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content warnings + tropes


Content Warnings: blood, gratuitous use of alcohol, smoking, homophobia, assault, non-consensual touching (non-sexual), near-death experience (seen in flashbacks), memory suppression, memory manipulation, nonsexual biting, death of a loved one from illness, mentions of family illness (cancer), depictions of houselessness, cursing… still subject to minor changes! The full list will be available on my website on the day of release. 

Tropes/Tags: Boss x Employee, Co-Workers, Vampire x Human, Femme x Femme, Femme x Masc, Grumpy x Sunshine

Kinks: praise, dirty talk, voyeurism (surprise and known), exhibitionism, use of sex toys, group sex, gratuitous head, anal, public sex, sex with non-humans (vampires), scissoring, sex in a public place, impact play, blood play, sexual biting.


for the girls who really, really wanted Bella to end up with Alice.
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“How many interviews are you going to flunk before you just take the fucking job?” Kaylee asked as she popped a coffee pod into the machine. With the press of a French-manicured finger, it groaned to life. The smell of the beans like a siren song to my undercaffeinated soul.

Sleep had been avoiding me like an ex at a mutual friend’s wedding ever since I lost my job eight months ago. The insomnia only got worse when I had to choose between rent and my mom’s medical bills and ended up crashing on Kaylee’s couch in her tiny one-bedroom walk-up.

We made it work, but I knew that both of us were eager to have our own spaces again.

“Dunno,” I muttered, scrolling through Monstra—the country’s leading job-finding website—for what had to be the millionth time in the last several months.

Position after position sailed past. Half of them were fucking scams in the first place and the other half… I was either over or underqualified for. Annoying didn’t even begin to cover my feelings.

Irate was probably closer, but naming the emotion didn’t make it go away. If anything it only made me more annoyed that I had to spend any time thinking about it at all.

It felt like we had this entirely unhelpful conversation every. Single. Day. “And I’m not flunking them, Kaylee. The job market is competitive as fuck right now⁠—”

“Annnnd you still think you’re too good to work at a sex club,” she replied with a heavy roll of her green eyes. “Heard, Vi.”

“That’s not true,” I argued as my computer froze on an ad for a job I’d applied for ten times in the last six months.

Ten. Times.

I swore to God half of these companies were advertising and they didn’t even need anybody, which made exactly zero sense. Wasn’t looking at resumes they didn’t need just a huge waste of time for their HR department?

Realistically, it was hard to feel too good for anything while crashing on my best friend’s sofa with my entire life’s worth of stuff collecting dust in a storage unit I could barely afford.

Whether I wanted to admit it or not, I’d been looking for a job for a long time. If I didn’t find something soon, sacrifices were gonna need to be made.

It wasn’t the first time Kaylee and I’d been roommates—that credit went to our time in the college dorms and the creaky, semi-mouldy old house we’d rented with half a dozen other girls after. But, unlike when we’d been fresh-faced juniors, this time—tragically—I didn’t have my own room.

Fucking. Brutal.

I was trying real fucking hard not to let her bottomless generosity feel like a backslide. A task made continually more difficult the more my back ached from the pullout, or whenever she floated the idea of me coming to work with her at O again.

Never mind that Kaylee herself only started working at the place, a glorified orgy bar dressed in burlesque speakeasy’s clothing, because she hadn’t managed to score any roles while auditioning for musicals in the Upper City.

Nostalgia for my years bartending to pay my way through school be damned, I wasn’t interested.

I could handle sleeping on her stupidly trendy, creamy cloud couch for a few more months until I found something in my field. It wasn’t a bad thing that I wanted to hold out for a job I’d be at for a while. It was smart. Responsible.

At least that’s what I told myself. In reality, it was getting harder to avoid the truth—my ego, feeble as it was, couldn’t take it.

There was nothing wrong with being a bartender, but a little part of me hoped that I didn’t waste all that time and money on college. That I’d gotten my education and, economic crash be damned, I’d eventually be back at the table as a creative director.

But… another part of me craved my own space almost as much as I missed waking up to something other than the sound of Pleasers on the honey-coloured hardwood. Kaylee might be graceful on stage but off it? Bambi fared better on the frozen pond.

The cold, hard truth was that if things kept on like this, I’d have no choice but to accept her offer anyway. My credit cards were getting dangerously close to the limit with little funds to make any kind of meaningful payment and my mom’s medical bills… I’d gotten to the point that picking up the mail from her postal box had become the source of so much anxiety that I couldn’t eat before unless I wanted to watch my lunch have a return trip.

“Yeah, yeah,” Kaylee said breezily, screwing on the lid of her travel mug and tipping it over the sink to make sure it wouldn’t leak in her bag.

“Do you mind throwing one of those on for me?” I asked, tapping my trackpad impatiently as the laptop slowly began to load again. I closed Monstra to open my email, if only to stop myself from turning on another episode of Coffin Hunters International.

I didn’t know what was more depressing, the contents of my inbox or spending my days looking at houses I’d never be able to afford in countries I’d never visit.

Rejection. Rejection. Rejection. And—Oh! How exciting!—Another rejection.

My job search was quickly leaving slightly desperate to dive straight into hopeless territory.

“Sorry,” Kaylee replied, using her fingernail to sharpen her eyeliner in the circular mirror beside the door. You’d never be able to tell we’d put the thing up with about fifteen Command hooks. The stylishly crumbling, vintage brick walls of her apartment were cute in theory but a nightmare to actually hang anything on. “Last one. Oh! I have an idea! Why don’t you peel yourself off the sofa for something other than a job interview and go grab one downstairs? Fuel for more job board doom scrolling.”

I groaned, tossing a light pink, heart-shaped cushion in the direction of her head playfully. “Thanks for the vote of confidence, asshole.”

She laughed as she caught the plush projectile, throwing it back at me. I wasn’t as quick as Kaylee, so the pillow smacked my shoulder before bouncing to the trendy, low-pile area rug.

Fucking dancer reflexes.

I was only a little jealous of her for getting the grace since getting the brains was a pretty solid deal.

At least I’d thought so. These days, it seemed like Kaylee had more marketable skills than I did.

Ouch, there was that ego again—bruised this time.

She grabbed her bag off the hook beside the mirror, the profile of her sun-and-bronzer-kissed face illuminated by a mix of the warm glow of the sunlamps dotting every flat surface and the neon lights slipping through the blinds from outside.

It didn’t matter that it was only nine in the morning; here in the Lower City, darkness was a perk of the zip code for the same exact reason it was a hot spot for vampires—digital shaders that covered the city, plunging us into perpetual, night-child-safe gloom.

Fuck, I missed my old place in the Upper City. Or at least I missed the bay windows—coffee always tasted better sitting in a sunbeam.

“This could be so easy, Vi. O is great, you’d love⁠—”

“I told you, I really don’t wanna go back to being a shot girl. I went to college⁠—”

“To become a marketing professional. Yeah, yeah, I know.” Kaylee waved me off, laughing as she tugged on her sneakers. “Seriously, girl, I’m just saying⁠—”

“And I’m just saying I have an interview today that I’m going to crush, so I won’t need to go back to mixing martinis at two in the fucking morning and working weekends to pay my bills.”

“Yeah, yeah. How’re you going to go to the farmers’ market if you’re working until four a.m.?” she said with some snark, scrunching her nose with her grin.

“I have a good feeling about this,” I pushed. “My senior internship was with Golden Dragon. The hiring manager and I know each other! It’s in the bag!”

Golden Dragon was one of the biggest marketing firms in the world. If I could just nail this interview, everything would change for me. Even if I didn’t get this job, maybe they’d have something, anything else⁠—

“I remember,” Kaylee said with a groan. “You talked about it nonstop for like four months into the application process. I practically slept in the library so that you couldn’t corner me to rant about how good it would be for your resume again. How’s that treating you, by the way?”

