected.”

“She could just make the car invisible,” Logan complained.

Ryann blinked. “She can do that?” She looked between Logan and Kay, surprised.

“No, she can’t,” Kay said dryly. “Blood magic like that doesn’t work great on objects. And you know it.”

Logan shrugged. “Worth a try.”

Kay looked at Ryann as Logan trudged off. “You okay?”

Ryann looked up at her and nodded quietly. “Yeah,” she said after a moment and rubbed her hands on her knees before getting up. “Yeah, I’m okay.”

Kay put a hand on Ryann’s head and gently pulled their foreheads together. “This’ll be fine,” she says softly. “We’ll get this sorted.”

“Yeah.” Ryann closed her eyes for a moment. She let herself relax a bit. “Let’s go get this fucker.”

“Let’s,” Kay said. She ruffled Ryann’s hair gently, got an eye-roll and a smile in return, and joined the others at the table to go over the plan one more time. Most of it was hinging on them being able to grab someone to point them to Julius’ new office, where Kay would just hold him down while Kathleen extracted the information.

Vivian looked over at Ryann, at her phone, and away again. She seemed a little worried about Meg as well, despite their weird dynamic. Ryann looked back down at the screen in her hand. You’re not a monster, she typed. And I won’t let you be one for my sake. It’s my fight. I want you by my side, but I won’t make you kill for me. She hesitated. I miss you, she added. Come home. Please.

She locked the screen and went to join the others. They would strike right at sundown, when Bloods were still less active. They didn’t want to deal with too many people, but they also wanted to avoid a fight. Nobody normal was supposed to get hurt.

“What do we do if Julius isn’t there?” Kris asked. “Hypothetically. If, say, someone burned down his office.”

Vivian shrugged. “Burn down the building to send a message?”

“No burning,” Carver said. “We don’t need the heat.”

“Eyyy,” Ryann said. She smirked at Carver’s pained look. “What, you said it, not me. But, yeah. Fire bad for vamps. So, maybe on the way out?”

“Think you could get us some gasoline?” Kris asked Vivian.

She smirked and tossed her hair. “Oh, can I?”

Ryann frowned. “I dunno. Can you?”

Vivian’s smirk flattered a bit. “I… yeah, of course!” She looked almost a little offended. “I can get whatever I want.” She said it with zero bragging. Just complete, unshakeable confidence.

Kay gave her a stern look. “No gasoline. No fire. We do this quick, clean, and quiet.”

“I will guarantee only one of those,” Kris said.

“I am glad I know you guys actually focus when push comes to shove,” Carver stated dryly. “Or else I would be shitting myself at how disorganized this group is.”

Ryann’s phone buzzed. She looked down at it, and her heart missed a beat when she saw the new message.

I’m here.

Meg, Ryann immediately thought and looked around to see her. But there was nothing. No knock at the door came either. She took her phone and was ready to type back, when she saw who had sent the message. It was Rachel, not Meg.

The mixed feelings inside her made Ryann want to both smile and toss her phone against the wall. She shook her head and just typed back, What do you mean?

Our ‘coffee date’? was the reply. Did I get the time wrong? You said sunset.

Ryann frowned down at the phone. She walked a little ways away from the table to be able to think more clearly over the chattering of her friends about how appropriate arson was.

When did I say that? She would have remembered asking Rachel on a coffee date, of all things. And today? No way. Maybe it’s a prank? she thought. I didn’t tell her about what was happening today. She hadn’t wanted to confront Rachel with the details of her battles.

When you found your old phone again? Rachel texted back. This afternoon? I tried calling, but I didn’t get through, so I tried this number again.

Ryann felt her heart skip another beat, this time out of fear, rather than hope. Her phone had been lost for months. Even when Meg had gotten Ryann’s other stuff back from the police, that one had remained missing. And now someone was using it to get to Rachel.

She called her immediately.

Logan watched Ryann pace and panic as the dial tone kept playing. She had just exited Carver’s room, having been the last to need the blood warding. She stepped a little closer, and Ryann gave her a look that was nothing short of scared.

Vivian tapped Kris’s shoulder and nodded over to Ryann. Immediately, everyone was watching her, even Kathleen, who had come to join them. She stood at Carver’s door with a concerned look as Logan approached Ryann.

Finally, the call connected. “Ryann?” Rachel’s voice came through over the sound of a passing car. The loud noise almost drowned her out and Ryann wanted to strangle the driver.

“Rachel, get away from there,” she said quickly.

“What, why?” Rachel asked, sounding a bit confused. “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t have my old phone!” Ryann said, trying not to raise her voice, and failing in her concern. “That wasn’t me texting you!”

There was no immediate reply, just Rachel speaking to someone else. “Um, excuse me, I’m waiting for someone.”

“I’m sure you are.” The voice sent a shiver down Ryann’s back. It was light, with a faint accent, but rough. The voice of an old man that crept into Ryann’s ear like a cold slither. She heard Rachel struggle and protest, then her voice got further away as Ryann yelled her name with an icy fear gripping her heart and squeezing it.

“Let me introduce myself,” the slithering voice said, much closer now. “My name is Mr. Gold.”

The call disconnected.
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Rachel had never been truly afraid of anything. Sure, she’d been scared of the dark a little. And when Ryann had first broken into her room, hungry and out for blood, she had been very frightened. But nothing had ever made her heart beat as frantically as having her phone ripped from her hands by a large, burly man as Ryann yelled her name and sounded so very afraid.

She shrank back, making herself small in her seat as Mr. Gold calmly ignored her and ate his cheesecake in delicate little bites taken from a fork that shuddered in his bony fingers.

He didn’t look terrifying. Not at first glance. He just looked like an old man in a too loose brown tweed jacket. But the swirling dark patterns on his shirt seemed to move slowly, like an optical illusion. Looking at them made Rachel feel nauseous. He wore a collar chain too, delicate and golden, and the chain of a pocket watch glinted on his silky vest.

His skin seemed somehow loose, even though it didn’t sag much, full of wrinkles. The hands, which shook slightly, were bony, with swollen knuckles. He didn’t look scary, and yet Rachel was terrified. She could feel the fear grip her and hold her in place. The two people behind her, one with greasy hair and a cheap suit, and the other with her brown pixie cut, were probably there to catch her if she ran. Not that she could. One of them, a guy in a cheap suit, met her eyes with a thin smirk and a lick of his lips that showed off his fangs. The girl next to him just stared straight ahead. She looked just as terrified as Rachel felt.

There was another one, standing behind Mr. Gold with his hands folded. He was huge, easily taller than Ryann’s dad, and packed with muscle that stretched his suit.

Rachel clutched her dark green purse to her chest. She had just bought it the other day from her own, hard-earned money and had lovingly designed it with patterns that resembled Ryann’s tattoos. It matched the pretty, green dress she had picked out for today. She had really made an effort to look pretty. For Ryann. Because Ryann was always pretty.

She had even felt stupid about it because dresses really didn’t suit her, and had put on a black leather jacket that she’d bought weeks ago and never shown to Ryann. It had really pulled the outfit together.

“Good cake,” the man who called himself Mr. Gold said now. His voice slithered uncomfortably into Rachel’s ear canal. It made her feel sick and she didn’t know why. Her phone buzzed quietly next to the golden head of the man’s cane, hooked onto the table. “It is so hard to find places that still have self-baked cheesecake. Rastus, make a note of this.”

The huge, burly man in the suit nodded quietly. Somehow, something about the movement was wrong. Too jerky. Standing behind Mr. Gold, with his hands folded before him, he looked like a bodyguard. Despite the sun setting and the street already having been in shadow for over an hour, he wore thin, darkly tinted sunglasses that obscured his eyes.

Rachel cast a look around. She gave the waiter a panicked glance, hoping they’d pick up on it. She was treated like air.

“Don’t worry about them,” Mr. Gold said with his faint accent, rolling the R too hard and drawing out the vowels a bit too much. He reached up, and a long, dirty yellow fingernail slowly scratched the side of his jaw. The sound made her shiver. Like a knife over dry leather.

“Nobody is going to pay attention to us.” His thin lips pulled into an equally thin and mocking smile. “Magic,” he said. “Amazing, isn’t it, what the world has to offer when you look beneath its mundane surface.”

“U-Um…” Rachel finally managed, heart beating fast in her dry throat. “C-Can I ask what you want from me?” She wanted to sound calm and confident. But, even to her own ears, it was just a pathetic whimper.

Mr. Gold’s smile widened, showing crooked, pointed teeth. “What an excellent question.” He slowly folded his hands before his face and leaned on the table. “Yes. You can ask. You may ask, in fact.”

Rachel looked around nervously when he fell quiet. It felt like he was waiting for something, and all she wanted was to get away, find Ryann, and hug her and feel safe.

“Well?” Mr. Gold said with a tone like barely contained anticipation. “Ask!” His hungry grin widened.

Rachel looked down, more scared than ever in her life and unable to keep looking at this man who had effectively taken her hostage. “W-What do you want from me?” she whispered.

“There, that’s a good girl,” Mr. Gold chuckled. It was a disturbing sound. Dry and rough. He leaned back and let his smile drop a little. “I don’t actually want anything from you.” That should have made Rachel less scared, but she only felt a more frigid cold take hold of her. “I really just wanted to get to know Ryann Ly’s girlfriend,” Mr. Gold went on.

“I-I’m not her girlfriend,” Rachel stammered. “Or anyone’s!”

The soft chuckle escaping Mr. Gold’s mouth was like stone plates grinding together. A hacking, coughing sound. “Please, no need to be shy! We might be monsters, but we’re not homophobic.” Then he huffed. “Well, except for Micky there behind you, but nobody cares about his opinion. Isn’t that right, Micky?”

Rachel turned to look at the man with the greasy hair hanging into his face. His expression was contorted into a sneer. He opened his mouth to say something, eyes full of disdain. But then he just shut his mouth with a nervous look to the old man.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Mr. Gold said. A growl like Ryann’s was emanating from his lips, which had twisted into a snarl. But his was darker, more horrid, a wet, throaty sound, like he was sick. Nowhere near as beautiful and enticing as Ryann’s.

“See, Rachel?” The way he said her name made her want to shrink down and huddle more into herself. “This is why he will never amount to anything. He lets his petty little hatreds get in the way of what needs to be done.” Mr. Gold shrugged and used his fork to slowly cut his remaining slice of cheesecake into thin strips. “I don’t hate Ryann. But I am going to kill her. Quite brutally, I’m afraid.”

“Why?” Rachel’s voice was barely more than a whisper. She had to try hard to keep her tears back under all the pressure of her fear. Not just fear for herself, but for Ryann too. “Why would you want that? She’s so kind and gentle and loving… Why would you want to hurt her?” How could anybody ever want to hurt her…?

“Vengeance, vengeance by proxy, a general burning rage… Take your pick.” Mr. Gold swayed his head as he spoke casually, and even now Rachel had no idea what his eyes might look like, hidden under the brim of the hat “It’s honestly more of a matter of ‘I want to’. And, really, what better reason is there?”

Rachel stared at him in fear, disbelief and a hint of anger. “What better reason?” she finally said, and this time her voice was close to a yell. She rose out of her chair, but the other girl’s hand on her shoulder forced her back down. She looked like she was barely more than eighteen years old. Rachel could see her thin arms thanks to the baggy, black tank top. But she still had as much strength as Ryann, and Rachel’s struggling achieved nothing. The girl didn’t even acknowledge her, she just stared straight ahead.

“You shouldn’t kill people!” Rachel protested. Especially not her! Never her! “There has to be a different way to deal with your issues!”

The old man before her took a deep breath. The baggy jacket on his shoulders rose and fell with his deep sigh. “You don’t seem to understand.” His fork had reached the crust of the cake. “I want to, and I can. Therefore I will. We vampires aren’t constrained by your laws, or rules, or morality, or values.” He raised his head just a bit, as if to look at Rachel. “And frankly, I don’t value Ryann’s life over her death.” He raised a finger when Rachel wanted to protest again. It was long and narrow, twisted, Rachel thought at first. For a moment she believed there was metal embedded in the skin, with a strange glint. But looking at it made her head hurt and her vision went fuzzy. So she looked away and rubbed her eyes. They throbbed painfully.

Mr. Gold made that grinding chuckling sound again. He turned his head down to the phone vibrating on the table next to him, and tapped it with his strange claw finger, tracing the line of one of the flowers on the case. “She’s been calling an awful lot,” he said with a vicious smirk. Slowly, he pushed the phone over towards Rachel. “Put her on speaker.” He looked at her for the first time. His thin eyes, which sat atop a narrow nose, were a dirty yellow. The pupils were mismatched in size.

Rachel looked at him, frozen for a second, then back down at the phone. She snatched it up hastily, almost dropping her purse in the process. Ryann’s picture was up on the screen. The first picture they’d taken together, with Ryann smiling and Rachel so happy and flustered. She accepted the call.

“Rachel? Rachel, are you there?” Ryann sounded so panicked.

“Ryann!” Her hands shook as she clung to that voice as her only source of comfort. “Ryann, I’m scared!” The words were a whimper, but she didn’t care. She just wanted Ryann to come get her.

“You’ll be okay!” Ryann said back quickly. “I’m coming for you! I’ll be right there! I promise! Just tell me where you are!”

“At the cafe, opposite my workplace!” Rachel said quickly. “Please come quick…”

Mr. Gold took a deep breath and let it out in a little growl. “I think that’s enough,” he said.

The girl behind Rachel grabbed her wrist. She pried Rachel’s fingers open without any expression on her face, despite all the screaming and struggling and the tears that ran down her cheeks now, and took the phone from her. The vampire set it down before Mr. Gold, and when Rachel lunged for it, the girl grabbed her around the chest and pulled her back. Rachel called out Ryann’s name again and again, unheard and unheeded, completely alone on the now deserted street. The girl behind her put a hand over her mouth and muffled her voice.

Mr. Gold folded his hands before him again. “Now that is good help,” he said approvingly with a sickening smile. “Keep it up, and you’ll have your maker back in no time!”

“Gold, you bitch!” Ryann snarled over the phone. Even with her being so far away, her voice and her anger were comforting to Rachel, and her breathing calmed a little as she stopped struggling. “I am going to tear out your heart with my bare hands!”

It should have made Rachel worry. She should have disapproved. Violence and murder were never the answer, right? As she sat there, held down by a supernaturally strong person, in front of a man who wanted to kill the woman she loved the most, Rachel couldn’t quite bring herself to believe that anymore.

“You and what army?” Mr. Gold said, unimpressed.

“I don’t need a fucking army,” Ryann snarled back. It sounded like she was in a car. Rachel could hear the motor rumbling loudly.

The old vampire hummed and swayed his head. “If it was just me, perhaps. But I have many soldiers.”

“I have the Dawn. I have the whole fucking city!” Ryann sounded so confident. Rachel’s heart beat a little faster with a glimmer of hope.

“Do you?” Mr. Gold dashed that hope with a rough chuckle. “Have you heard from Lake recently? They’ve been rather quiet, haven’t they?”

There was a moment of icy silence. “What did you do?” Ryann asked. Her voice was dangerously calm.

Mr. Gold shrugged. He scratched his teeth with one of his long, claw-like fingernails and inspected the tip before wiping it on a paper tissue. “I paid them a little visit the other night. Can’t have anyone getting in the way. I offered to let them go if they just did as they were told, but…” He sighed and shook his head. “Loyal to the end, that one. Tragic, really. There hasn’t been a new furora in hundreds of years. And they were quite powerful, too. Oh well.” He smirked that thin-lipped smirk of his. “Good luck getting their people to rally behind you. The Bloods in your own city know they’re better off not fighting the Dark. You should really be more careful where you talk about your girlfriend. Humans are so… fragile.”

“I’m still gonna fucking kill you,” Ryann growled. “If you’ve even touched Rachel, I will—”

“You’ll do what, huh?” Mr. Gold suddenly screamed and rose from his chair so fast that it clattered to the floor behind him. He heaved and braced himself on the table with a wild look in his eye. “Come on, you insolent little shit! You wanna kill me? Huh? Fucking try it!” His breath went quick and deep and rattled in his throat as saliva sprayed from his lips in his anger. “I am the darkness! I tamed the nocturnae! I’ve slain the dawn! What are you gonna do, come after me, fight me, kill me?” Spittle still sprayed from his lips as he stopped, huffing deeply. In the ensuing silence, his heavy breathing turned into a chuckle that slowly ebbed away.

“I told you.” Ryann’s voice was a barely comprehensible snarl. “I’m gonna kill you. We are coming for you.”

Mr. Gold tilted his head. “Without your nostighoul? Seems ill-advised.” He calmly sat back down in the chair that Rastus had put back up for him with jerky movements. “She hasn’t been around much either, has she?”

“If you fucking touched her…” Now Ryann was the one to sound scared again.

“Oh please,” Gold sneered. “What would I want with some insecure weakling like her? I have enough palebloods of my own. I’m sure you’ll meet them soon.” He fumbled with his jacket and vest as he spoke, and pulled out a golden pocket watch. It clicked open. Mr. Gold sniffed, and snapped it shut again after a brief look. “I believe that’s our time, Ms. Ly. I have some pressing business with your girlfriend to attend to.” He smiled that crooked, narrow smile of his. “You’re welcome to listen, but you will be put on mute. So keep the screaming to a minimum, for your dignity’s sake.”

“Rachel!” Ryann’s voice called out one more time. “I’m comi—” She cut off abruptly as Mr. Gold’s finger tapped the screen.

Rachel shuddered and felt more alone than ever before, and more scared. Tears were still streaming down her face, and she clutched her purse close. But hearing Ryann’s voice had instilled a tiny bit of courage in her again, amid the terror. She remembered the baton in her purse. She wasn’t optimistic enough to think she could beat four vampires at once, but maybe if she found an opening…

She swallowed hard. “S-So um…” Her voice was scratchy, and she cleared her throat. “What do you want?”

“I,” Mr. Gold said and casually pierced a crumb of cheesecake on his fork, “want you to run.”

Rachel frowned. “What…?”

He smiled at her. “I am going to drink you. I am going to drain you dry and leave an empty, broken husk for your girlfriend to find.” He said it with a smile as if he was inviting her over for tea. The words came slowly, as if he was talking to a child. “But first I want to hunt you. So I want you to run.”

Terror returned in full force. She couldn’t fight. Ryann wasn’t coming. And she wouldn’t outrun a vampire. Maybe this old one, but not the others. A terrified whimper escaped her. “I-I… please…” Her eyes watered more with desperate tears.

“Rachel.” Mr. Gold tilted his head and looked her in the eye. “You will run. You will amuse me for a time, and then I will kill you. Or I will cross the street, slaughter those friends of yours in your workplace and paint the walls with their flesh and viscera. And then I will come back here and kill you anyway. Do you understand?”

Rachel couldn’t see through her tears. She choked on her own sobs, but she nodded shakily. She couldn’t let this monster hurt Jules and Lane.

“Good!” Mr. Gold’s smile almost split his skull. “You two.” He addressed the other vampires, the ones behind Rachel. “Give her a minute head start. Then hunt her down. Like…” He licked his lips. “Like dogs stirring up the prey. Like a little rabbit. And if you catch her…” He shrugged. “Make her bleed a little.”

They nodded quietly. Micky smirked down at Rachel and licked his lips as she wiped her eyes. She looked back at Mr. Gold. “P-Please…” she whimpered again and was too scared to feel pathetic.

His expression softened gently. He tilted his head. “Well?” he said. “Run.”

Rachel ran. She shot up from her chair faster than she thought she could have, and much slower than she knew she needed to to survive. The chair cluttered to the ground behind her. Her feet in her pretty sneakers already hurt with every violent step she took to bring as much distance between herself and her hunters.

She knew it wouldn’t be enough.

* * *

Rachel made it for what felt like a whole five minutes before the vampires caught her. She suspected they had just been playing with her. Letting her get just out of sight, around a corner, before using their supernatural abilities to close the distance.

She was thinking a little clearer now. Fear still tied her gut into a knot, but at least she was thinking at all. I shouldn’t have run into the alleys, was her first thought. Ryann won’t find me here.

There were no people to even try and ask for help. Ryann’s car wouldn’t pass by here. Her best bet was to try and get back to the road, and then maybe to Wolfshire. It was a bit of a trek. Vivian had shown her the way when she’d walked Rachel home. She remembered being so intimidated by her at first. Now she wished the huge woman with the confident smile was here. Or Ryann. Or anyone.

The alleys all looked the same. And, somehow, Rachel had gotten turned around. She knew where the road had to be, but no matter how much she ran, she couldn’t find it. Just more dark buildings that seemed suddenly devoid of all life.

Maybe it was because of the dark that had fallen over everything. Rachel wanted to turn on her phone’s flashlight, but in her hurry she had left it with the vampires, too scared to linger even a moment longer.

Ryann… Please save me… Rachel wanted to hit herself for her own fear, her own scared thoughts. Ryann wasn’t coming. Nobody was.

There were footsteps behind her. Rachel spun and just saw Micky, going to backhand her. She flinched and brought her arm up to block the strike, instinct from her training taking over. The power behind the hit still threw her to the ground, where she ripped her palms open and scuffed her knee with a little cry.

“Fucking bitch,” Micky snarled. His voice was dripping with anger and hate. “You, her girlfriend? Ryann is mine. You’re in the way!” He grabbed Rachel from behind as she got up and tried to run again. “Ah, ah! Where are you off to, little rabbit?” he growled, now with vicious, mocking glee in his tone. His arm squeezed her torso painfully tight. His breath hit her neck and made her try to wriggle away as his fangs neared her skin—

“What are you doing?” a new voice suddenly asked.

Micky stopped and looked over his shoulder. “What does it look like, bitch?”

“Call me that again and I’ll rip out your tongue,” was the immediate, sharp reply. “He said to bleed her. Not kill her.”

“So what?” Micky chuckled. “Humans. They break so easily… It’s an honest mistake.”

The new vampire, presumably the girl with the pixie cut, was quiet for a bit. “I really hate you,” she then said darkly.

“Well, fuck you too. At least—”

Rachel slammed her head back into Micky’s face. He sputtered as something gave way with a crunch. Her hand, already in her purse, gripped the baton. She swung it, snapping it open, and cracked it hard against his knee, and he went down with a cry, almost pulling her with him as he sagged. His grip had loosened just a bit more, and Rachel wriggled and twisted out of it with all her might.

She broke free, but he still grabbed her wrist. Rachel spun and swung the baton as hard as she could. It hit Micky in the temple with a crunch. His head snapped to the side. The grip on her arm loosened, and he fully slumped to the ground.

The girl standing right behind Micky, with long, sharp claws coming from her fingers, looked down at him, then up at Rachel. “Huh. Funny how that works,” she muttered.

Rachel swung for her head. If I can just knock them out for a minute, a few seconds even… She might just stand a chance.

The girl caught her wrist mid-swing. Her grip was like steel, completely immovable. No matter how much Rachel strained or kicked or punched, nothing seemed to faze her. The cold fingers remained closed against her attempts to pry them open, and her tears ran anew as she realized just how powerless she was.

“Why?” She hammered her free fist to the girl’s chest, barely making her blink. “Why are you doing this?” She hated how pitiful her sobs sounded. She hated being in this situation, at the mercy of monsters. She wished Ryann was here. She wished Ryann would hold her and tell her she was going to be okay.

But Ryann wasn’t coming.

The girl held up her clawed hand, and Rachel expected a slash. She winced away, but the claws just slowly retraced. “He,” she said, nodding down at Micky, “is doing this because he’s a hateful piece of shit. Me, I’m doing this because Gold has my maker. I want her back.” There was no malice in her eyes when she looked at Rachel and gently took the baton from her hand. She released Rachel’s wrist and let her step back.

“Your maker?” Rachel whispered.

“The Blood who Turned me,” the girl said to clarify. “The one who made me. She saved me. And if I don’t do what Gold says, he’ll kill her. Doesn’t mean I like it. But I love her.” She frowned at Rachel. “You should run.”

“Does it even matter?” Rachel whispered.

The girl raised an eyebrow. She pursed her lips and bent down to pull Micky up by the shirt like he was a straw doll. “Probably not,” she said and brought the baton down with a loud crunching sound. A spray of fluids splattered to the side. She dropped Micky, his lips now a bloody mess, and several of his white teeth glittering among the red droplets on the floor. “I can’t do much more to help,” the girl said and took the baton by the tip to hand it to Rachel. “Gold won’t buy that I didn’t catch up to you. But Micky throwing a tantrum will give you a little head start. I’m sorry.”

Rachel took the baton very cautiously. She expected the girl to shoot forward and slash her, grab her throat, punch her with the force of a sledgehammer… Something. But the betrayal didn’t come. Rachel frowned. She nervously licked her dry lips and asked, “Why are you helping me?”

“Because,” the girl said, “a couple weeks ago, when Gold sent my Hunger and nine others to kill Ryann, she spared me.” She looked down at Micky, who was somehow still out of it. “I watched her slaughter anyone who went up against her. Even Rastus had trouble. Even four on one, with her bloodied and beaten, she had us on the ropes. But she didn’t kill me. And my maker, Marianne, doesn’t forget her debts. Neither do I.”

She looked at Rachel with pain in her eyes. “I’m really sorry. But this is all I can do. Now run. Please. Don’t hide, he’ll find you. Run. Keep running. As long as you can. And stay out of the dark.”

Rachel hesitated. She took a step back. The vampire didn’t follow. “Thank you,” she whispered and ran, pushing her legs as hard as she could. The girl didn’t come after her.

Rachel regretted her choice of shoes. She had wanted to look good, and her sneakers weren’t great for running. Her feet already hurt. At least her training with Ryann had helped her build up some stamina. That and the perpetual, ice cold fear were enough to keep her going.

Suddenly, she stopped dead in her tracks. Something was wrong with the street she had just been about to slip into. The night was surprisingly bright. She could make out trash bags and holes on the floor and the general street and buildings. But this alley was pitch black. Rachel could feel a cold chill come from it, and she remembered what the vampire girl had said. She continued on the brightest lit path. The more she ran, the harder she pushed herself, the more of those dark patches she noticed. Darkness seemed to fill the streets, almost vibrating at the edge of the light, like something living. Like a huge throat. She didn’t know where that thought came from, but it sent shivers down her spine.

She could smell rot from those alleys and streets. And, very faintly, she thought she could hear something. Like a low growling sound. Like something was waiting just beyond that veil of darkness. It had to have been her imagination, but her mind conjured visions of horror. The image of long arms stretching out of the dark to grab her. So she gave those spots a wide berth.

Eventually, slowly and insidiously, exhaustion began to set in. Adrenaline had kept her going so far, but her legs were getting tired. Her lungs were burning, her mouth felt like all the blood had drained from her lips. Breathing became harder and harder, and she had to slow down and brace herself on a wall. She couldn’t see anyone on her path.

Did I get away? That hopeful glimmer returned. Maybe she had lost them. A look to her other side made her scream. Someone was standing right next to her. Rachel stumbled back, clutching her baton. She realized she had lost her purse.

What a funny time to remember that.

The person didn’t move at first. They just cocked their head, and a light flickered to life in their hand. For a moment Rachel thought it was a phone. For a moment she thought she was saved.

Then she saw the person’s face and another scream escaped her. It wasn’t so much a face as it was a mask. A leathery, short beak obscured the face, with two round lenses rimmed with metal covering the eyes. What made it unsettling was that Rachel could see skin that pulled over the mask and the metal, rather than the other way around.

A little top hat crowned the head, and a ringed tube went down around the neck, obscuring it like a strange sort of space suit. It vanished under what was either a cloak, or a coat, or a ratty, moth-eaten poncho.

It couldn’t be human. The shoulders were too wide, the arms too thin, simply rods of glinting metal with straight wire serving as tendons. A series of metallic clicks, like the ticking of clockwork, sounded as the creature looked at her, unmoving. Then it lunged at her. The hands that stretched out for her were sharp pieces of jagged metal that pierced through leather and cloth wrappings like splintered finger bones through flesh. They went straight for her throat.

Rachel backed away and just barely managed to dodge the claws. They scraped over the wall behind her, and the thing slammed into the bricks hard. Spindly metal legs with bird claws at the end supported the main, squat body. One of them bent oddly as the thing flung itself against the wall.

Rachel gripped her arm where a sharp finger had cut her skin. She didn’t waste any more time and ran again. “Wait,” a monotonous, garbled voice called out behind her. “Stay here.” It was completely inhuman. Rachel grit her teeth and pushed her tired limbs harder to get as far away from it as she could.

It was too much. Vampires. Monsters. Rachel wished she had never become a part of this world. She wished, for the thousandth time, that Ryann was here, protecting her. But she wasn’t. Rachel was alone, and she kept running for her life, hoping to get as far from her pursuers as she could.

At some point, she noticed that the asphalt of the road had turned into stone instead. Had she been closer to Wolfshire than she had thought? No matter. She wouldn’t be safe unless she was with her friends. There was nothing she could do to save herself, except run. So, once again, when she realized that her tired body had slowed down, she pushed herself to run faster. Darkness still lined her path, making her take bends and shortcuts that turned her route into a winding, snaking line. It was still better than stepping into that unnatural darkness.

Her legs were beginning to fail. Every muscle burned with the exertion. She pushed herself as much as she could, and she was reaching her limit. Fear was the only thing that kept her going. And, somewhere in the back of her mind, she couldn’t help but wonder if the vampires were just watching her from the dark. She tried to push the thought away, tried to focus on running by clearing her mind, but the images kept coming back.

Lost in thought, she noticed the movement in the dark in front of her too late. Not the shadowy, faintly imagined movements at the edges of her vision. This was movement in the form of a person, a dark silhouette against the night. It was just barely visible, backlit by a single light on the corner coming up. It was the first street light Rachel had seen since the beginning of the chase. It shed just enough of a glow to reveal the presence of the person as they moved quickly towards her.

She stopped, cold terror gripping her once more. One of the vampires had cut her off. They’d been watching her, letting her feel like she might get away, only to dash her hopes at the last moment. She had seen how easily Ryann had scaled her house to enter her room. Of course Rachel was no match to the physical abilities of a vampire.

The vampire blocking her path started running full-pelt at her. Rachel spun around to flee, heart beating already with panic. In a split-second, all her numb fear returned as a sharp scream in her head that drove her on, barely leaving enough space to hope she could pull off another miracle, that she could escape again.

She didn’t.

The vampire slammed into her and took her off her feet. She was suspended and held in a powerful grip, and no amount of screaming and kicking made a difference. She tried to free herself with her baton, but her arms were pressed too tightly to her sides. And then… Then her attacker twirled her around and gently set her down again.

“Rachel,” a voice said softly next to her, and Rachel recognized it faintly. “It’s me. Calm down.” Very slowly, the arms released her.

She still took a quick step away before spinning around and almost swinging her baton out of reflex. Charlie squeaked and just about blocked her arm. “Rachel! I’m friendly! Charlie, remember? Your cute boss threatened to kick me out of the bookshop because of the amount of cake I ordered!”

Rachel breathed hard and stared at Charlie. It was really her. The light from the street lamp fell over the walnut skin of her soft, round cheeks and her dark red-blond hair. The young werewolf wore a worried expression. “Come on… We need to get out of here.”

Rachel’s breath was still going hard. Eventually she managed to gasp, “Charlie?” It wasn’t the smartest use of her breath. She wanted to cry in relief.

“Yeah. Me. Ryann sent out a call that you’re in trouble,” Charlie said and looked around before looking at Rachel again. “You’re hurt…” She frowned at the cut at Rachel’s upper arm and took Rachel’s arm to gently fuss over it.

Charlie looked like she had been out running. Shorts, a grey tank top that was open at the sides to show her sculpted shoulders and the beginning of well built hips, hood still up, running shoes… She seemed so well put together that Rachel would have been ashamed of her own state, had her heart not been beating in fear still.

Charlie frowned. “Not too deep. You’ll be fine with a bandage.” She quickly texted someone, then held out a hand for Rachel. The gesture alone almost made her cry with relief. “Come on,” Charlie said. “For real now, we need to move.”

Rachel took the hand, and they were off. Charlie was short, just a tiny bit taller than her. But she was very strong and very fast. Even as Rachel’s legs began to fail her, Charlie was dragging her along. She was literally pulling her out of the dark into the light, with more lamps shining dim, gentle lights onto the now asphalt street beneath them. Rachel frowned. Had she imagined the stone streets? Maybe the vampires had herded her in a circle.

It didn’t matter. She composed herself despite the clump in her throat and kept running. One hand clutched Charlie’s warm fingers, the other held the baton tight. The streets were cleaner. Less trash. Less dirt. Charlie looked back at her. “We’re gonna meet up with Kate and my pack—”

Those comforting, gentle words faded into the background as a call reached Rachel’s ears. “Little rabbit!” Micky’s voice echoed through the street. “Come out and play!” His words were an angry snarl. Rachel looked back and saw him rounding the corner. His eyes locked on hers and in a blur of movement he dashed close, much faster than should be possible.

It was quite the distance. Enough for Rachel to register it and cry out in alarm as pale, cold hands reached for her throat. She could see it in his eyes, now bloodshot and frenzied. He wanted to kill her. His expression was a bloody sneer that widened in anticipation of her neck snapping.

Charlie stepped in front of Rachel, pushing her back. The werewolf’s foot was a blur as it slammed into Micky’s chest with such a resounding crack that it rang out across the alley. His eyes went wide and he fumbled, missing Rachel’s neck. She tried to keep her balance from the sudden shove, and the vampire was sent flying. He went a good couple metres before his body hit the floor.

Charlie huffed, fists clenched and up in her fighting stance, ready for the next lunge. “This the guy who’s been scaring you?” she asked Rachel.

Rachel nodded shakily. “Yes,” she managed in a little stammer, with her heart still racing. “One of them.”

“Mm.” Charlie looked back at Micky who got up like nothing had happened, even though his chest was clearly caved in. “Okay. So, pure guess, you probably don’t like killing, Rachel? Most people don’t. I don’t.” She cracked her knuckles. “But rules are rules. I am going to kill this guy now.”

Rachel couldn’t bring herself to feel bad. Even if killing was wrong, the fear inside her sent a clear message. Better him than me. She should have felt terrible for the thought. She didn’t. She felt relieved. This vampire had tried to kill her. He had taken great delight in toying with her. And he was after Ryann, too.

She wouldn’t mind knowing that he was dead and gone.

Micky scoffed and spat. “I’m gonna gut you like the bitch you are!”

“How original,” Charlie deadpanned, unimpressed. “You must be a hit with the ladies. I’m joking, I know everyone hates you.”

“Fuck you, bitch!”

Charlie opened her mouth, but paused. “Wait, hang on… Fuck, Rachel, did you do that to his face?” she asked with a big grin. Micky’s temple and forehead bore a smashed, bloody groove where Rachel had hit him. The sneer of his split lip showed a good ten of his teeth missing, among them one of his fangs.

“She did!” Micky growled. “So I’m gonna fucking drink her!”

“Damn, nice,” Charlie just chuckled. She nudged Rachel with her shoulder. “I wasn’t sure if anything had changed at first, but I think it’s an improvement!”

“Is this really the time for jokes?” Rachel asked shakily. She clenched her fist around her baton as if it could protect her better than Charlie, who was just about her age and about to fight a murderous monster.

“Oh, relax,” Charlie said and rolled her big shoulders to warm up. “Everyone in the city knows about Micky here.” She smirked. “He’s not exactly high on the danger list…”

The vampire rushed back in. He went for Charlie this time, but she was ready. Her fist connected hard with his jaw, sending Micky to the floor on all fours. Charlie followed up with a kick that put him on his back. He wheezed and crawled away. Another blur of movement let him evade as Charlie stomped down where his head had been.

“See?” the werewolf girl said. She hadn’t even hesitated. “Shouldn’t be too hard to step on his… ah fuck.”

“Yeah…” Rachel muttered. The rest of the vampires had rounded the corner. She could see Gold’s smile from here. He licked his lips. “We should run.” Panic slowly gripped her again and made her body feel cold and numb.

Charlie shot her a sideways glance. “I would, but you don’t look like you’re in any condition to run.”