“God, you’re such an asshole sometimes,” I muttered, the chime of my email pulling my attention back to my laptop screen like a dog with a whistle.

“Guilty,” she replied, swiping on a fresh coat of lip gloss with a loud smack that made me smile.

This exchange was practically bible for us by now, the sort of thing that became natural after a lifetime of being best friends. We’d been inseparable since the first time we’d met on our first day of kindergarten. Turns out that you can find true love in the pickup line. It just so happened that for us it was platonic.

Despite my conviction that I was going to nail this next interview, I was nervous. I’d already been to half a dozen this week, none of which landed me a new gig.

I was either overqualified, underqualified, or too queer for the stuffy department heads. But, I had to hope it was all going to turn around—ideally before another fucking bill was due. I’d had enough savings to float myself a couple of months, but then my mom got sick and my dad fucked off, and now things were getting… dicey. Even with my mom safely staying with her sister in Florida and unemployment’s help, I needed to find a job, like, last month.

“It’s not that bad. I’ve been dancing there for a year, and I’ve never had a problem with the hours or creeps or anything. Plus, Dana is a super chill boss. Aaaaand we get unlimited paid time o⁠—”

Honestly, we’d had this talk so many times that I tuned her out.

“Not interested,” I interrupted, refreshing the browser.

“You’ve been unemployed for like eight months, Vi. You’re getting cabin fever.”

“Seven months. I’m not getting cabin fever,” I grumbled. “Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

“What?”

“They cancelled the interview and went with an internal candidate.”

Kaylee sighed. “So treat yourself to a coffee and apply for something else while sitting downstairs for a bit. Shame to waste a full face of makeup, right?”

It was only a little pathetic that I’d had so little reason to get ready lately that she’d noticed I put it on in the first place.

I groaned. “Fine, point taken. I will leave the house today.”

“Good,” she praised, grabbing her keys from the stylish dish atop the little wooden credenza by the door. “I’m half worried that if you don’t move your butt soon, you’ll start growing mushrooms or something.”

“Asshole,” I sing-songed after her.

“Guilty,” she sang back, opening the door. “I gotta run by the garage and then have rehearsal; have a good day, okay?”

“Yeah, you too. Don’t let the horny vamps bite,” I teased in the same cadence of the old nursery rhyme, offering a wave.

“Not more than I want them to,” she returned with a wink, the door swinging shut cutting off her warm, familiar laugh.

I snapped my laptop shut, setting it onto the black-and-brass vintage steamer trunk Kaylee used as a coffee table, and peeled myself off the couch to get dressed.

As much as I hated to admit it, she had a point: the longer I’d been unemployed, the more reclusive I’d become. The only reason I even went to the gym anymore was because my sibling worked there and scored me a free membership. But even I couldn't call fighting for my life in my twice-weekly kickboxing class socialising.

More like obligatory visitation. If my sibling, Danny, didn’t see me a couple of times a week, they’d call Mom, and then Mom would worry, and it’d be a whole mess that I’d just have to clean up anyway. Besides, a girl could only watch so many reality TV reruns.

Maybe a coffee and a quick walk around the block were exactly what I needed.

[image: ]


I didn’t consider my lack of urgency in hauling my butt down four flights of stairs meant that by the time I was opening the door to The Drip, it was in the middle of the lunch rush.

From the outside, the café that took up the ground floor of my temporary home wasn’t anything special. Grey cinder-block siding and blacked-out windows made it look more like a dispensary than a coffee shop. Not that windows in the Lower City would offer any sunlight anyway, it was still something to get used to, the choice to not have any at all. Especially since in the last few weeks, I’d become pretty fond of the neon lights dotting the skyline like stars.

But it was hard to care about what the outside looked like once you were inside the café. Beyond the blacked-out front door, it was like something out of an influencer’s wet dream. Concrete floors and walls were expertly paired with medium-toned wood and chrome accents provided by the open ducting overhead, interspersed with plants hanging from the ceiling or tucked into massive terracotta pots in the corners of the cozy seating area. Yellow metal chairs lined tables for two, with long wooden benches and counters along the ‘windows’—electronic panels engineered to look like the street outside if it was cast in mid-afternoon sunlight.

They were the real highlight of the place. For a minute, it was like being in the Upper City again.

Normal. Or at least my normal.

Behind the counter, the barista, a man with a shaved head that I’d seen working every time I’d been in here, was pulling espresso shots. I got in line, half people-watching as I waited for my turn. Busy business professionals who worked in the highrises just a block over and mingling with students from the nearby computer college—well, mingling was a little far. More like they lived in a state of stressed symbiosis as they hunched over laptops and sipped lattes.

My phone buzzed where I’d tucked it into the pocket of my jacket, and I pulled it out, rolling my eyes as I silenced the ringer.

The bank.

They’d been calling me non-fucking-stop for weeks. But if I had to choose between credit card minimums or my mom’s pills? Yeah, I’d choose the pills every fucking time.

It wasn’t long until I was at the front of the line, just as many people behind me as I’d had ahead of me as I came in. I’d get my drink and disappear back upstairs, the café too noisy to really focus on anything.

Not that I had any insanely important work that needed doing anyway. Pressing apply really was less involved than just about, well, anything.

The barista grinned as I stepped up to the register, waving his coworker over to trade places with him so he could take my order. I must’ve left a good impression, since he’d remembered my name from the first time I’d come in.

I really should’ve put in more effort to remember his.

Tom? No that wasn’t quite right..

It felt good, being a regular somewhere. Comfortable. Even if this place would only temporarily be my coffee shop. Soon I’d be employed and back on the sunny side of town where I belonged. Leaving behind the endless darkness of the Lower City for sunshine, and if I was lucky, the ability to wear my favourite foundation again.

I hoped. The damn stuff was like sixty-five bucks a bottle and me dropping into a new, even paler shade range wasn’t doing me any favours.

“Back again already?” the barista asked with a grin that showed off his slightly crooked—and dull—human teeth.

My eyes dipped to his name tag with a soft laugh, fishing in my bag for my bank card. “Well, when you make a flat white like that, how am I supposed to stay away, Todd?”

I knew it started with a ‘t’!

“Flatterer,” he shot back, though it held no heat. “What can I get you? Your usual?”

“Yes, please.”

“Todd,” called the dishwater blonde vampire behind the counter he’d traded with. “The steamer isn’t working again. Can you help me?”

“You got it, let me just ring her up quick,” he called back to her, tapping away at the touchscreen. “One flat white for Vi. That’ll be four twenty-five.”

Todd turned the payment terminal toward me before moving to help the vampire with the machine. A man behind me shifted impatiently in his suit, huffing as he glanced at the sparkling platinum watch on his wrist, making me keenly aware of just how long I’d been taking as I continued to fish in my purse.

The bell hanging from the top of the door chimed, warning that someone else had entered the café just as my fingers came into contact with my bank card at the bottom of my bag, along with a thin layer of crumbs, a few receipts, and—score!—a few coins, and I pulled it out, brushing it off on my jacket before tapping it against the terminal.

“Hey, Ren! Usual will be up in five!” the female barista called as someone brushed past me to wait at the other side of the bar where they put finished drinks and mobile orders.

I had to pick my jaw up off the floor.

Usually, I wasn’t the type of girl to full-on ogle somebody in a coffee shop, but for Ren, I was keen to make an exception.

She was tall, most of a foot taller than my five-foot-four, with long, tattooed-covered fingers wrapped around the leather shoulder strap of her bag. Every scrap of skin I could see was tattooed, with art peeking from the collar of her shirt and the cuffs of her sleeves. Contrasted by the round, delicate features of her face, the effect was downright alluring.

The flattened bridge of her nose and dark, kohl-lined mono-lidded eyes reminded me a bit of the K-pop stars Kaylee liked to obsess over when we were younger, androgynous in a way that made it hard for me to decide if I thought she was beautiful or handsome. Either way, fucking gorgeous fit the bill.

When I finally managed to peel my eyes away from the tattoos on her fingers back to her face it was to find her already looking back at me, gaze dark and heavy where it touched my quickly pinking cheeks. Our eyes met, the corner of her mouth twitching upwards to reveal her lightly pointed fangs, sending my heart into a juddering sprint.

A vampire.

I was so distracted that when Dishwater Blonde cleared her throat to get my attention, it made me jump.

“Lady, the payment didn’t go through,” she said loudly, deflating my embarrassment for being caught staring and replacing it with something else entirely. “Do you have another card?”

Heat raced up the back of my neck as my eyes flicked between her and Ren, who ran a hand through her overgrown pixie cut in a way that made the jewellery dotting the shell of her ear catch in the lights, and back to the terminal.

Fuck.

I’d been pretty good at keeping an eye on what’d been left in my account, but maybe I’d miscalculated… My hand immediately went back into my bag, hunting for the change I’d felt earlier, the sound of my belongings rustling while I looked was quickly accompanied by an annoyed sigh behind me.

“Can you hurry it up a little, sugar?” a male voice jeered. “Some of us have places to be.”

How did I let things get this bad?

I pulled out the change, cringing as I realised what I’d hoped were quarters were three nickels and a lint-covered penny. My embarrassment tripling as Todd set my finished coffee on the pickup counter, my throat threatening to close around a humiliated sob.

Bank card declined.

No cards.

Cash in the sum of… six cents.

“Flat white for Vi!”

I’d just opened my mouth to ask if I could run upstairs to raid my pockets for change when Ren leaned over me, tapping her card against the reader. If she’d been human, she was so close I would’ve been able to feel her body heat. Instead, all I was left with was a lungful of her delicious musky perfume, leathery and salty and masculine as much as it was feminine.

She caught my eye as she pulled away, the heat from my embarrassment coiling between us like a living thing.

“Pretty girls like you shouldn’t have to pay for their coffee, anyway. It’s my treat.”

I swallowed the embarrassing girlish giggle trying to claw its way out of my chest, relief making me feel unsteady.

“Thank you, really, I⁠—”

“Can you please get out of the way?” Dishwater Blonde asked. “People are waiting.”

“Sarah, would you relax?” Todd said with an eye roll. “You’re interrupting a meet cute.”

“They’re not helping my line-long, long-line—whatever.”

I stepped aside, taking my cup, just as Todd placed a takeaway tray of four coffees onto the counter.

“Have we met before?” Ren asked as she swiped it up, “You look so familiar.”

“No!” I blurted, way too fast to sound normal. My attention had been so firmly on the dimple in her left cheek that appeared whenever she smiled, I’d barely heard the question.

Not that I wasn’t sure enough to respond decisively, if I’d come into contact with someone as good looking as this vampire before today I surely would’ve known about it.

“So, my mistake. Must have one of those faces,” she conceded with another lingering look. Her fingers twitched in a quick wave as she headed for the door, stopping with a hand wrapped around the doorframe as she turned to look back at me.

“See you around, Pet,” she called with a wink.

An honest to god, knee wobbling, boy band level, wink.

I stared after my stupidly hot saviour, blinking stupidly in the stretching silence that followed the chime of the bell as she disappeared onto the street.

“Hey, Vi?” Todd called with a conspiratorial grin, pulling my attention from the door.

“Um, yeah?”

“That was Ren, if you were curious. She’s one of the regulars. Always comes in around this time.”

“A-And you’re telling me this because…?” I asked, turning the cup over in my hands.

I didn’t dare to look at Todd, sure that his cheeks were stretched in a wide, toothy grin.

“Because I’ve been working here a long, long time and I’ve never seen her pay for anyone’s coffee but yours before,” he explained before returning to making drinks.

“Thanks for the tip,” I replied a little vaguely, my eyes darting to the door again.

There was nothing quite like hitting rock bottom in front of the hottest person I’d ever seen in my life.

Really living for the thrill there, Vi!

“See you tomorrow,” Todd said cheerily.

Dishwater Blonde—Sarah—scoffed irritably as she waited for the impatient businessman to pay.

“Yeah…” My voice trailed as I headed for the door. “See you tomorrow.”

The familiar sting of embarrassment too fresh to loiter, I escaped out the door and headed up the stairs to Kaylee’s apartment and the safety of her couch, where I opened my emails between sips of my coffee.

Okay, Vi. That could’ve been worse. Maybe today won’t be such a disaster after—fuck.

I scrolled through rejection after rejection, the momentary happiness—read: insanity—of a hot vampire buying me a coffee deflating like a balloon.

We regret to inform…

Unfortunately, we have moved on with another…

Application rejection…

In a fit of desperation, I flipped to my messaging app and opened my text chain with Kaylee. There was no more avoiding it; I needed a fucking job.

Any job.

I’ll check out the club. NO PROMISES. See you tonight.




Her reply came instantly.

Kaylee


Can’t wait to work together! Wear something sexy! [image: winking face][image: sparkling heart]




I rolled my eyes, telling myself that checking out the club did not mean I was agreeing to anything. I was just… exploring my options.

Yeah, that’s all it was.

I was just doing what any rational adult with no money and no job prospects would do—going to the most infamous vampire club in the city for a couple of cocktails.

What could go wrong?
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With the help of my phone’s GPS—and the line circling the block to get in—it didn’t take me long to find the club.

For a bustling vampire hotspot, O was extremely missable from the outside. Though I guessed that was the point. Being discreet was one of the club’s major draws, even if it was entirely defeated by the parade of night children shifting impatiently in the chilly night air.

Not that they could feel it, I thought with an internal eye roll at being antsy for the sake of it.

Okay, that wasn’t fair. Vampires could feel temperature differences; they just didn’t produce their own body heat.

The building was nestled only a few streets away from Kaylee’s apartment and The Drip, part of a row of tall buildings with many windows. It looked like the top floors of the club were apartments, the facade made of light, carved stone with darker accents giving it a roaring twenties sort of feel. For all I knew, that’s when it was built. The Lower City was a mishmash of architectural styles built over hundreds of years when the shaders were installed, making it a bit of a grab bag for artistic direction and age of construction.

The effect was, admittedly, charming.

Overhead, a neon sign with the bar’s logo, a pair of cherry red lips puckered into an O that showed an ample amount of fang, hummed with electricity. The image reproduced in bright distortions in the puddles lining the street alongside the reflections of the vampires standing in line.

Yep, no disappearing in mirrors or photographs. Vampire media really did get a lot of things wrong before the blood suckers stepped from the shadows and into the light.

Figuratively, of course.

Not that I was expecting much, since they wanted us to believe there were people out there who turned into monstrous half-human wolves once a month, like some kind of spectral period. For the record, werewolves? Fictional.

…I think.

I caught a glimpse of the stairs leading to the building’s basement, where a red door had been propped open to allow guests inside, tossing the thrum of bass and snatches of familiar lyrics into the night as I approached the bouncer.

There was one definitive perk to being besties with a performer—I was always on the VIP list. No waiting out in the cold in shoes that killed your feet for me!

Not that I’d ever bothered to use that superpower before.

Hey, first time for everything, right?

I stopped short beside the VIP rope, taking in the massive vampire working the door. He glanced over the IDs of a few patrons in the main line, cracking jokes like they were old friends, before turning his rusty stare to me.

“Name?”

“Vi Knox,” I said, rooting around in my criminally small going-out purse—a remnant of my bar star days in college—for my ID and handing it to him.

He gave it a cursory glance before looking at me with a split, silvery eyebrow raised. “You lost, sweetheart?”