“We don’t have a choice!” Rachel protested desperately and gripped the girl’s arm. Charlie didn’t budge.

“Sorry, you’re too tired,” the werewolf said as she pulled her arm away, stripped, and tossed her shirt and bra at Rachel, much to her embarrassment.

“What are you doing?” Rachel hissed and clung to the clothes in her panic. She tried not to look at Charlie’s chest, or her abs, or the scars on her back.

“Evening the odds,” Charlie said in soft, thoughtful mutter. She sounded like she was deep in thought, sizing up the vampires. “If we run and they catch up, we won’t have a chance like this again.” She kicked off her shoes and pushed down her pants as well. “Maybe don’t look. It’s not a pretty sight for first-timers.”

Rachel did as she was told. She clung to her weapon and the bundle of clothes, and didn’t look as Charlie went down on all fours. The vampires slowly and steadily got closer, while Micky slowly limped towards his group. Charlie next to her groaned and huffed. Then there was a crunching and grinding and popping sound that made Rachel’s hair stand on end.
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Micky turned around to glare at Rachel. His eyes went wide, and he took a few quick steps back. A deep growl sounded next to her, and Rachel finally looked down at the origin of powerful noise. She knew what to expect, but it still caught her off guard.

She’s… beautiful, Rachel thought despite everything going on. The wolf that had been Charlie was huge. Bigger than any dog, almost three times Lucy’s size. Beautiful russet-brown fur with dark markings covered her body down to the white belly. The lips pulled back in a vicious snarl and her eyes glared with mad anger at the vampires approaching them.

Micky very slowly put up his hands and backed away. There was fear in his eyes. Charlie threw her head back and howled. The sound shook Rachel’s bones and made her step back, startled. It rang through the streets and over the rooftops. Not too far away, a second howl answered. Then a third and a fourth in unison.

Mr. Gold’s cane clicked on the ground like the tick of a clock as he approached. His eyes remained hidden under his hat, and he seemed to pay the werewolf no heed. Rachel took a step back, watching the vampires, and immediately the wolf’s head snapped around to her. She growled even louder, watching her.

Rachel swallowed nervously. “Charlie?” she whispered. “Is that… still you?”

The harsh, snarling expression softened a little. The wolf stepped a bit closer, still growling, and sniffed. She took Rachel’s scent, while she stood frozen. She was afraid of how in control Charlie really was. What if the wolf before her succumbed to the chase instinct if she ran? Mr. Gold came ever closer, narrowing the gap between them.

Then the snarl fell completely. Charlie nudged Rachel’s leg and stepped back. She licked her snout and, for just a moment, looked utterly adorable. Rachel smiled a tiny bit. “You’re still you,” she whispered, so relieved. At the same time she was trying to process that, yes, werewolves are real and there is one standing right there. It was one thing to be told, but a different thing to actually see it. The incoherent screaming in her mind, part shocked, part terrified, part excited, nearly drowned out the fear.

Mr. Gold stopped a few metres away from them, and looked at Rachel with his yellow eyes that glowed in the shadow the lights above cast with his hat. “End of the hunt,” he purred and licked his crooked teeth. “Of course you never stood a chance in the first place.”

“Just leave us alone!” Rachel said as she huddled closer to Charlie in fear. “Please, we’ve never done anything to you!”

“You exist,” Mr. Gold said with a shrug. “That’s reason enough to do anything.”

Rachel recalled Meg’s words, the ones she hadn’t thought she’d ever understand or approve of. ‘Monsters can’t be talked to.’ She felt like she understood her now. Far too well.

Charlie’s snarl had returned. It grew even louder now, and the long claws of her enormous paws scratched over the asphalt as she took a step towards the vampires.

Mr. Gold tilted his head at her as if he’d only seen her now. “Oh, look!” he said with a fond smile. “A puppy!” He looked at Rastus who stood next to him, unmoving. “Go kill it,” he ordered with that same smile still on his lips.

Rastus showed his long, white fangs in a snarl and lumbered forwards. His fists clenched, and he sped up. Rachel wanted to run again, too intimidated by his huge form and the clear threat in his snarl, but her legs shook, too weak to carry her at any significant speed. Charlie had been right. There was no way she could have run for long.

Charlie met Rastus mid-sprint. She shot from her spot like a cannonball of fur and claws, and slammed into the burly vampire. He roared in anger as the werewolf jumped and crashed into his chest, and his squared feet didn’t stop Charlie from toppling him. She went straight for the throat. There was a crunching and ripping sound among the menacing growls as Rastus punched Charlie’s side with big, meaty fists. Each hit threatened to throw her off, but she brought herself low and kept biting. Rastus’ grunts were replaced by gurgles that were eventually drowned out by Charlie’s snarls. Each one of his strikes came slower than the next.

With one last, wet tear, the vampire’s arms fell to his side. Charlie bit in a little more, then looked up at Mr. Gold with that same, murderous snarl echoing between the walls of the dark alley. The werewolf stood over her prey, and that made it hard to see the damage she’s done. But Rachel could smell the blood in the air. It was too sharp and metallic to not notice.

“Just leave us alone!” she yelled again, firmer now, emboldened by the powerful ally who protected her. “Or the same thing happens to you!”

The girl next to Mr. Gold, and Micky to his other side, nursing his wounds, both looked like they wanted to take that advice. But their boss just scratched the side of his jaw with a long, dirty fingernail. “Rastus. I said ‘kill it.’ Not ‘play dead.’” His voice was utterly dismissive.

The vampire beneath Charlie moved suddenly. His hands slammed against the wolf’s ribs from either side, and he dug his fingers into her flesh. Charlie’s snarl turned into a pained and panicked sound as she was lifted up and thrown to the side like a rag doll. She hit the wall hard and fell, but immediately scrambled to get up again.

Rastus stood up too. Only he didn’t stand. His body jerked and his back arched. The dark liquid that had pooled under him began to flow around him. Suddenly, he shot up, from flat on the ground to straight on his feet, higher even. He hovered there briefly. His limbs dangled like those of a marionette with its strings cut. Then his feet touched the ground and his body stiffened. The head was lolled backwards. A gaping wound exposed the flesh and spine.

Micky and the girl both looked terrified, and even Charlie’s snarl intensified nervously. Her fur stood on end and in her stance Rachel could see that she was afraid too.

“You see that?” Mr. Gold sneered. “That is true power! Not the fleshly skills and limitations of the wolf, not the spirituality of witches, not the paltry, insignificant gifts of blood!” His breath was going hard in anger or anticipation or excitement. It was hard to tell. He leaned on his cane. “Can Ryann fucking Ly do this?? I don’t think so! When I rip her head off, she’ll be as dead as her whore mother and her father’s cunt of a mother!”

Something dark bubbled up from inside Rastus’ throat. It spewed out over his chest and coloured his white shirt black, then coated the glistening white of his spine and climbed higher. His glasses had been knocked off by Charlie’s attack. When the head snapped back into place with a crunch, Rachel could see his eyes as he took a jerky, lumbering step into the light. They were nothing but black voids.

Charlie jumped at him again. Her teeth dug into his leg, and Rastus didn’t even flinch. He kicked her with his free leg. Charlie whimpered and tried to side-step away from the next one, but he just did it again and again while she held on to his ankle.

I have to help her, Rachel realized. She was so scared, but she willed herself to move. Charlie had fought for her. No way Rachel could just leave her to fight alone.

She dropped Charlie’s clothes and rushed the vampire. Her baton came down on his knee to try and throw him off balance. But all it did was make her his target, as her weapon bounced off with a crunch.

A kick to her stomach threw Rachel back and knocked the wind out of her. She hit her head on the asphalt and saw stars. Charlie’s yelps and whimpers sounded so far away as Rachel wheezed and tried to fill her lungs with air. But she couldn’t seem to breathe properly. Had he broken something in her? Was she dying? She’d never been in a fight before, not a real one! Ryann’s little sparring sessions were nothing compared to this!

I have to move! I have to help Charlie! She managed to sit up with great effort. Her knees wobbled as she slowly managed to pull herself up fully. A little ways away, Rastus was standing over the slumped, still body of Charlie. Mr. Gold walked up to her, and just as Rachel realized what she was seeing, he slammed his cane down on her head.

The crack of it rang in her ears. She called out for Charlie, or tried to, but her lungs weren’t working right. The vampire brought his cane down two more times as she tried to scream Charlie’s name or move towards her. Her legs failed her and she fell to her knees, helpless, and afraid for her friend. Mr. Gold watched her with a sadistic smile plastered on his lips. Everything was quiet, except the sounds of his laboured breathing as he leaned heavily on his cane.

“You see?” he said with deep, throaty gasps. “This is what happens.”

Rachel just stared at Charlie’s unmoving form. She wanted to run to her. To hug her and hold her close, to try and do something for her friend. To save her. But only silent tears rolled over her cheeks. She was helpless. She couldn’t do anything.

Mr. Gold’s smile widened, then he frowned and looked behind Rachel, to the end of the alley. “More of you pests?” he snarled eagerly. Rachel turned around slowly. Her whole body felt numb. She wasn’t sure if she was seeing right through the blur of her tears. She wiped them once with a trembling hand.

Kate was there. The young werewolf slowly walked up to her, having just rounded the corner. She wore dark pants and a simple black T-shirt that just managed to show a peek of the hexagonal pattern tattooed around her upper arm. She stared at the wolf at Mr. Gold’s feet. Her fists clenched and a low growl emanated from her throat. Two people Rachel didn’t know followed behind her. Both were girls with gold-blond hair, and though they looked similar in some ways, they also couldn’t have been more different.

One was small, wearing baggy, grey sweats, a loose, cream shirt, and a black sweater that seemed a little too big for her. Her curly hair was shaved on one side and fell down to her jaw on the other.

The other one was huge. Bigger than Ryann. Her simple jeans and the white T-shirt strained to contain enormous muscles. She looked like she could take down a wall with her bare hands. Both of them had the same, striking, ice-blue eyes. And both of them looked fucking pissed. Two more growls joined Kate’s. “Change,” the big woman snarled. “We’ll hold them.”

Mr. Gold sighed deeply and shook his head. He looked down at Charlie and barely even acknowledged the new wolves. “Go, deal with the riffraff,” he said with a tired wave of his hand, and began the long, arduous task of bending his geriatric knees to inspect Charlie’s body.

The vampires and werewolves rushed forward at the same time. Or rather, one werewolf. The small blond girl, also no older than Charlie, hurried to Rachel’s side. “You okay?” she asked quickly. “I’m Sarah. Friend of Ryann’s.”

“Charlie…” Rachel just managed to sob breathlessly and looked over at the unmoving wolf. She reached out as if she could touch her, and watched Rastus get barrelled over by the bigger werewolf. The vampire girl with the enhanced strength punched her in the gut. The werewolf snarled and backhanded her so hard it sent her to the floor.

Sarah hugged Rachel close. “Shhh. We’ve got you,” she whispered and gently opened Rachel’s fingers, taking the baton. Over Sarah’s shoulder, Rachel saw Kate on all fours. Her ribs showed under her skin. She wasn’t emaciated, but very thin. Her back arched up suddenly as the spine changed form with a crack. The shoulders popped as they remoulded into a new shape. Fur began to sprout all over her skin as her bones and teeth and limbs changed and warped. It was the deepest black. So deep that she stood out as a shadow against the darkness. And in that shadow, two golden eyes glowed.

Kate set off with a snarl. Her legs were long, her whole form as lanky as her human one, and she flew into battle on huge strides. The black wolf slammed into Rastus just as he got up, and bit deep into his shoulder. He grunted and buckled, but he didn’t go down fully. Near them, the vampire girl dodged a punch from the big werewolf. She had panic in her eyes, and rightly so. The blond girl’s fist hit the wall and sent visible cracks through the stone. No wonder the vampire’s punches had barely fazed her. Her blue eyes seemed to glow with anger as she pressed the attack.

Micky appeared in front of them right as Rachel separated from Sarah. He smirked, and his hand closed around Sarah’s throat, squeezing roughly. Sarah didn’t even blink. She cracked Rachel’s baton against his jaw and sent him howling to the side. She was different to Charlie or the bigger girl when she fought. There were no quips. There was no rage and relentless pursuit. Just cold, unyielding anger. Micky tried to punch her with superhuman speed, and she struck his arm with the baton, making him draw back and hiss in pain. He tried to kick her and she just dodged back a little, then struck him in his broken jaw again. He dashed to get around her and caught himself a kick to the head for his trouble, as if Sarah had known exactly where he would be. The force knocked him flat on his back.

Micky crawled away on his hands and knees. He glared at Rachel with all the hatred he could muster, and she knew he’d come for her next. She tensed, trying to will her weak limbs to move.

“Fucking try it,” Sarah said. Her voice was so cold it sent a shiver down Rachel’s spine. She loomed over the bloodied vampire. “Go on. See what happens.” Her gaze was like ice.

Micky took one look at her and ran. He crawled away with his vampire speed, managed to get to his feet, stumbling and bleeding, and fled into the night. Sarah scoffed and showed her own fangs in a snarl. She looked over at the big girl. “Dani! Ah fuck, of course she doesn’t hear me…”

Rachel pulled her eyes away from where Micky had disappeared to, and stared at Mr. Gold. He hadn’t even looked at the werewolves, secure in his victory even as his first underling fled and the second was shoulder-barged into a wall hard enough to make the bricks crack around her. He dragged a finger through the puddle of red under Charlie’s body and looked at it with his expression hidden under the hat.

Dani let the vampire girl drop from the wall and to her knees. She grabbed her by the throat and lifted her straight off her feet as if she weighed nothing. “Last chance to run,” she snarled, and Rachel almost imagined her eyes had changed colour too. They looked golden like Kate’s.

The vampire girl nodded frantically, and Dani tossed her to the side, at Sarah’s feet. Sarah glared at her as she slowly got up and hobbled away. She was bruised and bloody, but she still gave Rachel a pitying look. She mouthed, “I’m sorry,” one more time before disappearing into the night.

Mr. Gold looked up as he stuck the finger with Charlie’s blood into his mouth. He seemed to savour it, though it was hard to make out over the savage snapping of Kate’s jaws as her opponent’s blows rained ineffectively against her body. She was even bigger than Charlie, almost twice her size, and she was mad with anger. Even Dani and Sarah steered clear of her.

Instead, Dani rushed over to Rachel and just picked her up in her arms. Rachel gasped breathlessly still, and struggled in her surprise. “What are you…?”

“We need to go!” Dani said with a concerned look around. It looked like they were winning, but something seemed to unnerve her. Sarah too seemed skittish. She watched the alleys branching off this one and held the baton tight.

“But Charlie!” Rachel tried to struggle out of the unyielding grip. It was like fighting a marble statue. She tried to reach out again and instead saw Mr. Gold as he tasted Charlie’s blood and finally looked up at the fight.

He sucked the blood and looked at all of them with his intense, yellow eyes. His finger was still in his mouth as those eyes went wide. All the calm went from his face and he looked to Rastus frantically, his mouth open to scream a command as his servant’s arm came loose under the bites, the final bits of flesh and tendon ripping, and fell in a wet splatter to the floor.

What came out of Mr. Gold’s mouth wasn’t a command.

Charlie’s head snapped up suddenly and her fangs closed around his calf. The words turned into a scream of utter pain and fury. The vampire grabbed his cane to bring the tip down and pierce Charlie’s skull, but she shot up onto her paws and dragged his leg out from under him. He fell gracelessly and hit the ground hard, which made him scream even louder. Charlie snarled and violently tore at the limb, tossing her head from side to side. She practically dragged Mr. Gold around

Rachel knew how strong werewolves were. They were supernatural creatures, and she had seen them perform inhuman feats in human form. It stood to reason that their bite strength was something to marvel at.

She was still a little shocked when the vampire’s ankle and foot came loose with a crunch, a tear, and a last toss of Charlie’s head. Somehow she had expected him to be sturdier.

“Charlie, run!” Sarah yelled. And now Rachel saw what had them both so worried.

Behind Mr. Gold, who writhed and bled profusely on the ground, darkness crept along the walls and floor like a living thing. One by one the street lights blinked out.

Rachel felt it too. Something was coming.

The blood smell was overpowered by a foul scent, like polluted water, mould and rot. Charlie ran away from the approaching darkness, back to Sarah, still with scraps of brown tweed pants, a leg, and a shoe between her teeth.

Kate had forced Rastus to the ground and was opening his ribcage with her fangs. She snarled and jumped away when the darkness approached her and teetered at the edge of the puddle of Rastus’ blood. Her maw and chest were speckled red.

“Rastus!” Mr. Gold screamed out of the darkness that had swallowed him. “Get me that wolf! Bring it to me! I want its blood! Get! Me! That! Wolf!” he repeated in a shrill, manic cry.

Rastus slowly shuddered to his feet, once more like the movement of his limbs didn’t come from muscles rather than an unseen force that held him up. He took a step towards them, with broken ribs protruding from his chest and blood seeping from the socket of his left arm.

He stopped. Slowly his body turned, mechanically and with each movement isolated and strange, and stumbled into the dark.

“No! Stop it!” Gold screamed as Dani took off in a sprint with Rachel in her arms. “I’ll find you! Wherever you go, I’ll find you! Did you think he could hide you forever?!” His voice was a hoarse scream now and Rachel pressed her hands over her ears to try and block it out. She still heard Gold’s last words. “Your father can’t protect you! I will have your blood before the year is up! You can’t escape me!”

She pressed her hands harder on her ears. Her breath still went shallow and didn’t come right. Tears streamed over her cheeks, as Dani carried her away from the monsters that had hunted her.

* * *

She was finally safe. Rachel curled up in the big arms of the woman carrying her, and sobbed. She hadn’t been killed by vampires. She was safe with a group of werewolves. She was finally, finally safe. With every passing moment they were getting further and further from the man who had threatened and pursued her.

After a long while, Dani slowed down. “I think we’re far enough,” she said. She had a deep, pretty voice. It was laden with concern now that they were out of the fight. “What do we do?”

“I’m thinking,” Sarah said. Her voice could have been melodic. Instead it was curt and her tone firm.

“Charlie’s injured,” Dani said. Charlie was still carrying the severed foot in her mouth, but she was swaying from side to side. Kate was constantly next to her, whining, supporting her, nudging her gently.

“Rachel can’t stay here either, they could still have her scent…”

“I said I’m fucking thinking, alright?” Sarah snapped. She rubbed her jaw in a worried gesture, staring at nothing as she paced.

Dani flinched a little and fell quiet. There was a hurt look in her piercing blue eyes. Her fair skin was marked with little cuts from the battle where punches had split her skin. A few dark spots were the beginnings of bruises forming.

Sarah stopped her pacing. She looked over at Dani. “I’m sorry,” she said very softly. It sounded like she was trying hard to keep her voice steady. “It’s never been anyone but the two of us. I don’t know if… if I can…” She shook her head.

Dani looked down at Rachel with a gentle, concerned look. “Can you run?” she asked softly.

Rachel wiped her eyes and shook her head. “Sorry,” she whispered hoarsely. Her breath was still going in rough gasps.

“Hey, you’re fine,” Dani said. Her voice was gentle and worried. “I’m Danielle, by the way. That’s my sister Sarah.” She nodded her head at the other blonde with a soft, calming smile. “And you’ve met Kate and Charlie…”

“N-Nice to meet you,” Rachel stammered. It felt hollow to greet them so casually after what they had just gone through. “Is Charlie gonna be okay? She got hit in the head hard…”

“She’ll be fine,” Dani said, and Rachel could tell she was just as scared and had no idea.

Sarah clicked her fingers. “You need to get out of here,” she said to Rachel. “If they’re coming after us, I want you far away.”

“Okay…” Rachel said with a little nod. She didn’t feel relieved. She felt like dead weight.

“Think they’re coming?” Danielle asked. “We messed them up good.”

“Eh, maybe?” Sarah scratched her head and watched the way they had come. It was perfectly illuminated and empty. “We still got that bastard’s foot, so no way he’s walking fast. Unless he can regenerate it in seconds, in which case we’re fucked either way. But that big guy?” She put her hands on her hips and shook her head. “Yeah, fuck that. I don’t know magic, but I know some fucking bullshit when I see it.”

“Yeah, Kate mauled that dude and he looked fine.”

“And the gaping hole in his throat didn’t seem to bother him either. I didn’t stop to check, but pretty sure his arteries were fucking gone.”

“Yeah,” Dani muttered. “We could try crushing the head next time?”

“Let’s hope there isn’t a next time,” Sarah said as she walked over to Charlie.

Kate was still licking Charlie’s head wound and whining gently. She looked like a huge, ferocious beast, but she was so gentle and concerned. She nudged the little brown wolf gently when she swayed again. Then Charlie collapsed and began to convulse.

Sarah went up to her quickly. “Fuck! She’s changing back! We need to hold her down!”

Danielle looked at Rachel. “Can I put you down?”

Rachel nodded quickly. “Yes, please help her!” she whispered nervously as the big werewolf put her on her feet. She wobbled and almost fell.

“Dani, quick!” Sarah called. Despite the situation, she sounded composed. She was holding Charlie down with her entire body, but she was no match for the werewolf’s strength. Danielle rushed over and added her own weight. That did the trick. She could pretty much do it by herself. Sarah scooted around to Charlie’s front. She hesitated, trying to find a way to hold her head still. “This isn’t gonna be pleasant,” she said then. “Sorry, Charlie!” She grabbed her around the snout and pressed her jaws together. It was the only way she could hold her still safely.

Next to them, Kate shuddered and lowered her head. Her body began to change. Very rapidly the bones reformed. Fur retracted back into her skin, her maw shrank down to her normal face, and then she was there, naked, human, and breathing hard. Her eyes were still a stark golden colour when she looked at Rachel. She didn’t say anything, though, and went to the others. Together she and Danielle held Charlie still as her own bones cracked and changed back. It took almost a minute, in which all Rachel could do was fret, keep a lookout, and occasionally watch Charlie’s warped body slowly changing between human and wolf.

Finally, it ended. Charlie was human. Her breaths were laboured and rattling. Her whole body was covered in bruises and blood was crusted into her hair.

“We need to stop the bleeding,” Sarah said. “Fuck…”

Danielle just pulled off her shirt and pressed it to the head wound. “How long will that take?” she asked. Rachel caught sight of a huge scar over her left side. Her light skin was reddened where she had been punched.

“I dunno, like, fifteen minutes at least?” Sarah said. “The internet doesn’t exactly account for werewolf biology, so it could be more, could be less!”

“We need to get moving.”

“I know, fuck!” Sarah huffed. She looked at Kate. “Okay. Okay, we can do this. Dani keeps the pressure on,” she said as she stripped her pants and shirt off. “Here, put these on,” she said and handed them to Kate.

Kate pulled the shirt over her head and slipped on the pants. They almost fit her, save for being a little short. Both Dani and her sister were half naked now, and Rachel was starting to feel very awkward. The shock of the situation was slowly dissipating, so seeing Dani in just her bra and pants and Sarah with her sweater as her only covering left her a bit uncomfortable. Ryann had explained how werewolves just dropped their clothes to Change and didn’t really care about who saw them. But she didn’t want to be rude, so she looked away.

Also, apparently werewolves were just naturally jacked. Kate was the thinnest among them, and she was just very tall and lanky. Dani was built like a literal marble statue come to life, and the baggy clothes had hidden just how muscular Sarah was too. Not as hardcore as her sister, but close.

Dani and Sarah didn’t miss a beat. “Dani takes care of Charlie,” Sarah said. “I keep a lookout.” She looked at Rachel and picked up the baton again. “Can I borrow this?”

“Sure,” Rachel said. She was still wheezing.

Sarah frowned and came closer. “You don’t sound good.”

“I can’t breathe right,” Rachel managed to say. “But Charlie…”

Sarah shook her head and stepped right up to her. “I’m gonna have to take a look at you. How did this happen?”

“It’s not important,” she protested and tried to push Sarah away. “Charlie…”

“Charlie would want me to take care of you,” Sarah said. “Please.” Her worried glance made Rachel hesitate. And then she nodded quietly. She did want Sarah worrying about Charlie, but she was scared for herself too. She hated it.

Sarah listened to the explanation as she pulled up Rachel’s shirt and inspected her. Her fingers were warm and gentle. “Okay. You’ll probably have a bruise here later,” she said. “But nothing seems broken. A hit to the stomach can cause a spasm in your diaphragm. Take some deep breaths. I know it hurts, but you’ll be fine in a few minutes.”

Rachel nodded and did as she was told.

“What do I do?” Kate asked and looked at Charlie nervously.

Sarah pulled a little package out of her huge sweater pocket and tossed it to her. “You and Rachel go hot-wire us a car.”

“We what?” Kate asked, a little shocked as she caught the package.

“Hot-wire a car!” Sarah repeated. “You do the wiring, Rachel keeps a lookout! Don’t worry, we’ll bring it back!”

“I don’t know how to do that!” Kate said. “Ollie and Piper are the criminals in my family, I just watch!”

Rachel remembered those being the names of Kate’s siblings.

“You have the tools, you do it!”

Sarah rolled her eyes. “I can’t, haven’t practised yet. I just got them after you told us your li’l bro used to do it.”

“Then why do you have these in the first place?” Kate frowned and looked at the contents of the package.

Sarah snapped. “Because our father’s an asshole, and if I can’t learn to hot-wire a car in time, I can at least stab him in the fucking neck with a screwdriver!” she yelled and made Rachel step back in surprise. “Any other questions?”

“Sarah!” Dani said her name in a soft, chiding tone. It immediately seemed to calm her down. 

Sarah ran her fingers through her hair. She tapped the baton on her shoulder. “Please. Just try, for me. For Charlie. It’s the best we can do. No telling when the others will get here. Charlie needs help now.”

Kate closed her mouth and nodded. She looked at Rachel and tentatively reached out a hand. “Come on.”

Rachel took it. She was still shaking, and she felt like she might snap and collapse at any moment. Like Sarah, but with no hope of recovery.

“I don’t suppose you know how to hot-wire cars?” Kate asked. “No? Bummer. Well, let’s hope I remember how to do this.”

Rachel tried to keep a lookout for what felt like years. She honestly didn’t know if she had done a good job when Kate finally pulled her into a car. It was an old model, and the werewolf cussed softly as she tried to make it work. When they pulled up next to the wolves down the alley, Sarah took the wheel because Kate apparently didn’t trust her own driving.

Instead, she spent the whole drive holding Charlie, who was laid over the rear bench. Dani and Kate gave up those seats to kneel in the leg space and hold her steady. Danielle almost didn’t fit, and it couldn’t have been a comfortable drive for either of them, but neither complained.

Rachel held on to her seatbelt and stared straight ahead as Sarah recklessly sped through the city. The werewolf had been right. Her breathing had normalized after a bit, though her abdomen still throbbed painful. The bloody baton sat between them in the cup holder. Rachel glanced back a few times and watched Kate hold Charlie’s hand and whisper to the unconscious girl as she gently stroked her blood-crusted hair.

She didn’t register when they stopped and exited the car. She barely noticed when they entered the bar Vivian had briefly shown her on their walk back from the gym. Or when she sat down at a corner booth, out of the way, while the wolves carried Charlie away to treat her as much as they could. She flinched when the doors slammed open and Logan and a magenta-haired girl rushed in and through the room without even a word to her. They probably hadn’t even seen her.

I don’t care. Rachel pulled her knees up and hugged herself. She huddled more into her seat and just closed her eyes. She didn’t care if anyone saw her. She didn’t care if they ignored her. Charlie needed help. It was fine if they left her.

“Rachel!”

She looked up at the sound of that scared, breathless voice. Ryann was standing just a few metres away. Her hair was unkempt and a mess. Her eyes were full of fear and worry. Rachel jumped out of her seat as quickly as her tired legs allowed. She ran to her, and Ryann rushed in to scoop her up.

As soon as those big, strong arms enveloped her, the tears flowed from Rachel’s eyes again. She clung to Ryann, who rubbed her back and squeezed her comfortingly, and buried her face at her neck. Her smell, her warmth, her touch… Everything about her told Rachel that she was now finally safe. So she held on tight and cried, finally letting go of all her fear and tension.
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Ryann held Rachel close the whole night. She refused to let her go, even though Kris and Vivian guarded the upstairs area without rest. Logan came by once to tell her quietly that Charlie was out of the woods. She had bruises all over, a couple of cracked ribs, and a skull fracture, but Nemo’s spells and Kathleen’s blood magic had stabilized her with minimally invasive procedures.

Ryann just nodded quietly and watched Logan leave. She and Rachel were alone in the comfy little room. There was a wardrobe, a sink, and a bed. That was it. The shutters of the window were on the inside and completely blocked all light to keep any Bloods safe.

She sighed deeply. She kept her arms wrapped around Rachel, who rested in the bed next to her. She had been so scared for her. Hearing Gold’s voice, hearing what he was planning to do, arriving and finding only a scent trail that cut off after a few metres, had sent Ryann into a place of utter fear. It had been pure, dumb luck that Charlie had run into Rachel. And even then, Ryann hadn’t been able to get to her and keep her safe.

The cut on Rachel’s arm had been shallow, but smelling her blood had still made Ryann shudder with anger and worry. She clenched her eyes shut and nuzzled her chin on top of Rachel’s head with a huff. She had almost lost her.

Rachel had been scared too. Her eyes had been reddened with tears. She’d still been shaking all over when Ryann had finally hugged her and felt her warmth. Her hands and knees were scuffed and torn open, and Ryann had washed them as gently as she could before carrying her up to a bed.

Her little friend wore a pretty, green dress and a cute leather jacket. She had put on makeup and had fancied her hair up with a little braid that showed off her new undercut. Rachel had become so much more confident, had evolved in her own little style, and become such a strong and pretty girl.

Under any other circumstance, Ryann would have picked her up, kissed her cheek and would have gladly gone out with her. Rachel had called it a ‘coffee date.’ She was clearly invested in Ryann because she was the first gay friend she had made. Gold had exploited and tainted that, and Ryann would kill him for it and everything else he had done.

But for now she lay in bed with her friend, paralyzed by her very own fear. What she had felt when Rachel had been in danger… there were no words to describe it. This all-encompassing, cold dread that had made her stomach plunge like a fall into an endless pit… She had never felt anything like it. Not even the supernatural fear that Marianne had asserted over her. That had been intense, and she had been convinced that getting away was her only way to survive.

Being scared for her own life was nothing compared to being scared for Rachel’s.

Every now and then, shivers still ran over Ryann’s back. Little tremors of the anxiety that just wouldn’t fade. Clinging to Rachel with all her might was the only thing that calmed it a little. Even so, she lay still and quiet, just listening for Rachel’s breaths as she slept uneasily.

Eventually, those slow, sometimes hitched breaths broke off in a shiver before being replaced by a gentle movement and a whisper. “Ryann…?” It was almost inaudible, hoarse, and strained.

Ryann nuzzled her and pressed her lips to Rachel’s head. “I’m here. I’m here,” she whispered.

Rachel clung to her and buried her face at Ryann’s chest. “Don’t let me go,” she whispered.

“Never again.” Ryann held her close and ran her hand over Rachel’s hair. “Never again, I promise.”

“I was so scared…” Rachel sobbed quietly. “I-I waited for you to come…”

Ryann’s heart broke just a little more. “I’m so sorry…” She squeezed Rachel a bit tighter. “I tried. I really tried to get to you…”

“I thought they’d kill me…” Rachel whispered.

Ryann shook her head and kissed Rachel’s hair again. “I won’t let that happen. You’ll never have to worry about them again. I won’t let anyone touch you ever again.”

Rachel just cried quietly, and Ryann stayed with her and held her through the rest of the night and day.

After hours, Rachel finally moved a little to look up at Ryann. Her eyes were red and still streaming with tears. Ryann cupped her cheek and gently wiped those tears away with her thumb. She wanted to go back to hugging her, but Rachel’s hand on her own stopped her. Her cheek was hot, as were the tears. “I’m sorry,” Rachel whispered.

“Don’t be,” Ryann said immediately.

Rachel shook her head. “They used me. To get to you.”

“They were trying to hurt you.” Ryann growled very quietly. “I won’t let that happen.” She leaned her forehead to Rachel’s. “I never wanted you to face this kind of thing. To be involved in this. I’m so sorry, Rachel.”

Her little friend shook her head. “I just… I need some time,” she whispered shakily. “Please stay…”

Ryann kissed her head one more time. “I’m here,” she whispered back softly.

She knew she would never let Rachel go again.

* * *

Kay knocked on Ryann and Rachel’s door gently, and waited to be permitted in. There was no answer. She frowned, wondering if she should just come in. It’s natural that they need some time. She still knocked again, a bit louder.

“Come in,” Ryann called softly.

Kay gently pushed the door open and moved inside. She was carrying a tray with some chicken soup and water. “Hey,” she said softly. This had been an ordeal for both Ryann and Rachel. They were huddled under the blankets, holding on to each other tight.

Ryann looked up when Kay entered. She smiled a tiny bit. “Hey…” she said back.

“I’ve brought you some food,” Kay said and took the tray over to the bedside table. The rooms didn’t have desks or anything. She didn’t like patrons eating up here. But the tray had little legs for eating in bed. “Some soup, water, bread… Don’t want you getting dehydrated.”

“Thanks,” Ryann whispered. She hugged Rachel closer.

Kay could still smell the fear on Rachel. The poor girl had been too exhausted to even take a shower. She hadn’t even undressed a bit. Coaxing them out of the room had proven impossible, so Kay just hoped that they would eat and drink here at some point.

She went over to the bed and set the tray down on the nightstand. Her hand gently brushed over Ryann’s hair. “You’ll be okay, kid,” she said softly. Her voice was a deep, vibrating hum. “You’re safe now, both of you.”

Rachel sniffed softly and turned to look up at her. “What about Charlie?” she managed to say between her sniffles. Her eyes were red with tears.

“She’ll be fine,” Kay said. “She already woke up a few times. Asked if you were okay.” She slowly reached out for Rachel, ready to pull back at any sign of discomfort from the little girl. But when she gently patted her hair, Rachel leaned into the touch.

“She saved me…” she whispered hoarsely. “She protected me.”

“You’re one of us,” Kay said. She let her fingers gently brush through Rachel’s hair. She hated seeing this kid so scared. “Get some more sleep. Nobody can touch you here.” Rachel nodded shakily and buried her face at Ryann’s chest again. Ryann gave Kay a grateful look as she left, and snuggled Rachel a bit closer.

Kay watched them for a moment before she gently pulled the door shut behind her. She looked at Kris, who was silently standing right beside the room. They were staring straight ahead, as much covering the corridor with their eyes as they were covering everything else with their senses of smell and hearing.

Kay looked around. “Where’s Viv?” She signed it instead of speaking.

“Blowing off steam.” Kris said. Their hand movements were a little harsher than usual.

Kay nodded. “You need something?” she asked. It felt more comfortable to communicate without sound. There was a bad mood hanging in the air. They all knew just how easily they could have lost one or more of their youngest and least defended friends.

“My hands on that bloodsucker,” Kris signed back angrily. They huffed and looked aside.

Kay tilted her head gently before beckoning them closer. They silently crossed the half-step between them, and Kay ran her hand over their hair. She let it rest at the back of their neck and put their foreheads together. They stayed like this for a moment, then Kay signed, “We are family. We protect our people.” They would deal with the Bloods that had hurt Charlie and had hunted Rachel. Micky, Gold… they would all face the wrath of their family.

Kris slowly leaned back again. They nodded at Kay. Then they said, “Talk to Viv. She’s angry. She likes Rachel and Ryann. And her own Blood hasn’t been around in a week.”

Kay nodded. She ruffled Kris’ hair, to their dismay, and left to go downstairs. There, Vivian was indeed blowing off steam, right in the middle of the bar space. She had set up the training dummy from the back room and was using the wooden greatsword to practice. Usually, the backyard was meant for sword practice, but Vivian was an extra layer of protection between the door and the kids, so it was fine. Kay stopped at the bottom of the stairs, next to the corner of the bar. She crossed her arms and watched Vivian go through the motions with powerful, quick, and sparing movements. That part she had down, how to not leave herself open, how to not telegraph too much.