“No,” I said flatly, holding out my hand for my ID. “Why would I be lo⁠—”

“Nick,” a clipped, feminine voice admonished from behind the bouncer as another vampire walked up the steps toward us. She was dressed in all black, her tight long-sleeve top augmented by a series of clips and harnesses clinging to her shoulders and hips. Loose cargo-style pants with many pockets hung off her waist like an afterthought, the effect of her outfit reminding me a bit of a character from the old fighting games Danny and I liked to play at the coin-op arcade by the pier. “Are you scaring away customers again?”

“No, ma’am!” Nick said quickly, moving to hand back my ID with the air of a cat that’d been caught scratching the couch. A bit of an odd dynamic since the guy was so much bigger than the woman that he could look clean over her head without moving his head.

The vampire caught it in her dark fingers, her warm brown eyes looking over the printed information as she brought the plastic card close to her face with a low whistle. “Sure this is you, darling? You’re much prettier than the photo.”

I laughed, my eyes catching on the jewellery woven into her box braids, pulled into a low ponytail that fell over her ochre shoulder.

Beautiful, certainly. At least ten times more attractive than old Nick here. But, given the sharp fangs protruding around her smirk and slightly narrowed eyes, decidedly dangerous.

“You say that to all the girls, I’m sure,” I teased.

Her eyes sparkled with mischief as she handed the ID back to me, soft accent lilting with her barely concealed laugh. “You’d be surprised. Have a good night, Vivienne.”

“It’s Vi,” I corrected, returning the smile. And then, because I’d never claimed to be smart in the face of a gorgeous woman, added, “You should probably remember it if you want to buy me a drink later.”

“Você é uma gata… difícil de resistir,” the vampire said in what sounded like a foreign language and she laughed, making little creases appear at the corner of her eyes. “Tell the bartender that Dana sent you for a treat. She’ll take care of that drink for you, Vi.”

Ignoring the way my name on her tongue made my knees wobble and feeling slightly bolder than I had a moment before, I brushed past her and down the short flight of stairs into a sort of landing area with a second door. My fingers hooked into the handle, pulling it open to a wave of music and dim, sultry lights.

Okay, maybe if all my coworkers looked like that, slinging drinks at the vamp bar wouldn’t be the worst thing to ever happen to me.

Inside the next room, what I really could only describe as an antechamber, the carved stone walls reached toward a ceiling painted like some sort of demented cathedral. The mural overhead depicted vampires as angels with fluffy white wings, frolicking in an ambery cloud-filled sky while humans writhed between their bodies. The picture was incredibly erotic, nearly everyone nude save for the covering that each other’s bodies provided. Faces full of ecstasy as fangs pierced tender pink flesh.

A coat check counter stood in the centre of the back wall, draped like an offering table with thick white cloth, and a scantily clad hostess waiting to take my jacket. On either side of the table stood two heavy wooden doors. The door on the left was fixed with a thick brass cross in its centre, while the right was fitted to match, its cross inverted so that it stood upside down.

Salvation and Sin. Quite the aesthetic for a high-class sex dungeon.

Okay, fine. It was cool as fuck. And I was sort of dying to peek behind the inverted cross door and see what really happened in the backrooms. But I was on a mission. Kaylee first, then maybe⁠—

“Babe, we’re busy as hell tonight. Are you coming inside?” the coat check girl asked, her tits—pushed up to her chin in her latex corset dress—bouncing with each word.

I cleared my throat and stepped forward to peel off my short, yellow denim jacket, handing it over. “Yeah, sorry.”

Her eyes dipped to take in the tiny black dress dusting along my upper thigh. “Goddamn,” she purred appreciatively as she tucked the coat onto a hanger. “Here to play or just to look? I’m off in a bit.”

I didn’t need to ask what she meant by play; I knew from Kaylee that the club was full service—meaning I could’ve been on my way inside to trade my blood for a stack of cash, a quick fuck, or damn near anything else—so long as I was interested in letting a vampire suck on my neck.

Dana’s full lips flashed into my mind, sending heat racing up my spine.

Well, maybe I was interested. Vampire bites were supposed to be orgasmic.

Jesus, what the hell is wrong with me? Focus, Vi!

“Look,” I managed to mutter out, the disappointment in my tone matching the look in the coat check girl’s eyes.

“Shame.” A small ticket was handed back to me in place of my jacket, and I popped it into my purse. A red bracelet was slid around my wrist shortly after. “This will keep the hands off then. Door on your left, babes, have fun!”

“Thanks,” I said, and without thinking about it, mostly so I wouldn’t chicken out and go home—or worse, abandon my fall back for a job in favour of a direly needed orgasm—I opened the door on the left.

Lavish sofas upholstered in cream leather and maroon velvet took the place of the wooden chairs that you’d expect in a venue like this. Most of the places that catered to vampires were keen to have furniture that could be easily cleaned in the event of a… mess. Something that O didn’t seem to give a fuck about.

I didn’t even want to think about what their dry cleaning bill looked like.

The tables were adorned with candles, the glow of the room low and soft save for the bright spots from the stage lights. Decadent wallpaper and heavy velvet curtains lined the walls, blending in with the rest of the decor to create a space that felt both sultry and a little forbidden. Somewhere between an old-school speakeasy and the bougiest strip club in hell.

Seductive.

A tasteful neon sign of the top row of a vampire's teeth, cut off at the fangs in shimmering white, hung beside a set of heavy doors with inverted crosses as handles. Glowing red droplets hung from the sign, giving the effect of glossy blood dripping away from the enamel. I didn’t have to be a genius to figure out that through them were the private rooms, the ones that acted as the live blood bar—and just about anything else, if the mood was right.

Vampires and humans alike relaxed at tables, stood in groups, or were tucked into booths. Dancing, drinking, and, for one particularly shameless couple in a booth near the stage, getting well on their way through some foreplay.

On the stage, a pair of dancers were doing a routine together to an upbeat jazz track. The girls transitioned fluidly from standing to lying together on the floor, movements suggestive and erotic. I fought to keep myself on task—I could watch the performances after I spoke to Kaylee and secured my free drink, courtesy of Dana.

If this afternoon had taught me anything, it was that I was in no position to decline a vampire’s generosity.

The floors were shiny, black, and lacking the perfunctory nightclub stickiness as I dodged patrons on my way to the bar.

It was strange. Despite being packed with bodies, the room wasn’t stiflingly hot like I’d come to expect from the human nightclubs in the Upper City. Being sweaty and warm was sort of part of the ambience when it came to dancing. But here? The temperature was downright pleasant.

The bartop lined the entire back wall, offering plenty of places to sit along its polished wooden surface. I grabbed a stool, careful to make sure my ass was covered in the tiny scrap of fabric I dared to call a dress before I perched more than sat to study the bottles lining the shelves overhead. Their collection of liquor was extensive, especially the near fucking ancient scotch they had on hand. I wondered if my Dana-provided freebie would get me a couple of fingers of a hundred-year-old Strigoi Black Label.

A girl could dream.

“Hey,” I called over the music and din of conversation to the tall, short-haired bartender where they faced away from me, pulling liqueurs from the glass shelves. “Could I get a⁠—”

My voice died in my throat as the bartender turned to face me, my heart juddering to a stop in my chest for a couple of long moments as our eyes met.

“Flat White,” Ren teased with a grin that revealed her pointed fangs. “Fancy seeing you here.”

I leaned my elbows on the bar, resting my chin on my entwined fingers. It was meant to look casual. Something that was entirely thrown out the window as I batted my eyelashes at the gorgeous woman, shamelessly pretending like she hadn’t saved my ass from one of the most humiliating moments in my entire life only a few hours ago.

“Have we met before?” I teased, my voice fighting to carry over the music. “You look so familiar.”

“Ha, ha.” Ren said dryly, leaning on her elbows as she leaned into my personal space. “I take it you’ve been in before?”