Other parts… not so much.

“Watch that edge,” Kay called over in her stern instructor’s voice.

Vivian frowned and now her movements got sloppy as she kept her attention on aligning the edge of the practice sword with the angle of her slashes.

Kay shook her head. “With your hands, not your eyes!” she said. “You have to feel it. You can’t take your eyes off your opponent’s weapon.”

Vivian growled loudly and hit the training dummy so hard that it nearly fell over, despite the huge weight at the bottom. She had always had a very dominant personality, both romantically and domestically. Since joining the pack, she had displayed unwavering confidence, skill, and devotion to her loved ones. But now they had almost lost Charlie and Rachel, and Vivian had been unable to do anything. Even her expert tracking skills hadn’t allowed her to follow the trail, as if it had been wiped away by magic.

The next strike of anger ripped a large gash into the straw dummy and actually made it fall over with a loud clatter. Vivian stood there with her practice sword in hand, shaking angrily.

Kay raised an eyebrow. “Feel any better?” she asked.

“Fuck no!” Vivian let the sword drop onto a table. She sat on it, easily using the table as a seat, and put her leg up on the chair next to her. “I am fucking pissed!” she growled deeply and ran her fingers through her long, brown hair, which had come loose from the braid to fall over her back in a thick mass.

“I know,” Kay said. The door to the basement stairs flew open and Logan was there, fangs out, face all edges and snarls, and long claws at the ready. Kay just raised a hand, and they stopped. Logan took in the scene and scowled at Vivian’s apologetic look. 

“Everything’s fine,” They said just loud enough that everyone upstairs or downstairs could hear. “Just Vivian training.” They closed the basement door and went over to Kay to lean into her. She put an arm around their shoulders and nuzzled them gently. With a deep sigh, she pushed off of the wall and approached Vivian with Logan right by her side.

Vivian still had her head braced on her hand, glaring down and staring at nothing. “I don’t fucking get it. How did they even know where to find her? I checked the area around her house, and all the way along her usual routes, just like you asked. No vampire smells. Nothing out of the ordinary,” she growled with a clenched jaw.

“I don’t know,” Kay said softly. Her own expression darkened. There were very few places where any of them had ever brought up Rachel’s name, not to mention where she lived or worked. All of those places had been warded against magical spying by Nemo. Werewolves didn’t have to worry while they were out and about, because scrying or mind reading spells didn’t work on them in almost any case, especially not over a great distance. Julius Argent had known, but how? Kay had caught Gold mentioning something odd as Ryann had been on the phone. Something about the Bloods of the city working with him. About Ryann being careful where she talked about Rachel.

Kay snarled very softly and saw Vivian come to the same conclusion as they exchanged a glance. “We have a traitor in our ranks,” Vivian said darkly.

“It wasn’t any of our close friends,” Kay said. She would vouch for any of them. “Meg—”

“She wouldn’t,” Vivian growled with a harsh look in her deep blue eyes. “She would never hurt Ryann! She definitely wouldn’t hurt Rachel or work with someone like Gold!”

Kay gave her a very stern glance that made Vivian cool off a bit. “Calm down,” she said slowly. “I was going to say that she could probably help us figure it out.” Logan gently bumped her, smiling softly. When Logan had first told her about Meg’s secret, Kay had been skeptical. She’d spent a year with Logan dodging questions and being evasive. Since then, she had come to trust and care for Meg, same as Logan did.

“If she was ever fucking around,” Vivian growled and rested her hand across her elevated thigh. “So, what? It was someone else at the bar?” She looked ready to murder the entire Blood population in the city.

Logan’s phone buzzed once. She pulled it out and had a look. Her eyebrow raised. She tugged at Kay’s sleeve and wordlessly handed the phone to her. It was a message from Meg. Just a single word in answer to the dozens upon dozens of texts Logan had sent Meg because they had been worried and upset about her leaving.

Stillwell.

Kay frowned and looked down at Logan. “Think it’s reliable?” As much as she trusted Meg, Logan was the one who worked with her more, and basically accusing a Hunger leader of betraying the Dawn was quite a grave thing to do.

“Meg doesn’t make mistakes,” Logan said.

“She wrote to you?” Vivian’s eyes lit up. “Is she okay? Is she coming back?” She took Logan’s shoulders and leaned in, like an overly excited puppy. A worried, excited puppy, but still.

Logan leaned back under the approach. “Uuuh, personal space, Viv! Please, I’m not as cuddly as Kay.”

Liar. Kay chuckled softly.

“She just told us that the Blood in question who ratted out Rachel is Mary Stillwell,” Logan explained as Vivian let them go with a soft pout. “She commands one of the largest Hungers in the city, and she’s always had an issue with how Lake does… did things.” There was no knowing if Lake was still alive. If Gold’s words were anything to go by, probably not. “Guess she took her chance and delivered him some valuable information.”

“Do we know the members of her Hunger?” Vivian asked.

Logan frowned. “I could probably make a list. Why…?”

“Make that list, please.” Vivian smiled softly at Logan. “I’m gonna need to keep track of who to kill.”

Logan just stared at her for a moment. “You are scary,” they then muttered. Vivian smiled at them. Her eyes were without any spark of amusement or mirth.

“I did also tell Meg that you were worried about her,” Logan added. “You’re welcome.”

Vivian’s expression softened at that. She extended her arms gently. “Permission to hug?” she asked Logan in a gentler tone.

Logan sighed deeply. She rolled her eyes and nodded. “Fine,” she said. “Just this once.”

Vivian smiled happily and hugged them tight. Gently. Just a simple, warm hug. “Thank you,” she said. And, “I’m glad we didn’t eat you, kid.”

Kay snorted. She had forgotten that discussion had happened when they’d first met Logan. And then Vivian had inexplicably left the two alone. Clearly, just like Carver, she’d noticed something between them.

“Oh, shove off,” Logan chuckled and hugged her back. “Big, stupid puppy…”

“You’re the only one who gets to call me that without a bite,” Vivian whispered and nuzzled her a little more. It was almost comical, seeing as she was over a foot taller than Logan.

“How do we go on?” Vivian asked as they separated. Logan patted her arm gently.

“Well,” Kay said with a look at the single message from Meg. “Mary Stillwell needs to die. So do all members of her Hunger. Bloods are much more loyal than wolves.”

“Not possible,” Vivian scoffed and crossed her arms.

“Very much so,” Logan said. “Werewolves are, like, found family or actual family. Bloods are… well, they’re murder gangs that are either blood bound to their killer, or they really have to prove they’re fully loyal it before they get let in.”

“All Hungers?” Vivian frowned. “Seems stupid and one-dimensional.”

Kay handed the phone back to Logan. “Lake was shutting that shit down,” she explained. “Mary’s hunger is more traditional. Makes its members prove their loyalty to her specifically. They’ll keep going even if we kill her.”

“Okay.” Viv punched her palm and cracked her knuckles. “Let’s go kill her!”

“One thing after the other,” Logan protested and put her hand on Vivian’s arm. “First we need to convince the puppies that this is too much for them to handle.” Vivian hummed and followed them to the basement stairs.

Kay hummed and followed them. She knew the kids could hold their own, but Dani was the oldest one, just nineteen, and, frankly, that was too young to start going after monsters. “We need to find out where Gold is hiding,” she also said.

“So, we storm the Institute after all?”

Kay shook her head. “We don’t need to. Charlie brought back his foot.”

“Ew, by the way,” Logan said.

Both Kay and Vivian raised their eyebrows at her.

Logan shrugged. “That thing was in her mouth,” she said. “That’s unsanitary.”

Vivian shook her head. She looked at Kay skeptically. “You want us to track him by scent?” She was an expert tracker, but even she wasn’t that good. Scents got lost in the city. Even rancid old vampire scents that smelled like foul water and rot. And he’d already eluded them once.

“Nemo can track him,” Kay said and gave her sister a look. “So, get ready. We wanna be able to leave quickly. We finish this tonight, or in the morning.”

“I’d vote for morning,” Logan said as they all descended down into the basement. “This guy commands darkness. Nocturnae are weaker during the day.”

“He’ll probably be gone by morning,” Vivian said. “That’s what I would do.”

Kay nodded, listening to both of them. “We can’t risk him slipping away. We’d have to watch each other’s backs constantly until we get him. That could be years.”

“Yeah, and if he’s as old as Lake said, then there’s no way he won’t account for us having his blood to track him.” Logan rubbed her chin in thought. “Tonight might actually be our only chance.”

Vivian rolled her eyes. “I liked it better when Bloods didn’t have magic,” she said in a grumble. “In fact, I liked it better when Bloods still tried to stay hidden from us wolves.”

“Aw, like Meg?” Logan hummed. Vivian pushed her gently as she giggled.

“Alright, children,” Kay said with a little eye-roll. She pointed at Vivian. “Put your sword away, then keep a lookout. I’ll talk to the kids.” If Gold sent people after them, she wanted to be forewarned and have an extra line of defence between the upstairs and downstairs. Vivian was perfect for the job.

Her large sister hummed. “Sure thing.” She rolled her sleeves up over her muscular forearms. “Leave it to me.” Kay nodded. She trusted Vivian with her life. Nothing would get past the big woman, and Kay had seen just how hard it was to keep her down.

She and Logan headed deeper into the basement, where the smell of blood became more pungent. Charlie had been drenched in it, and Kay had been very worried for her. Now, as she stopped at the door to their underground emergency medical room, she saw the scratched symmetrical lines under Charlie’s head glow a gentle green. Nemo’s magic pulsed very gently, still active. A cauldron bubbled on the nearby stove. Nemo was very cute when she did stereotypical witch stuff like stirring her cauldron as she brewed potions, cackling like a nerd. But right now, the room was quiet. Sarah and Danielle sat on a bench, both exhausted and asleep, leaning into each other. Kay always marvelled at how alike they looked, and how peaceful they appeared when they slept.

Kate had collapsed at Charlie’s side. Their hands were gently clasped.

Red symbols pulsed in a gentle light over Charlie’s bronze skin. She huffed softly and her eyes blinked open. She focused for a moment before gently shifting her head towards Kathleen, who stood at her side and let her fingers run gently over Charlie’s arm as she let her magic run through the little wolf. Charlie smiled softly at Kathleen, who looked a little tired after a full night of stabilizing someone with magic until Nemo’s potions and spells could take effect.

“Hello, dear,” the pack leader now said in that soft, motherly tone of hers. Her voice always had a little mirthful note to it. “How are you feeling?”

“Sore…” Charlie grumbled. She looked around. “Everyone made it? What about Rachel?” she asked for the third time that night and tried to sit up.

Kathleen put a gentle but determined hand on her chest and held her down. “Rachel is fine,” she said softly. “You kept her safe until the rest of your pack arrived.”

“Not sure if we’re a pack.” Charlie sighed deeply as she looked around at the others. “There was some debate on that…”

Kathleen smiled softly and brushed her hand over Charlie’s hair. Kay could see the calming effect it had on the young wolf. “They still came and fought for you,” the pack leader said. “Isn’t that what counts?”

Charlie was quiet for a moment, in which she looked down the table at where Kate still held her hand. “Yeah,” she said softly. “I guess you’re right.” She closed her hand a little tighter around Kate’s.

There was a moment of comfortable silence. Kay stayed out of sight, and Kathleen gave Charlie a moment to compose herself after having just woken up. The white ceiling light spread a cold glow over the two of them, making their shapes somehow seem harder.

Eventually, Kathleen spoke up in a soft tone. “You were very brave. And very strong.” Her fingers gently brush Charlie’s forehead in her motherly way. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

Charlie looked up at her and smiled sheepishly. Very few people could shake off the charisma Kathleen exuded with every word and smile. “Thanks, pretty lady.”

“Uh-huh?” Kathleen responded in a light, bemused tone. “Pretty lady?”

Charlie blushed hard and hid her face under her free arm. “I’m concussed,” she just mumbled.

The older werewolf giggled very softly. “You’re very sweet is what you are.”

Kay smiled softly and moved on. Logan gently tugged her hand. “You don’t wanna say hi?” she asked in a gentle whisper.

Kay gave her a soft look before looking at the door briefly. “I wanna give Charlie a moment to relax,” she said. “I’ll see them later.”

Logan nodded. They lifted Kay’s hand up to their lips to press a gentle kiss to her fingers. “Let’s go see what our sweetheart is up to,” they said. Kay nodded with a happy smile. Logan was one of the few people who could make her crack a proper smile. Even that was still soft and subtle most times.

They found Nemo a little ways further down, in the panic room. It hadn’t been meant to be covered in dried herbs, jars with preserved ingredients (some plant life, some animal), and scribbles with arcane meanings. But Nemo had a way of making a space her own, and Kay couldn’t really say no to her when she brought the puppy eyes to the table.

Right now, Nemo was sitting at the table that she had covered in arcane scribbles and diagrams, and braced her hands over the three spell books before her, looking very upset. Kay and Logan exchanged a glance. Logan stepped around the table and slid their hand gently over Nemo’s shoulders, putting their arm around her. “What’s wrong, Sparkle?” they asked, using one of Nemo’s nicknames.

“I just can’t figure out how someone can control darkness like this vampire. And I need to know to shut it down,” Nemo sighed and leaned into Logan a bit. “I wanna help protect you, not be useless…”

Logan looked at her so softly. “Oh Nia…” They turned Nemo’s chin to face her with a soft smile. “You are never useless.”

“I’d be more useful in battle.” Nemo pouted and gave Kay big puppy eyes.

“Absolutely not!” Kay said. She had moved around the table opposite to Logan, and now she leaned in to cup Nemo’s cheeks. “I can’t put you in that kind of danger.”

“But I can help!” Nemo complained.

Kay felt her heart break a little bit at the sad look. She sighed and let their foreheads rest together. “Nemo…” Her thumbs rubbed gently over the little witch’s cheeks. “I really don’t want you getting hurt. Vampires are fast, strong…”

“I can handle myself!” Nemo pulled gently at Kay’s sleeve. “I can levitate people! And make fire! And I can summon snakes!”

“Nemo.” Kay’s voice turned a bit sterner. “You’re not going into battle.” She leaned back to look her in the eye. “What if a vampire rushes you? Or they sneak up on you? You’re vulnerable!”

“So are you! And Logan!” Nemo protested and pulled Kay’s hands away from her cheeks. She squeezed them. “It’s not fair that I’m the only one who doesn’t get to help!” The sad, frowning pout on her face made Kay’s heart ache gently.

She shook her head. “Nemo…”

“I have to agree with Kay,” Logan said very softly. She hugged Nemo close and ran a hand over her head. “Kay is strong. Both of us can heal from wounds that would kill you.”

Nemo looked down at her books quietly. “I thought we were supposed to be in this together,” she said after a while. Her voice was very quiet, and Kay could feel the ache in her chest get a little worse.

She sighed and rubbed her neck. Then she stepped away to pace a little. Nemo getting hurt is out of the question. Her mind was made up. But seeing the sad look on her girlfriend’s face, hearing her disappointment… That hit her where it hurt. She groaned and rubbed her face. Could she really forbid Nemo taking part in a fight? Any and all fights? For the rest of their potentially immortal lives?

No, Kay recognized with some exasperation. As much as she loved Nemo, she couldn’t bring herself to disappoint her like that. Even if it kept her safe.

She turned around to where Logan and Nemo were arguing very softly. Logan looked about as conflicted and distressed as Kay felt. “Fine,” she said, breaking the argument up with just the sound of her voice. Both of them turned to look at her. She stepped close to the hopeful little witch and took her hand. “If things get dangerous, you can fight. But only if you have to! And I want you to take as many precautions as you can!”

Nemo’s eyes visibly lit up. Logan still looked concerned. “Are you sure?” she asked. “Nia could get hurt…”

“We all could get hurt,” Kay sighed and combed her fingers through her dense, black hair. “It’s not fair for us to throw ourselves into danger while we keep Nemo locked away.”

“We are fighters!” Logan protested. Kay could see the fear and concern for their girlfriend in her eyes. “We have decades of experience! Centuries, in your case!”

“She’s never gonna gain any experience if she doesn’t get to fight,” Kay said back. “Logan… How would you feel if I told you to sit this fight out because you only have fifty odd years of experience, instead of two hundred?”

Logan growled loudly, and now they were the one pacing. Of course they understood. Both of them understood perfectly what was bothering Nemo. She wasn’t being treated as an equal, she wasn’t allowed to fight by their side and try to keep them safe. Both of them had told her repeatedly to sit in the safety of the bar while they put themselves in danger. And this time the danger was greater than any of them had ever faced before.

But trusting Nemo and reconciling with the fact that the girl both of them loved might die were two very different things. One of them was much more difficult than the other, and Kay could read the strain that put on Logan in her desperate expression.

Just as Kay went to reach out to them, Logan went back to Nemo and grabbed the little witch’s shoulders. “You still have that bone charm, right? The one that’ll save your life once per day?”

Nemo nodded quickly. “Yeah, I put it back together! The magic works fine!”

“Okay,” Logan said, relaxing a tiny bit. “You keep that on you at all times.” They looked into Nemo’s eyes intently.

Nemo smiled very softly and hugged Logan tight around the neck. She was quiet for a bit, while Logan hugged her back hard. “I’m not made of glass,” she whispered at their ear, gently nuzzling them . “I’ll prove that I can pull my weight.”

“You don’t have to prove anything,” Logan muttered as they pulled away.

“I know!” Nemo said as she pulled in Kay for a hug too. She had to jump up a bit to reach her, so Kay helpfully leaned down. “But I want to!” Nemo nuzzled into her bigger girlfriends. She smelled so good, of herbs and fresh brews and of old paper. Logan smelled of blood, leather and wood. The scents were so familiar and calming to her.

When Nemo let them go and dropped back down, the little witch took both their hands. “I wanna protect you too. I love you both…”

Kay leaned in and hugged both Nemo and Logan again. “Just… be careful,” she whispered. “Both of you. If I lost either of you…” She shook her head. She couldn’t even consider the possibility.

“I wouldn’t die,” Nemo giggled. “And I wouldn’t let you die! Consensual necromancy is actually not that hard!”

“Please don’t summon me from the dead,” Logan groaned jokingly. “The peace and quiet…”

Nemo giggled softly at the dark humour. “I love you,” she whispered. “Both of you. So much.”

Logan and Kay answered it with their own, gentle professions of adoration. Kay held them both close and squeezed them gently. They would be fine. All of them.

She’d make sure of it.

* * *

It took Rachel a long time to finally calm down enough to drink a little water and eat a little soup. Ryann stayed by her side the entire time. She basically fed Rachel as they sat on the edge of the bed with the tray on their knees. She dunked a little of the bread into soup and held it up to Rachel’s mouth. Her little friend tugged at it with her lips and teeth, sniffling quietly. Ryann held her jaw and caressed her gently as she slowly and patiently fed her the bread.

“I was so scared…” Rachel whispered again, looking down between two half-spoons of soup.

“I know,” Ryann whispered.

Rachel sniffed and closed her eyes. She leaned into Ryann’s hand. “Why does he hate you?” she whispered with her breath still shaky. “You didn’t do anything to him…”

“I don’t know.” Ryann put down the spoon in the bowl and pulled Rachel closer, very gently, to lean their foreheads together. “Monsters can’t be talked to. They just destroy.”

There was a gentle knock on the door. It was Kate. She was bruised and a little messed up, but overall she seemed fine. “It’s time,” she said softly. “Everyone’s getting ready. They told me to call you.

Ryann nodded. “Okay. Can you look after Rachel?” She didn’t want her friend to be alone.

Kate nodded. She went over to Rachel. “Hey,” she said softly as she knelt down. Rachel wiped at her eyes and gave Kate a little smile.

“Hi,” she whispered back. “You’re okay.”

“Yup.” Kate smiled very softly at her. “Charlie’s up too. You wanna go see her? We’re trying to keep her from moving around. We could really use the help.”

Rachel nodded at that. “I wanna see her,” she whispered.

Kate smiled a little brighter. “I’ll wait downstairs for you guys. Take your time.”

“Thanks.” Ryann gave her a grateful smile too. Then Kate left, and the two of them were alone in the quiet of the room again. Ryann put the tray back on the nightstand and then pulled Rachel’s head to her chest. “You’ll be safe here,” she said softly. “Nobody is going to hurt you.”

“What about you?” Rachel asked, and hearing the fear in her voice broke Ryann’s heart a bit. “Where are you going?” She clenched her fingers into Ryann’s sweater and looked up at her fearfully.

“I’ll be back soon,” Ryann said and kissed her head.

“But… can’t you stay?” Rachel’s voice was barely a whimper.

Ryann’s heart ached hearing it. She cupped Rachel’s cheek and looked into her big, desperate eyes. “I’m going after Gold,” she said and watched Rachel flinch at the name. Her fingers brushed gently over Rachel’s cheek. A brown lock of hair had come loose from the little braid, and Ryann tucked it back behind Rachel’s ear. She let her fingers brush through the undercut for a moment before returning her hand to the soft, warm cheek, gently cradling the sad girl’s face.

“I know you don’t like it,” Ryann said softly. “But if I don’t do this, he will just keep coming back again and again. And I won’t let that happen.” She was fully prepared for a disappointed look or some form of protest. It didn’t matter. Not when she had to protect everyone.

But Rachel just looked at her quietly, and then she asked, “What if he gets to you first? Are you going to be safe?”

Ryann nodded and put their foreheads together again. “Yeah,” she whispered. “I’m a fighter. And I have friends that’ll keep me safe.” Her thumb played gently over Rachel’s cheek as her touch lingered just a moment longer.

She put the tray aside. Very slowly, Ryann leaned back and pulled Rachel up to her feet as she stood. She kept holding her close as they exited the room. The walk to the stairs seemed to take hours, during which Ryann kept thinking about what would or could have been. She could smell the fear and blood on Rachel, almost masking her warm scent. A low growl escaped her. Rachel flinched and looked at her, then around.

“Sorry,” Ryann said quickly. “Just… so angry about Gold. But don’t worry. Please.” She squeezed Rachel’s hand. “I’m going to keep you safe.” Before she knew it, she had pulled Rachel’s hand up to her lips and pressed a soft kiss to her knuckles.

Rachel looked away, and she nodded quietly.

Ryann took her all the way down to the basement where Kate and Kathleen were talking Charlie into staying on the table, to lay down and rest. Rachel’s legs shook on every step.

Kathleen was there with Jenny. The pack leader smiled gently and her warm aura seemed to put Rachel at ease a little as she introduced herself to Sarah and Dani properly. Sarah gave her a nod. She remained sitting on the bench, one leg pulled up. She clicked the lighter in her hand shut and pushed it into her pocket before offering to take Jenny to one of the other rooms, so Charlie could rest.

Charlie called out to Rachel with a smile. Rachel hurried over and cried tears of relief at the young werewolf’s side. Ryann gave Charlie a similarly grateful look while Rachel squeezed the young wolf’s hand in both of hers and spilled her tears. Charlie just smiled softly and endured it. She just seemed happy that Rachel was alright.

Leaving them was hard. But Kathleen’s reassuring hand on her arm made it a little easier. So Ryann left to go to the panic room. Kay, Logan and Nemo were standing around a map. The severed foot of Mr. Gold sat on the table next to them.

“And you can’t just make his blood ooze out of his eyes or liquefy his brain?” Kay asked Nemo when Ryann entered.

“Oh, no,” Nemo said quickly. “I mean, I could, but that’s illegal. Like, super illegal.”

“You do illegal experiments all the time though,” Logan remarked.

Nemo nodded. “Yeah, but this is super duper illegal. Like, if you do it, they know.” She said it slowly, with wide, wild eyes.

“Well, I wouldn’t want you to get in trouble for me,” Ryann chuckled softly.

“Oh, good!” Nemo smiled at her. “Because I would totally make his blood turn into snakes otherwise.”

Ryann raised an eyebrow. “You can do that?” she asked and stepped up to the map.

“Yup!” Nemo giggled and smiled brightly.

“That is terrifying,” Kay said, “and I love you.” She kissed Nemo’s head, making her look even happier.

“So, what are we doing?” Ryann asked and rolled her shoulders a little. She was itching for a fight.

“Gold’s holed up in Lake’s place,” Kay said as she took a long knife from the weapon rack. Ryann saw everything from blades to blunt weapons, to guns there. Even a shotgun. She was starting to understand why her sister kept this place hidden behind a secret door.

Kay took a set of brass knuckles from the wall. They had a folding blade attached to the palm. “You want these, or something else?”

Ryann looked at them. She tried one on, and it fit her big hand perfectly. She turned away from Kay to try out a few punches. It felt good in her hand. Like it could really do some damage. The blade flipped out with a quick flip of her thumb and locked in with her fist clenched. “One of these is good,” she said. She wanted a hand free to grab someone, or else the blade would be nearly useless in the first place.

Logan hummed. “Carver likes those too. Let’s bring him one.” She took an axe from the wall too, one with a long and thin blade. Almost just a meat cleaver with a long handle. “Vivian will probably want this.”

Ryann raised an eyebrow. “Jesus, for real?”

“Just in case we run into something a little more difficult to handle,” Logan said. “She left her sword at home.”

“Right… ” Ryann nodded. She clicked the folding blade out and let it snap back in. “You gonna need one too?” she asked Logan.

They smirked. “I’m good.” Their long claws extended briefly. Ryann had seen how much damage those could do.

She shrugged and said, “Suit yourself.” She pushed the knuckle dusters into her sweater pocket, and picked up the other one for Carver. For a moment, she had to stop and take a deep breath, leaning on the table for support. A little red spot marked the area on the map where Gold was. Directly on top of the Night Shard.

This is happening. We’re finally going to kill him.

The realization was a bit troubling. It was just… such a big thing. The past weeks had all been in preparation for this night, and now it was just happening.

“Hey.” Kay’s warm hand gently ran over her back. “We’ve got this,” she said. “Rachel will be safe. And so will you.”

Ryann leaned into her and nodded quietly. After a moment, that tension in her back lessened a bit. “Thanks, sis,” she said softly.

Kay ruffled her hair. “Let’s go kill this guy.”

“Yay, murder!” Nemo called out with a smile.

Ryann blinked at her. She shook her head and chuckled a little. “Okay, yeah. Let’s go,” she said and led the way for the others, back to the stairs.

Rachel stopped her at the entrance of the medical room. “You’re leaving?” she asked softly. Kate wasn’t even two steps behind her, watching Rachel as if she had to keep her safe even now.

“Yeah.” Ryann knelt down. She didn’t know why. Rachel wasn’t that small. But it still felt right. “I’ll be back before morning.”

Rachel hugged her tight. “Just be safe!” she whispered and held her close.

Ryann closed her eyes and took in that warm, gentle scent, filtering it out under everything else. “I will,” she whispered back. “We’ve got this.” She looked up at Kate, and over at Charlie, and gave them both simple, grateful nods. Nothing could ever quite express how grateful she was.

Rachel reluctantly let her go. Ryann kissed her forehead one more time. “See you later.” She gave Rachel a confident smile.

Kay gently patted Rachel’s head as she walked past. “Don’t worry, we’ll watch her back,” she said. Rachel smiled a little before hugging Kate for support. Logan and Nemo said similarly encouraging words, smiling and putting her at ease.

Up the staircase and in the main bar, Vivian was holding Kris close. Their foreheads touched in that same gesture of gentle love and trust that always calmed Ryann down. Vivian pulled back when she saw them. “Stay safe, scruffy,” she said softly and ruffled Kris’ hair.

Kris rolled their eyes and bumped her before mirroring the sentiment. Vivian’s long hair was braided tightly now, going down to her waist. She snapped the sheath of the combat knife that Kay handed her to her belt, took the axe, and twirled it in her hand. She nodded approvingly.

Ryann gave Kris a little smile, and they stepped closer to hug her, much to her surprise. They felt hard under their shirt. Like they were only stringy muscle and calluses. But the embrace was still warm and gentle, and lasted just long enough for her to relax. Kris stepped back a bit.

“Keep Vivian safe,” they signed. “And keep yourself safe.”

“I will,” Ryann said with a soft smile. “And you too.”

Kris smiled and hummed a little. Their yellow eyes sparkled in the little light from the bar. “I’ll keep everyone safe,” they said. “Kathleen and I both. They will be protected here.”

Ryann hugged them one more time.

Kay stepped behind the bar. She picked up her sword and pulled it out of the sheath to check how it lay in her hand. The stoicism on her face had turned a little grim. It softened when Nemo, who had followed them up, came to her.

“Please be safe,” the little witch said softly and reached up to hug her.

Kay leaned down for her. She grumbled and nuzzled into her girlfriend’s neck as she hugged her back. “Always.”

Logan received a hug from Nemo too. “You watch Kay’s back, okay?”

“She’ll watch mine,” Logan said with a gentle nod and kissed Nemo’s cheek.

Kay joined in and squeezed them both gently. “We’re gonna be right back here, together,” she said softly.

And just like that, with Kay ruffling Nemo’s hair and exchanging a few quick words with Kathleen as she entered from the back yard, all the goodbyes were done. Suddenly, they were out on the street, and then they were down the street, and then in Kay’s huge, black truck with Carver at the wheel. He looked over at Kay when she sat beside him, then back at Ryann and Vivian with Logan between them, who all fit just about, despite how spacious the vehicle was.

He took the knuckle duster blade that Ryann offered him, and watched all their faces. “Everyone ready?” Ryann noticed that he pushed his phone into his pocket, as if he’d just been talking to someone.

They all looked at each other. Then they nodded. Vivian, Logan and Kay with much more conviction than Ryann. This was going to be her first time going after someone with the explicit intent to kill them. Even with Micky it hadn’t been this… targeted. Though she’d certainly tried to kill him whenever he’d showed his shitty face. What would it be like? Would she be able to keep all her friends safe too? Would they all make it back? They had to.

But Ryann didn’t know, and the uncertainty made her nervous. She wished she had someone she could talk to. Someone other than Kay, Logan, Vivian and Carver, who would tell her exactly what she wanted and needed to hear.

Ryann checked her phone. There were no new messages since she’d sent out her own strings of worried texts.

Meg hadn’t come.
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The Night Shard was quiet when they arrived. The dark tinted glass doors remained opaque when Carver pulled up next to it. Ryann felt her heart beat a little faster as they walked up the stairs. Carver held his key card to the lock. After a moment, the heavy click of the mechanism disengaging sounded. He pulled the door open quietly, and Vivian growled deep in her chest. “I smell him,” she said. “He’s here.”

Ryann sniffed the air. The air smelled of blood. Human blood. It was laced with something foul. What she could see of the reception area and foyer somehow looked even darker than usual. Ryann gripped her high-powered torch a little tighter. She had two more strapped to her hip. They had left a few behind with the others, just in case.

Carver hummed. “Let’s go,” he said, holding the door. Vivian slipped in first, then Kay with her sword in hand, then Logan, and then Ryann, who felt like she really should take the lead.

The reception area was quiet, and the receptionist gone. Ryann could smell their blood. She pushed her hand into her sweater pocket, feeling the knuckle duster as she slipped it on. Vivian stopped them with a simple hand sign when they reached the foot of the stairs leading into the main lobby. She peered over it. One by one, Ryann and her companions moved up to her to do the same.

“Bloods,” Vivian signed.

“Five of them,” Logan added in a low mutter. “Do we try to go in quiet? Or guns blazing?”

“Did anybody bring any guns?” Carver asked dryly. “Feel like that would’ve been smart. Just shotgun Gold in the face. Bam. Problem solved.”

Ryann looked at all her friends. They were trying to think strategically, and she really wanted them to not be in danger… But she was just so fucking done. With everything. Gold had made her life hell for two months. He had hunted Rachel and frightened her into a shivering, terrified mess.

Ryann stood up, calmly walked up the rest of the stairs, and over to where the Bloods were playing a card game on the floor. There were indeed five of them, and they were all dressed in what looked like their best formal wear, which in this case meant cheap-ass suits. Clearly, Micky’s goons. They barely noticed her as she approached, and then Ryann kicked the first one in the back of the head and sent him sprawling into the space of their little poker game.

“Hey guys,” Ryann said and pulled out her knuckle duster, fists clenched. “Remember me?”

They turned on her in an instant. The first one to come in was a small woman with long claws extended. Ryann grabbed her hand, interlocking their fingers, and twisted it. The Blood veered off course and Ryann tripped her up to send her stumbling past her. Vivian’s axe came down and split her red hair and skull. She wrenched the weapon out with a crunch.

The next Blood was actually familiar to Ryann. At least she thought she recognized the large scar on his forehead that pulled over his eye and made it look all droopy and melted. She blocked his wide swing and drove her fist into his skull. The metal knuckles ground over cracking bone. Ryann took the back of his neck and punched him twice more before dropping him down.

One rushed past her, straight for Logan, and Ryann spun in a kick. It perfectly hit the back of his neck and sent him stumbling. He came back up just as Logan’s long claws sliced straight through his neck and sent the head rolling to the floor.

Ryann looked to her right and saw Kay decapitating a vampire with an almost effortless flick of her sword. To her left, Carver stepped on the head of another one. Within a second, the fight had begun and ended.

She looked around at all their faces and said, “So, anyone wanna keep sneaking?” Nobody answered in the affirmative. “Nobody? Good shit, let’s go.”

Ryann tried to stay calm as she went over to the stairs. But she couldn’t. The blood smell in the air, the events of the last nights and months… She was very quickly becoming too angry to give a shit about being cautious. Already a huge Blood came barrelling towards them down the steps. She caught his swing and squared her feet, stopping his charge with her shoulder to his chest. The knife flicked out from her palm. The blade pierced his throat as he still grunted and strained from charging into her, and ripped his veins open. He collapsed, holding his throat, gurgling, and Vivian stabbed her knife through his neck with a wet sound and enough force to send the huge man slamming into the ground.

Who needs fucking blood gifts? Ryann thought, slowly feeling her simmering anger take over. That turned out to be the wrong thing to think.

Vivian sniffed the air. “Magic,” she said.

Ryann frowned, watching Kay and Carver slam into two more Bloods that had approached them from the other side of the foyer. They sent them sprawling to the floor with ease. “You can smell magic?”

Immediately after the words left her mouth, an intense pressure hit Ryann. She growled and fell to a knee. Vivian struggled similarly, same with Kay. Only Carver seemed unaffected, and she couldn’t see Logan. She couldn’t even turn her head enough to look behind her! A second pressure added on top of the first, like a droning sound in Ryann’s ears, and she felt her muscles relaxing, trying to stop their strain against this power.

Logan sprinted past her. Their clothes and skin melded into a pale colour, their legs elongated and changed. Their hair turned even darker red, like a cascade of blood down a milky-white back, then Logan spread huge bat wings and jumped.

Ryann gasped as her friend, now pretty much a huge bat monster, landed on a Blood intently staring at them from the second floor gallery, barely ten metres away. They crushed them to the floor with one clawed foot. The Blood screamed and flailed, and the pressure keeping Ryann down vanished from her and the others. Logan’s jaws closed around their prey’s head and severed it with a quick jerk. It came loose, flew over the railing and bounced across the polished lobby floor.

Ryann’s fingers still felt weak as she ascended the stairs. “Damn, Logan,” she said as she watched her fucking terrifying friend look around. “You didn’t tell me you were Bruce!”

Logan looked at her. “What?” they asked in genuine confusion. Their face had changed to be halfway between a bat and a human, with long, pointy ears and a jaw that had elongated a bit with sharp fangs. A crumpled snout mimicked a sneer. Their voice was a multi-layered growl.

“Nothing,” Ryann said. “Just… Batman, you know?”

“Well, not a bat, for one,” Logan replied, and their long thumb claws that were still like sharp blades glittered. “Second, man? Ew.”

“Sorry,” Ryann chuckled and rubbed her neck. “Didn’t mean to offend.” A new Blood slammed through a door on the first floor and saw the carnage in the lobby. They immediately went for the stairs to follow them.

Logan scoffed and leaned on the railing with her bat wings. “I feel like I’m gonna throw up. Really, Ryann!” she joked. Her throat contracted and her mouth shot open. Some dark liquid sprayed out over the running Blood. It hit them in the hip before travelling up to their face. Their screams echoed through the entire high-rise, which was now fully aware of them being here.

Ryann chuckled. “Nice shot!”

Logan hummed. “Right, you guys work your way up, I’m gonna fly around and cut off blood mage heads.” Her body began to shimmer, taking on the same dark marble texture that covered the floor, camouflaging her.

Kay stepped close, sword on her shoulder, and kissed her cheek. “Be safe, love.”

“Always,” Logan giggled softly, which sounded terrifying and distorted out of their mouth. They flapped their wings and took off, soaring through the air. Even with her night vision now coming in colour, Ryann quickly lost track of them.

She looked at Kay. “So, that’s what you’re into?” she hummed. A few metres away, Carver punched a Blood in the throat. Ryann gave him a quick glance, but he already had his enemy in a choke hold. It didn’t look like he needed help.

Kay frowned, trying to close her fingers around her sword properly. She too was still fighting off the lingering effects of the blood magic. “What do you mean?” she asked Ryann with an exasperated huff.

“Well, you said you met them while fighting them.” Ryann cocked her head.

“Oh.” Kay looked up at the inside of the high-rise, watching Bloods swarm to the railings, look down, point and yell. “She didn’t do that then.”

“Ah.” Ryann frowned, looking for a good way to round out the conversation. “Well… good for you?”

A bisected body fell past them and caused a red mess on the floor beneath. Kay leaned over the railing. “Yup.” She smiled fondly at the white shape fluttering around the upper floors before it turned camouflaged again.

The magic affecting their muscles faded just in time for Carver to come backing away from three Bloods who had rushed down the stairs. One of them stood out in how he wore a big ring on his bony hand and seemed to still be pretty muscular despite his advanced age. He narrowed his eyes when Kay lifted her sword off her shoulder. He rushed in, and her blade sang. It cut silvery lines in the air with the speed she swung it at. The first slice was just a feint that made him dodge to the side, right to where Kay pushed the tip of her blade between his ribs. He went pale as she staked him.

Vivian flanked Kay, smiling at the Blood next to the old, paralyzed one. “Nice knife,” she said, referring to their butterfly knife. Her smile was almost a little too amused as she caught their arm easily.

Ryann took position next to Carver. “You good?” she asked and flexed her fingers. The numbness was finally fully gone.

He nodded, wiping a hand over the small cut on his brow. His new opponent had slipped past Kay and Vivian, holding a baseball bat at the ready, waiting for either of them to come close. Carver cracked his neck once. “Let’s do this.” His eyes were cold.

Kay walked up to the paralyzed Blood before her and gouged out the throat with her bare hands. It just ripped under her fingers as she grunted softly. The other Blood near her wrestled with Vivian. The large werewolf held their arm tight, with her fist closed around theirs. She easily forced her opponent’s arm to bend and stabbed the knife through the Blood’s eye socket. They stumbled back, and Vivian hit the knife with the flat of her palm. It went through the brain, and the Blood collapsed. Vivian watched them drop and pulled something out of her sweater pocket. She handed it to Kay. It was a handkerchief that looked like one of Meg’s. Kay frowned and shook her head. She wiped her hands on the old Blood’s shirt.

The vampire before Carver and Ryann looked over at the two. His stance faltered. Ryann immediately kicked him in the side of the head and sent him sprawling. Carver rushed him. His fist came down with a crack, and the knuckle duster was stained red when he pulled them away. All three of their opponents remained lifeless and still.

Ryann rolled her shoulders during the lull in their battle. “Two floors done. Twenty-five more to go.”

I’m coming for you, Gold, Ryann thought. Vivian patted her shoulder and gave her a little smirk. “We got this,” she said. Kay and Carver had been right. Having people to help you on your revenge quest made things much easier.

Ryann bared her fangs in a grim smirk of her own and ascended the stairs to the next floor.

* * *

The cold water on her face made Rachel shiver a little. She was stuck alone in the downstairs bathroom of Kay’s secretly supernatural bar. Well, she wasn’t stuck, exactly. And she wasn’t really alone. The small, gold-haired werewolf, Sarah, was standing right outside the door.

Rachel sighed and dried off her hands. She had just needed a moment away, just a little time. It had all been too much. Being hunted, being saved… The pain in her abdomen and chest had thankfully subsided after Kathleen had given her some medicine. The older woman was so warm and kind. Her presence made Rachel feel better, almost as much as Ryann’s hug.

Ryann, who was off killing to keep her safe. The thought still made Rachel uncomfortable. But what made her more uncomfortable was that she understood it now. Why it had to be done.

She looked into the mirror and at herself. She’d managed to clean off most of her smeared makeup, but she still wore the little braid, secured with a pretty, golden pin. In the cold light of the bathroom, her frame looked narrow and her arms seemed thin and colourless.

She felt really stupid for trying so hard to make an effort for Ryann. Of course it hadn’t been her inviting her out for coffee. She should have known. And even if it had been Ryann, what exactly had she been trying to achieve by making herself pretty? Make Ryann like her? Fat chance. She just had to get over this dumb crush.

Rachel unlocked the door and stepped out of the bathroom. Sarah watched her out of piercing blue eyes. “You good?” she asked. The lighter in her hand snapped shut. She seemed to fiddle with it often.

Rachel nodded, a bit intimidated by this younger girl. She felt a little silly about it. She was the older one, she shouldn’t be scared.

But Sarah smiled very softly. “Okay. Good. Let’s go back.”

Rachel nodded. Despite how scary Sarah was, Rachel was happy to have her here. She knew she was safe, but actually having someone close-by helped her nerves. Even if it was a scary, angry nineteen-year-old.

Sarah took her back to the kitchen. Charlie was still resting in the sterile medical room, on Kathleen’s orders. Jenny kept her company. Kate smiled softly when Rachel entered. She had her shirt off, and Danielle was looking her over. Kate had refused to get treated or looked at until Charlie had woken up, and now Kathleen had stepped out to “fortify defences,” as she called it.

Rachel’s eyes were drawn to the blackout tattoo of a hexagon-shaped pattern on Kate’s biceps. Then she averted her eyes sheepishly and turned them to the food on the table as Kate quickly pulled her shirt back on.

“Sorry,” Danielle, or rather Dani, said. “We only had bread and dried rations. Almost like this place is some sort of emergency bunker.”

“It is,” Sarah said, skeptically looking under the top of her sandwich. “But I think Kay and the girls went overboard on the doomsday prep.” She picked up the sandwich, sniffed it, and shrugged before biting off a huge chunk.

“You sure you don’t want anything?” Danielle asked Rachel. She was so soft and gentle with her.

“Oh, no!” Rachel quickly raised her hands with a sheepish smile. “I’m fine!” Ryann had fed her some soup earlier. It had only been a little, but she really didn’t think she could manage any more.

“Well, please tell us if you do get hungry,” Sarah said. “Don’t let us intimidate you. We just eat a lot.”

“I bet,” Rachel muttered and looked at Dani’s muscles with a tiny hint of envy. It wasn’t that she wanted to be that big, but Dani didn’t have to worry about being hunted by vampires. The only person with bigger muscles that Rachel had seen would be Kay.

“It’s a werewolf thing, actually,” Kate explained between two bites. She was eating less and slower than the other too, and her eyes still drifted over to where they could see the closed door to the medical room. “High metabolism, constant hunger…”

“Not so bad once you know how to manage it,” Sarah said with a shrug. She gave Rachel a brief look.

Kate pursed her lips disapprovingly.

Rachel noticed, but she was too distracted to really think about it. “If it’s that bad, why don’t you eat more?” she asked Kate softly.

Kate frowned. “Well… It’s kinda habit, I guess?” She shuffled her feet a bit.

Must be personal, Rachel realized. “You don’t have to tell me,” she said.

“No, it’s fine!” Kate said quickly. She sighed and poked at her food. “I have two siblings. Foster siblings. My little brother Ollie, and my little sister Piper. We didn’t always get enough, growing up. So I used to share my food with them.”

Rachel felt her heart ache a bit. “Oh Kate…” She leaned in and hugged her gently. Constant malnourishment probably explained why Kate also looked so much thinner than the other wolves.

Kate squirmed gently against the affection. “I’m letting this happen because you’re my friend,” she said with a little grumble.

“Sure…” Rachel giggled softly.

“And also my friend’s girlfriend.”

Rachel’s face immediately turned bright red. “I’m not!” she whined loudly and drew back.

Kate gave her a flat look and braced her chin on her fist. “But you wanna be, don’t you?”

Rachel stared at her, then at Sarah and Dani who nonchalantly kept eating their food. Danielle chewed slowly, watching the scene unfold completely without any expression. Sarah didn’t even bat an eyelid.

Rachel wanted to protest. Of course, she had to, right? It was just a little crush! It’s not like she actually liked Ryann, or wanted to hold her close and run her fingers through her raven black hair. She didn’t want to hear Ryann talk to her lovingly in her beautiful, deep voice, she clearly only wanted to move in with her because they were friends…

She was too tired to muster up any of the denial necessary to say any of those things. Rachel sighed and rubbed her face, bracing her elbows on the table. “Is it that obvious?” she asked quietly.

“Uh, yeah. Kinda is,” Kate said with a little chuckle. “Why do you think everyone keeps calling you girlfriends?”

Rachel’s cheeks heated up even more. “But she’s not at all interested in me! It’s just gonna come off as weird if people keep doing that.” She looked up at Kate with her eyes a little watery.

Sarah and Danielle exchanged a look. “I dunno,” Sarah said as she wiped her mouth with a tissue. “Kinda seems like she might like you too.”

Rachel frowned. “What makes you think that?” She really didn’t see it.

“She loves spending time with you,” Dani said. “Talks about you all the time, asked you to move in with her…”

Kate shrugged. “We can’t say for certain, but you’re cute. Better to shoot your shot than always wonder what could have been.”

Rachel sighed and ran her fingers through her hair, ruffling it. She knew she liked Ryann. She’d known for a while. She wasn’t stupid, and she wasn’t oblivious. But there was no need to try at all, since she wasn’t even Ryann’s type. “I dunno…” she muttered. “I’m not that pretty or strong…”

“You’re adorable,” Dani said firmly. “So shush. And, by the way, you don’t get to decide what Ryann likes. She might think you’re really strong!”

Rachel laughed out loud at that. “For real? I almost died earlier tonight! I was terrified! And if it hadn’t been for you all saving me, I would have… actually died.” It sounded worse when she said it out loud and the realization fully sunk in. She could have been gone. Just, gone. Nothing left of her, at all. And she was having serious doubts as to the existence of a god or an afterlife.

She looked at the wolves gratefully. “Thank you, by the way. Again. For coming for me.”

Danielle swallowed the bite of food in her mouth and put her remaining half sandwich down. (It was her fourth or fifth.) “You don’t have to keep doing that,” she said with a gentle frown. “You’re Ryann’s friend. So you’re our friend.”

Rachel smiled at her so softly and gratefully.

“You don’t have to always be brave either,” Kate said softly and put her arm around Rachel to pull her close. Rachel stiffened a bit, not wanting to make Kate uncomfortable, but after a moment she leaned her head onto her werewolf friend’s shoulder.

“I’m probably gonna have night terrors for months,” Rachel muttered quietly. “I don’t even know how I’m gonna feel safe at home…”

“Ask Ryann if you can stay with her,” Sarah said and smeared some jam on a slice of bread. Apparently they had jam, at least.

“I couldn’t!” Rachel blushed deeply. “What would she think??”

“That you’re worried about getting attacked again, and that staying with her would let her protect you?” Dani shrugged. “Come on, it’s not that weird. Especially since you guys were cuddling earlier.”

Rachel huffed softly and blushed darker. She muttered softly, “That was different…” But was it, really? Ryann had held her close, kissed her head, her hand, held her in her arms… Maybe asking if she could stay with her wouldn’t be so bad…

Rachel smiled a little. “Maybe…”

A change occurred with the wolves. All at once, they gently raised or cocked their heads. Their eyes stared at nothing, as if they’d caught a scent.

Or as if they’d heard something.

“Little raaaabbit,” a low, sultry voice called in a sing-song. “Come out and pla-ay!” A shiver ran down Rachel’s spine and she suddenly felt much less safe.

* * *

Ryann huffed and pulled off her sweater. After fighting their way up another floor, it was getting uncomfortably warm. The Blood rushing at her tried to use her brief distraction to swipe long claws at her face. Ryann dropped the sweater and leaned back in a dodge. Her foot came up in the same instance and she drove it straight into her opponent’s gut. They gasped and their eyes went wide. Carver moved past Ryann and decked them right in the jaw. His brass knuckles splintered teeth as he sent the Blood to the ground. They groaned and writhed on the floor. Carver huffed and stepped closer. His heavy combat boot came down on the head once, then once more with a heavy crunch.

He looked back at Ryann. “You good?” he asked, huffing deeply in the continued exertion.

Ryann nodded and wiped blood from a cut on her cheek. “Just scratches. You?”

Carver shrugged. “Doing alright,” he said. His sleeve had a few cuts and slashes where someone with claws had grabbed him. His blood oozed out with a bit of a golden shimmer, but he pulled the sleeve back to show the shallow wounds were ceasing bleeding already.

Ryann looked back to the stairs. They had split up to clear this part of the gallery. Kay’s sword cast an arc of blood across the polished wall. Vivian rushed in and grabbed another vampire by the throat. Her axe came down, but they blocked it with an arm and pushed the weapon aside. Clearly they were using enhanced strength. Vivian kicked them between the legs so hard they lifted a full foot off the floor. Her free hand slammed against the side of their head and brought it down hard on the railing next to them, colouring it darkly.

A Blood rushed at Kay and slid under her strike. They came back up behind her, while their companion rushed her from the front. Kay skewered the one before her on her sword. She gripped it by the blade and twisted her body. The force of her movement wrenched the weapon sideways out of the Blood’s ribcage and swung it in a narrow arc straight for the first one’s neck. They tried to stop their charge at Kay, holding a machete of all things, but the sword severed most of their neck. Their momentum carried them past Kay as their head hung only from a few tendons and strips of flesh.

The other Blood paled, hand pressed to the large cut going through their torso. Kay took her other hand from the hilt of her sword and fully grabbed the blade. She swung it high and brought the crossguard down like the pick of an axe. The Blood tried to shield their face. The crossguard still sunk to the hilt into their skull. Kay wrenched it free as the Blood collapsed.

Even without fully crushing the brain or severing the spine, a vampire hurt to that degree needed blood immediately. Without it, they were pretty much done. Whatever kept the dead alive, it could only do so much, it seemed.

Vivian and Kay huffed, and Ryann could see the tension in their shoulders as they looked around for more opponents. Seven vampire corpses in total were strewn around the stairs. For the moment, the rest seemed to bide their time and wait. Kay shook her head and pushed her wild hair back. She pulled a cloth out of her sweater pocket and started wiping the blood off her weapon as she and Vivian walked back to Carver and Ryann.

“If these idiots tried to swarm us, we’d have a much harder time,” Kay said in a deep growl. She checked the blade of her sword and frowned at a couple of nicks and chips from hitting bone. The damage would slowly add up.

“If they swarm us, Logan can spit acid on them,” Ryann said and braced her hands on her knees for a moment. She looked down at her white tank top and frowned at the red stains on it. She had just taken off her sweater… Kay’s own sweater wasn’t looking so hot either. Her one sleeve was split almost to the elbow from a slash with the machete that had just missed her. The other looked singed and burned.

Ryann frowned. “What happened there?” She pointed at it.

“Someone threw up on me,” Kay grumbled.

Vivian nodded. “It was homophobia.”

Logan landed heavily on the railing, joining their conversation after having wrought havoc higher up, likely keeping the Bloods there from swarming down.

“Oh. Shit, right. I forgot they can do that,” Ryann muttered with a frown at Kay’s sleeve. She looked at the dead Bloods at her feet. “Anybody notice how these idiots just keep rushing us instead of using gifts?”

“Speak for yourself,” Kay grumbled and gripped her sleeve at the seams. It came clean off. Logan made a little low chirping noise and their bat face turned a little pink. They hid their head under their wing as Kay did the same with the other sleeve.

Ryann chuckled and patted their wing gently. “Well, Carver and I haven’t had any issues.”

“I’ve been spat at, temporarily blinded, and punched with the force of a truck,” Kay growled. “You’re telling me nobody tried to do shit to you?”

Carver and Ryann exchanged a glance. “… no?”

“Fucking bullshit!” Kay huffed.

“Hey, I’ve had someone try to jump on me mid-flight!” Logan said and leaned in close to nuzzle her head to Kay’s shoulder.

“Did they get you?” Even when concerned, Kay’s voice was beautiful, deep, and firm.

“I grabbed them when they fell and threw them into a wall,” Logan said. “They went ‘splat’.”

“Good job, darling.” Kay brought her arm around Logan’s head to pat her. She smiled softly. “Proud of you.”

Logan made a deep purring sound.

“Aww.” Ryann smiled. “Gay.”

The wall next to them shattered like glass. Long limbs stretched out of the shower of debris and dust. Grey skin pulled over the bones, showing black veins. The head was malformed with pointy, asymmetrical ears and bulging, blood-shot eyes. A needle-toothed mouth shot open as spindly hands clawed for Vivian.

Ryann went to lunge for her, but she knew that she’d be too late. Vivian didn’t try to dodge. She swung the axe and it lodged in the nostighoul’s jaws with a clang of metal, then the beast crushed into her and sent her breaking through the railing, shattering the glass.

They fell.

Logan dove after them even as Ryann still rushed for the edge. She watched them fall, watched the nostighoul trying to hold on to the lower floor, slowing its fall, before it crashed hard on its back in the foyer.

“Fuck!” Ryann started for the stairs in a dash, but Kay grabbed her arm.

“Leave them!” she said as Bloods jumped over the debris left by the nostighoul to cut them off. “Viv’s tough! Logan’s dealt with nostighoul before!”

A Blood in a ratty white dress shirt jumped for Ryann, clearing the rubble. She twisted out of the way of their lunge and drove her fist onto the side of their jaw. They went down. A second attacker was knocked off course by Kay throwing her opponent into them. Both of them were narrow and thin, and Kay put down her sword before walking up to them. Ryann grabbed the Blood at her feet by the belt and the neck. She threw them through the hole in the railing the nostighoul had created.

She watched Carver get behind a Blood as they struck at him exaggeratedly. For such a big man, he was incredibly fast. His arm wrapped around their neck. The folding blade came out of the knuckle duster, and he stabbed the Blood in the chest six times in quick succession before kicking them away. They slammed against the railing, turned, and reached for Carver with bloody hands.

Carver cried out as they grazed his arm and his sleeve disintegrated away under acidic blood. The punch to the face that he delivered next made blood splatter over his fist and over his cheek. Ryann rushed over to him and kicked the Blood in the side, pushing them away. “You good, old man?” she asked.

He growled deeply. “Really wish I’d Changed before coming in here,” he said. “Fuck communication.” His face was marked with little black spots where the acidic blood had hit him, and one large, acid-burnt streak across his jaw made the hairs of his dense beard curl with an unpleasant smell. He pulled the melted brass knuckled off his hand. They still sizzled as they hit the floor.

Ryann looked down at his hand briefly, but kept her own fists up in a fighting stance. His knuckles were marked by the acid. It didn’t look great, raw and red. “You good to fight?” she asked. The Blood before them held his chest wounds and glared between the two of them, likely wondering if they could steal a little blood from one of them to heal themselves.

Kay approached behind them. “This shit head giving you trouble?” she asked, sword back in her hand.

Before Ryann could answer, the floor above the Blood cracked open. A hole opened up and a long, gangly figure dropped down. Like the first, this one wasn’t wearing clothes either. Ryann didn’t know why that was what she focused on as the nostighoul grabbed the Blood around the waist and lifted them up. They screamed and struggled as long, dirty claws pushed into their flesh. The nostighoul watched them out of wide, unblinking eyes, one of which was discoloured yellow with the pupil too wide. The cold night-time lights glinted on its paper-thin, grey skin that showed the pulsing black veins beneath. A single, crooked horn seemed to grow from the left of the head, where the skull looked like it had sunken somehow.

It lifted the struggling Blood higher. Then it tore into them, ripping them apart. It didn’t just slash them open, it bit the throat with its wide mouth and kept biting more and more despite the struggling, until there was a gaping wound. Then it finally raised the other vampire over its head and let the blood gush down over its jaw, its neck, its bony, emaciated chest…

“Okay,” Kay said as Carver and Ryann both stepped back. She’d used the moment to slip around the monster and guarded her friends. “That’s disgusting.”

“Fuck!” Ryann grit her teeth. Fighting one nostighoul had almost cost Meg her life. Meg, who was the only one who could actually kill one of those fucking things. And she could hear footsteps on the stairs leading up behind them, signalling more attackers.

“You’ve killed one of these before,” Kay said to Carver, much to Ryann’s surprise. “How do we do that?”

Carver shrugged, rubbing his acid-burnt knuckles. “Do you happen to have a wood chipper and cement mixer in your truck?”

Kay pursed her lips and looked at the nostighoul. “No.”

“Well, then we’re fucked.”

The beast tossed the drained body of the Blood aside, making it break against the wall. It smiled with wide, rotting teeth. Then it lunged.

Kay’s forearms bulged with muscle as she gripped her sword hard. One moment the blade pointed down, then it slashed up in an arc of silver, severing the nostighoul’s head at the thin neck. The head kept flying right at Carver. He made a sound of surprise and batted it aside and into the lobby. Ryann used her blood gift and kicked the still-charging body with all her might. It felt like kicking steel, but it flew off course and crashed into an unbroken section of wall.

“Uh. Sorry,” Kay said with a look to Carver, who seemed really spooked.

Carver looked at his hand and pulled a long, thin fang out of it. “Ow,” he said flatly.

“I’m gonna try and emulate that wood chipper,” Kay said. The body of the nostighoul slowly stood up. Black blood oozed from the stump of its neck, and it lunged at Kay. The group of them scattered and Kay brought her sword down hard on the spindly arms. Even with all her strength, the tough flesh almost resisted. Ryann saw her strain as she managed to cut through one arm, but not the other. And despite its head missing, the nostighoul managed to swipe at her and slash her across the chest.

Kay grunted and kicked the thing in the abdomen, throwing it back against the wall. Apparently she didn’t need Blood gifts to do that. “You keep those guys off me!” Kay said to Ryann next to her, and nodded her head to the stairs. Ryann counted eight Bloods swarming down. “I’ll try to chop this thing up more.”

“Be careful!” Ryann called and dashed past her. As if it reacted to the movement, the nostighoul’s hand snapped forward to grip her or slash her. Kay’s sword knocked it aside, but failed to sever the arm once more. Ryann saw the already severed hand crawl towards the nostighoul and picked it up by the stump.

It smelled rancid. Rotting. She grimaced and flung it into the group of Bloods. One of them screamed as the rotting claw closed on his face and started gripping tight. He stopped, frantically trying to rip the severed hand off his head as the fingers slowly dug in more and more into his head.

Carver wrestled with a Blood in a ripped, red dress. She was perhaps the most colourful person Ryann had seen in all of Micky’s Hunger. A different Blood opened his mouth to spit at her. Ryann turned invisible for a split second. He hesitated, beady eyes searching, before her claws pierced into his throat. She ripped her hand up and tore the windpipe open. Her opponent stumbled back with a gurgle, acid spit disabled. Someone rushed Ryann from the right. She smashed her brass knuckles into her jaw, and caught a fist in the face from the left. A fourth attacker wound between the first three. They were on all fours and slammed into Ryann, toppling her. This one’s face was distended, their limbs warped, and as Ryann held them back by the neck, they tried with all their might to go for her throat. Their yellow teeth gnashed together.

Ryann’s back ached from where she had hit the ground. Her head throbbed from slamming it to the floor, but she had the awareness to keep the enemy off her. Their breath stank of death and stale blood. Saliva sprayed in Ryann’s face as she used all of her vampire strength to keep the snapping fangs from her throat. Long dog-like claws carved open her shoulder as she fumbled with the folding knife. Finally, it snapped open.

Ryann brought it between her and the dog-Blood, pushed it up hard, and sliced up along the carotid artery. Cold vampire blood splashed over her hands and her chest. She pulled her knees up as the Blood gurgled, and kicked her feet into their belly with all her strength, catapulting them off her. The other three bloods were instantly on her, now that the one covering her had been removed.

She tried to turn invisible and get up, but the one bleeding from his throat kicked her in the chest. He was a heavyset Blood, thick and with a lot of weight behind the kick. It drove the air out of Ryann and her invisibility flickered away.

One of the others opened their mouth. Ryann shielded herself in anticipation of acid. Instead, a piercing shriek rang out, so loud and high that it made Ryann’s teeth shudder. She cried out and tried to shield her ears, and her vision started filling with blood as the other two vampires stomped down on her.

She couldn’t move. She didn’t know where her friends were. She couldn’t shield herself from the punches and kicks that rained down on her abdomen and flank. She tried to get up and was kicked down again. Fear gripped her, somewhere in the depths of her mind. She couldn’t fight back. She couldn’t get up. But she had to! She had to fight back!

The desperation, the smell of rot and blood around her, the pain, it all brought her back to that moment, weeks ago. That one moment when she’d known any mistake would cost not only her life, but that of her friend. Of Meg.

The thought of her was what made Ryann snap. She forced herself up. When a foot came in to push her down, she grabbed and twisted it. The Blood cried out and the ringing in Ryann’s ear stopped momentarily.

She lunged at the screaming Blood. They were thin, and shorter than her. They squared their feet and still went down as Ryann tackled them to the floor. She scrambled up as they opened their mouth, and punched them in the face hard. The shock went from the brass knuckles through her whole arm, rattling her bones. Another Blood tried to tackle her off the screamer, but Ryann braced against it and didn’t budge. Her expression was a sneer of anger.

The Blood beneath opened their mouth despite the missing teeth and the now crooked jaw. Their eyes were filled with hate. Ryann’s claws pierced into those eyes and cut off the scream in exchange for a pained howl. Someone yelled right at her ear, maybe a name.

Ryann’s hand clenched, fingers buried in the eye sockets, in the mouth, gripping hard. She yanked the Blood’s head up hard before slamming it down. The force pushing against her increased, and she felt something pierce into her side. She pulled the screamer’s head up again. Blood splattered over their perfectly shaved head, and with another pull and slam, they finally fell still.

Fangs pierced Ryann’s neck. She snarled in anger. The Blood behind her gripped her wrists and struggled against her powerful muscles. Slowly, Ryann felt her strength leave her. They were draining her.

No you fucking don’t. She bit her tongue, slicing it open on her fangs. Her veins burned and her whole mouth felt like it was on fire as she summoned a gift and spat corrosive blood into her attacker’s face. They screamed.

More importantly, they released Ryann.

She snapped her head back and felt it connect with a face. The grip around her wrists loosened, and Ryann’s muscles bulged as she pulled free with a yank. She turned and kicked without even fully getting up. It wasn’t her strongest kick ever, but it sent the heavy-set Blood’s head snapping back.

The rubble pile from the nostighoul’s descent was right next to them. She stood up fully and grabbed a piece. Her opponents were much slower. The one that had drunk her blood was wiping at their eyes. Ryann grabbed their greasy hair. “Drink from me, fucking no you don’t,” she snarled as she brought the shattered piece of stone or concrete down hard. She did it once more before they lay still.

The last Blood was the one with the slashed throat. He growled and tried to tackle Ryann again. She rammed her knee into his already bloody face and watched him drop, still stepping aside in case he was feinting. But he just lay there. Ryann’s breaths were going hard. She bled from her side, her neck, and her blood supply was lower than she liked. She growled and stomped down hard on the last vampire’s neck, just as Carver snapped the neck of his own remaining opponent. Ryann braced her hands on her knees. She breathed deep and spat out some blood. Carver wasn’t looking too hot either. In the past minute the two had managed to collect an impressive series of wounds. Carver’s shirt was torn, the buttons ripped off. The space above his heart bore a dark hand print.

“Fuck my life,” Carver groaned. He looked over at Kay.

Kay was too preoccupied to notice them. She had the now fully disarmed nostighoul impaled on her sword. It still writhed and tried to push into her as she stomped down on the severed hand at her feet repeatedly, crushing the bones.

“I am starting to hate vampires,” Ryann groaned.

Carver spat some blood and rubbed his jaw as he stood up. “If it’s any consolation, I don’t think they like you either.” He licked over his teeth with a grimace, as if trying to see if they were still all there. His lip had been split by something.

“Well… Fuck ’em,” Ryann muttered. “I’m great. Their loss.” The severed nostighoul hand she had thrown was crawling around, away from a corpse with a crushed skull. She knelt to hold it down and used her knife to slice the tendons.

Oh. It still moves, Ryann thought with an exasperated sigh. Of course it does. Maybe if I sever it at the joints…?

A howl from the upstairs floor warned them of more Bloods coming. Ryann groaned. “Ffffffuuuuuuck. How many of them are there?”

Carver sighed. “We need to cut them off. Stop them trying to get to Kay so they get their nostighoul back.”

“Where do you think Micky is?” Ryann huffed. She looked back at Kay, conflicted. But Kay just gave her a nod before twisting the blade and getting a louder gurgle out of the nostighoul’s neck stump.

“Probably right at the top.”

“And what if we fought our way to him and killed him?” Ryann clenched her fist.

Carver huffed. “His Hunger would probably run in fear, since he’s the strongest Blood of them all. Hard to believe as that is.”

Ryann nodded. She had about half her blood left. “Okay, but what if they don’t? We’ll have to deal with all of them, and, honestly? I don’t fancy our chances at this rate.” There were just too many. They were going to wear Ryann’s little group down. She looked over to where Kay splintered the shin of her nostighoul with a kick. Bones protruded yellow from the grey skin. Staking it on her sword had only seemed to slow it down a bit.

“There is another option,” Carver said, watching Kay for a moment. He looked over to the stairs and let out a deep huff. “I could Change.”

Ryann raised an eyebrow. “Would that give us a better chance at killing Micky’s entire murder group?”

Carver gave her a look. “If I Change, I can deal with his Hunger by myself.” His eyes were full of a cold certainty.

“Fuck yeah, let’s do that,” Ryann said and cracked her neck.

He nodded curtly and began to pull off his clothes. “I won’t be able to communicate with you,” he said quickly, watching the stairs for more enemies. Behind him, Kay ripped the nostighoul’s injured leg off and tossed it aside. “I also won’t be able to understand you very well. So be careful. And take my clothes. We might not be able to come back for them, and I really don’t wanna have to fight naked.”

“Yeah, I’m good not seeing that.” Ryann took his pants and shirt and tied them around her waist. “What about your shoes?”

He shrugged. “Kay can bring them up. I don’t need shoes right away.”

Ryann nodded and rolled her shoulders. There was movement at the top of the next flight of stairs. “How long do I have to hold out?”

“I’ll need five minutes.”

There was no way she wasn’t going to get fucked up, fighting by herself for five minutes. But taking five minutes to Change would be incredibly painful for Carver. Ryann gave him one last look and saw the determination in his eyes. “See you in five, Jolene.” She dashed past him, up the stairs, and right through the group of Bloods moving down. “Fuck you guys!” Ryann yelled. “Imma go kill your boss!” And as she sprinted for the next set of stairs, the Bloods did exactly what she’d hoped they’d do. They left her friends alone to go after her instead. Now she just had to lead them on a little chase.

For five minutes.
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Mary Stillwell, better known as Bloody Mary, smiled as her ravens landed on her shoulders. “Little rabbit!” she called out once more. “Come out, come out, wherever you are!” The two ravens on her shoulder cawed their loud, rough caws. She had sent them to scout the upstairs, but all the shutters were closed tight.

Mary sighed and looked up at the sign of the Good Night’s Drink. “This is going to look so much better with a more appropriate theme,” she said, already smiling in anticipation. “How about, ‘The Cattle Pen’?” She looked over at Caleb, her right hand man, who stood in the half-circle of the two-dozen Bloods of her Hunger.

“I’m not sure it’s a good idea to go back to the ways of holding humans as food,” he said. As always, he was too sentimental. But he was strong and got things done. And, with his impressive six foot frame, and having been Turned at his physical peak, he struck an imposing figure, so Mary kept him around. She still never missed a chance to prove her superiority over him.

“Oh, are you feeling sorry for the little humans?” Mary chuckled and the sound was picked up by her Hunger and the large ravens clinging to the heavy pads of their shoulders.

Caleb almost growled, showing long fangs behind his dark lips. His mean, one-eyed raven cawed its loud, rattling caw. “Gold said he dealt with Avenatti, but he hasn’t produced a body.”

Mary rolled her eyes and tapped a long, red fingernail to her chin. “Hm, why might that be? Is it maybe because darkness swallows all his victims without a trace? You’re really slow on the uptake today, Caleb.”

He growled and looked aside. His left eye wandered, thanks to the large scar that ran over his face from his dense, black hairline over the corner of his eye. It had destroyed part of the muscle there, and had never grown back properly, despite his undead flesh. “This could be a trap!” he snapped. His thick jaw clenched in anger at Mary’s dismissive snort.

“Mr. Fontaine has just sent word that Ryann and her posse are at the Night Shard, waiting to get eaten by the Dark.” Mary shook her head theatrically and paced a little. Her ravens lined the roofs of the surrounding buildings. She had used a lot of blood to make this many into her familiars. It was an effective strategy, though. Ravens, when targeted and directed, were wonderfully deadly creatures. They saw everything, and a few pecks to the eyes was enough to turn anyone from a threat into an easy target. And then it was death by a thousand pecks. That was how her Hunger had earned its name.

“There is still the leader of the Embrace pack!” Caleb hissed, now with his voice lower. He actually stepped closer, as if he was really trying to convince her. It was of course just a little play for power on his part. If he could influence her, he could hold more sway with the rest of the Hunger.

Mary rolled her eyes and backhanded him with her ringed hand. It left a bloody mark on his cheek. “You,” she said just as quietly, “are an idiot. You are muscle. You break things when I tell you to break them.” She imagined she could see his dusky skin colour a little darker in anger despite his undead nature. “I make the rules, I do the thinking!” She grabbed him by the hair and pushed him back hard.

Caleb grit his teeth. His one, dishevelled, huge raven spread its wings and screamed. It had to be on death’s door, really. Mary couldn’t fathom why he kept it around. It probably had mites, too.

“Since Caleb is so scared of one pack leader, her half-power guard detail, and a couple of baby wolves, one of whom is almost dead already, why don’t we let him wait outside?” Mary asked the rest of her Hunger with a smirk. They cheered for her and her decision. Of course they did. They were loyal, and they loved her.

She sneered at Caleb. “Guard the door, Useless!”

He sneered back. Mary didn’t care. Tonight was going to be great. First she would solidify her reputation and position with the head of Kathleen Towâw. She would offer it to Samuel Law as a token of friendship. Kris, her bodyguard, their head she would keep. Maybe she could even make them transform before she killed them? That would make for a neat trophy. Samuel would also be very grateful for his runaway daughters delivered back, and the troublemakers who had tempted them away dealt with. He really was going to kiss her boots after this, wasn’t he? But the real prizes…

Mary licked her lips in anticipation and checked the air one more time. Just a faint scent of werewolf. No Bloods… A little human. Drinking Rachel would be delightful. But draining Lyn? Oh, she could hardly wait. It was Lyn’s own fault for turning her away when she had demanded blood. She’d get Valerie, too, to play with. Perhaps she would keep them around for a while? Maybe a couple years, to savour on nights when she wanted to remember her victory over Lake Avenatti and the Scorching Dawn. Maybe she’d even turn one of them, if they behaved.

“Um, Mistress?”

“What?” Mary snapped, glaring at the impudent Blood who had approached her. He shrank away.

“Are we waiting for something…?”