“No, actually. I’m just here to meet my roommate,” I said, reminding myself not to fidget as Ren’s nostrils flared slightly with her deep breath. I thanked my lucky stars that Kaylee had gifted me a beautiful bottle of perfume for my birthday a few months ago—the reminder of the reason why I was here keeping me tied to my mission. “She works here, Kaylee?”

“Kaylee?” Ren asked, confusion pulling her dark eyebrows together.

“Y’know, blonde, sun-kissed golden skin, eyelashes out to here⁠—”

“Oh! You mean Babydoll!” Ren said, chuckling. Her eyes moved down my frame, catching on my cleavage as her lower lip disappeared between her teeth.

I laughed at the overly cutesy nickname. “Yeah, sorry, I forgot you use working names at the club.”

So what if I arched my back just so to give her a better view of my cleavage? I was only human!

The vampire’s gaze was pulled to the offered skin instantly, eyes carving a path up my chest and over my collarbone before landing on the thrum of my slightly elevated pulse at her obvious attraction along the side of my neck.

I cleared my throat, a raised eyebrow my only defence against a full blown cocky smirk.

Ren recovered quickly, straightening up and cupping her hands around her mouth. “Go tell Baby she has a visitor!” she called down the bar to a busser bringing over flats of glassware before turning to look back at me, a long-fingered hand scrubbing through her short hair and making it stand adorably on end.

It made me wonder how it’d look after spending a couple of hours tucked into one of those infamous back rooms.

Deliciously frazzled, perhaps?

“Can I get you something to drink while you wait? It’s on the house.”

My flirty return was interrupted before it started.

“Back off,” Dana’s voice drifted from behind me as she slid onto the stool at my side with a grin, elbow meeting the bartop. “I already told her I’d buy her a drink. Besides, she’s too pretty for you.”

I looked between the two vampires, self-conscious that they’d likely heard the way my heartbeat increased like a rabbit caught in a snare. A super sexy, exciting snare that I wanted to be right in the middle⁠—

Now really wasn’t the time for this. But Jesus, had the dating apps been dry lately.

A woman had some needs that even their most trusted vibrator couldn’t handle.

My eyes shifted to the bottles behind the bar again, voice hopeful as I ordered what was undeniably the most expensive thing they had on the shelf. “Two fingers of Strigoi Black, the one hundred, please.”

Dana groaned, tipping her head back to look at the ceiling. “And she has taste. Where has Baby been keeping you?”

“In a fourth floor walk up,” I sighed dramatically. “A crime, isn’t it?”

“Undeniably,” Ren said, moving away to fetch my drink.

I turned to Dana, taking Ren’s turned back as an opportunity to refocus on the stunning vampire. “Now that you’re here, what did you say outside? Did you insult me or something?”

She smirked, tongue pressing against her fang, a small diamond I didn’t notice in the dark of outside glittering against the enamel. “Quite the opposite, darling. I said you’re beautiful. Sexy, in Portuguese. I’m Brazilian, immigrated not long after the unveiling.

“Oh,” I said softly, my face going hot.

Not just a hot vampire with the prettiest dark brown skin and expertly styled hair, but one that could whisper sweet nothings to me in Portuguese.

Kaylee appeared from behind a curtain in a corset and not much else, grinning as she raced around the bar to throw her arms around me with an excited squeal. “You really came!”

“I told you I would,” I said, squeezing her back with a light, half-embarrassed laugh.

In the process of our embrace, I‘d acquired a fair amount of body glitter, constantly being vaguely sparkly a hazard of being friends with someone as glamorous as Kaylee. She was always leaving little glimmering bits everywhere, like cat fur.

“Popular,” Ren teased.

“And for good reason,” Dana replied with a heated look in my direction before turning her gaze to Ren. “I didn’t see Cole come in; is he late again?”

“Called out,” Ren interrupted with an irritated sigh. “So, I’m fucked, basically.”

“Vi could help you,” Kaylee offered, slinging an arm around my shoulders and giving me a little shake. I pretended to miss her pointed, pleading look. “Couldn’t you, Vi?”

Ren and Dana appeared to have a conversation without words, the pair sharing a series of looks.

“Well…” Ren started slowly. “I do need the help.”

“And we’ve heard you need a job, right?” Dana said quickly. “I could pay you cash for tonight⁠—”

“What?” I yelped. “Listen, I’m just here to check the place out, I wasn’t really prepared to work tonight. And… Are you even allowed to hire⁠—”

“It’s my bar,” Dana said with another one of those sharp, knee-wobbling grins. “Come on, Vi. I’ll pay you… Well, five hundred cash is fair, right? Since you’re helping us out… Plus, you can keep whatever you make in tips. I won’t even have you tip out the bussers.” She extended her hand for me to shake, eyes pleading. “Please? We’re a little desperate, I’m afraid, darling.”

I looked between the three of them—Kaylee’s hopeful beaming, Ren’s slightly quirked smirk, and Dana’s persuasively desperate eyes—and blew out a sigh.

“Fine, but I still want the scotch.”

“Yes!” Kaylee whooped, punching the air. “Told you that you just needed to see the place.”

“I’m not agreeing to anything more than one night,” I said quickly, shaking Dana’s cool hand.

The vampire locked their free hand around the shake, grasping my palm between both of hers. “You’re really saving my ass. I owe you one.”

My lips twitched, face warming at her proximity. Something that I was absolutely going to have to ignore.

What was worse than a hot vampire that I could barely speak around? A hot vampire I could barely speak around who was also my boss.

Like she’d had a similar thought, Dana dropped my hands, taking a measured step away.

I tucked my hair behind my ear nervously, nodding in thanks to Ren as a short glass without ice appeared beside me.

“You better have something more sensible for me to wear for shoes back there, Baby. These stilettos will kill my feet.”

Kaylee turned, all but whipping me in the face with her golden hair as she dove for the curtain to the staff area. “Leave it to me!”
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Vi took her time familiarising herself with the menu while she sipped her scotch, working through our various drink options. It would’ve annoyed me, the way she seemed completely unhurried to get behind the bar and to my side—to help with my swamped backlog, obviously—except it gave me ample time to study her between mixing cocktails and taking orders.

I thought she was beautiful when I saw her in the café.

But now? Done up for a night of dancing and who knew what else? She was radiant.

Soft, tousled waves gave her bluntly cut bob a more lived-in feel, the ends of her hair just barely grazing her collarbones in a clash of smoke and cream as her eyes moved over the menu in careful study.

There was almost something familiar in the way she toyed absently with her glass, the amber liquid slowly rolling around the edges of the crystal. Like I’d watched this exact scene a hundred times before… But that was impossible. I was certain that if I’d come into contact with a woman like this I’d remember.

Vi’s wasn’t exactly the sort of face you forgot.

I attempted to focus on the task at hand, something increasingly more difficult as I was slowly consumed by questions that I had no business wanting answers for.

What was her plan for the night before she’d been drafted into helping me behind the bar?

Was she thinking about finding someone to take home to bed?

Did she prefer humans or vampires? Obviously, if she stepped foot inside of O she was at least vampire curious, but… Some humans found our cold skin and neverending stamina to be intimidating.

Would she choose someone that would leave after they’d finished, or did she prefer to tiptoe around in the morning to the coffee shop to secure them some breakfast?

Or was Vi the kind of girl who liked to play in public?

Would she want to take her unfathomably lucky conquest into the back to share a taste of her honeysuckle and vanilla-scented skin where someone could watch?

Where I could watch?

Maybe join, if I was lucky?

A possessive prickle needled my chest, the same one that’d pushed me into action at the coffee shop. Something about Vi, whether it was her petite stature or her big, emotive, fawn-coloured eyes, called to me.

I’d never been good at denying myself when I wanted something.

Ren, you barely know her name. Want to take it down a notch?