Mary blinked, realizing she had been standing before the door for a while. She could hear Caleb chuckle in the background. I’ll skin him later, she decided and pushed the door open. She called her ravens and entered in a flurry of wings, beaks, claws and black feathers. She had practised this entrance a hundred times. The stream of ravens continued as her Bloods poured in behind her, one after the other. The ravens began to settle down in the rafters with loud caws. The fluttering of wings slowed as the last Blood entered, and Mary sent a silent command to the ravens.

All at once, they stopped.

Kathleen Towâw stood at the bar. Much to Mary’s annoyance, she hadn’t even looked up. She was making herself a drink. Mary snarled and tossed her newly red dyed hair in annoyance. She had been perfect. Her suit, freshly dry cleaned, her ruby ring polished like solid blood, shoes shined, her entrance spectacular…! And this bitch dared to not even look up?

Mary calmed herself with a breath and instead put on a smile as she walked over to the bar. “Kathleen,” she purred.

Kathleen looked up. Her hands still worked, slowly pouring juice and then alcohol. “Took you long enough,” she said in that feigned, motherly tone of hers that Mary had grown to hate even from just one interaction. “We were expecting you much sooner.”

“Were you?” Mary looked around theatrically. “I can’t see your guard dogs around. Oh, wait! Guard dog, singular.” She smiled, imagining the taste of werewolf blood on her tongue. “We’re here for the girls.”

Kathleen hummed softly. She added pinches of spices to her red drink. “Are you, now…?”

“Do you really want to throw your life away for them?” Mary smiled at her. Of course she wouldn’t let Kathleen live anyway. “If you give us Rachel—”

“Let me explain to you how this is going to work,” the pack leader just casually interrupted her. She never looked up from the drink before her. Her delicate fingers picked up a few pieces of ice and dropped it in the glass. “You sold Rachel out to Mr. Gold. Now you come here to kill her.”

Mary couldn’t interrupt. She wanted to, but her lips and teeth felt fused shut. She could barely move, and she couldn’t look away from Kathleen’s lips as she spoke.

“Rachel is an innocent little girl, but just as importantly, she is dear to Ryann,” Kathleen continued. “Ryann is Kay’s adopted sister. Kay is a part of my pack. Do you see where I’m going with this?” She had picked up a piece of green garnish and slowly twirled it between her fingers. “Before Lake disappeared, they transferred ownership over the city and surrounding area to me. You, Mary, have threatened members of my pack, and normal humans, on my territory.” She put the garnish on top of the drink.

Mary clenched her jaw. She knew something was wrong as her ravens began to shuffle restlessly. Suddenly, they cawed loudly, a deafening cacophony as they screamed down at the Bloods scattered throughout the room, waiting for a sign. She noticed movement out of the corner of her eye. With the greatest effort, she turned her head. There was hardly any light in the bar, save for those behind the bar itself. She could still see the pair of glowing eyes in the shadow as the door clicked shut.

A werewolf stood in the doorway. Mary knew that’s what she was, even without being able to smell her at all. Her hair was a curly black mess, cut short to tame it. Her dark brown skin was marred by a pale scar that pulled over the corner of her mouth and down the jaw and neck to the right of the clavicle. More white scars marked her shoulders and the top of her broad chest where her dark shirt revealed them. Her shoulders strained the loose, grey garment she wore as she weighed and moved the long sword in her hand. It twitched as if it had a life of its own. The sparse light danced across the blade like a spark.

“Wh… What about Caleb…” Mary managed to press out with a mouth that did not want to obey.

The wolf’s heterochromatic eyes, one greenish-yellow, one sky blue, narrowed. “The gentleman at the door?” she asked in a deep, kinda rough voice. It sounded strange, like she wasn’t quite used to using it. “He left.” A loud snarl from the right made Mary strain to turn her head. That had to be Kris. A dark grey wolf with a white belly exited the shadows beyond the corner of the bar. Their yellow eyes were fixed on the vampires, and their lips pulled back to bare white fangs.

Mary smiled as best she could. Three wolves, one transformed. They could still do this! Then a second wolf, walked up next to Kris, larger, a dark brown. Its eyes sparked with savagery as it snarled at the Bloods, who all froze. To Mary’s left, two small werewolves padded around the corner, letting their own snarls mix with those of their packmates. They were mirror images of each other, one a white with grey patterns, one mostly grey with a little white. Mary felt her throat close up as she realized she was going to die.

“You attacked my pack,” Kathleen said and Mary’s eyes snapped back to her mouth by whatever magic was used to keep her paralyzed. Kathleen slowly raised the drink to her lips as Mary watched. It was a Bloody Mary, she now realized.

“You were never going to survive the night,” Kathleen said.

The sword flashed in Mary’s periphery. Dull pain throbbed at her elbow. Mary slowly looked down at her hand and her arm, which still rested on the bar. She looked at the blood slowly draining out of the stump.

Kathleen smiled softly. “Run,” she said.

And, finally, Mary could scream.

* * *

Vivian growled loudly as the nostighoul forced her through the railing. She could already feel the bruises forming where her back had broken through the glass. The axe in the monster’s jaw stayed lodged tight, even as the thing caught itself on the lower floor railing before falling the remaining metres. Vivian landed on top and felt the leathery skin beneath, then the force of the impact threw her off and she rolled across the floor. She came back up to her feet quickly and pulled the combat knife from its sheath. Fucking nostighoul. She hated those things. Usually, she’d Change and start tearing the monster to bits, then drop those bits in cement. It never ended without her bleeding all over the fucking shop.

“Honestly,” she muttered as the nos wrenched the axe free, “if I never have to see one of you fucking things again, that’d be just fine.”

The nostighoul snickered. It was a low, rattling sound. Its shoulders hunched as the back arched and spines protruded from beneath the skin. It gripped the weapon in its mouth and wrenched it free. Crooked, bloody teeth flashed in a smile, and the nostighoul threw the axe.

Vivian’s hand snapped up out of reflex and gripped tight. The blade stopped centimetres before her skull. That split-second of distraction was enough for the vampire to clear the distance between them and barrel into her. It had immense strength that shook Vivian’s bones. But she wasn’t exactly some weak bitch. She squared her feet, grit her teeth, and took the charge. The nostighoul’s bony shoulder slammed into her chest with all the force of a bull on steroids, and bounced right the fuck off. It stumbled, and Vivian swung the axe. She buried the blade in the arm the nostighoul had raised to block it, barely making it halfway through the bone. It snarled at Vivian, and a long, black tongue flicked out and licked over its face, leaving sizzling burns that instantly healed over.

“Ew,” Vivian said.

Logan landed hard on the nostighoul and crushed it under her weight. The beast flailed and Logan snarled. Her eyes, which were black with red veins and a red, glowing pupil, turned fully pitch black. So did the nostighoul’s. It started flailing around and screeched as it went blind.

Vivian ripped the axe free. She rushed in and hacked at the neck, careful not to hit Logan’s foot, which was clutched around the beast’s head. Black blood squirted out as the blade dug into the tough skin and hit the equally tough bone.

Logan snarled loudly. “Cut its head off!” they yelled as they struggled to hold the nostighoul still. They gave up trying to stay in the air and instead let themselves drop heavily onto the black marble floor, pulling the monster down with her.

“I’m fucking trying!” Vivian dodged the wildly flailing arms. She stepped hard on one and brought her weapon down again. It stuck in and did absolutely nothing.

This isn’t working. Vivian cursed and jumped back. “Hold it! I’m gonna Change!” Her fangs were a better weapon than any axe. As a wolf, she’d have much more power and speed. I just need ten seconds to Change, Vivian thought. She wasn’t as fast as her twin siblings, but she Changed regularly and it shouldn’t take longer than that. The buttons of her shirt bounced over the floor as she ripped it open and stripped it off.

The nostighoul’s tongue shot out and curled around Logan’s ankle before Vivian could get any further. She made a deep, angry chittering noise and Vivian smelled melted fur and flesh. One of the monster’s eyes was no longer clouded over black. It stared at Logan with a hateful glare and then reached out to dig its claws into her sides.

They cried out in pain as the long, sharp claws punctured their flesh. Vivian dashed in and kicked the monster in the face as hard as she could. Its head snapped back against the floor with an ugly crack. That wouldn’t kill it, of course. Vivian had seen dismembered nostighoul still walking and trying to hurt people. She had seen them reattach their limbs like it was nothing. But the brief moment of that brain rattling around in the elongated head relaxed its muscles.

Logan ripped free in a spray of crimson vampire blood. They backed off a few metres and fell hard. Vivian grabbed the nostighoul’s arms to restrain them, pulled it up and kicked it in the face again. “You don’t fucking touch them!” she snarled. Another kick sent black blood splatters over the dark marble. “That’s my future sister-in-law, you ass!” She punctuated the statement with another kick that snapped the monster’s head to the side and knocked a couple of crooked fangs loose.

It shot up suddenly and buried its fangs in her legs. She gritted her teeth at the burning sensation. Pain flashed throughout her body as if she’d touched an electric current made of pure malice. Her fingers lost their grip on the nostighoul’s arms as her muscles went weak, relaxed by whatever venom was suddenly in her body.

Then her body froze. She couldn’t move her limbs. The nostighoul snickered and slowly dislodged its fangs from her leg. Its long arms stretched forward. One gripped Vivian’s head, cupping the entirety of her skull with ease, the other took her shoulder. The monster didn’t even bother sitting up as it painfully pulled Vivian’s head to the side and dragged her close. It licked over her neck with its long tongue, right up to her jaw, and she wanted to scream at the burning sensation.

Logan’s long claws pierced through the back of its head and sliced through an eye, the cheek, and the tongue. The paralysis ended and Vivian gripped the hand on her head. She just took one finger and forced it back. Even horrible as it was, the monster still felt pain. It howled at the dual sensations, a howl that peaked when Vivian broke the finger she’d been gripping. The flesh of the monster was cold and hard. Logan ripped her claws free, and Vivian kicked the beast in the chin. Its head snapped back and more blood and teeth flew. Logan slashed at its neck again, but the nostighoul’s claws had dug into the ground. Its flimsy muscles tensed and it catapulted itself away from them with monumental strength, barely dodging the slash.

Vivian huffed loudly. She looked at Logan and her blood-slicked claws. Her wounds had already stopped bleeding, but she still looked pale. Even so, there was a grim determination on her sharp, fanged face.

Vivian smirked. “You know,” she said, “I’m starting to see why my sister likes you.”

Logan frowned and looked at her briefly before turning their eyes back to the nostighoul as it slowly stood up. “A bit busy now, but I’ll ask later what the fuck that’s supposed to mean.” The monster tilted its head at them, with one eye oozing liquid and blood. Its arms were so long that even fully upright the claws dragged on the floor as it walked towards them.

“Oh, don’t mind me,” Vivian chuckled. “Just saying you’re fucking hot. Platonically,” she added with a wink as Logan startled and looked at her all surprised.

“What is your deal? I really do wanna know sometimes,” Logan asked. “We’re in the middle of a fight!”

“Just making conversation.”

“During a fight,” Logan repeated.

Vivian smiled at her. “Yeah. So, when are you gonna ask Kay to marry you?”

Logan sputtered and turned bright red. “Viv, not the time!”

Vivian giggled at the cute reaction. She acted completely innocent. “Eyes front, cupcake,” she said with a smirk and a nod of the head towards their opponent. “Don’t let me distract you.”

“Why do you keep calling me that?” Logan grumbled but focused on the monster slowly lumbering towards them.

“Because you literally look like a cupcake. Complete with frosting and all the softness.”

“You should save that for Meg,” Logan said with an eye roll. “Since you clearly wanna take a bite out of her.”

“Oh, I’ll take much more than—”

The nostighoul jumped and slammed into Vivian hard. The teeth dug into her shoulder and spilled blood all over the blackout tattoo sleeve on her shoulder. She kneed it in the stomach with all her might. The Blood gasped as the air inside it was driven out, but kept holding on. Logan slashed at its ankle and made it buckle. They went for the arm next, the one holding Vivian’s knife hand. The nostighoul let go. Its claw swung around like a wrecking ball. The knuckles broke through Logan’s guard and connected with their skull even as Vivian punched her combat knife to the hilt into the monster’s uninjured eye. Even with the beast’s writhing and growling, she could hear the sickening crunch of the impact.

Logan fell, and this time they didn’t get back up.

Vivian snarled. She ripped the knife out, slammed it right back into where the jaw connected to the skull, and twisted it. Something came loose with a crack. Then, suddenly, Vivian was frozen again. She stared right into the eyes of the nostighoul as the slits, the wounds in it, just melded shut. It leaned back from her, jaw slack. It smirked as it watched Vivian straining against the hold. And she strained hard. She wanted to rush to Logan, to take one of the blood bags they carried with them and make them drink before any more damage could be done.

The nostighoul looked back at Logan. A low cackling sound escaped the slack mouth, raspy and rough. It reached over to her.

Vivian’s body shook against the paralysis. It had to be the bite. No other Blood she’d ever fought had been able to paralyze with a bite. Not even Meg, who had been her hardest and favourite fight. She managed to push a growl past her lips. The nostighoul looked at her, maw gaping, and laughed. It didn’t even bother removing the knife. It reached past Logan with its long arm and picked up the axe that had clattered to the ground after dislodging from its neck during the fight. It smirked at Vivian, leaning close to her again. The long tongue came out, licking over her neck and leaving a burn one more time, as it raised the axe.

Meg’s scent hit Vivian out of nowhere. One moment there was just blood and death and venom. Then there was her. The smell of old books and older homes. The scent of grass and flowers and fresh water that mingled with her own, natural smell. Meg was there, masked and in a black sweater that clung tightly to her narrow frame, and she swung a huge, curved dagger that was practically a sword.

She was tiny. Meg was small and adorable, and under normal circumstances fighting a seven-foot-tall monster would be out of the question, with her barely able to hit the vital spots. But with its damaged leg, the nostighoul was still on one knee. Meg’s blade cut clean through its arm right below the elbow. The axe and arm spun to the side, as in the same movement Meg drove her blade through the monster’s head. Half the skull flew away at the force of the slash. Vivian was left staring at a stump, a jaw, half a tongue and the opening of throat.

Her paralysis faded.

She growled loudly and gripped the monster’s jaw, ripping it fully off to let it clatter to the side. The free arm of the nostighoul swung around and Vivian braced against the slam that would surely leave a bruise on her arm. She shuddered under the impact, then kicked the headless monster in the chest so hard she felt something give way. Meg hacked down on the other arm and severed it. They didn’t have to talk. Vivian grabbed the torso, forced it to the ground and held it. Meg pulled out a silver stake carved with eldritch symbols and punched it through the nostighoul’s chest. She kept pushing it in, grunting and trying to stay on top of the writhing corpse. She held on even as she hurt her stake hand. Vivian smelled Meg’s blood and watched it run down between her fingers and along the stake.

Finally, the monster fell still. For a moment, they still watched the body cautiously, but then Meg sighed and slipped off the nostighoul. Even with the mask on, Vivian could see her relief. She gave Meg a glare and ripped her knife out of the monster’s jaw. The wound oozed a trickle of black blood, but didn’t heal. Vivian didn’t pay Meg any more mind, and instead went over to Logan, who was rubbing her head. “Fuck…” the vampire muttered.

“You okay?” Vivian asked as she knelt down. She gently gripped Logan’s shoulder when she swayed, holding her still. She tried to push down her worry. Logan was strong. She’d be fine.

“I’m fine,” Logan mumbled as she fumbled for her backpack. “Some blood…”

“Here.” Meg approached and held a blood bag out for them to take. “Have some of mine.”

Logan looked up, blinking at first, then recognized her. Their expression visibly lit up. They were happy to see Meg, and took the blood bag with a little murmur of thanks. And Meg, with her mask down, clearly looked happy to see them safe too. There was worry in her face, and a softness that Vivian hadn’t seen before.

It pissed her off for reasons she couldn’t fathom.

She rounded on Meg, towering over her. Meg took a few steps back before she stopped and stood her ground. Vivian leaned over her, standing between Meg and the now blood-slurping Logan. “Where the fuck have you been?” she snarled.

“At home,” Meg muttered and glared back. “What’s it to you?”

“You didn’t think to maybe answer any of our texts?” Vivian said louder. Her chest was vibrating with a deep growl. “Maybe pick up the phone, maybe drop a ‘hey guys, I’m okay, Gold didn’t get me’??”

Meg flinched and looked aside.

Vivian took her jaw and forced her head up to look at her. “Look at me when I’m talking to you,” she growled in a low tone. She got right in Meg’s face, waiting for some sort of answer, some kind of justification.

“I…” Meg looked aside. There was something in her eyes akin to shame. Then her expression hardened. She gave Vivian a glare. “Why do you care? I’m here. Saved your ass. A ‘thank you’ would be nice.”

Vivian blinked, dumbfounded. A smile began to spread over her lips. She liked this side of the little Blood. This confidence. It suited her well. Her thumb gently brushed over Meg’s jaw under the soft mask. She could tell something was still bothering the little Blood. She hummed deeply. Meg wasn’t going to tell her. She was a fighter. That’s why Vivian liked her so much. Meg would always try to deal with her issues by herself. Unfortunately, Vivian had absolutely no intention of letting that happen.

“Meg,” she said, a little softer now. “You can’t just run off like that. Your friends were worried for you.” She nodded back at Logan, who was slowly getting up and already looked much better. Then she smirked. “Besides, I’d like some notes on monster killing. Never seen anybody do it the way you do.” She pointed over at the nostighoul. The one that Meg had somehow killed with a magic silver stake.

Meg frowned at her. “You want me… to give you pointers,” she said flatly.

Vivian smiled. “We make a pretty kickass team.” She really hoped Meg would get the message at some point. She still seemed to think Vivian wanted to fight her. But Vivian wanted much more than that.

“Come on,” she said as she let go of Meg and went to pick up her axe. “Let’s go kill an old man so we can go home and sleep in peace.”

“Wait, don’t you need to treat those?” Logan asked and pointed up at Vivian’s acid burns and bite marks, as well as the one on her leg.

Vivian hummed. She rolled her shoulder, stretched, and flexed a bit. “Nah. Still feels good, and the wounds aren’t too deep.” She looked back at Meg who was bright red. Vivian smirked. “Yeah, you and Ryann are not the only ones with some cool tattoos,” she practically purred as she flexed again.

Meg growled and walked away, swinging her big knife. Vivian had never seen one like it. Logan watched her leave and looked up at Vivian as she chuckled a little. “Why do you feel the need to do that?”

“Because she’s cute,” Vivian shrugged and went to pick up her axe after all. Truth be told, yes, everything hurt, but she couldn’t care less. They still had to kill Gold, and then everyone she cared about would be safe. At least for now.

Meg walked by and slapped Vivian’s discarded and bunched up shirt to her abs. “Get dressed, asshole,” she grumbled.

Vivian smiled at her. “Aw, you’re bringing me presents now? Adorable. Like a stray cat that hates me but still brings me stuff.”

“I’m gonna drop a dead bird on your doorstep,” Meg said flatly.

“Mm, food.” Vivian grinned as she saw Meg roll her eyes. “Aw, what’s wrong?” she asked as they walked back up the stairs to the first floor. “You’re not scared of me because I was rightfully a little angry with you?”

“‘Angry’? I think you’re saying ‘worried’ wrong,” Logan muttered and went ignored.

Meg gave Vivian the finger and ducked behind the next set of stairs. Her scent vanished. Vivian giggled and looked at Logan. “You think I was worried for her?” she asked and pushed a few strands of hair that had come loose from her braid behind her ear.

“You saying you weren’t?”

Vivian’s answer was cut short by a yell. “Yo, Die Hard!” Three Bloods stood between them and Kay, who was wrestling with a headless, armless, and legless nostighoul. Vivian wondered how that stupid thing was still giving her trouble.

The Bloods smirked and looked her over in her bloody, shirtless, dishevelled state, and started approaching. At least these ones actually had weapons. Long, slender knives.

Vivian sighed. “You know, I do wonder,” she said. She pulled her hand back and threw the axe. It embedded itself into the first Blood’s skull with a thunk! and split her head to the middle of her curly, raven black hair.

“I have a fucking name,” Vivian continued as the moved up to the second Blood and caught the stab of his knife. She turned it around and rammed it up into his head, then pulled his head close to slam her knee into it. He lifted off her floor, and Vivian knew she’d shattered the skull under the force.

She caught the third Blood’s wrist and painfully twisted his arm. “Why the fuck does everybody keep calling me Die Hard?” she asked as she kicked against his knee, broke the leg, and gripped his head. She slammed it into the wall as his leg buckled, and sent cracks and splatters of blood across the surface of the stone. The force of the impact raced up her arm and through her back so pleasantly.

“Think you just answered your own question there,” Kay chuckled and gave Vivian a pat on the back as she moved past.

Vivian frowned. “I really need to watch those movies,” she muttered. “Also, what happened with your nos?”

“Dropped half of it out a window, the other half down into the lobby,” Kay said and shrugged. “We’ll deal with it later. Hey, darling…” She smiled and leaned in to kiss Logan.

Logan chuckled and gripped her face, smearing the blood on her cheeks as she caressed Kay. “Hey, big girl,” she whispered. “You okay?”

“Yup. You?”

“A little banged up, but I’ll manage.” Their looks were so loving that Vivian hesitated to wrench the axe free. She didn’t want the sound to disturb them. She waited and let them whisper their sweet professions of love to each other a little, and she ignored the burning sensation in her gut.

She didn’t smell Meg anywhere. Of course not, she was hidden. That’s how she was comfortable. And of course, why would Vivian care? Meg would show up when she needed to. She was loyal and reliable. Logan had been right, of course. Vivian had only been angry because she’d been worried.

She growled and ripped the axe free after all, prompting Kay to look up. “Where are the others?” she asked.

Kay hummed. “Ryann rushed ahead. Carver Changed and went after her.”

“Uuuuugh, more stairs,” Vivian groaned. She hated stairs. They were so dumb, and they were always either too steep or too flat, and they were never ever comfortable to walk on. Was it too much to ask for stairs that you could comfortably take three or four at a time, instead of being stuck between either too small or too wide steps??

Kay shrugged. “We could take the elevator.”

Vivian slowly blinked. She cleared her throat. “There’s an elevator.”

“Yup.” Kay nudged her head to the end of the gallery. “Right there. Starts next to the front door. And with Carver distracting everyone, we can just ride it up.”

“Let’s go,” Vivian said, already convinced. “Go, go, go! Fuck, I’ll even put my shirt back on!”

Kay shrugged. “Whatever you want.”

Logan muttered a “Yes, please” and something about “all werewolves being so fucking buff it’s unfair”.

The elevator, thankfully, even looked big enough to accommodate them all. Vivian took a moment to admire the huge space for a moment, standing outside. She wasn’t waiting just in case an invisible little Blood was trying to slip inside.

Then she stepped in and the doors closed. Logan pressed the top floor button, and the relaxing elevator music started up.

Vivian looked around the space, and the mirrors. She put the axe down to slip her shirt on, tucked the ends in a bit and left the top unbuttoned. “So, Kay…” she said, with the axe held on her shoulder again. “When are you gonna ask Logan to marry you?”

Kay turned a gentle shade of red. “Viv, please… This is not the time.”

“But it’s never the time!” Vivian complained and watched Logan hide their face behind her big sister. She giggled softly. Better entertainment than any elevator music.
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I really wish there was an elevator in this building, Ryann thought as her legs burned from the constant running and climbing stairs. At least Micky didn’t actually have enough Bloods to staff all twenty-seven floors. So she only had a group of about fifteen following behind her, five floors up from where she and Carver had separated.

Ryann flicked some corrosive blood at the vampire currently blocking her path. They growled and turned their face to the side, and she jumped and elbowed them in the back of the head hard enough to send them to the ground. She jumped over her fallen enemy and away from the Bloods pursuing her along the gallery.

She wasn’t sure how many minutes it had been. She’d had to fight her way past several enemies that had been a bit too quick on their feet to run past. Now Ryann ducked under the swipe of a Blood with a bob cut and sharp claws. She slashed at their leg in passing and severed a tendon with her long claws. The Blood went down on a knee, and Ryann came back up, spinning, and kicked them in the back to push them into the path of the following crowd. Then she moved on as quickly as she could. There were just no good places to make a stand. At least she’d very thoroughly distracted her enemies by running past them.

Another Blood blocked her path. His skin seemed to take on a rock-like texture as he went rigid and blocked the path right next to the stairs. Ryann smirked and ran directly at the wall of black stone that formed the railing of the stairs. She used her momentum to run up a bit before grabbing the edge and pulling herself up. She had to get reoriented as she rolled over the railing, but quickly scrambled up the stairs. The Bloods behind her let out a cry of disappointment. They were getting really tired of her constantly slipping away.

She couldn’t keep this up. On level ground, maybe. She’d done this before, dodging, escaping, picking off people… But the elevation, the narrow spaces, they all worked against her. She was getting tired. Her muscles burned. Constant, minimal use of blood drained her resources. Repeated, glancing blows chipped away at her stamina. Her back throbbed from the earlier hits. Her ears still rung with tinnitus that she hoped was temporary. She had taken more hits in the last minutes than she had in the first years of her fighting career. More than once she had only barely managed to get away before her enemies had swarmed her. She wanted this to be over. She wanted to kill Micky, kill Gold, and then go home and hug Rachel.

Thinking of her little friend made her heart ache. Like a hole had opened up in her chest to suck in everything that felt warm and comfortable, a hole that could only be closed by embracing her.

And the fastest way to Rachel was up. She pushed herself up and out of the stairway. She came face to face with another Blood who stared at her blankly. Ryann frowned, then recognized the shaved head, the eyebrow scar, and the stony expression. He’d been part of Marianne’s hunger. She groaned inwardly. That fucker could actually fight, and he was fast too. And well-rested, by the looks of it. “Fuck,” she hissed and put her fists up. But Stoneface just tilted his head. He put his hands up and just stepped back. Ryann blinked at him. “You’re not gonna fight me?”

He just casually went to the railing and wordlessly climbed over it, and then down the outside of the gallery, to the floor below. He moved quickly, like someone very used to climbing. Ryann watched him leave. “Okay, good talk.” She felt a little relieved and continued on her way, thinking of Rachel to push herself on. She could still do this.

A Blood materialized before her out of thin air. Ryann flinched at the sudden obstacle and wound up for a punch, but they were faster. The tattoos around their closed eyes glowed red, then a wave of force hit her square in the face. She was lifted off her feet and landed hard on her back. Get up, her mind screamed at her. Get up! You have to get up! She forced her body to obey. Her hair hung in her face, having come loose from the ponytail. Then there were hands on her, holding her down as she struggled.

“Got her! What now?” a voice called.

“Kill her!” someone yelled back.

“No, make a stake, quick!” another interjected.

“Are you seriously thinking about food right now??”

“Hey, cut him some slack! Some of us have been up since last evening!”

Ryann snarled and pushed against them with all the might of her blood. The Bloods on her strained and held her down. “Don’t let go! Someone take her head!” the one holding on to her shoulder yelled. She could feel his knee in her gut. Ryann grit her teeth. She bit her tongue to spit acid, but the same Blood slapped a hand over her mouth. His eyes glowed red and rolled with the madness of someone who had cannibalized vampires.

A loud snarl broke up the yells and talking. The Bloods on Ryann where pushed aside like little straw dolls as a huge, grey wolf slammed into them. Its jaws snapped wildly, and each bite sounded like the parts of a steel trap slamming together. Fingers and hands that weren’t pulled back quickly enough were lost.

Ryann, suddenly free, rolled over and pulled herself up on the railing of the gallery. The growling wolf next to her was enormous. His shoulders were level with Ryann’s. Not only that, his eyes glowed a powerful, burning gold. The scent of him was so strong, Ryann didn’t even have to try to recognize it. Even if she’d been blind and deaf and had been unable to recognize the eyes or the deep, throaty snarl, she recognized the scent as Carver’s.

“Whoa, dude,” she muttered and watched the Bloods around them back away. “You’re a smelly boy, aren’t you…” She patted his shoulders gently and his head snapped to her. She froze, remembering what he’d said about being careful. But, after a moment, Carver’s little dog face relaxed.

Ryann smiled at him. “Yeah. Yeah, you know me.” She fastened the clothes tied around her waist. She hummed. “Sic ’em, boy.” Carver lunged.

The Blood with the tattoos raised their hand at Ryann. Carver slammed into them hard enough to break bones. Their cry of fear and anguish was cut off with a crunch. The werewolf kept ripping at the corpse, like a dog trying to get food off a cadaver. Or a wolf, in this case. Then Carver raised his bloody jaws and glared at the remaining, frozen Bloods. What followed was a massacre.

He was huge and heavy. His charge broke bones, his claws carved deep into stone and flesh. Carver’s fangs ripped apart any Blood with ease, no matter what gifts they threw at him. Enhanced strength barely fazed him. He shrugged off acid, poison and claws. Blood magic had no effect at all. Ryann followed in the wake of a force of nature, and she had to hurry to keep up with the rate at which he was tearing through the Hunger, leaving dismembered corpses with torn throats and ripped-open chests in his wake. She left her hair down for the moment, since Carver had things well under control.

When they reached the final floor before the penthouse, the only Bloods remaining of Micky’s hunger were the ones that had gone down the stairs on the other side of the gallery to try and flank their group. Looking down, Ryann could see two huge bodies lie there, unmoving, with their long arms splayed. Her heart leapt a little. She watched closely, but neither of the corpses seemed to be moving. Dead nostighoul meant Meg was here.

That stirred up some complicated feelings, but most of all she was just happy her friend was safe. She let out a sigh of relief. Meg was here.

“Looks like Viv and Logan are probably good,” Ryann said. She pulled out her phone and dialed Kay’s number. The dial tone sounded for a second, then Kay picked up.

“Yup?” she said.

“You guys good?” Ryann asked, out of breath and taking a moment to rest before the last flight of stairs. “Not dying to Bloods, are you?”

“Nah, we’re fine,” Logan said. “Heading up now. You?”

“Fine,” Ryann grumbled and looked at Carver, who sat down near her and scratched behind his ear. “I think we killed most of Micky’s assholes. Well, Carver killed them. He’s still a big dog, though, so it’s been difficult to get him past all the blood mages Logan left lying around here.”

“Yeah,” Vivian chuckled softly. “Wolf form has downsides.”

“Yeah…” Ryann tapped the tip of her shoe on the ground behind her. She looked over at Carver again as he yawned loudly and showed his long, white fangs. “By the way, has Carver always been this big?”

“He used to be bigger,” Kay said. “Lost a bunch of muscle. Anyway, don’t fight Gold before we’re there. We’ll be up in… like, a minute.”

“Right, I’ll try and see if Joanna here wants to Change back,” Ryann said. “Oh, did you happen to pick up his shoes?”

Kay sighed. “No. Someone puked acid on them. I don’t feel bad about it anymore, though.”

Ryann chuckled at the pain in her voice. “What, you don’t like dad jokes?” Kay groaned and hung up. Ryann smirked. “I needed that.” She put the phone away and stretched her tired muscles.

Carver looked at her and tilted his head.

“Are you gonna be good to fight Gold like this?” Ryann asked. “Or do you…”

His body began to change halfway through her sentence. The fur pulled back, the claws vanished, paws turned into fingers, the ankles into hands and feet. The spine snapped back into a human shape. It took a bit. Almost three minutes, during which Ryann clenched her jaw at the uncomfortable sounds. Then Carver sat before her, grunting softly.

“You okay?” Ryann asked softly.

“Yeah,” Carver huffed. “Just… decided it’d be better to have my wits about me when going up against Gold. I’m getting better with every Change. You don’t have to worry.”

“If you’re sure,” Ryann said and handed his clothes to him.

He got dressed quickly. Ryann still caught a glimpse of the heavy scarring on his back. She’d seen old scars during her med student days. His had healed up very well, but she could still see little marks of them, almost glowing with her night vision supplementing for the sparse lights. 

“We still have more Bloods to deal with,” Carver said as he buttoned up his shirt. “I know I didn’t kill Micky. I’d remember. He’s probably holed up with Gold.” He nudged his head to signal to Ryann that she was meant to come along as he walked.

Ryann watched him. He barely seemed fazed that he didn’t have his shoes anymore. That couldn’t be comfortable on the cold stone. She hesitated, then asked a different question on her mind. “Hey, are you gonna be okay?”

“Because I just Changed?” Carver asked, looking at her quizzically. “I’ll be fine.”

“Not what I meant,” Ryann said softly. “You and Lake were… close.” Lake had been a friend to her too. But it was easier to ask Carver about how he felt. She didn’t know how to feel. She just wanted Gold dead.

Carver’s expression fell for a moment. He squared his shoulders. “I’ll believe that they’re dead when I see a body.” He didn’t have to say anything for Ryann to see the worry in his eyes. Lake had been a close friend of his too. Not knowing what had happened to them clearly bothered him.

She put her arm around Carver’s shoulder. “If they’re still alive, we’ll find them,” she said. “Alright, Josephine?” Ryann hummed and squeezed him gently.

Carver shook his head with a gentle, grateful smile and went to say something, but a growl from Ryann cut him short as they ascended the final steps in the gallery. Standing in front of the double doors that led up the last flight of stairs to the penthouse was a thin, tall Blood with greasy black hair, fake leather shoes polished to a shine, a freshly ironed shirt and a cheap jacket.

Carver hummed. “All yours,” he said.

Ryann growled even deeper. She glared at Micky through narrowed eyes. She had been looking forward to this. He finally noticed her approaching and stopped fidgeting with his cheap, blue tie. He even had a little collar chain now. Sarah had described Gold wearing one. Micky’s was silver and looked like spray-painted plastic, even from where Ryann stopped several metres away.

His expression actually lit up at seeing her. “Ryann!” He smiled, showing off the split lip and half the upper row of teeth missing from his mouth. A few were starting to grow back. “You’re finally here!” He probably had consumed a lot of blood to start fixing that kind of damage.

“Yeah, I am,” Ryann said with a deep clicking growl accompanying the words. “No thanks to your goons.”

“But you survived!” Micky smiled wider. “That’s why you were always meant to be mine! We are the strongest Bloods in the city, maybe even the country! We could do great things…”

He faltered as Ryann broke out laughing. She quickly recovered, but she couldn’t quite keep the smirk from her face. “You think you’re the strongest? Dude, you’re weak and a coward, and I hate your guts!” She didn’t mention what she was going to do to those guts once she got her claws in them.

Micky sneered, then scoffed gently. He pushed his greasy hair out of his face and for a moment looked like he was going to throw a tantrum. Ryann licked her lips in anticipation. She couldn’t wait for him to try something.

But he calmed himself. He smoothed down his tie like it was in any way crinkled from all his standing at the back and doing nothing. “That’s fine,” he said, sounding really convinced of his own bullshit. “You’re just confused. Because of this human girl.” He spat the words out like something foul. “Well, good news.” He smiled happily. “Mary has just sent word that she’s arrived at the Good Night’s Drink. As we speak, you’re being freed!”

Ryann didn’t bat an eye. She trusted the werewolves. She’d seen what Carver could do, and he was old and not in top form. Kathleen was a pack leader. No way any Bloods would get past her. Most likely, none would even manage to get into the bar, unless Kathleen wanted them there.

She sighed and rubbed her neck. “You know, I thought you were fucking stupid, but… Do you still not get this?” She looked at Micky with all the disgust she could muster. “I hate you. You stole my life. And I’m gay as fuck, asshole!”

“I’ve given you power! The Gift of Blood!” He spread his arms in the gesture of an embrace. “And I can change you, Ryann! You’ll be so happy with me!”

Ryann blinked. … Yeah, I’m done, she thought with absolutely no emotion and no expression on her face. Every possible thing she could have said just paled in comparison to that statement. She pulled the brass knuckles off her fingers and dropped them. Micky’s smile widened as they clattered to the floor. He stepped closer.

“Tell you what,” Ryann said and put her hair back in a ponytail. “If you can land a single hit on me, I’ll do whatever you fucking want.”

Micky smiled. “Anything? Even—”

“Dude, I don’t fucking care about whatever it is,” Ryann said, so fucking done. “Just hit me.”