She brought her glass to her lips, plush softness pressing into the rim with just the right amount of give to make me wonder how they’d feel wrapped around my fingers. Like she’d sensed the lurid nature of my thoughts, Vi’s gaze met mine briefly as her eyes swung from the menu to survey the collection of bottles at my back.

A sort of nervous smile teased the edge of her glossy pink lips, her trimmed nails tapping lightly along the cardstock.

I tried not to think about it while I mixed drinks.

About how she was smoke and cream and bubble gum and all kinds of deliciousness I wanted to sink my teeth into immediately, my tongue heavy in my mouth with the desire to bite and tear and taste and⁠—

“Where do you keep the blood?” she asked, tucking a piece of her dark hair behind her ear.

My fingers itched for my camera. Vi would be exquisite on film. Not the DSLR I’d come to favour in recent years, but something older. Something I’d have to take into the darkroom and lovingly bring to life with my own hands.

Though, when it came to the temptress sitting at my bar, I could think of better uses for my hands.

Fuck. I hadn’t had this moth-to-flame sensation with a mortal since I’d met Elsie a decade ago. Back then, I’d asked Cherie to turn her within a couple of months, too eager to start the rest of forever.

That was always my problem—too eager. Too much of a head-in-the-clouds romantic. And when I was paired with someone like Els?

It was amazing we’d held out as long as we did.

Surely, Vi was unaware that she was showing off the long line of her neck with the curious tilt of her head, drawing my attention to her pulse thrumming just beneath her ivory skin. Even so, the move was incredibly effective.

I wasn’t the only one who noticed either. Sel, one of my regulars, glanced down the bar from their usual stool, their mouth slanting into a charismatic smile as their glance turned into a full-on stare.

Fucking bastard vampire and I had the same type.

I’d practically had to beat them off with a stick when Elsie started coming around. Seemed like I’d have just as much competition when it came to Vi.

That was, if I was going to cross that line.

It wasn’t until Vi cleared her throat expectantly that I realised how much time had passed, her glass now empty where it rested in her hand.

“Come around to this side and I can show you,” I suggested, collecting her empty cup with a lingering brush of our fingers.

“We won’t worry about the point of sale tonight. I’ll have you working the waitress’ queue. Nice and easy that way.”

Vi hopped off her stool, and I politely pretended not to notice the flush dusting her shoulders and chest. Her tiny sparkly handbag caught the lights as she rounded the bar and ducked under the little hinged opening.

“Are you sure it’s okay that I’m dressed like this?” she said with a laugh, motioning at her bare legs and borrowed low-top Converse sneakers in baby pink. In all fairness, the stilettos she’d come in were fine for dancing, but open toes shoes were a hazard on this side of the bar.

Without the added height of the heels, however, I towered over her. The feeling was heady.

I swallowed hard, willing my heavy tongue to say something—anything—that wouldn’t make me sound like a total fucking— “You look good enough to eat.”

What?! Who the fuck says that? Especially when you’re practically this poor woman’s new boss.

Not like that’s stopped you before, a tiny voice chided.

Okay, yeah. I did have a habit of dating the girls who worked at the club. But in my defence, it kind of came with the territory when you worked in the service industry. No one else was insane enough to put up with the hours.

Plus, I watched them walk around either half or fully naked all night. I was only a vampire.

Vi smirked, using her hip to nudge me out of the way to finish pouring the beers I’d stalled out on during my internal crisis. “Why don’t I just take care of these for you?” she said, voice light with amusement as her warmth leached into my skin, making me even more aware of her proximity.

I turned away quickly, hiding my embarrassment by keying in my code to the register to pull up the outstanding orders.

“I—I meant for the clients,” I replied hastily, though we both knew I didn’t. “Baby told you about the guests, right?”

“Sure you did,” Vi muttered with a laugh that made a prickle rush up the back of my neck. “And, yeah. Not that she needed to... I mean… O is the most notorious vampire club in the Lower City.”

“And the most exclusive,” Sel called unhelpfully.

“Right,” I gritted out, fighting the urge to look at Vi again. Before she could get distracted by the masculine vampire, I clicked on one of the orders. “Can you mix four blood drops and a dry martini?”

“You got it, boss,” Vi said, moving to grab a shaker. The motion made her brush against me, a wave of the sweet perfume clinging to her skin flooding my nose in a tide of vanilla and sweet honeysuckle.

It made my fangs ache, the monster lurking under my skin roaring to life like it had in that damned coffee shop. Far too eager for my taste. All the more reason I needed to at least… attempt… to resist.

I was not good at resisting.

I leaned forward to touch the keypad, moving the screen to the next chit, the tips of my fangs practically dripping venom when the side of my body brushed against the front of hers unexpectedly.

“Just so you know… Dana is actually your boss,” I ground out through my locked jaw, grabbing a pair of pint glasses. “I’m more like your… supervisor. If that, really.”

Vi poured multi-coloured juices and liquor into the copper-and-silver shaker like she’d been doing it for years, clicking her tongue. I’d have to test if her free pours were at all accurate another time, but damn if it wasn’t sexy as hell to watch her work like she owned the place.

She capped the shaker, her hands moving like lightning as she turned a cheeky, kilowatt smile on me that showed off her straight human teeth.

“How about sir, then?”

The glass splintered in my hand with an audible crunch that I hoped the music covered. But even if the sound was lost to the noise of the club, the uptick of Vi’s glossy pink lips told me that she’d noticed the rivulet of liquid dripping from the crack.

She raised an eyebrow, gaze flicking from the ruined cup, to meet my eyes, to my lips and back again far too slowly to be casual.

If it could, I’m sure my heart would be pounding. Instead, I was left with a sort of achy buzzing excitement at her obvious interest.

Speechless.

I was going to have to sink my teeth into every girl in a five-mile radius to keep my hands off her.

My tongue darted out to wet my dry lips, partly to taste her perfume in the air as I leaned into her warm body, my eyes flicking from hers to her lips and back again in a clear response to the path she’d made herself.

“I suppose I could tolerate it, Pet.”
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It turned out that bartending was sort of like riding a bike—you never really stopped remembering what an ounce of Cuervo felt like.

I wiped my hands on the rag I’d tucked under the counter, adding to the mottling of red blotches staining the ivory fabric.

While the spirits were second nature, what I did have to get used to was the consistency of the synthetic blood products that O kept behind the bar. I’d failed all but once to get the thick liquid into a glass without making a huge fucking mess.

Though I guess I should’ve been happy that Alpha Nutrition and A Plus even existed, since it meant that vampires weren’t out stalking us humans in the dead of night anymore… mostly. There were creeps in every species.

“This is disgusting,” muttered a reedy vampire, his carnelian eyes narrowed at me as he leaned heavily on the bar.

He was young, and if I had to guess, it was his first time inside. O had serious restrictions on the sort of vampires they allowed inside, given the free and giving nature of the facility. Rigorous background checks for every coven that joined and steep fees in place to deter casual guests in favour of the annual membership.

But, there were still day passes. Meaning if you were fairly well off in your mortal life, even a freshly turned vampire could find themselves inside… If they were willing to spot the fee.

I blinked, the familiar embarrassed heat that usually accompanied making a mistake snaking up my spine. Pulling the ticket off the silvery spike, I glanced over his order again.

A glass of B negative. No additions.

Slice the bag and pour it into the cup. Easy.

“I’m sorry,” I said, smoothing my hair nervously and replacing the ticket. “Came right out of the pouch. Maybe you’d like to try something else?”

“Tastes like it’s been sitting for days, and it's cold,” he muttered, making a face. “I thought you served top shelf here.”

“Er—” I started, my eyes swinging to Ren, who barked a laugh.

“If you wanted a premium experience, you shouldn’t have that wristband, buddy,” she snarked, snapping the golden plastic against the vampire's wrist. “The live bar is members only.”

Sel, a slight, masculine vampire with a short, dark pixie cut not unlike Ren’s, snickered, fangs flashing. “You think a newbie like him can afford the fees?”

Irritation flashed across the guy’s face, dark brows moving low over his eyes. He downed the rest of his glass, pressing his lips together angrily.

Ren smirked and met my gaze with a look that said obviously not before her eyes carved a trail down my body to rest on my bare thigh. I tried not to let it turn my knees to jelly.

I’d been doing that all night, ignoring the way that the beautifully handsome vampire made me feel weak. And, with a night’s worth of practice? It was starting to feel like riding a bike too.

If riding a bike was insanely more difficult with every lingering look or careful, non-accidental brush.

“Can I get you anything else?” I asked politely, narrowly hiding the breathy laugh in my voice.

One look at the less-than-designer shoes and wrinkled white button-down he wore, and I could’ve guessed that the club’s membership fee was well out of reach. Especially considering he was wearing chinos and no jacket. But the real giveaway was watching him actually look at the prices of drinks on the menu.

None of the other vampires I’d served tonight had done that.

Being the most exclusive in the Lower City meant a hefty door price for casuals and an ostentatious cost for members. It was a big deal, especially since for vampires a lifetime membership could span centuries.

Lucky dickheads.

“A rum and coke,” he gritted through his pointed teeth.

A basic drink that was going to cost the asshole damn near twenty-five dollars, and that was for well liquor. The premium was almost thirty.

I could’ve moaned thinking about the tips I’d already made tonight, enough to cover my overdue fees with the storage company at least.

“And I’ll have another too, please,” Sel called, their pale green eyes twinkling with mirth as they lifted their half-empty glass to me. “When you have a minute.”

I nodded tightly and went to fix their drinks. The rum and coke was easy enough, something I could make with my eyes shut. I set it down on the bar with a wedge of lime tucked against the rim a few moments later, offering a polite, if not a bit flirty, smile.

Brokeback Vampire threw down some cash, sneering as he turned and wove his way through the crowd toward the smattering of tables clustered around the stage. It wasn’t long before his tense, angry shoulders disappeared between the other patrons.

I couldn’t say I was sad to see him go. Something about him just… made me feel uneasy.

“I hope he left you a half-decent tip,” Sel remarked, tipping his glass back to suck on an ice cube.

By the look of their eyes, they were old. And I mean old—like ancient. Ren had introduced them as one of her regulars, and on first glance, we could’ve graduated together.

But I knew better.

It wasn’t every day you saw a nightwalker with enough years behind them to have anything but brown eyes, much less as clear as theirs.

New vampires, like the one who’d just left, had red eyes. Coloured by their own human blood working through their veins. Usually, after the first few years, they dulled to a rusty brown, darkening as the vampire worked through their human lifespan and embraced their new immortality. Eventually, if you lived long enough, they’d clear back to what they were before you’d been changed.

Vampires like Sel, who’d been around long enough for that to happen, were incredibly rare. It meant that they’d been around well before the Unshrouding, when vampires came out of hiding.

I collected the cash with a breath of laughter, my mind wandering to what life must’ve been like when they’d been human. How different things must be now.

Well, most things. I imagined that even in Sel’s lifespan men had always been creatures ruled by their fragile pride.

“You bruised his ego.”

They waved a scarred hand dismissively, shoulders shaking with a chuckle too low for me to hear. “Newbies always want to flaunt their status. Shame they never have the resources to back it up.”

“Come on, Sel,” chided Ren from the other end of the bar. “You’re really going to chase off Vi’s customers?”

They snorted, taking a long drink from the fresh glass I’d sat in front of them. “I don’t think Vi was too impressed by that one. She seems like a smart girl,” they remarked, studying me closely in a way that felt more curious than predatory. Sort of like I was a clue in a crossword puzzle they couldn’t quite remember the answer to, or the name of a song on the tip of their tongue.

It lacked all of the heat of where Ren’s eyes lingered on my skin.

“I try,” I said, pulling glasses for martinis.

“Our lone wolf has a new little friend,” Ren said with a smirk.

“All by yourself, are you?” I asked, curiosity getting the better of me.

“Not by choice,” Sel muttered. “Turns out living forever makes finding friends who won’t stab you in the back hard to find.”

“Come now, are you still on about this? Dahlia and Samuel⁠—”

“Yeah, yeah. I don’t need another lecture from you,” Sel grumbled with a sigh. “Let me drink my sorrows away in peace, Ren.”

With the conversation clearly over, I preemptively fixed Sel another drink —earning myself a grateful grin—and dropped it off before checking on my other guests.

I’d gotten my bearings quickly, weaving between serving drinks to patrons sitting at the bar and fixing orders from waitresses flitting from table to table. Even with the somewhat foreign ingredients at times it felt like I was already on autopilot.

Ren and me had fallen into such a natural rhythm, I’d almost forgotten that I absolutely wasn’t taking this job. Almost.

I was just adding cherries to a couple of cocktails when the music shifted abruptly, signalling the start of the third act of the stage show.

It was a group number first; the girls dressed in elaborate peach-and-champagne feathered costumes as they ground against each other to the beat. I took the opportunity to settle the bill for one of my guests looking to move to get a better seat for the show, flashing a fang in my direction as I looked at where he’d written his number on the receipt.

Turns out I didn’t need Ren to show me the POS after all. O used the same one as the Silver Dollar—the bar I’d worked at in college. So I’d be able to pick it up almost instantly, clicking through the screens to find the different cocktails.

Same POS or not, even I had to admit this clientele was a hell of an upgrade from a vampire biker bar. Tipped a lot better, at least.

I had to fight the urge to roll my eyes, turning to busy myself with putting the payment slips in the register.

What kind of sleazeball gives his number to a girl but barely tips 15%? No fucking thanks, dude.

By the time I was done squeezing two bags of AB positive into large domed wine glasses, the number was over, the deep red curtains closing amid applause and whistling.

“I think you’ll like the next act,” Ren said, topping up some tequila shots with a light-yellow fluid that had to be plasma. “On the main stage, we mostly keep it PG-13 to give them a reason to pay for the membership to get to the back. How’re you making out?”

“Oh, you know, sir,” I threw a new nickname at her with a teasing wink. “Same old, same old.”

Her gaze burned, lips twitching in the threat of a smile.

Yeah. I was abso-fucking-lutely teasing.

I was a professional. And professionals did not under any circumstance fantasise about hot, tatted-up coworkers between rushes.

Especially not when they rolled up their sleeves to give me a better look at all that delicious artwork trailing up their forearms, flexing as they pushed their hair back like some kind of cover model⁠—

“Earth to Vi,” Ren said, making me realize I’d gotten lost in thought. “You in the weeds?”

“No, no!” I rushed out. “I’m all good! Getting the hang of it.”

“You’re doing a great job,” she praised, tilting her head to the side with another one of those lingering looks. “You know, if you want the job… It’s yours.”

“Maybe,” I said noncommittally, glancing at the roster of drink orders, relieved to find we were caught up for the time being.

Ren leaned into my space, dropping her voice suggestively as she boxed me against the bar. “What’s a girl gotta do to get a yes from you, hm?”

I opened and closed my mouth like a fish, my eyes darting from the soft features of her face to the tattoos peeking out of her collar.

Stay strong, I scolded myself. You cannot be swayed! You have convictions! A favourite florist at the market! A degree you don’t want gathering dust!

Ren’s smile didn’t waver, eyebrow raising in a silent question.

No job prospects and rent due in—I did the mental maths—eighteen days. A stack full of mom’s medical bills that just keep getting higher…

And a certain bartender who kept inching closer and closer…

Suddenly, movement on stage drew my attention, the curtain parting to a spotlight that illuminated a low-hanging swing held to the ceiling by heavy golden ropes. A petite vampire sat in the middle of the seat, her pale blonde hair shining in the warm glow. Her delicate hands, covered from the tips of her fingers to the crook of her elbows by black satin gloves, wrapped around the ropes to keep her balanced as the swing rose with the first trills of a sexy, vibrant tune.