He rushed her in a blur of motion, almost faster than the human eye could catch. Ryann blocked his flimsy, predictable punch and delivered her own straight to his face. His head snapped back and he stumbled backwards with a choked sound. Her knuckles stung from hitting his teeth. She didn’t care.

“I said ‘hit me,’” Ryann said calmly. She kicked Micky’s leg. She didn’t even put a lot of force into it, but she hit the nerves at the back of his thigh and he buckled with a surprised cry. Ryann calmly walked closer and punched him in the face again. She grabbed his tie as he fell back with a whimper, pulled him in, and punched one more time. Her knuckles came back bloody from where she’d split his lip again and knocked more teeth loose.

“Hit me!” she growled, anger returning, and whipped around in a roundhouse kick that slammed Micky’s head against the railing. He groaned, leaving a bloody smear on the metal. “What’s wrong?” Ryann asked, following him as he crawled and scrambled away. “Not so easy when it’s not a dialed little girl? That it?”

He rushed in to grab her, and she kicked up right under his chin. His teeth slammed together hard. A few more shattered. Ryann delivered a left hook to his face, barely bothering with technique now as the rage began to bubble up inside her hotter and hotter. Pain flashed up her arm from her knuckles, and it felt good. “Having trouble with someone who can fight back?” she growled. She stepped in, spun hard and sent a kick against Micky’s exposed knee with all the force she could muster. Her whole body was a weapon, and as she directed it all against one spot, she heard the crack of something breaking. Micky wailed in pain and fell.

Despite the broken leg, he tried to attack Ryann one last time, almost desperately. He tensed to get up and rush her. She stepped into the motion of his move and slammed her knee forward with him still half on his knees. She hit him square in the face and put him on his back. The pathetic little bitch gasped and blood sprayed over his messed up lips and broken fangs.

“You think you’re so fucking special,” Ryann said as she walked up to where he writhed. She looked down on him with a cold, burning rage. “You’re not.” Her foot came down once with all the weight, strength and rage she possessed. A crunch echoed through the open space of the gallery. Then there was silence.

* * *

Mary Stillwell ran for her life as her Hunger was slaughtered behind her. She watched them rush for the door and get cut down by the scarred wolf with the rough voice. Some went for the back door. Their screams rose in pitch before abruptly cutting off as fangs closed on their throats. The wolves demonstrated just how deadly they were as they barrelled into Bloods and went for ankles, then necks, ripping with long fangs and crushing bones under the force of their jaws.

None of them had any scent. That had been the trap. Mary had checked the air, and she had sent her ravens to scout. Nothing had pointed to there being more wolves. Now their smell filled the air, that animalistic, sharp predator scent that stung in Mary’s nose as she used as much of her blood as she could to accelerate her movements. Just like the magic had stopped obscuring the wolves as they’d attacked, whatever spell Kathleen had paralyzed her with had vanished.

The ravens, Mary’s primary weapons, were utterly useless. They sensed the dual nature of wolf and not-wolf, and it threw them into a panic. Most slammed into the walls or rafters in their attempts to create distance and escape. They dropped around the heavy paws and the falling boots and shoes. Mary grabbed one of her Bloods and pushed him in front of her, into the large, brown wolf. The wolf immediately tore into him, already covered in blood. It gave her a chance to slip past them. She managed to direct her remaining ravens at Kris, who was busy tearing the vampires limb from limb. Over by the bar, Kathleen was gutting one of her best fighters. They were laid over the bar, and Kathleen was on top of them with a hunting knife buried in their chest. She looked up and met Mary’s gaze. Her eyes were cold.

Mary grit her teeth and held the stump of her arm as she used the carnage to escape by dashing past the wolves, up the stairs. She needed to get away. Blood oozed profusely from her wound, leaving her body right when she really needed it to escape.

Caleb had betrayed her. Normally that would have made her think about all the ways she’d punish him. But all she could think of was Kathleen’s gentle smile as the pack leader had signalled for her wolves to kill her. She had never been as scared as she was right now. But she still had her abilities. The gift of speed, given to her by her maker. Mary reached the top of the stairs within a second and stared along the corridor, trying to decide which door looked the least locked, or which one might harbour the little wolves or Rachel.

Her eyes fell on Nemo, Kay’s little witch. She stood at the end of the hallway, rubbing her hands together. Now she gasped and her purple eyes shone brightly. Something trickled down between her fingers. “Hi!” she giggled and started skipping towards Mary. The little black skull on her choker bounced with every step. “I was waiting for you! Thank you for coming!”

Mary blinked. She wondered if she could drag Nemo with one arm, take her hostage. That would be useful. It could save her life, keep the wolves at bay just long enough to get out of the city… She could hurt Kay, and, by extension, Kathleen—

“Hold still please!” Nemo said, smiling as she closed the last few steps of distance to Mary. “I don’t wanna destroy anything important!”

Mary’s mind tried to process the words in the haze of her pain, panic, and revenge fantasies. Nemo’s hand came up to slap or grip her face. One of the two. Something, a grey paste, was on her palm, buried in the creases of the fingerless glove. Mary smelled wood ash and something floral. The witch’s hand touched her face and Mary’s world exploded in pain. Fire was everywhere. She screamed, facing the oldest and most feared danger to Bloods aside from the sun. Her last little thought was that she had to get away.

Then Mary Stillwell was gone, and ash trickled from Nemo’s fingers and the stump where once a vampire’s head had been. The body collapsed. Nemo hissed and patted her glove, which had caught fire. “Ow, ow, stop!” She waved it wildly and in doing so somehow smothered the flame. The young witch looked down at her handiwork, the headless Blood on the floor, and smiled. Keeping her family safe felt nice. “You need help down there?” she asked and leaned in to look down the stairs. It was very loud and smelled of blood.

“We’re fine!” Kathleen called back, sounding a little strained. Nemo saw the pretty brown wolf jump up, trying to grab ravens out of the air. Their tail was wagging happily. Kathleen was busy trying to stop one of the white-and-grey wolves who already had a bird in their fangs. “Neaya! Drop that raven! Nial, you too, you don’t know where that’s been!”

Nemo slowly pulled her head back. Wrangling werewolves was not something she really wanted to do right now. It was hard enough to get Kay out of bed after her naps. Especially because she always just pulled Nemo in, snuggled her, and then they both fell asleep.

Nemo blushed at remembering her big girlfriend’s warm hugs. She was so pretty… Just as pretty as Logan.

“Kris, no! Drop it! Fang, stop encouraging them!” Kathleen called downstairs.

Fang chuckled in her deep, rough voice. “Sorry, Mom. They’re just so cute when they play!”

“This is going to be a nightmare to clean up…”

The big timber wolf looking werewolf rushed up the stairs and stopped in front of Nemo. They looked at her, the headless body on the floor, and sat down. Nemo smiled. “I got one too!” She giggled happily. The wolf huffed and leaned in to nudge her knee with their snout.

“Aww, thanks!” Nemo giggled and hid the burned glove behind her hand. Kay and Logan didn’t have to know about that until she’d worked out the kinks. She started gently petting the big wolf. “Who’s a good doggy? You are! Yes you are!” She smiled.

“Willow? Where have they gone?” Kathleen sighed downstairs. Nemo giggled. Kathleen was such a good mom. She was also really hot. Nemo liked when she stabbed people.

Speaking of stabbing, I wonder how Kay is doing… Nemo smiled. She was sure Kay, Logan, and the rest of their friends were doing perfectly fine!

* * *

Ryann’s fists were still clenched as she walked away from the corpse. She grabbed the railing and growled loudly with her head lowered. Micky’s blood scent did nothing to calm her. She was angry, but still… That had felt good. She wished she had done that so much sooner. That she’d just done this the first time she’d seen him. 

Carver gave her a little space and watched as her heavy breaths slowly turned into little chuckles. It was a bitter laugh. Ryann ran a hand over her face and hair. “That easy! Fuck!” she muttered. There was no need to ever think about Micky again. He was just gone.

“Let’s finish this,” she said to Carver. “I want to go see Rachel.”

Carver smiled softly. “Yeah, bet you do.”

Ryann blushed gently. “Shut up.” A sound to her left made her spin around. A perfectly smooth piece of stone moved into the wall, then slid aside, revealing what was a perfectly functional elevator. The doors opened, and Kay, Vivian, and Logan stepped out. Logan was sucking on a blood bag. Kay was inspecting her sword intently. Vivian was swaying her head to the elevator music and had her shirt open now. The buttons seemed to be gone.

There was no sign of Meg.

“Sup!” Vivian hummed.

Ryann’s jaw dropped. “There was an elevator here?” she asked. Her indignation helped her forget about Meg for a second. “This whole fucking time?” She glared at Carver. He shrugged.

“I like the exercise.”

“… this whole time.”

He shrugged again. “You never asked! I thought Meg had told you!”

“Fucking… bullshit,” Ryann grumbled.

Kay chuckled softly and put her sword over her shoulder as she joined them. She stopped and looked down at Micky’s corpse. “You good?” she asked Ryann.

“I’m perfect,” Ryann said. “I’d be even better if I’d known about the fucking elevator.”

Vivian smiled and came up to Ryann, seeing the corpse too. She hugged her. “Never mind that. Proud of you, sis,” she hummed.

Ryann blushed gently and leaned into her. Logan fistbumped her and gave her a little smirk. Kay just looked at her for a moment. Ryann smiled softly when the bigger woman pulled their foreheads together. It was such a calming gesture. She was so glad to have her new family here with her. I’m not alone. She leaned into Kay, feeling the fingers brushing over her hair. With all of them here, she was ready to kill Gold anytime.

Kay slowly opened her eyes. “Ready to finish this?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Ryann whispered.

Kay nodded and let her go. Together, with Logan camouflaged in the lead, they quickly checked the last stairwell and moved up when it was empty. Then, there was only one door left between them and Gold. Kay looked at the others. “Everyone ready?”

They all nodded. Carver offered Ryann the brass knuckles again. She shook her head. “I’m good,” she said. She was going to finish this with her own hands and be sure that Gold would never touch Rachel again. Logan handed her a blood bag. Ryann bit into it, practically ripping it open, and let the contents flow down her throat. Warmth and fire spread through her gut.

They quietly moved up to the doors. There was no telling what awaited them behind this, in the penthouse. Vivian had her axe at the ready, standing to the side of the door, hand on the handle. She sniffed the air. “I can only smell two scents going up here,” she said. “I think all of Micky’s goons were downstairs. And I think we got them all. Except for that bald, quiet one who climbed down the outside of the gallery. Should be fine.”

“Right…” Kay hummed. “Be careful either way. This could still be a trap. We go slow until we see Gold. As soon as we do…” She looked at Vivian.

Her sister nodded. “Leave it to me,” she said and twirled the axe in her hand.

Logan took out their phone briefly. It buzzed once more in their hand. “Nemo says they took care of the Blood Ravens. She also says Gold hasn’t moved from the penthouse, so we know he’s there. Everyone, stay together, stay sharp, and keep your flashlights handy.”

Ryann gave them a nod. She gripped the high-powered flashlight in her hand tightly after checking that it had survived the fights, and stuck close to Vivian. She didn’t like that the big woman was the only one of them without a light in her hands. It’s fine, she thought. Even if Gold sends his darkness immediately, I’m close enough to help her. Vivian is gonna have more than enough time to pull her flashlight out. Probably right after she splits Gold’s skull with that axe. Ryann really wouldn’t mind it being that easy.

Kay gave Vivian a nod. She held her sword tight in one hand. Vivian pushed open the door and stepped back, letting Kay face whatever was going to come at them. Ryann watched her stop briefly in surprise.

Darkness spilled out of the room like a tidal wave, and Ryann was alone in the cold as her flashlight flickered and died.
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Ryann had always hated the dark. It was the thing she remembered most clearly from her childhood. More than the gentle touch of her parents’ foreheads to hers when she was scared or upset. More than the smell of books that always surrounded them. More so even than the confusion and the pain of the crash that had taken them from her.

Her grandparents had always let her keep a night light on, until she had convinced herself that there was nothing to fear and she just needed to grow up. Even then, Ryann knew someone had always gently cracked her door and left the light on, so that when she woke up she wasn’t in complete, blinding darkness.

But now, there was no light. None at all. Ryann reached out for Vivian and hit rough stone. Rough, coarse stone, completely different to the polished walls of Lake’s place. She clicked the button of her flashlight frantically. It was dead. Ryann tried to unscrew the battery cap for a moment and put it back together. Still nothing. She grabbed one of her spares and turned it on, really missing her night vision.

This one worked. But the beam of light was supposed to cut through the darkness completely and reveal her friends. Instead, the light was a weak flicker, as if the batteries were about to die, and there was nobody around Ryann. Still, within a limited radius, she could see, as her night vision used the sparse light. She noticed the wall she stood next to and took a quick step back. It wasn’t polished, shiny black marble anymore. It was a grey mass of stone, roughly hewn, marked with little holes and imperfections. Something was very wrong.

Ryann looked around and saw that the railing was made of metal bars, not glass, and the iron of it was twisted, malformed, showing bubbles here and there, as if the person making it had not cared or worked completely blind. There were no other scents, just her own. The scents of her friend, the blood on them, even the scents of Lake’s place, were all gone. She couldn’t smell their wines or little air fresheners, or the smell of their own vast book collection.

As Ryann turned to inspect the stairs going down, they looked longer and more narrow than before, though it was hard to tell for sure. She took a step and immediately stopped again. Everything felt wrong. She wasn’t sure if she had walked one step or five. Her body felt weird. Cold. The dark made it hard to gauge distance, and even the sounds of her feet on the ground beneath were distorted. They echoed long after they should have been silent.

It’s fine, Ryann thought as a shudder ran down her spine. Gold’s doing this. Obviously. He got me. But I’m fine. They had no idea how Gold’s powers worked, so all she could really do was—

Ryann froze.

There was a scent in the air. She recognized it. It was the same foul odour that had been on Rachel and Charlie when she had finally found them earlier that night. Gold. A low growl escaped Ryann. She turned to the door resting ajar before her. The smell came from in there.

She wanted to storm in, kill Gold, and stop whatever trick this was. But something in her made her stay very still. The scent became a little more intense. It, and the whole place, stirred something in Ryann. Something that scared her.

She steeled herself. Come on. You can do this, she encouraged herself. Don’t think. Move. It’s just darkness. Probably just an illusion. Nervously, and with a heart that beat loudly in her chest, she crept up next to the door Vivian had been next to, and peered inside. She could see the square pillars supporting the upstairs gallery. Vaguely, she thought she could make out the couch that Lake had sipped their blood on during their first meeting.

“Are you going to stand there much longer?” a voice asked. Ryann recognized it. It was cold, with a slight accent, slithering.

She growled deeply. Gold was here.

“Usually people aren’t so eager to get their heads crushed,” Ryann snarled, trying to mask her nervousness with the anger that bloomed inside her, renewed by the memory of this man threatening Rachel.

“Usually people who want to sneak around in a dark place don’t turn on a fucking light,” Gold spat from the darkness, dead ahead. “Now will you come out, or are you trying to bore me to death?”

“You already know I’m gay,” Ryann said dismissively and let the beam of her flashlight wander over the pillars and the inside of the room. No signs of Rastus or any other Bloods. No trap that she could spot.

Even without enhanced hearing she was witness to the longest, most drawn-out sigh she had ever heard. “Fucking children,” Gold muttered to himself. “Should kill them while they’re young. Always, always make sure to kill the children. So annoying.”

Ryann slowly walked into the room. She wondered how it would happen. Gold was an old man, but he was also an old Blood. The older they got, the stronger they became. Would he somehow get rid of her light? Surely he could see in this dark, if he didn’t need one.

I’ll have to grab him, Ryann decided. Even if she couldn’t see him, time and again her fighting experience had proved her to be in a class above most other Bloods. She’d checked with Logan. Nostighoul were the only kind of known Blood that had high regenerative abilities and could survive decapitation. She just had to get in and crush Gold’s skull. How hard could that be?

As long as Rastus wasn’t there. Even then, and with what Sarah had told them, there was a simple solution for him. She’d just throw him out of a fucking window.

The light in her hand flickered and went out. Ryann cursed and dropped it, pulling out the last one. This time, the beam cutting through the dark almost blinded her with its comparative brightness. Somehow, she had already crossed the distance to the steps leading up to the dais where Lake’s piano used to be. They loved that piano. Ryann had heard them play many times. She’d felt the emotion in every note. She’d seen the joy on their face.

Now it lay in splinters. Someone had shattered it to bits. Strings lay curled and broken, the ivory keys were scattered around. The glossy, black surface was marked with scratches and scrapes. It looked like someone had taken an axe to the lid, splitting it in half like a broken wing.

“Beautiful, isn’t it,” Gold rasped to Ryann’s right.

She turned and finally faced him. The vampire who had tried to kill Rachel. The one who had hunted her for months. She bared her fangs, ready to fight.

He was… small. Smaller than Ryann had expected. His form was sunken into his brown tweed suit. The patterns on his shirt seemed to meld with the darkness, but the gold of his pocket watch chain glinted in the light, same as his collar chain. His eyes remained hidden under the brim of his hat.

“I wouldn’t call destroying someone’s most prized possession ‘beautiful’,” Ryann snarled, clenching her fist. A part of her wanted to run at him and kill him right now. One kick to the back of the head. A stomp on said head. Over immediately. But… a different part of her needed to know why he had hounded her so much. What possible reason this old, ancient monster had to kill and destroy.

The vampire shrugged. “It’s not like Lake will need it anymore,” he said dismissively. “Besides, that’s not what I meant.” He nudged his head at the dais and slowly turned, limping into the darkness. A look down confirmed that one of his feet had been replaced by a peg leg that seemed to meld into his clothes and flesh. The fabric of his pants pulled strangely into the stump, twisting weirdly where the light hit it. “Take a look!” Gold said with his slithering voice. She could hear the smirk in his tone, even without seeing it.

Ryann followed him. She didn’t want him to get out of sight, not when she was having such a hard time gauging distances. Not when her own voice sounded weird in her ears, like the air wasn’t right. Her anger and curiosity battled with each other. Anger won out. He needed to die. But the light in her hand hit something on the dais. It was just a brief flicker in her periphery, but it drew her eye.

Ryann had just meant to quickly swivel the flashlight once. She hadn’t meant to freeze and stare. She hadn’t meant to take in every horrific detail of the thing before her and feel the unnatural terror it caused deep in her gut. But that was exactly what she did. The floor was broken up in the middle of the devastated remains of the piano. Mud or clay bubbled up from there, or had bubbled up, already hardened, formed into lumps. Ryann could see finger marks where it had been shaped, and she could see the bones inside the material. Rising higher, the material turned into a grey, crusted mass like hard-packed ash. Bones jutted out from there too, and splinters of wood and winding pieces of wires from the smashed piano.

A human ribcage hung from the construct at an odd angle, complete with a skull attached to the spine, and a jaw held shut by rusted wires. They glowed a pale, bleached white in the light Ryann cast over them. More and more bones rose up, towering almost four metres high. The construct was held together by stone and metal that had melted and cooled in twisted shapes. They made her eyes hurt as she stared at them. The metal swirled and wound its way high into an arch. Some of the swirls and marks seemed to almost form pictures, but the more Ryann stared at it, the more she found it to just be her imagination. It felt like staring into the dark and imagining things that weren’t there. On her next inspection, she thought that perhaps there were fewer skulls than she’d thought, and the arms of bone jutting out were angled to push down on the skulls.

Those were the clean parts.

The other side of the archway also incorporated remains. These ones had the flesh still attached to them. The smell of rot hit Ryann as if it had waited for her to notice the still-dripping stumps of arms hanging out from smothering clay and mud that still glistened wet with moisture. What kind of moisture, Ryann didn’t want to imagine. Pulled by an unknowable force of terror, her eyes wandered up further. She didn’t want to look. But she couldn’t look away. A skull was the centerpiece of the arch. It was huge, with a thick brow and cranium. Ryann’s limited experience with bones equated it to something almost like an ape.

Large fangs jutted from the jaws, and darkness seeped down between them. It fell like a curtain of something akin to gas and liquid, and then got sucked into a thin seam that parted the large metal slabs that made up the middle of the construct. Again, they were warped and twisted with shapes that could almost be words or images, or screaming faces, but upon every inspection it was just… wrong. Distorted. Not right.

It was a door. The twisted, warped metal with the two handprints pressed into it around a seam, left no doubt to that. Ryann didn’t have to listen to her twisting gut to know that it wouldn’t open to anyplace good. But what upset her even more was that among all the twisted lines and dark metal, there were clear symbols too. Large wings were carved into the door, breaking up the confusion of the lines with clear, deep marks. A gem was symbolized between them, a black sun above. Flowers, snakeskin, and pebbles marked the bones and mud as if someone had cast the design over them all like with spray paint and a template. Hexagonal shapes pulled over the bottom of the door and the space on the ground around it, slowly rising up like basalt. A winged skull sneered out from the door, above little carved pine trees and more bands of flowers.

Ryann’s tattoos were proudly displayed on this horrific abomination. She looked it over and with every moment she felt more fear grip her gut like an ice-cold fist. And beneath that fear was a simmering rage.

“What the fuck,” she whispered.

Gold’s voice rasped out of the dark. “Impressive, isn’t it?” His cane clicked as he continued to circle the dais in the dark, steadily, keeping its rhythm without faltering. He didn’t seem to need light to move around here. “The unseeing artisans worked on it for decades. No, centuries, really. It wasn’t until I delivered them the skull of a primordial vampire that they were able to actually complete it. They crafted it in complete darkness, restarted their project again and again…” The slow click of the cane punctuated his words.

He chuckled, a wet, nasty sound that made Ryann shudder. “But, funnily enough, there was always a saboteur among them! Someone who would carve obscenely clear lines into the confusion of the Dark. Someone who foiled their masterpiece. And no matter which one of them they fed to the Dark, the sabotage continued.” His voice slowly circled the room, and Ryann tore her attention from the door to actually listen. Was he moving faster than he should be able to with his limp? It was hard to tell. “Everything would be fine. The project would near completion, but one day the artisans would wake up, feel the cooling metal of the door, and realize that it had been defiled.”

“Getting a real culty vibe,” Ryann muttered. The click of the cane missed a single beat.

Then Gold growled. “Culty! How novel,” he sneered. “They were worshipping their God! But of course a Ly would make fun of the beliefs of others.”

Ryann raised an eyebrow. “Have we met?” she asked, trying to loosen the knot in her gut with sarcasm. “Hi, I’m Ryann. Your gods are fake, and religion is a sham.”

A loud hiss tore out of the darkness. “They are real! Not the fake, made-up things people cling to nowadays! True gods! And you locked them away! You and your kin, you defiled our worship! You bound yourselves to our gods! You desecrated their tombs and their places of power!” The steps neared, getting faster and faster, and something impossibly huge rushed past Ryann at the edge of her vision. She could just feel it in the dark.

“Dude, I’ve never even seen this shitty thing before,” Ryann said. “But hell yeah I would take a blowtorch to it.” In fact, she’d probably see if Kay could get her some explosives for this thing. Maybe Meg could. Yeah, Meg probably could.

Thinking about her made Ryann sad again. And angry. She wished Meg was here. She had really expected to show herself after they all reconvened, after she’d killed Micky. So why had she stayed in hiding?

“Seriously,” Ryann said. “What do you have against my family?”

“Your grandmother broke my fucking leg!” There it was.

Ryann blinked. “Are you for real?” she asked.

“She marked the door with her soul and held it shut! She attacked me with no provocation!” Gold’s breath was going harder and more raspy in his anger. “If I could have laid a hand on her, I would have carved out her eyes and left her to wander the dark, doubly blind, until the things in it sucked the blood from her veins and the marrow from her bones!”

“Yeah?” Ryann snarled. “No provocation, like how Rachel didn’t provoke you? Like how you’ve hounded me without provocation? For a broken leg that you could heal with a few drops of fucking blood?? Ho buddy…” Ryann rolled her shoulders and cracked her knuckles against the fist holding the flashlight. “Well, I’m about to break your ‘everything else.’ You’ve still got two arms, a neck, and a spine. Come on, let’s get this started!”

Gold’s rapid, angry breathing suddenly broke off. Then, slowly, his rough chuckle rose up again. It grew louder and louder, echoing as if he was standing on the upstairs gallery. Ryann couldn’t pinpoint him. She swivelled the light around and tried to catch a glimpse of him. She should have killed him instantly. She should have. I should have known nothing this bitch said would mean anything, she chided herself. She needed to find her friends. Had Gold made the darkness swallow them? Was it some weird, fucked up mirror universe thing after all? Or was everything just weird because of his powers, like an illusion? The scents, the sounds, the way everything her light touched seemed devoid of colour…

“Yeah, laugh it up, asshole!” Ryann snarled and kept her fist up, ready to strike. “I’m gonna come crush your skull now. Then I’m gonna get my friends and we’re going to tear down your shitty door!”

Her light flickered. Gold’s voice sounded right at her ear, where she knew there was nothing. “Your friends? Good luck getting to them before they shuffle off this mortal coil!” he whispered. “Speaking off…” There was a light, metallic click, then a sniff. “Yes, yes, it’s about that time isn’t it…”

Ryann lashed out into the darkness. For a moment she thought she’d hit something. There was resistance, like a piece of cloth. But her light revealed nothing. Gold’s laugh echoed around the room one more time, getting further and further away. Her light flickered more, and drew her attention away from the old vampire. “No, no no, come on!” Ryann whispered as she gently shook the flashlight, hoping it would do something.

Every time it dimmed a bit, it made her panic return a little more as the darkness encroached and crept closer and closer. Slowly, like water rising, it ran up her legs, filling her with cold terror. The light glowed one more time, and Ryann thought she could see movement in the dark.

“Coward!” she yelled. “You too scared to fight me where I can see you? No wonder you’re shitting your pants when it comes to my family!”

The thing that had moved at the edge of the light, huge and thin, and standing taller than Gold despite its hunch, stopped. A pair of glowing, yellow eyes appeared in the dark like mismatched coals. “Fear you?” Gold snickered. “Ryann… You’re going to die here, alone in the dark. I am going to kill Carver. Then the rest of your newfound family. And Rachel. And only then will I kill you.” He snickered as he said it, a rough, sick sound full of malice.

“You leave them the fuck alone!” Ryann snarled and ran at the shape. She could almost make him out. Had she imagined Gold being taller? He wasn’t. One good hit, that was all it would take. She could see his bony hand clenching the cane, the one holding his hat as he pulled it in a mocking bow and stepped back.

Ryann’s fist hit the wall, ripping her knuckles open more. The force of her rage sent a crack snapping through the room. Her whole arm up to her back was on fire, but she didn’t care. She glared at the shadow in Gold’s shape on the wall. It slowly put the hat back on as it grew to fill the entirety of the ring of light Ryann’s flashlight cast.

His voice chuckled in her ear as she pulled her fist back, not giving a damn about the blood dripping off it. “Don’t be afraid,” the vampire hissed as if he was right there. “We’ve been here before, Ryann.” The chuckle turned a bit deeper and more satisfied. “It’s not the first time I’ve slaughtered your family.”

Then the light died completely, and Ryann was alone.

* * *

The darkness hit Carver like a wave. It had no substance, but he still felt like he was pushing against a tide. It all seeped out, then, slowly, the pressure became less, until he could stop shielding his face in reflex. Kay, Logan, Vivian, and Ryann were gone. Carver growled deeply. Gold had taken them. I’ll have to get them quick, he thought. The Dark held dominion over many strange and frightening places. But the others were strong. They would hold their own until he found them.

Luckily, very few arcane and eldritch powers worked on him. And, to his knowledge, Gold had no idea about that. He narrowed his eyes and stepped lightly, with the practiced movements of someone who had snuck up on a hundred different monsters with sharp hearing. His bare feet hardly made any sound on the wooden floor inside the penthouse. Ryann wanted to kill Gold herself. He would have to apologize to her later, but he couldn’t leave someone that dangerous alive.

The place was dark, but Carver knew the layout by heart, and there was just enough light to still make out the shapes of things. He tested the air, filtering out the scent of wine and that faint tinge of human blood. It smelled like Lake had been gone for at least a week. It also smelled like rot, blood, and death.

Carver reached around the pillar and flicked the light switch.

There was a hiss like air escaping as the darkness was fought back. It still dominated the room, dimming the light, creeping over the ceiling lights and standing lamps. There was nobody Carver could see. Someone had smashed Lake’s piano. They loved that instrument. They never even allowed anyone to touch it.

But he was going to have to avenge their piano.

He pushed Ryann’s knuckle duster back into his pocket as he slowly circled around beneath the gallery. Punching wasn’t going to do the trick here. He remained in the shadows as much as he could, which proved easy enough, given the pervasive darkness that clung to the room. Nobody was watching from the upstairs, and a cursory sniff at the kitchen door told Carver that it hadn’t been entered in some time. He noticed the glint on the little coffee table next to the chaise longue Lake liked to lounge on. On the little brass and copper tray there stood a glass carafe with the crystal stopper next to it. He didn’t recognize the amber liquid inside at first when he came over and picked it up. Then he sniffed it and grimaced. Dragon’s Dream. The rich, sharp scent was unmistakable and tempted Carver to just try a sip.

It had been years, and he still wasn’t over his last time. No telling where on earth Lake had procured the substance. Next to it, a little blood rested in a wine glass. It had congealed mostly and was beginning to smell foul.

Carver reached for the tray, the alluring aroma of the forbidden beverage filling his sinuses, and picked up the thin letter opener. It burned in his hand. Silver plated. Lots of things here were. It was a good werewolf deterrent, and one of the few things Lake had kept from the previous occupants. Carver took it, the carafe, and snuck up to the stairs. The letter opener rested gently in his open hand. It wasn’t particularly sharp or sturdy, but it would do the trick. Nobody was present upstairs, but here, where the shadows weren’t as deep, Carver could finally make out the bloody trail he had been following by scent.

The plants upstairs were wilted. Several of the bookshelves were empty. Pages littered the ground, ripped up. One of the shelves had been pulled down and broken. Carver turned his attention to the bloody handprint and smear in the white door leading to Lake’s bedroom. He narrowed his eyes and moved, then froze. There was a sound at the edge of his hearing. The sound of a drawer in Lake’s study sliding shut.

He pushed himself up against the wall. He held the carafe low, the letter opener ready to stab. It occurred to him that he could have armed himself in the kitchen. Carver suppressed a curse. Of course. It was his damn worry for the others that had occupied him when he had been down there.

Steps neared the door, heavy and quick.

Here we go, he thought grimly.

The footsteps stopped, perhaps noticing the shift in the light under the door. Then it was abruptly ripped open. A huge Blood, taller than Carver even, stormed out. He was bald and his face full of bones and edges. Thin, black spectacles obscured his eyes, but his lips were drawn back in a snarl that showed long fangs.

Carver swung the glass carafe right in his face.

He had lost a lot of strength over the past years. Only recently had he begun to really work out again. He was still confident he could kill Rastus easily. The glass caved in the top of the Blood’s head, shattered it, and filled the doorway with shards and Dragon’s Dream while Carver flipped the shattered neck in his hand.

Rastus, whatever he was, screamed. The acidic substance burned and fizzled on his skin and foamed at the wounds from the shattered glass. That alone should have been enough to stop him dead in his tracks, but it wasn’t. He lunged. Carver punched the shard that remained in his hand up into Rastus’ neck. The force of it threw him against the wall, made his shoulder slam into the doorframe, and stopped him dead.

Carver put the letter opener to his eye, punched it in with the hilt against his palm, and twirled the end, scrambling whatever brain was left in there. Rastus shuddered, but seemed otherwise fine. His spectacles had come loose with the strike that had left a clear and deep indent on his forehead, and Carver saw his pitch black eyes.

That ain’t good, he thought and grabbed Rastus’ face. He just barely avoided stepping on glass, but he didn’t care.

Gold knew. Rastus knew.

So they had to die.

The force with which Rastus’ head hit the opposite end of the door frame splintered the wood. Carver’s hand and shoulder shuddered with the exertion. The Blood’s head looked anything but spherical now. He still tried to bite, and Carver shoved the glass shards he still gripped into the Blood’s mouth. Magic or not, he choked on that, especially as Carver forced his jaw shut with a palm strike and kicked him in the side, which threw Rastus into the study.

He quickly got up and spat glass. Carver could see the jerky movements Kay had described to him, as described to her by Sarah. Sarah and Dani had fought this monster. It broke Carver’s heart to see how strong they had to be at such young ages. All the more reason to protect them now.

Rastus lunged and Carver caught his arm. He twisted it, using his superior speed, and kicked against Rastus’ knee hard enough to break something. The Blood buckled and cried out in pain, then Carver dislocated his arm. He cracked his neck and held Rastus tight. The Blood pulled the letter opener from his skull and let it drop. Whatever was oozing from his wounds wasn’t blood. It was inky, black, and thick.

Carver cracked his knuckles. “Wish I had my knife,” he muttered. Instead he dragged Rastus to the desk and took another letter opener and a fountain pen from the desk. Black and gold. He had gifted Lake these almost fifty years ago. Really, he thought as they both pierced into Rastus’ eyes, who needs two letter openers anyway?

Rastus growled and shoved his big hand into his jacket, pulling a gun with a number engraved on the handle and a floral design in the slider. Carver wrestled it from his hand by twisting the Blood’s wrist.

“This thing just keeps showing up, huh?” Carver said and looked at the gun. He ripped the slider clean off. He didn’t need to fire the weapon to know it was cursed. “Don’t use shit like this,” Carver said as he tossed the gun parts aside. “It’ll kill ya.”

Rastus huffed. “Fuck you!” he snarled and pulled the fountain pen from his eye. Carver grabbed him as he swung the pen in a stab. Carver caught it, broke his arm with a crack, and kicked Rastus in the face. He wasn’t giving the Blood any time to use his gifts. Still…

I don’t have time for this. Carver thought. He wanted this over and done. Fire? Yeah, fire. Lake’s sun room had gasoline and matches. Carver grabbed Rastus by the head, digging his fingers into the wounds. It was surprisingly easy to get a hold. Rastus grabbed Carver’s wrist, and before he could do anything else, Carver broke his nose on the floor. It didn’t matter that he struggled. A moment later, Carver had gripped his other arm and snapped it at the elbow. Rastus flailed. Dark liquid-gas gushed out of his mouth like he was regurgitating fumes.

Carver looked down at him with cold, grey eyes. “This could have been avoided,” he said as he got up. “You should’ve stayed away from my kid.” He stomped down on the head one more time and Rastus fell still. Inky black seeped out under him. Everything fell quiet. Wherever Gold was, he sure seemed to be too occupied to come see what the commotion was about. Carver didn’t care. One death at a time.

Carver frowned and looked down at the Blood. He had proven surprisingly resilient. Just in case, Carver said and gripped the desk. His arms strained as he lifted it up and brought it down on Rastus’ back. He heard the break, and lifted the desk to the side. Then he grabbed Rastus by the feet and dragged him along, out of the room, careful to avoid stepping into the liquid covering the floor. He pulled the unmoving Blood over the ripped-out pages that were left stained with oozing black liquid. He worked quickly and quietly, sniffing at the door to Lake’s bedroom. The smell of vampire was stale there. No movement sounded from inside, even as Carver pulled Rastus past and to the golden doors with the sun emblem on them. The inside was sterile. Everything was coated in steel. A locked, hidden compartment hid the gasoline. Carver checked his phone and saw that the sun had risen already.

He threw Rastus into the room and stepped over him. Lake had replaced the chain and pulley mechanism with a simple button after a while. Sure, it froze sometimes in the winter, but usually it worked fine. He slammed his hand onto it. The shutters began to pull up slowly, letting a line of light creep through the room. Soon it would burn Rastus to a crisp — if the sun burned him, that was.

A weight crashed to Carver’s back. Fangs dug into his neck and ripped at the tough flesh. He growled and reached around to grab Rastus. The fucker just would not stop! Carver hissed as slamming his elbow back and shattering the Blood’s ribcage did nothing. He could feel a venom entering his body. In the polished metal walls that quickly turned the room into a hot box whenever the shutters were open, he could see black veins travelling up his neck. He grabbed Rastus’ jacket and tossed the Blood over his shoulder. The teeth didn’t come loose, instead they ripped a chunk out of Carver. He stomped on the Blood’s head. Rastus didn’t seem to care. Darkness seeped from his head wounds as he lunged at Carver. His snapping teeth angled for the werewolf’s throat. He pushed Carver up against the wall with unprecedented strength. Then the shutters rose, and as they hit the blood on Rastus’ clothes, they caught fire.

He didn’t scream. He didn’t make any sound beyond the snapping of his teeth as Carver held him at bay with a hand at his throat and the other gripping his flailing arm with claws and spikes that grew up to the elbows. Slowly more and more of him went up in flames. Carver hissed as the heat singed him. He pulled his leg up to kick Rastus away, and his sole burned unpleasantly.

Rastus fell and was fully set on fire. He screamed in anger, not anguish, then his vocal cords charred and ripped, and all that came out of his mouth was gushing shadow and darkness. It dissipated in the light. Carver hissed in pain and held his neck, which bled profusely. Red liquid trickled out between his fingers and shimmered golden in the light. The wolf in him wanted to Change, to do something. Panic and pain activated the urge he had kept down during the fight.

Not now… Carver slowly limped to the door on his burned foot. He needed to stay human and stop the bleeding. His hand left a smear of blood on one of the double doors as he gripped it for support and stepped out of the sun room. The stench of burned flesh and burnt hair clogged up his nose and made him want to choke. He didn’t smell Edmonias Gold until he had already stepped around the door.

Carver heard the name. He knew the face. They had met before. They had been friends.

Edmonias’ lips pulled into a thin smile with crooked teeth. Carver didn’t think. One moment he was going to patch himself up, the next his hands were clenched around his enemy’s throat and he slammed the small man into the wall. Their growls mixed with the crack of the Blood’s windpipe as Carver tried to squeeze the life out of him. The smirk had turned into a grim snarl. Something pierced into Carver’s gut. He grit his teeth as he felt the sting of silver. His hands clenched tighter. Nothing else mattered, not his life, just killing this man. Just keeping his daughter safe.

Edmonias smirked and twisted the knife. Carver gasped as something in him ruptured. He tried to squeeze even tighter, but his fingers slowly lost their grip as the strength faded from his arms. He fell forwards, against Edmonias, who still leaned on his cane. His old friend and old enemy chuckled his raspy little chuckle. “Happy to see you too, Jeremiah.” He pushed against Carver with a grunt. It took him tremendous effort, more than it should have, but he managed to tilt him back, and Carver fell. His back cracked the glass panels beneath the polished wood railing of the gallery as he fell. He coughed hard and groaned. The knife remained lodged in his side.

Edmonias, Mr. Gold, huffed and rubbed his neck. “Straight for the throat, after all we’ve been through?” He hobbled over to where his hat had fallen, and slowly crouched down. He did so with great effort and deep huffs of exertion, as if his age actually affected him. His new peg leg surely didn’t help.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Edmonias huffed as he pulled himself up on his cane. “Where’s my speed, my strength, my youth… Well, we all make sacrifices for what is dear to us.” He limped closer to Carver and looked down at him, at the knife, the hand pressed onto his gut to try and stop this deep wound from bleeding without moving the knife.

His yellow eyes, pupils mismatched in size, went wide as he grinned. “Jeremiah, did you get married?” His voice was full of malicious glee. He stared at the ring on Carver’s finger. “Oh, this is rich. How long after the Ly’s died did you tie the knot? Did you wait a couple months? Or just hop to it?” He leaned on his cane and smiled so wide it seemed to split his skull.

“You… You’re Mr. Gold,” Carver growled. He wanted to jump at Edmonias and tear out his throat. With his teeth, if necessary.

Edmonias tipped his brown hat gently. “Guilty. But I’m not the only one who kept secrets, am I, Jeremiah…” He looked down and shook his head. “How old is your daughter now? Eighteen? Nineteen?”

Carver felt his blood run cold. Edmonias knew about his daughter. And not Ryann, who he loved and cherished like his own. Nobody knew about his lost child. Nobody aside from Kathleen, Kay, and her girlfriends. Not Ryann. Not Lake.

He stared at Edmonias with all the hate he could muster. “I’m going to kill you,” he snarled.

The ancient Blood shrugged. “I was going to congratulate you. Your first daughter after uncounted aeons. Must’ve been quite the woman who caught you.” He smirked. “I heard she died painfully. Please tell me it’s true!”

“Fuck you!” Carver tried to push himself up, but his hand slipped and he fell back hard.

“Honestly, I hardly noticed she was yours when I ordered Rastus to kill her,” Edmonias snickered as he slowly crouched down to look Carver in the eye despite his tired, downward tilted head. Staying awake was becoming harder and harder. “She doesn’t look much like you. Certainly doesn’t have your ugly mug. Must take after her mother. Again, tell me, are the rumours true?”

Carver looked around for something to use. Anything. He could pull the knife from his gut. Would he bleed out first? Or would the silver kill him? He felt the wolf inside him panicking, wanting to break free. Actually, it really wanted to tear Edmonias to pieces for his betrayal. Carver didn’t have to think hard to put two and two together. The reports of how Ryann’s parents had died, what their mother had told him, all while keeping Ryann secret from him to protect her… He knew it had been Edmonias.

He hadn’t had those powers then. Those were new. Carver hissed. “You worship the Dark,” he growled. “The True Dark. You fucking idiot. Somehow you got even dumber.”

Edmonias’ eyes lit up in anger. He pulled himself up. “The Dark has given me power!” he snarled. “And the Hunger has given me immortality! Sure, I have to sacrifice my gifts every now and then, but they’re easy enough to regain! I just have to devour another Blood! But you! And that witch of yours! You kept me from my gods!”

Carver snarled and shielded himself against the spittle of Edmonias’ shrill screaming. “She wasn’t even born when you first got horny for your monstrous gods,” he growled. “You always were a selfish little shit. That’s why I never Turned you. Or trusted you.”

“You’ve never Turned anyone,” Edmonias snarled and brought his cane down hard on Carver’s head, hitting his raised arm. “And you never will! You are a coward! Destined to die alone!”

Carver tried to grab the cane when it next came down, but Edmonias pulled it away swiftly. He huffed and took a step back, just out of reach. “I heard rumours,” he whispered harshly and hoarsely as Carver shuddered under the pain in his gut. “I heard whispers in the dark. But I never thought they would be true. A daughter…” He pulled himself fully upright as Carver sagged more to the side, losing his strength. His vision grew dark at the edges.

“I will kill you now, Carver,” He heard the slithering voice as if from far away. “Then, I’ll kill your witch. And then your daughters. I will drink their blood, and it will sate the Hunger and the Dark. And then I will open the door.” Carver tried to force his eyes open. He tried to gain strength by thinking of Kay. Of Kathleen. Of Ryann. He saw Irene’s face before him, as if she’d come from the afterlife to greet him. She was as beautiful as the day they’d met. As beautiful as the day she’d died.

He recalled his anger when he’d realized that Ryann had been kept from him, hidden. But now, in his final moments, he understood. After all, his own daughter was a secret nobody could ever know of. If anyone knew… They would kill her. They would hunt her to the end of the earth. Any of his daughters.

He had to get up. He had to kill Edmonias, finally put him down. Carver’s last thought was of his beloved, secret daughter, and the tears he had shed for her.
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Ryann stood in the dark. She just stared ahead into the blackness that enveloped her. ‘It’s not the first time I’ve slaughtered your family.’ The words rang in her ears. In the dark, she remembered what she’d tried to forget. The darkness in her childhood house. Her fear of touching it. The uneasy feeling. Her parents’ worried glances and the quick exit. She remembered the street lights blinking out one by one behind them, just like after the fight club. She remembered the smell of rot and the cold right before the crash, and the smell of blood after.

The realization that Gold had murdered her parents hit her out of nowhere and then passed her by with a feeling of nausea. She’d known her parents hadn’t died in an accident since the Institute. She had been trying to just put it out of her mind until she was safe. I should have known. The thought was like a flicker in the dark of a mind that didn’t want to think for all the hurt inside it.

Then all that hurt and sadness and nausea in Ryann’s gut was replaced by something much more familiar. Burning, boiling rage. A low growl emanated from her throat. She clenched her fists hard and her shoulders tensed in anger. And that anger bubbled up like magma from the depths of the earth. She struck the wall before her again and felt the pain shoot up her arm. She did it again, and again. Something snapped inside her. The rage she had kept back since Gold had attacked Rachel was suddenly released. Blood from her knuckles coated the wall.

Then Ryann realized quite abruptly that she could see the wall, and her blood, glowing faintly. Like Carver’s blood had a golden shimmer, hers was a sun-like orange. It’s being reflected, Ryann understood then. The flashlight in her hand was still dead, so she looked around for the light source. She found it at the door. But it wasn’t the door itself. It was the symbols on it.

Red glowed from between the marks of Ryann’s tattoos on the door. As she watched, the metal around them discoloured, turning red with heat. Ryann walked over to it. Her rage didn’t abate amidst the mild curiosity she felt. There was something there… Something that drew her to it. She wasn’t going to touch it. Of course she wouldn’t!

Her fingertips brushed the metal.

Lake pulled their claws from the throat of the dark thing they had slain. They pushed their other hand in and filled it with fire. Heat travelled up their arm as her skin charred and cracked, and it burst in a shower of gore and darkness and pitch-black mist. They huffed and slammed shut the heavy bolt of the wooden door that secured this mausoleum, locking the things inside away. There was a door inside. It led to a place where the sky had teeth, and Lake wasn’t going to let it eat them.

They walked over to a small, curled up figure on the ground between the tombstones. A girl with long, black hair. She looked up at Lake’s approach and pointed a knife at them. They grabbed the girl by the jaw and pulled her close. “If I wanted you to die, I would have left you in that place,” Lake growled. The sound was hoarse in a throat that hadn’t felt water for days. “So put the fucking knife away.”

Ryann pulled her hand away quickly. Anger mixed with confusion. She had just seen Lake. They were alive. She’d also seen where they’d been, briefly. In a dark place where the sky was filled with fangs and hungry mouths.

She put her hand to the door deliberately this time.

Vivian brought her axe down hard on the foul-smelling lump that had latched on to Logan. She punched her hand into the wound, felt something pulse, and crushed it. Logan’s long claws sliced wildly. Their flashlights flickered on the ground, barely able to illuminate the stone pillars built of slabs of rock. They rose high into the sky.

A long tendril lashed at Vivian’s back. It was followed by another, and the strikes burned. She caught the next, wrapping it around her arm, and pulled it close. Her foot stomped down in anger and her growl and the smell of foul water filled the air as she crushed the soft, lumpy mass under her boot. Her foot sank into the soft, wet body up to the knee, and it burned on her skin.

They were getting overrun.

Kay’s scent broke through the air abruptly, along with her powerful snarl. Vivian caught a flash of metal as the shadow tore itself from the dark. Kay was a pitch-black wolf, darkness come alive, with eyes that glowed faintly lighter than the surrounding fur. She held her blade in her teeth, secured in the scabbard. Vivian grabbed Logan’s hand so tight they cried out in surprise. She dug the other into Kay’s fur. “Go!” she yelled. Her vision swam and blurred and twisted for a moment as Kay jumped. She came down hard and crashed into the table in the backroom of the bar. Vivian closed her eyes against the light with a whine.

Logan swayed on her feet and rubbed her wrist as Vivian released it. She looked at Kay, who was panting and laying down slowly. “You can fucking teleport??” she yelled, very surprised.

Ryann pulled her hand away in surprise. Kay could teleport. That was new. Or maybe she was hallucinating. Probably not, though. Weird magic bullshit, who knew what was possible?

But that was an issue for later, one that she would reeeally squeeze her big sister about. Either way, they were fine. Gold didn’t have them in his clutches. “I need to get out of here,” she thought aloud to herself in a mutter. She pushed her hand harder against the metal as it continued to heat up. The metal drifted under her palm, like the inside was liquid now

Meg crept along the cracked wall of the labyrinth. She looked back and found it had changed again as the beam of her shoulder-mounted light crossed it. The path behind her was blocked. “Yeah, fuck you too,” she muttered. “My house gives me more shit with moving walls than you do.” She stared at the darkness above. She knew she was being watched, because her gift of vanishing wasn’t working. And she knew that, as tempting as it was to climb up to find a way out of the maze, that wasn’t the point. She wouldn’t find the exit that way.

Meg’s fingers in her fingerless gloves brushed over the scratches on the wall. Anyone else might mistake them for the frantic marks of panicked inmates— this was a prison, after all —but Meg recognized the script. Storm Tongue, the language of the ancient dragons. Draconic, as laymen called it.

She stopped at a specific mark and nodded. Her long, gently curved blade glinted as she pulled it from the scabbard on her back. She glanced to her right, away from the wall, as the instruction read, then to the left. An alcove had opened up. A pool of pitch black water rested in it. It swallowed the beam of her shoulder-mounted light without reflecting it in the least.

Meg let out a soft, clicking purr. The blade in her hand was already coated with black blood. “Well… Let’s hope Ryann has it this easy getting out.” She folded her arms before her chest, stepped forward, and dropped into the pool.

Ryann pulled her hand away from the heat. She still had mixed feelings about Meg. But for now, she was just glad her friend was safe. Ryann looked up at the door, which now had metal running down it and was beginning to sag. Her own hand was blackened with soot… No, it was darkness that was pulling up her arm slowly.

It still didn’t make sense. What was this stupid door leading to nowhere? Why were her tattoos marked onto it? Why did Gold hate her family so much? What was it Carver had said about them? That they had fought darkness, that they’d stood against monsters and turned their powers back on them? According to him, that was likely why the sun didn’t burn her anymore. She adapted because of some innate power.

I need to do that again, Ryann realized. If I can… steal this dark, somehow, control it like Gold does, I can go back and kill him. She was convinced she was in some sort of alternate dimension now. Sure, it was hard to really accept, but she’d seen the places Meg, Kay and Lake had been. Not just that, she’d seen them. Felt them. Heard them. She’d known their very thoughts for brief moments, so either her theory was close to spot-on, or she was losing her mind.

Ryann pressed her hands to the handprints in the door. Maybe if she focused on the question, she would find—

Cold terror surged through her as she pressed her palms to the handprints. Grandma Ly, still Mother Ly then, the Eater of Monsters, grit her teeth as dark veins shot up her arms. Edmonias Gold writhed behind her, screaming out in anguish.

“Stop it!” he screamed. “You’re hurting them!”

The unseeing artisans clawed at their empty eye sockets and screamed a shrill chorus of pain. And behind the door that the Eater of Monsters was forcing open, the Dark and the Hunger screamed too. They were but mere ideas now. Concepts. Figments, barely capable of manifesting in the material universe. But they wanted to be. Oh, how they wanted it.

The Hunger’s many mouths salivated at the exquisite pain of almost-being. The Dark roared soundlessly and shook the very bones of the Eater of Monsters. Blood dripped from her eyes and from her ears and nose. She paid it no heed. Her hair, though shaved, itched like it was being plucked one by one, and her scars burned. The tattoos covering her back and running down her right arm writhed within her skin. They sensed the strain of the unravelling, the devastation of her forcing open a door that led to the Awful Dark.

But she didn’t open it. She forced it apart just a bit, and in doing so made it hers. She broke the lock and carved her mark on the metal. It would never have worked. Gold, who was trying to claw at the smooth cathedral floor to pull himself towards her, had sacrificed to two gods. His ritual could not support them both. It was too flimsy, too desperate. She still wasn’t going to let it go. Her son would soon be inducted into the family business. She would wipe the world clean of monsters before that happened. She already wore them on her skin.

The Eater of Monsters let the door slam shut and the incomplete ritual ruptured the very fabric of the world. She could feel it, like she had felt it when she’d slain her first Eternal and captured its essence. The door did not withstand the force. It crumbled, but its shape remained. It kept the mark of the Ly family on it, worn on the skin of the Eater of Monsters.

Grandmother Ly breathed deep. Her flesh felt aged. Her muscles were weak and numb. Black veins still pulled over her arms. She looked at them and felt the dark. True dark. Not that warped entity Gold worshipped. She ignored him as he screamed curses. Grandma Ly took a deep breath and looked at her wristwatch. Ten seconds to the full hour. She closed her eyes. She felt the dark. She focused on it.

Gold was alone in the dark cathedral when the bombs planted under the seats and the floor blew. His screams fell on deaf ears.

Ryann pulled her hands back and felt the darkness. The terror left her as she removed her skin from the door. There were evil things out there. Not gods, not truly. Figments of Dark and Hunger, fragments of something horrible called into being by those grasping for power, for control, and for pleasure at the expense of others. She didn’t know where this knowledge came from, but she knew that if all the worshippers of the Dark died, so would the threat of it entering into their world.

Gold was the last one. All the others had been slaughtered by the Ly’s. And now she would kill him.

Ryann’s jaw clenched as she bared her fangs in a snarl. Gold had been willing to plunge the world into darkness. He had hurt her friends. He had hounded her, had murdered her parents… He had attacked Rachel.

Ryann screamed and swung her fist. Her whole body moved to generate the momentum of her knuckles slamming into the door. The force rippled out through the metal as it shattered away like glass. Liquid metal and fire flew from the broken space, and Ryann felt a shudder go through the floor as the door was destroyed, once and for all. There would be no more unseeing artisans to remake it.

The bones and wires glowed in the eerie light of the fire scattered across the floor. And more so, they glowed in the light of the remaining metal. The burning glow of the black sun on the door, the same Ryann wore on her neck. The symbol of protection.

Beneath that blazing darkness, the bones fell, crumbling into the pit of churning dark and fire that had opened beneath the structure. The structure began to crack in places. Old, brittle bones bent and splintered under the strain. Moisture evaporated, flesh charred as the flames licked higher. The ground itself broke open and was set ablaze as streams of lava bubbled up. They licked around Ryann’s heels without harming her. She was the fire. She was the rage.

With a tremendous crash, it all came down, throwing up soot and bone dust that burned away in a ball of flame. Ryann snarled with her fists clenched as she walked through the inferno. Her clothes glowed with embers. Her hair whipped behind her as the hair tie gave out. She brought her heel down on the ancient vampire skull and crushed it into splinters. Gold’s door was destroyed. So was his magic centerpiece. The one thing that remained was the glow of the black sun, spreading a cruel light that made the shadows writhe and recede.

Ryann closed her eyes. She folded her arms before her chest like she had seen Meg do, she focused on the feeling of true dark around her like her grandmother had, and imagined her home, the place where her friends were.

Darkness swallowed her and she was blind.

It felt like falling through water. Or dying, maybe. There was no telling where up or down was. No knowing if she was sinking or rising, or floating forwards. Ryann thought she was moving, but, in truth, she had no real idea.

Then there was a faint flicker of light in the distance. Like sunbeams through murky water. There was no scent or sound. Just quiet and cold. But that light slowly got closer as Ryann focused on it. She reached for it, gasping as her breath ran short and there was no air to replace it. Her fingers burst from the shadows first, then her arm and the rest of her body. Darkness had consumed her, and now darkness spat her out. She caught herself in a roll on the smooth floor, and noticed the cracks in it that looked like the wood had been charred.

She smelled Lake. She smelled old blood, alcohol, her friends, and… Carver! Ryann looked around for him. The scent of his blood was so thick in the air. There was something else, something fowl and rotten—

“You monster!” Gold screeched as he brought his cane down against her head with much more force than Ryann thought his skinny body might hold. Her vision swam and she reeled, throwing herself to the side and out of the way of the metal tip as it slammed down again. Gold glared at her. Black, oozing blood was leaking from his eyes and the corners of his mouth. His look was wild. One pupil had shrunk to a pinprick, the other had blown up so it filled his iris almost completely. His expression was a sneer and his teeth stained with black blood.

“You destroyed my work!” he stepped towards her, much more secure on his one foot now.

Ryann growled back and brought her fists up. “You killed my parents!” She swung a kick at his head with all the force she had in her. No blood gifts. She wanted to do this herself.

Gold’s left hand shot up. Something flickered on it, like when Ryann could see Meg’s eyes behind the gift that made her human. What blocked and held her foot was a malformed, twisted thing. Metal writhed in and out of the hand. The skin pulled tightly over it, rippling and revealing the bones and metal in places. It was practically skeletal, before it flickered back into the long-clawed, leather-skinned hand Ryann knew.

Gold slammed his cane down hard on her knee and Ryann grunted at the pain. She twisted out of his grip. landing on all fours. He kicked her in the side far swifter than she had anticipated. The force threw her across the floor. She rolled and came right back up. Her knee throbbed, but she could still put weight on it. She kept her fists up.

Gold snarled so ferociously, the skin began to tear at the corners of his mouth. “You insignificant little shit!” he snarled. “You entitled little weakling! I have sacrificed everything to get to this point!” He slammed his cane down with every word as he limped closer. Now he raised it to strike with both hands like a bat. “I—!”

Ryann went low and swept his healthy leg out from under him. He faltered, but immediately found his balance. Darkness surged at the edges of the room, and one of the standing lamps exploded. Gold’s cane hit her arm hard as she blocked it, and Ryann stumbled under the bone-shattering strike. But she was strong. She rushed in at the same time and reached for his eyes with her claws. Gold moved in a blur and stabbed his peg leg into her abdomen. It had a flat rubber point, but with the sudden strength he displayed, it still made Ryann double over. She gasped, trying to fill her lungs with the air that had been pushed from them. Gold grabbed her tank top and forced his knee up into her chest hard enough to make her vision go black at the edges.

She cushioned the next strike with her arms crossed beneath her. Her forearms hurt like they hadn’t since she’d first started using them to block hits years ago. Ryann punched Gold in the stomach and felt something give. He spat blood. She wrapped her arm around his leg in the brief moment of distraction, lifted it, and toppled him. He hit the ground hard and snarled in pain.

Ryann was already on him, still gripping his knee, and kicked down at his head with all her strength and weight. The shock went up her leg as she hit wood instead of flesh and bone. The strike that would have caved in Gold’s skull instead recoiled up into Ryann’s injured knee and made her grit her teeth. His head had become a shadow on the floor. Ryann growled and instead slammed down on his gut, which was still physical.

Gold’s cane cracking against the side of her head stopped her. Her grip loosened only a fraction, but the flesh turned to shadow and slipped from her grasp. Ryann stumbled but caught herself, one arm still up to strike or block as the other briefly fell to her side. She hissed, pain throbbing at her temple. Warm blood ran down the side of her head.

“I…” Gold rasped manically as he pulled himself up from the floor and out of the shadows. He leaned heavy on his cane, gasping. “I have sacrificed everything! My gifts! My flesh! My very soul! And hundreds of souls that I have devoured! Even the clarity that came with it!”

Ryann snarled a little louder. “You’ve cannibalized Bloods,” she growled as she shook out her throbbing leg. Still seemed good to fight, even if it was painful.

Gold chuckled, a gurgling laugh, rasping sound that came out with flecks of blood. “I have! I’ve swallowed the souls of humans too. Even a werewolf once.” He licked over his crooked, long teeth. “Soon I’ll have Carver’s too…”

“The fuck did you say?” Ryann snarled. She clenched her fist so hard her knuckles began bleeding again.

Gold smirked and slowly walked to circle Ryann as shadows roiled behind him. “Oh, I forgot. You think of him as a surrogate father, is that right? I didn’t get to drink much of his blood before you defiled my god, but those memories were in there…” He hissed softly and let the tip of his cane scrape along the floor. “He doesn’t love you,” he snickered.

“I’m gonna shove that cane up your ass,” Ryann muttered and took a step. Her thoughts flashed to Carver. Please be alive, old man.

“It’s not you!” Gold chuckled and stepped back into the shadows. He wasn’t going to let her stop his monologue. He hung his cane over his hand as the darkness formed a ring around him, slowly creeping closer. Ryann frowned and thrust her palm at it. The darkness stopped there, and Gold sneered. “You see,” he continued, glaring at the shadows at his feet, “Carver doesn’t love you. He is incapable of love. He is a man who cannot commit to anything. That is why he left me to die, almost a thousand years ago.” He began to slowly strip off his jacket.

“Fuck off,” Ryann growled. “If I know anything about you, it’s that you’ve always been a monster. And if Carver left you to die, it’s because he was too kind to kill you, not thinking that you might turn into some asshole vampire!”

“Is that so?” Gold smiled as he dropped his jacket and rolled up the sleeves of his strange shirt with the swirling patterns. “So he loves you? Then, what’s his daughter’s name?”

Ryann frowned. “The fuck do you mean?”

Gold smirked. He unbuttoned his top button and breathed a little deeper. There were discoloured marks around his throat, like someone had choked him. “His daughter?” the vampire said softly, like he was trying to coax the answer to a problem out of Ryann. He even gave her a patronizing smile. “Not an adopted stray like you. His true daughter. His own flesh and blood, neglected and hidden for almost twenty years?” He cocked his head gently. “Didn’t he tell you?”

Ryann faltered. She shouldn’t believe a thing Gold said. He was a monster. But this lie was too random, too elaborate for him to gain anything. She remembered Kay taking her to see the stars. She recalled how the bartender had mentioned that Carver was like a father to her. And she remembered the mention of Kay’s secret sister.

Ryann was still making the connection when Gold lunged at her. The inky black swirled around him. He was a beast of shadows now, darkness clinging to his too-long limbs. His eyes glowed as his ratty, brown hair was blown back. Long claws slashed open Ryann’s biceps and his teeth gnashed together, ripping her skin open.

If Ryann hadn’t moved by instinct, that would have torn open her throat. She punched Gold hard in the jaw. Her knuckles protested and dark fluid sprayed from his mouth. He swung for her. His cane split Ryann’s lip and tossed her head to the side. She spat blood and half a fang. Shit, she thought as she blocked a shadowy claw to the face with her ripped-up, bleeding arm.

Gold smirked. “Don’t worry,” he snarled as he wrapped that now-huge claw around Ryann’s arm and pulled it away. “They grow back if you survive.” He headbutted her so hard Ryann’s head snapped back. He had been frail before. Maybe Carver’s blood had somehow empowered him?

Ryann’s vision went black for a second. Her sole creaked over the wood as she caught herself and slammed her own forehead against Gold’s nose. He sputtered and kicked her in the chest, tossing her back like a rag doll. When had he become so tall? When had his arms and legs and fingers grown so long? Ryann blinked the blood from a head wound away and pulled herself up on the pillar she had crashed into. Her claws scratched over the stone and wood. She ran at Gold and shoulder-barged into him. She was over her reluctance to use blood now, but when she tried to draw on it, she found her reserves painfully low. Controlling the dark must have taken a lot out of her.

Fuck it, Ryann thought as she still barrelled into the supernaturally strengthened vampire, making him gasp. She dodged a swing from his cane that split the ground next to her and kicked against his knee, hearing a satisfying crack! from it. Gold gasped and went down. Ryann grasped his shirt and punched him square in the jaw, then then the throat. The first strike dazed him. The second shattered his trachea. Ryann punched her claws into his neck, pushing them past the bits of cartilage. She thought about ripping out his throat. Instead she recalled how Meg had gripped and severed a nostighoul’s spine through its throat.

She punched her hand deeper, feeling the wetness and contractions as Gold gurgled. Her free arm gripped and squeezed the base of his neck to hold him there despite his struggles. Gold screamed, an ungodly sound that shook the high windows showing the westward city view. Ryann practically roared. The sound tore itself from her throat, a cry of anger, anguish, and hate.

It ended in a snarl as Gold’s cane came down on her forearm hard enough to form cracks in the black-polished wood. Her claws scraped over bone as she was wrenched away. Ryann grit her teeth at the distinct feeling of her arm breaking. Gold’s bony hands thrust her off him. She swayed and stumbled, shaking, but she still had one good arm. Ryann snarled and lunged, aiming for the white showing through the bloody red mess.

Long claws piercing straight through her gut stopped her. Ryann was lifted off her feet and tossed against the windows, cracking them. She gasped and writhed in pain. Her arm was broken. Her hands hurt from the continuous punches. Her knee throbbed uncomfortably, her back ached with bruising, her head with cuts and the force of it slamming against hard surfaces. The four holes in her gut burned with every breath. Blood seeped out even under the hand she pressed on them.

Get up! Her mind yelled at her broken body. Get up! Kill him! You have to! He’ll kill your friends! He’ll kill Rachel! That thought made Ryann force herself up. She glared at Gold as he sneered and moved in. His hand shot forwards. Fingers long as Ryann’s forearm curled around her neck and squeezed.

He smirked triumphantly. “End of the line,” he said in a hoarse gurgle as his throat knit itself back together. He raised the cane and brought it down on Ryann’s skull. Her head snapped to the side with pain. In the motion, as her vision grew fuzzy, she watched the shadows in the corner burst open. The air itself flickered and Ryann smelled Meg. She was there, out of nowhere. Her clothes were ripped, half her face singed and burned. The huge dagger in her hand came down in an arc of silver.

The tip carved through Gold’s neck, but didn’t sever it. But the force of the strike carried it onward and severed the arm choking and pinning Ryann.

“Pale-blooded bitch!” Gold snarled and swung the cane at Meg instead. It cracked against her head like a gunshot.

Ryann was tough. She was built with huge, strong muscles. Her neck was thick and protected her head from concussions with the stability it offered.

Meg wasn’t. Her head snapped to the side and she fell hard, gasping and scrambling to get up. She slipped, and Ryann knew that she wouldn’t get up before Gold got to her.

“Gold!” Ryann screamed with all her rage as she rushed him and drew out the last of her blood to give herself more power and try to heal, just a little. It didn’t matter if this charge broke her, as long as he broke first. His eyes widened at her approach. His mouth flew open to snap and rend and drink her blood as he rounded on her, looming high, with darkness twisting in his wake.

“Ryann!” She just heard Carver’s voice at the last moment and hesitated. There was movement up on the gallery, opposite her. Carver was covered in blood. His beard looked blackened and singed. He tore open the doors to the sun room.

Light flooded down and straight at Ryann as she threw herself to the side. Her hand still burned with heat as the sunlight hit. She had used too much blood in an effort to heal herself. She hoped her sunlight immunity would return later. Gold screeched, a sound that was more animal than human. The darkness around him flickered and burned away as his body was set ablaze. Suddenly he looked less huge and imposing, and he stumbled away disoriented and in pain. Carver slammed the door shut, giving Ryann a clear path. Meg was there, still unsteady, as darkness crept towards Gold. She slashed the back of his legs and cut deep, nearly severing the one with the stump. Gold swung the cane at her with a cry of anger and fear.

Ryann caught it and wrenched it from his hand. She swung it and made his head snap to the side in a spray of blood. When he stumbled, she struck his leg as hard as she could. The cane splintered along with Gold’s leg, and as Ryann grabbed the golden head tighter, his eyes went wide.

She pushed it straight through his chest, staking him on it.

Gold fell onto the steps leading up to Lake’s destroyed piano. The stake through the heart paralyzed him and left him staring up with a look of fear on his face. Ryann stepped back and her shoulders sagged. Her whole form slumped as she let out deep, rattling breaths of exhaustion. She looked over at Meg, who was on her knees, trying to get up.

Ryann swayed gently as she turned to look up at Carver, slumped against the wall next to the sun room. Her vision was swimming. A quick shake of the head cleared her thoughts a little. She looked back down at Gold, leaking blood, unable to heal himself. She stepped forward and had to focus on staying upright. She shook her head gently once more. Blood was pouring from the stump of Gold’s arm. His dark shirt and vest had become wetly discoloured.

She grabbed the head of the cane and wrenched it free. Gold gasped and tried to crawl away on shattered and sliced limbs. Ryann stomped down on his leg and felt the bones and muscles shift as she held him in place. His scream echoed through the room and barely got a reaction from anyone. It was already over for most of them.

Not for Ryann. She ran a hand over her face and felt the frayed end of the scar on her cheek under her thumb. This man had taken everything from her. He’d attacked the people she loved most.

Ryann licked over her split lip and the broken fang in her mouth. Gold was ultimately the reason why she was the way she was. Why she’d had to fight her whole life. Why she’d become a vampire. Micky might have selected her, Victor might have abducted her, and Lucas might have Turned her. But Gold was the reason why she’d been left defenceless and alone in a world of crimson tears.

She leaned in and stared into Gold’s fearful, messed-up eyes. Her own, narrowed eyes blazed with all her pain and rage that she’d had to endure. “You took my parents from me,” Ryann growled and clenched her fists. Her expression was one of hard, unforgiving anger. “You scarred me.” Her voice was even and low, laced with a deep growl. “You made me fear the dark. Fear the things in it.” She raised her fist and thrust it down. Pain cracked through her knuckles and up the wrist to her elbow.

Ryann didn’t care. She listened to Gold’s bones crunch and let his flesh rend against her claws. For a moment she was still, feeling the frantic beat of his heart against her palm. “But now I am the thing in the dark,” she whispered with that same growl coming from deep in her throat, “and you’re all going to fear me.”

She ripped her hand free. Gold’s heart was a malformed lump. It beat in her hand, oozing black blood. His face beneath her contorted in anguish and he opened his mouth. Black blood filled his throat and splashed and squirted up gently as he tried to form words. Ryann stared down at him, the last thing he would ever see, and watched the light go out in his eyes. The heart beat frantically in her hand, slowed…

Then it lay still.
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Ryann swayed gently where she stood, lightheaded from her blood loss and exhaustion. Her breaths went fast and laboured, but a weight had lifted off her shoulders.

Gold was dead. Rachel was a little safer. So was she.

She dropped the heart and let it fall to the ground with a wet splat. The stench of rot and blood was overwhelming. Ryann wanted to puke, but she just gagged for a moment and stepped back. The darkness that had been churning and moving seconds ago was now gone. Nothing but normal shadow remained.

Meg slowly pulled herself up. She huffed and gasped as she did, and walked over to sit next to Ryann on the steps of the dais. She rubbed her face and winced. Ryann didn’t say anything. She didn’t reach out to put an arm around her shoulders either. She had been incredibly relieved to see Meg, but now she was just angry. Angry about her ghosting them for two weeks, angry about her not even letting Ryann know where she was or if she was fine.

Angry about her leaving Ryann to deal with everything in those two weeks herself.

“What happened to your face?” she asked Meg in a strained, exhausted voice.

“Fire,” Meg said, stating the obvious.

“Huh.” Ryann slowly pulled herself up. Everything hurt. “We’re not done,” she huffed. “Carver… He’s hurt.” She started walking to the stairs as fast as she could.

Meg let out a deep, hissing breath and followed. “Just a second,” she muttered, looking at Gold’s unmoving form. She grabbed his hair and pulled him up before bringing her blade down. It hacked into the neck to the bone. Not a perfect strike. Meg pulled it free and let it fall again, and this time it severed the spine and, with a jerk of the hand, the rest of the flesh. She stared at the dripping stump for a moment and swallowed hard.

Ryann frowned. “Meg?” she asked.

Her friend snapped out of her momentary stupor. She sniffed. “Coming,” she said in her low, raspy voice, and tossed the head to the window. “Just making sure.”

Ryann nodded and pulled herself up the stairs. The walk up was one of the hardest she’d ever done. Not even after fighting Micky, Rastus, Marianne and the others had she been so exhausted. Then again, she’d had a day to recover.

The little library was a mess. Pages and books were torn apart and strewn everywhere, and one of the bookshelves had been shattered on the ground. The railing in that spot was splintered, too. Carver was slumped against the wall next to the sun room, and Ryann’s steps quickened when she saw the knife protruding from his belly. She forced her tired body to move and stomped over the mess, kicking things aside as her feet refused to rise high enough.

“Carver!” The sound came out as a hoarse rasp from her dry throat. She practically stumbled the last few steps to him and reached him just as he slowly tipped forward. He groaned as he fell against her, and Ryann slowly let him down. It was rough. Her own knees ached as she bent them, along with all her legs. Then Meg was there and helped her.

“Try and elevate his hip,” Ryann huffed out of breath, half to herself and half to Meg. “We need to stop the bleeding…” What they needed was a hospital, and they couldn’t go to one. Carver would immediately be outed as non-human, besides the fact that any contact with his blood could be life threatening for the operating staff.

“He needs blood,” Meg said, breaths equally laboured. “Lake’s supplies…”

“No good,” Carver groaned. “I have a blood condition. We need my personal stash…”

“Fuck!” Meg rubbed her head under the ripped hood. Her fangs showed as she grit her teeth. She looked at Ryann. “Can you patch him up?”

“I-I don’t know!” Ryann whispered, putting pressure on the wound around the knife. Carver had another one on his neck that was slowly clotting. “I know how, but we don’t have any of the equipment… Does Lake have a private operating room?” It was a slim chance.

Meg shook her head. “No. She was going to have some put in, just in case, on the top and bottom floors. But they were still just being planned!”

“We don’t even know if the knife’s pierced any vital organs!” Suddenly Ryann was very aware of just how much of a risk Carver had taken for her. There was almost nobody in the world who could treat a werewolf.

Carver coughed once. “It’s not hit anything vital,” he gasped breathlessly. “It’s silver. I’d be dead already.”

How the fuck is he still alive? Ryann stared at the silver blade.

Meg clicked her tongue in a gesture of annoyance. “Got one more thing we can try,” she said and pulled her small, triangular backpack with the shoulder light off. She opened it and pulled out two small, square bottles with cork stoppers. They were filled with a translucent, blue liquid. It sloshed a little thicker than water as she showed it to the two.

“This could heal you,” she said to Carver. “Or it could kill you. It’s for Bloods, not wolves. And we’ll have to pull the knife, so there’s no going back if we try.”

“Carver…” Ryann hated how scared and pathetic he sounded. Even if the whole dad routine had just been a joke or just him being nice, seeing him in a puddle of his own blood made her feel like she was losing another parent. It made her eyes sting with tears.

“Try it,” Carver gasped. “I die if we do nothing.”

Meg hesitated. She looked at Ryann. Ryann grasped Carver’s hand. “I don’t want you to die.”

He huffed and grinned. “If I do, just have Nemo bring me back.” They both knew Nemo couldn’t do that. Not really.

Ryann looked at Meg, and, with a heavy heart, said, “Let’s do it.” She grabbed the hilt of the knife.

Meg nodded. She pulled the cork with her teeth, and for a moment her mouth flickered and her teeth were needle-sharp and long. She spat the cork and put her hand under Carver’s head to lift it gently. Ryann smelled something sharp and spicy as soon as Meg opened the bottle and put it to Carver’s lips. She frowned, trying to place the almost familiar scent.

The blue liquid passed Carver’s lips and he swallowed. Ryann pulled the knife free. Blood seeped out of the wound, and she could vaguely see the discoloured, rash-covered skin beneath. How Carver had survived for this long… She couldn’t even imagine. Then Ryann’s eye fell onto a glowing red mark at Carver’s abdomen, where the shirt had ridden up. It was small. The actual mark seemed black, almost burnt. The symbol of a sun. The skin around it seemed completely normal and not silver-poisoned.

Carver’s back arched suddenly and he screamed in pain. Meg grabbed his wrists and sat on his chest. “Hold him down!” she yelled. Ryann threw herself onto Carver’s legs and hissed as she hit her broken arm. She looked back at Meg, who had her back to her.

“Is this normal?” she yelled as much as her dry throat would let her.

“It wasn’t meant for wolves!” Meg just yelled back as a neon blue glow that raced through Carver’s veins. Ryann wrapped her healthy arm around the kicking legs and tried to hold on without losing another tooth or breaking another bone. Then, just as abruptly, he stopped writhing. Ryann hesitated, then got off him and scooted back up to his side as Meg let go of him too. His eyes still glowed a neon blue. It slowly receded into his pupils and Carver let out a rough breath. His next was less laboured. He relaxed.

“Fuck…” Ryann whispered with such relief. She hugged Carver as he sat up. “Glad you’re not dead, old man,” she whispered. He stank of singed hair, blood and sweat. Ryann didn’t care.

He patted her back. “Same, kid…” He winced gently.

“Careful.” Meg took Carver’s arm as he and Ryann separated. She moved him back against the wall next to the door. He leaned into it and let his head loll back against the wood panelling. “The tincture heals you, but it won’t completely close that wound,” Meg said. She pulled his shirt up and frowned. “Do werewolves need stitches?”

“When humans need stitches, we just need a week of rest,” Carver said, still strained and in pain, but sounding better. “As long as it got the silver out of my bloodstream…”

“It did,” Meg said.

Ryann sat next to Carver, her hurt leg extended, and leaned her head back too. We’re all alive. She chuckled softly. It had looked dicey for a moment there. Meg remained crouched by Carver, but she looked over. Ryann noticed her inspecting the arm she favoured. She leaned over and held the second blue tincture up for Ryann.

Ryann looked at the blue liquid, then at Meg. “No thanks. Carver made that look super painful. I’ll stick to blood.”

“It was made for Bloods,” Meg said again with a roll of her eyes. “You won’t feel anything. It’ll fix you up like a full week of healing.”

Ryann frowned and looked more intently at Meg. Her one eye was dull. Half her face on that side wasn’t just covered in soot, it was charred. She was favouring her left leg, and there were marks and cuts from something on her chest and side. Her hood was practically ripped open along the left. Her clothes were singed too. What Ryann had taken for a patch on the sweater shoulder was actually a hole with blackened flesh beneath. She only noticed it because of the ring of pale skin around it when Meg moved.

“You take it,” she said.

“It’s fine, I have more.” Meg gently shook the bottle, insistently. She pushed it to Ryann’s chest.

Ryann watched the slow slosh of the liquid. She clicked her tongue slowly. “Yeah… Why do I feel like you’re lying?” The look she gave Meg was maybe a little harsher than warranted. She was still pissed.

Her friend made a soft hissing sound and pulled back a little. Then she clenched her jaw and got up. She walked around Ryann and put the bottle down next to her. “Take it or leave it. See if I care,” she muttered before limping off. “I’m gonna start burning bodies.”

Ryann watched her leave. She growled and looked away.

“You’re being pretty hard on her,” Carver said. His voice was deep and gentle now.

“Doesn’t she deserve it?” she grumbled. “She could have sent us a text! Just one! Just one ‘Hey guys, I’m fine’! That’s all I wanted, and she still hasn’t apologized! And now she’s doing her whole self-sacrificing shit,” she continued and grabbed the tincture. She should force-feed it to Meg. Maybe then she’d finally get that Ryann cared about her.

“You know why she gave that to you?” Carver asked.

Ryann frowned and looked at him. “Why?” she asked and didn’t expect an answer. Meg just always sacrificed herself. There was no logic to it. Everything was fine in her mind, as long as she was the one who got hurt.

Carver smiled at Ryann with gentle, golden eyes. “She doesn’t want Rachel to see you so fucked up,” he said softly, and those words pierced Ryann’s chest like a vampire’s claws.

She had been beaten, slashed, broken and pierced. Her blood healing had kept her alive and stopped her bleeding, but… If Rachel saw her like this, it would just be another shock. Ryann looked down at the little bottle in her hand and was torn between her own happiness and Meg’s comfort. What was worth more?

“Come on, you can’t let your girlfriend see you like this,” Carver said and nudged her shoulder.

Ryann sighed. “Yeah,” she muttered and ran her thumb over the cork as her claw slowly receded a little. She imagined the heartbroken look on Rachel’s face. Not only had she killed, she had gotten hurt doing it. The same reason for which London had left her, breaking up with her in a hospital bed hours after she’d woken from a four-month coma.

Carver chuckled softly. “Not gonna deny that you like her?” he asked so gently.

“I think I’m way past that.” Ryann sighed and leaned her shoulder to Carver’s. Her head gently fell against his and she closed her eyes for a moment. “I’m not completely blind,” she muttered.

“Could’ve fooled me.”

“Hey!” Ryann gave him a little pout. “Rude.”

He shrugged. “You really took your time realizing it.” He waited a moment before leaning his head against Ryann’s too.

She just sighed. “I knew I liked her,” she muttered. “Of course, she’s been adorable and cute since the day I met her. I love having her around. I love talking to her.” She took a moment to collect herself as the memory brought back a hint of anxiety. “When Gold took her… I was so scared. And when I finally held her again, I guess… I guess that’s when I realized I really like her.” She grit her teeth in gentle anguish of what might have been and clenched her eyes shut. “I was so scared…” she whispered and turned her face away as if to hide it from the world.

Carver moved and put his arm around her shoulder with a gentle noise of effort. He turned to face her too and leaned his forehead to hers. “If you care for her,” he said in such a gentle, fatherly tone, “you should keep her close. And let her know that you like her.”

“I don’t want to overwhelm her,” Ryann muttered. “And she’d be in danger with me…”

“She’d be safer than anywhere else,” Carver said, devoid of any doubt.

Ryann chuckled softly. “Are you giving me permission to have her move in?”

He laughed a little at that and then winced. “If you still wanna live with me,” he said with a smile that was only a little strained due to his injury. “You can always get a place of your own.”

A very gentle purr escaped Ryann’s lips as she smiled. “I think… I’d like to stay. For a while longer,” she whispered. “You think I should ask Rachel out?”

“If you’re comfortable, yeah,” Carver hummed as Ryann opened her eyes and pulled her head back. His eyes were now grey again. “You don’t have to rush, but I think Rachel might just like you too.”

“Ah…” Ryann shook her head. “I’m her first gay friend. Of course she has a little crush on me.” But she did wish it could be more. Maybe… She shook her head again. “I shouldn’t get my hopes up,” she said with a thought to her disastrous last relationship. If Rachel got invested in her without knowing the true ramifications, the danger Ryann found herself in again and again… I’m just going to break her heart and scare her, she thought sadly.

Carver bumped her with his shoulder. “Hey,” he said. “Rachel’s a strong girl. And you don’t have to decide anything now. Just… keep going as you have.”

Great advice, if only Ryann recalled Rachel’s scent and the colour of her eyes and the sound of her voice every moment. She cleared her throat. “Speaking of people we clearly have crushes on,” she said to change the subject. “You and Kathleen, huh?”

Carver cleared his throat. “That, uh… That’s not…”

“Dude, she gave you an extra blood sigil that probably saved your life,” Ryann said with a teasing smile. It turned sincere a moment later. “She clearly likes you. And you like her.” She bumped him with her elbow and grit her teeth against the pain throbbing in her forearm. “Don’t let her go,” she said softly.

Carver looked aside and rubbed his neck. “It’s… complicated,” he muttered. “I do like her. But… we can’t be together. Not openly. I can’t be the man I want to be for her.”

Ryann nodded with a gentle, understanding look. “Is it because you’re a Stray and she’s a pack leader?” she asked. And, when Carver didn’t answer, “Or is it because of your secret daughter?”

Carver’s eyes snapped back to her. There was a brief moment of panic before his face went expressionless. “Gold,” he muttered.

“Hey, it’s okay,” Ryann said softly. “Gold did say something. But I remembered some stuff Kay told me…” Carver looked away again. This time he looked pained. There were tears in his eyes that had never been there before, not even at his moment close to death.

Ryann leaned in and ignored her throbbing arm as she hugged him. “Hey,” she whispered. “You don’t have to tell me. I’ll listen if you want me to… but I’ll wait however long you need. Just… remember you’re not alone either.”

He hugged her back and cried on her shoulder. It was quiet and bitter, just like how Carver endured everything life threw at him. Ryann held him close until the tears subsided. He squeezed her one more time before pulling away. “Thanks,” he said and sniffed softly. “I…” He cleared his throat. “I do want to tell you. But… It’s complicated. I’m sorry.”

“Yeah. It’s okay,” Ryann said gently.

Carver sniffed once more and wiped at his eyes. He looked over at the tincture Ryann had put down. “You should drink it,” he said.

Ryann shook her head. “Meg’s in pain, too.” Meg was a nostighoul, but she didn’t heal nearly as quickly as the ones Ryann had seen so far. Supposedly because Meg didn’t torture people. Something about nostighoul feeding on pain.

“She gave it to you,” Carver said.

Ryann grumbled. “I don’t want her to sacrifice herself again!”

“And what is it you’re doing?” Carver raised an eyebrow. It was as if their other talks hadn’t even happened.

“That’s completely different!” she protested. “I’m trying to help! She’s just…” Doing the exact same thing, Ryann reluctantly admitted to herself. She still scowled at Carver. “I’m not doing this because I want to,” she grumbled as she uncorked the bottle.

“Clearly,” Carver deadpanned.

“And it’s a one-time thing!” she added with a growl. I really don’t want to. She smelled the sharp, spicy tincture when she put it to her lips. I want Meg to not be in pain. She closed her eyes. I don’t want Rachel to leave. She knocked it back in one gulp.

It went down easy enough, but it left the taste of blood in her mouth. Blood that was so cold it burned in her throat as it coated it. On her next breath her mouth felt like ice and her throat strange. She licked her teeth gently and found that the one fang didn’t seem as jagged anymore. In fact, she could feel it grow a tiny bit as she rested her tongue there. The tension in her lip from where it was split subsided. But more than that, breathing stopped being quite as painful, and her arm stopped its throbbing.

Ryann frowned and moved it carefully. The break felt good as new. She checked herself, and the holes in her stomach had narrowed, same as the slashes on her arm. “Fuck,” she muttered. “This stuff is amazing.”

“Yeah,” Carver said. “You don’t look like shit anymore.”

“Still feel like it,” she muttered. But at least she looked more presentable. Still low on blood. Too low to withstand sunlight. “I’m gonna go raid the kitchen,” she said as she slowly got up.

“I’ll stay here,” Carver sighed and closed his eyes. “Rest a bit more. Don’t mess up the kitchen too bad,” he joked.

“Eh.” Ryann shrugged. “Lake won’t mind.”

Carver gave her a look.

“I…” Ryann hesitated. “I saw them. When I was in the… the dark place. Everyone else made it back. They did, too. I think they’re in a cemetery.”

Carver watched her intently. He tilted his head ever so gently. “What happened in there?” he asked softly.

Ryann shook her head. Lake, the door, Gold admitting to killing her parents… It was too much for that moment. “Not now,” she whispered. “I’ll tell you, but… I can’t now.” She felt so tired all of a sudden.

Carver hesitated, then he nodded. “Another time,” he whispered. “But… thank you. I’m glad to know Lake’s okay.”

Ryann gave him a tired thumbs-up. She rubbed her face, still tired, and headed downstairs. Everything was a mess. Everything smelled of rot and blood. They had to clean up before Lake got back, or else they’d probably have a heart attack. Ryann stopped when her foot hit something. She looked down and recognized it as one of the ivory keys from Lake’s piano. She sighed deeply and went to the kitchen. There was food rotting on the kitchen counter. It looked like Lake had been interrupted right in the middle of their meal.

Ryann went to the secret compartment and got herself a blood bag that she devoured. Her veins burned, and half of it was used up immediately to help her still painful leg. She grabbed another one and devoured it above the sink, sucking it dry. She went slower with this one.

She was so tired. She imagined Rachel’s touch on her skin—

Carver was right, her mind mocked gently. You’ve got it bad. Ryann dropped her head with a little growl. So fucking tired.

Something glinted in the corner of her vision. She frowned and went to look. It was a pair of black aviators in a golden frame, half hidden behind the door of the room. Ryann picked them up with a frown. They didn’t look like they would fit Lake. If anything, they’d probably fit her more. Ryann shrugged and put them on the kitchen counter next to her. Then Meg walked in and straight to the knife rack. She turned around and saw Ryann. She froze. Ryann narrowed her eyes, as the one thing that could help with her exhaustion and confused feelings bubbled up in her again. Anger.

Meg quickly stepped to the door, and Ryann slammed it shut. Meg looked at her with narrowed, pink eyes. “What?” she asked, annoyed.

“Where’ve you been, huh?” Ryann asked. She crossed her arms and leaned against the door. If Meg wanted to open it, she had to move her first.

“At home?” Meg shrugged dismissively. She looked at the door handle, then at Ryann.

Ryann growled softly. “And you didn’t think to send us a text? Just some sign of life? Or tell us that you were coming?”

The other Blood growled back, a deeper, raspier sound. “I didn’t want Gold to anticipate me! I was gonna stay hidden!”

Now she was really getting pissed. Meg was clearly just dodging the issue! “I don’t care about your fucking battle tactics!” Ryann snarled and walked up to her. She loomed over Meg, who only took a single step back. “You ghosted me, man!” Ryann thrust a finger at Meg’s chest. “Two fucking weeks! Not a word about if you were safe or in danger, not to any of us!”

Meg sighed in annoyance and shook her head. “This really isn’t the time,” she said and tried to step around Ryann and to the door.

Ryann took her shoulder. “I think this is exactly the time,” she said and stopped her.

Now the nostighoul fully glared at her. “Fine,” Meg said harshly. “You wanna know why I didn’t want to see you? Because of Rachel!” She looked away immediately. She looked downright ashamed.

Ryann frowned. Her expression softened a bit. She felt a little guilty. Rachel had said something that had deeply affected Meg. But she’d said it because of Ryann. Because she’d told Rachel about the killing. “Meg, what are you doing?” Ryann sighed. “Come on, you don’t need to let that drag you down. You’re not a monster…”

“Yes I am!” Meg growled. It was a sharp exhale of a sentence, and she looked more hurt than angry. Red, bloody tears welled up in her eyes. “I am a monster! I kill! I hurt! I disappear Bloods who are in the way or inconvenient! It’s what I do and what I’m good at!” She looked down with a hiss. “I was gonna kill Gold. I was okay with Rachel hating me forever.”

“Why does it matter to you what she thinks?” Ryann asked, only more confused. “You barely even know her, you don’t really like her either!”

“You like her!” Meg said almost accusingly and clicked her teeth together as she usually did when she was upset. “Everyone knows you like her! You’re not subtle! You care about what she thinks!” Meg’s shoulders slumped suddenly and she shook her head. She rubbed her face, only smearing the blood on her pale skin. “Ryann… I don’t want to be a monster anymore,” she whispered.

“Oh Meg…” Ryann pulled her into a tight hug. She nuzzled her friend’s hair, which smelled of soot and fire. “You’re never going to be a monster to me,” she whispered.

“So what?” Meg whispered as she clenched her fingers into the back of Ryann’s top. “I don’t want to hide in the shadows to be your friend. I don’t want you to have to pretend to Rachel that you’ve cut ties with me. A monster.”

“You’re not a monster,” Ryann whispered again and squeezed her gently tighter. “You’re my friend. Rachel is gonna know the truth. And I won’t have her thinking you’re a monster either.” She kissed the top of Meg’s head and nuzzled her nose to the white-blond hair. “You are the kindest person I know. Someone who would walk through literal fire for a stranger,” she whispered. The vampire in her arms just sniffed and cried quietly. And Ryann held her close the whole time.

When Meg’s crimson tears finally dried a little, Ryann offered her the blood bag. It was still half full.

Meg took it.

Ryann smiled softly and brushed her fingers over Meg’s hair before turning to leave. Meg’s hand on her arm stopped her. Ryann looked back at her. The smaller woman was avoiding eye contact. She was looking down, and she was shaking. Her form flickered for a moment. It almost seemed like she was larger, or maybe thinner? Her skin looked even more blackened and charred for a second. Meg put the punctured blood bag to her lips and sucked. It was shaky and nervous. It took her a long time to even get a quarter of the blood out, and when she had managed that, she dropped the bag with a gasp and a shaky breath.

Ryann watched her softly, not saying anything. She didn’t know what had changed Meg’s mind about drinking in front of her. She didn’t fully understand how meaningful it was to her kind, scared friend. But she let it happen. When it was done, she smiled at Meg, who looked back with eyes that were black and carried rings of neon blue light.

Ryann reached up and let her fingers brush up Meg’s chin. She wiped a little trickle of blood from the corner of her mouth, and cupped Meg’s cheek. “You have really pretty eyes,” she said softly.

Meg blushed and blinked. Her eyes returned to the normal white and pink. She cleared her throat. “I…”

She didn’t seem to know what to say, so Ryann just smiled and caressed her cheek. “How about another hug?” she asked.

Meg nodded, and they shared another embrace.

* * *

Ryann eventually left Meg to continue feeding in peace. The little gesture still warmed her heart, even if the full significance of it was lost on her. Instead, she went to finish what Meg had started, that being the disposal of Gold’s corpse.

It was heavy, given its size. Ryann dumped it in the currently dark sun room. She added his broken cane, jacket, and hat to it. She didn’t care to keep anything of his, and pressed the button that opened the shutters and activated the ventilation. She flicked open the shades she’d collected and put them on as the body of her parents’ killer went up in smoke. Ryann watched his clothes turn to ash in the morning light. She watched the body crumble away, and watched the soft metal of his pocket watch and the cane head warp and melt. Very quickly, nothing remained of Mr. Gold, and Ryann flicked a switch that opened the windows and scattered the ashes in a fine mist across the open air, where the wind picked it up. Usually Lake had the ashes swept up and flushed. Ryann didn’t care enough to put in the effort.

Logan, Kay and Vivian rushed into the room a couple minutes after. They were spattered in fresh blood, apparently from Micky’s remaining goons. The relief on their faces at seeing her and Carver alive and well almost made Ryann cry again. Kay hugged her tight, Vivian did the same, and Logan pulled her down to kiss her forehead before following their example.

Ryann caught Vivian casting her eye about the room. She also noticed her sister’s visible disappointment when she found no sign of Meg. But Vivian kept a smile on her lips and helped Carver limp down the stairs and to the elevator. It didn’t escape Ryann that she deliberately handed Carver off to Kay and Logan under a pretense. Nor that she made space when the elevator came back up, and that she had an excuse to hold the door just a bit longer.

Ryann gave her a soft look. “I think she appreciates that,” she said softly.

Vivian hummed. “What do you mean?”

She sighed and leaned into the stubborn werewolf. “Never mind. I’ll deal with you tomorrow,” she said in a soft, tired chuckle as the elevator reached the ground floor. The car ride back to the bar almost passed Ryann by completely. She focused on healing as much as she could, burning through her blood. It made her look a bit less banged up, but every step still hurt by the time they pulled up in front of The Good Night’s Drink.

Ryann got out of Kay’s huge truck and smelled the vampire blood in the air. She also smelled the ash and scent of burning coming from the backyard.

Inside, Kris and a new werewolf with a scar from their lips down to their shoulder were sweeping up. Kris introduced them as their sister, Fang. She had a rough voice and heterochromatic eyes that watched Ryann with a mixture of caution and friendliness. Kris introduced the three werewolves lying around a pile of dead ravens as Neaya, Nial, and Willow. Apparently they were pouting because Kathleen had forbidden them from eating the birds. They didn’t seem to register that bird bones could be bad for them, and whined with their heads on their paws.

Kathleen hugged Ryann and the others. She looked momentarily disappointed that Carver wasn’t there, because of his connection to the Law sisters’ family. But then the pack leader excused herself after a whisper from Kay.

Kay and Logan were rushed and hugged by Nemo, who excitedly babbled about how she’d slapped Mary Stillwell and also set her on fire. Even Ryann couldn’t suppress a smile at that. Then a warm, gentle scent reached her. Ryann turned her head just in time to see Rachel hurrying up the stairs from the safe rooms. Her feet already carried her in that direction before Rachel even fully saw her.

All the exhaustion left Ryann’s limbs as she rushed in and hugged Rachel. The cute girl squeaked and held on as she was picked up and held close. “Hey,” Ryann said softly.

“Hey,” Rachel whispered back. She smiled, but she looked Ryann over with worry. “Are you okay? Did you get hurt?”

“I’m fine,” Ryann whispered with a purr giving away her happiness. Her voice was soft and a testament to the gentleness with which she regarded Rachel. She took a few steps with her to be alone.

In a private, quiet spot, she nuzzled into Rachel, who smelled so wonderful and sounded so wonderful, and whose eyes were like pools of jade and the sun itself. Ryann smiled at her. “You don’t have to be afraid anymore,” she whispered and held her close. She was so warm and small. Ryann had known when she’d first held Rachel in her arms earlier that night. It didn’t matter if the cute girl only had a little crush to give her. She was ready to hold her and keep her safe forever. Maybe, one day, she would be able to tell her that.

But right now, she just wanted to hold Rachel close and savour the new dawn together.








  
  
  Epilogue

  
  




“Hey, stop that!” The little Asian girl pouted at her brother as he jumped past her and ruffled her jet black hair. Neaya shot right after her brother. She caught him around the waist and picked him up, using her great strength.

“Hey, no fair!” Nial complained as his suit and shirt got ruffled by the roughhousing. The twins had dressed up all special for the occasion, following their sister Vivian’s example.

Kathleen chuckled softly. It warmed her heart to see the two play. Their almost black eyes sparkled happily. It was a stark contrast to when she had first noticed them in a foster home and had offered them to stay with her. “Now, children, don’t be too rough,” she chided gently.

They both immediately stopped. “Yes, Mom…” they said in unison.

“But Nial started it!” Neaya complained.

Nial stuck his tongue out at her. “Kay ruffles your hair all the time!”

“Kay is older!” the young girl protested.

“So am I!”

“Nu-uh!”

“Yu-huh!”

Willow sighed and shook their head. “Sorry about them, Mom,” they said to Kathleen. “You’d think two seventeen-year-olds would know better than to cause a scene when we need to blend in!” They said that with deliberate glances to the two.

The twins grumbled. Nial smoothed his black shirt down. “Hey, you’re just a year older than us!”

“And blending in,” Willow said and tossed their huge, frizzy, black hair that could hardly ever be tamed. It framed their dusky features like a dark halo at all times.

Kathleen Towâw, leader of the Warm Embrace, smiled softly at her little pack. She gently put her hand on Willow’s arm. “Let them have some fun,” she said in her motherly tone. “They came all this way to Toronto.”

“They’re drawing attention,” Willow complained softly. Of course Willow, with their slender frame, high heels and the beautiful patterned dress they were wearing, was causing quite the stir themselves.

Kathleen giggled. “I think more eyes are on you than them.” She hummed softly. “And, honestly, I think Vivian might attract more attention than you three together.”

Willow looked back at their huge, imposing pack mate. Vivian had opted for a colour-matching black shirt like Fang and Kris, who were walking a little ways before Kathleen. Her muscles strained against it, and she towered over everyone else by at least half a foot.

“I suppose, being tall as she is,” Willow said in a mutter.

Kathleen smiled softly. “Aw, dear… You’re quite beautiful yourself.”

Willow smiled at that. “As long as I stay taller than the twins, I’m fine,” they said in their happy, clear voice.

“Grow two more inches and you’ll have Kris and I beat,” Fang said with a look back. Her deep, rough voice was laced with a mirthful chuckle.

Kris frowned at her. They signed, “Only if they keep their high heels on. Which I was against, since we’re going into enemy territory.”

“I can stab people with these,” Willow said with an indignant hair-toss, scaring a couple that passed them by and quickened their steps. “Besides, it’s technically our territory now.”

“Not that Julius is gonna give a shit,” Fang said and scratched the portion of her large scar on her neck. “Just say the word, Mom, and we’ll rough him up.” She rolled her shoulders, clearly missing the weight of the sword on her back as they ascended the steps to the Argent Institute of Occultism.

Kathleen looked around at her little pack and smiled so happily. “Oh, don’t worry about that,” she said with a soft smile. “We’re not here to fight.” She had even left her large hunting knife behind as a sign of goodwill, just like none of her pack had brought any visible weapons with them.

Of course, Kathleen carried hidden blades. She was a mother, and she would protect her children at all costs.

“Trouble,” Vivian announced. She had been in a foul mood ever since she’d lost sight of that little Blood, Meg, again. She was sweet to her family and friends, of course, but strangers weren’t so lucky, especially when she was upset.

The broad-shouldered man stepping outside the Institute to block the doors cleared his throat. “Excuse me, who—”

“Move him,” Kathleen said. “Gently, please.” He smelled human. Not a whiff of magic on him.

Kris stepped up and took the baffled man by the shoulders. They just gently but unyieldingly pushed him to the side, then held the door for their pack. Neaya and Nial made faces at this makeshift security guard as they slipped past.

As soon as they entered, Kathleen felt eyes on them. She looked and watched as the cameras shuddered softly, waiting for them to look away so they could swivel and stare. Ryann had mentioned this.

Can’t have that, Kathleen thought and pursed her lips. She flicked a small blade out of her sleeve and pricked her finger on it. On her left hand, she drew two straight lines through the sigil of the open eye there, obscuring the pupil and blinding it.

She focused on the spark in her blood and gently waved her hand. The walls shook near imperceptibly. The cameras buzzed, and a soundless scream went through the entire Institute as the walls writhed unfelt and unheard. Kathleen smiled, satisfied to have warned the place not to overstep. She wouldn’t actually tear it down unprovoked, though she likely could. She still needed Julius Argent.

They walked up to the receptionist, who frowned and looked really intimidated by the arrival of what looked like a proper security detail, two very pretty people, and two children who growled and made clawing motions at everyone.

Kathleen smiled and leaned on the desk. She could immediately see the frightened receptionist look her over and be even more confused. Kathleen smiled gently to put her at ease. “I’m here to see Julius Argent,” she said, her tone light and happy as ever. “He knows to expect me, but do let him know Kathleen Towâw is on her way.” She gave the receptionist a charming smile with white teeth that were just a little too sharp, and walked away. Julius Argent had no idea that she was coming. He’d know to expect her henceforth.

“Damn, Mom,” Willow chuckled as they got out of earshot. “Don’t know if she thought you were scary or attractive. I don’t suppose you could teach me that?”

“Practice, dear, that’s what makes it work,” Kathleen giggled and playfully tossed her hair. “But I’ll give you a few pointers.”

Willow smiled and made a little “Yessss!” sound before the twins ran around them, chasing each other, and distracted them.

Julius Argent’s new office was on the ground floor, in the most spacious room the Institute had to offer. They rounded the corner and caught him just as he exited the room and looked about nervously. Fang was on him immediately. She lunged and grabbed him. Kris kicked the door behind Julius open, and Fang put her forearm to his chest as she pushed him inside with a snarl. He barely managed to protest before she forced him into an armchair and moved behind it, grasping his shoulders.

“Don’t fucking move,” she growled. The others moved inside quickly. Vivian locked the door behind them.

“Nice place,” Kathleen hummed as she folded her hands behind her back and walked around, inspecting everything. She stepped around the expensive looking and old smelling desk and sat in Julius’ chair. “Toss it.” She kicked her legs up. The twins, Willow, and Kris went to work searching through the bookshelves that filled the room to bursting with ledgers and old books.

“What do you want?” Julius Argent asked as loose papers started flying from ledgers. He was not a bad-looking man, with stern, sharp features and a face that seemed both intelligent and sensitive.

Kathleen had seen enough of his type to know how much work went into cultivating that image. She folded her hands and kicked her boots up on the table. “I am going to lay down a few ground rules,” she said calmly. “Mr. Gold is dead. Lake is temporarily indisposed. But Toronto and the surrounding area were transferred into my care. As such, you will have to cease several of your more… clandestine operations.” She smiled at Julius’ shocked glance. “Yes, I know about those. I can show you the paperwork Lake gave me on it, if you like?”

He glared at her. Julius Argent looked almost unassuming with his black hair slicked back and his simple suit. The silver shield cufflinks glinted as he shifted despite Fang’s grip. Kathleen thought she saw a faint glint on them, like a symbol carved into the shield, impossible to detect at this distance without supernatural senses.

She smiled as Julius suddenly writhed and gasped. “Don’t try and look into my mind,” she said. “That’s rule number two. Next time will be your last attempt.” It had already been a long shot with her being a werewolf, and Kathleen had taken precautions against mind reading for well over a century. She got up when Kris approached. They went through the drawers one by one, then they tore apart the chair.

Kathleen hummed a little tune as she walked around to the front of the desk and hopped up onto it as her new seat. She kicked her legs gently and watched her children upturn the place while Julius writhed, still in pain. “So much paper,” Kathleen said. “You should really modernize. Paper is so… flammable.” She smiled faintly.

“What do you want??” Julius Argent managed to force out from between his lips. Willow handed Kathleen a number of loose pages that had been crumpled up and singed at the edges. She frowned and let go of the hold she had Julius’ mind in. He gasped and slumped in his seat. His brow was dripping with both exertion and fear. The smell of it was thick in the air.

Kathleen skimmed the papers. She hummed, and now the sound one of dissatisfaction. Vivian’s attention, previously on the door, snapped to her. “What do I want…” Kathleen repeated as she leaned back on her hands and crossed her legs at the knees. Julius flinched as if he expected his head to be put in another arcane vice.

Kathleen just hummed and tapped the papers she’d put on the desk. “I want to know where the wolf is that you’ve been hunting,” she said in a tone that was nothing but friendly and charming. She didn’t need to threaten. 

Julius wiped his forehead. His shirt sleeve came away drenched. He looked up at Kathleen nervously. “What do you want with her?” he asked with a laboured breath.

Kathleen smiled. “I’m going to make her my wife,” she declared and fully ignored the confused glances exchanged by her children.
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  Making of The Gift of Blood & About the Authors



Thank you so much for reading our silly little vampire story! We really hope you enjoyed it. For us, this book has been a journey. From the mere glimmer of an idea about a monster-eating vampire, to a novel about rage, love, family, and being queer in a world of crimson tears, this story has evolved a lot. One of the changes was the way Ryann changed from her inception as a cool, collected fighter, to a gay-ass nerd with stupid jokes, a werewolf family, and olfactory synesthesia that makes the scents of people she likes feel warm. We’ve certainly gotten to know her much better, as well as all the characters that have joined her on her path.

Ryann’s story is far from done! There is still so much more to come, and writing this story has us hyped to continue! Though her next book will likely be less of a monster. (Get the joke? Haha. I’m funny. Please laugh.)

That being said, gay vampires aren’t the only things we dabble in. The books in the works still lack titles, but, just for you, we will leak the secret editor’s notes:


	MOONLIGHT LOVE AND WITCHCRAFT - A novella about the poly beans (Kay, Logan and Nemo) when they get together. Low stakes slice of life romance full of cuddling and gentle love.

	SHE WHO BROUGHT THE STORM - Polyamorous lesbian dragons. Nonbinary rep! Queer beans! Monsters and intrigue. Ice queens, badass fights, reluctant friends to sort of lovers? A little bit of spice…

	THE THRILL OF THE HUNT - Aka Ryann and Rachel part 2. Will they get together? Will they admit they’re girlfriends? Will Kathleen ask Carver out on a date? Who knows?

	SHE WHO EARNED HER WINGS - Poly dragons 2! Lots of plot. Romantic subplots. A trans lead who is utterly lovable and amazing. Love and drama. Baby dragons. Druids healing nature. Wizards defying the laws of the universe. Magical corruption, dragon politics, healthy polyamory, and, most importantly, BABY DRAGONS.

	(Maybe: The adventures of Bruce and how he navigates the silly little vampires running around his hunting ground when he really just wants to take care of his kids. Being a single mom is hard.)

	Sarah and Danielle at college, getting to know two ace werewolves, Nicole(she/her) and Chloe (They/Them), navigating the stress of being werewolf students and also being totally not into each other.







And these are only the ones we have definitive plans for! If any of that strikes your fancy, you can follow Vaela on social media, and if you’d like to see art of the characters, follow Micah as well!
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    About the Author
  


  
    Vaela is a sapphic queer woman who pretends to be all big and buff, and blushes when Micah calls them cute. She very much tries not to be, but it’s just so difficult when Micah is so adorable and lovable at all times. They’re Vaela’s rock, her light, her love… her very life.

Micah is a cute nonbinary nerd who always makes fun of Vaela for blushing, but never admits they’re cute themselves. They enjoy playing DnD, making characters to inspire their girlfriend to make books about, and stealing Vaela’s NPCs and side characters to make them into the love interests of their characters. This has happened three times now. Nobody’s complaining.

The two live in a long distance relationship and just want to sell enough sweet queer books to cross the oceans and hug.
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