The music pulsed through the club, conversations ending abruptly as the guests craned their necks to get a good look at her. I couldn’t blame them; it was impossible to tear my eyes away.

Ren chuckled, a subtle bitterness to the sound as she stepped away from me. “Fucking Elsie, always stealing the show. I’ll get an answer from you yet, Vi.”

The vampire’s—I could only assume given the distance—pale thighs were visible through dramatic slits in her flowy skirt. The fabric cut so high at the top of her hips, a tease of her black panties was visible between the folds as it swayed. Criss-crossing straps covered her chest, a bra-like top cupping her breasts as she leaned back on the swing, her throat bared to the room. Her blonde hair turned to a molten wave of spun gold.

She was, in every sense of the word, stunning.

A spotlight shone down on her as she kicked, her legs arcing through the air as her toes pointed up in a pair of high, strappy heels. The music swelled as the swing reached its apex and began to rotate slowly, allowing the crowd to see her from all angles. She wrapped a hand around her throat, the fabric of her gloves contrasting dramatically against her milky skin as she slowly ran her fingers down over her breasts and stomach, eventually trailing into the folds of her skirt.

In a display of vampire agility that confirmed my suspicions, she slid off the swing, now ten feet in the air, landing lithely on her feet.

It was a miracle she didn’t snap the thin heel of her stiletto. I was only super jealous that as I rapidly approached thirty sometimes I threw my shoulder out by sleeping on it weird.

Vampires, really living the life.

My lips popped open in a silent gasp as the vampire continued to dance, the glow of the stage lights catching on the myriad of rhinestones affixed to her costume.

“She’s something else, isn’t she?” asked a vampire with bright coppery hair as she perched on a bar stool with her back to me, eyes on the stage. “That’s Elsie—our headliner.”

I hadn’t even noticed her approach.

It was like popping a bubble, and I shook myself, returning to earth with several quick blinks. If I didn’t know better, I would’ve thought she was a siren, with the way she’d drawn the attention of everyone in the room.

Y’know, if those existed.

Elsie’s call was more powerful than anything I’d experienced before, the longer that she was on the stage the harder that it was to force my eyes away from it.

Head in the game. Making a quick buck, remember?

“She’s amazing,” I conceded, giving into the urge for another long look.

Fuck.

On the stage, the vampire took a few steps, then leaned heavily onto one hip, tossing her gently curled hair. The lights shifted into something cooler, and the once golden strands turned silver, not unlike the strings silkworms left in trees during the August heat.

With another shift of her weight, she was standing straight once more, bringing her legs together to sway her hips. Elsie’s left arm flew out, the right walking its fingers slowly toward the end of her long glove until she was pulling it away from her fingertips in jerky segments that did nothing but build the coil of tension in my stomach. She twirled it in her hand before tossing it aside, repeating the motion on the right.

Mesmerising.

Her bare fingers made their way from her hair down to her breasts, where she rubbed briefly, the dark fabric straining to contain her chest before she continued her descent down her stomach, pausing to pat lightly at her hips as she circled them.

She tugged at the tie on the front of her skirt, holding onto the two sides as it came apart, her hips swaying hypnotically.

My heart raced as I waited for the inevitable moment when she would strip it off.

“Shouldn’t you be asking me what I want to drink?” the redhead asked turning her head to look at me, pulling my attention to her deep red lips, pursed with irritation.

Behind her, Elsie dropped the gauzy fabric to the polished stage floor.

I jerked into motion with my cheeks flaming, moving to grab a glass.

“Shit, sorry. I’m not used to… Anyway, what can I⁠—?”

“I’m fucking with you. I’m Juniper, I do the costuming for the club,” she explained as she leaned her elbows on the bar behind her. “Babydoll told me to come say hi to the new girl.”

“Oh,” I said, my eyes flicking from her soft jawline back to the stage in time to catch Elsie turning her back to the audience.

She dropped into a squat with a move that gave the room a view of her perfect, round ass as she rolled slowly back to standing, keeping her legs together, her hands trailing up the back from her ankles, up her slender calves, and to her hips.

Juniper wolf-whistled, her fangs glistening in the neon lights as Elsie peeled off her bra, her nipples hidden under thin straps connected to her harness. “That’s my girl!”

“You’re her girlfriend?” I guessed, leaning against the counter.

“One of many,” she confirmed, turning to catch my eye with her aquamarine stare. “Ren and Dana too; we’re a coven.”

I blinked.

This vampire had to be older than Sel.

She could’ve been—and probably was—Ren’s sire. Dana’s too.

“Oh,” I said again, lamely, everything clicking into place at once. “I see.”

That explained Dana and Ren’s flirty competitiveness at least. Covens, though not always polyamorous, were like little vampire family units. At their centre was a sire—the head of the family—the rest of the vampires off shooting like wheel spokes.

If Elsie was the moon, with her silvery blonde hair and pale skin, Juniper was the sun, with that fiery copper hair and the expertly careless bronze eyeshadow ringing her narrowed eyes. The effect, paired with her soft round features and full figure, was stunning.

I really, really needed to get over my aversion to dating apps. Every single woman who worked here was somehow completely different from the other and entirely my type. A recipe for absolute disaster if I didn’t at least try to keep my head.

My eyes flicked to Ren down the bar, finding her already looking back at me with her mouth set into a line.

Another little rush zipped through me.

Jealous vampire.

I couldn’t say that I minded.

“That a problem?” Juniper sneered. Annoyed, I guessed, by my shifted attention.

“No, not at all,” I answered quickly, offering her a smile.

She hummed thoughtfully, swivelling in her seat to look at the stage. “Oh, I love this part.”

Elsie was lying on the stage now, her cheek pressed to the polished wood with her ass lifted, slowly bringing it to the floor with a roll of her hips.

My mouth was completely dry on the third rotation. No wonder she was the club’s moneymaker.

She kicked her feet slowly, lifting her hips and pressing them down in a way that made me wonder what she’d look like in a strap. Specifically while Juniper, with her dark red lipstick, had her lips wrapped around it.

Like she could hear my thoughts, I had the undeniable feeling she was looking right at me, her painted lips parted on a pant that sent heat pooling to my core.

Girl, get a grip. Don’t you have a job to do?

“Can I get a refill?” Sel called with a smile, like they’d read my mind. “Unless you’re on the menu. I like a live one from time to time.”

I pushed off the bar and grabbed a shaker, leaving Juniper to watch Elsie on her own. “Sorry, honey. Not tonight.”

“That’s not a no,” they said with a chuckle, earning them a scowl from Ren. “Then the drink will do. A double.”

“Coming right up!” I said quickly.

I’d nearly missed Ren’s hissed, “You can’t be serious, don’t do this to me again man.” as I rushed through making the cocktail, eager to have them served so I could watch the rest of the number, but by the time I was done pouring the dark red liquid from the shaker into a coupe glass, the last few notes were coming from the speakers.

I handed Sel their drink and accepted the offered bills—way too much for a single cocktail.

“How much change?”

“Keep it. When you’re old like me, you have more than you know what to do with.” They waved me off, grabbing their glass and heading into the crowd—likely to find a better seat to enjoy the rest of the show.

Or maybe, I wondered absently, to make their way into the VIP to play.

I clutched the money against my chest, crumpling the hundreds in my fist.

In one transaction, I’d almost made my entire rent. Not that they'd had any way of knowing that.

Fuck. I really am going to take this job, aren’t I?

I looked up from the register in time to catch Elsie pointing directly at me, mouthing the last few words of the song. Well, maybe it was at me… More likely, it was at Juniper. The plush, curvy vampire content to remain perched right in my field of vision.

Thunderous applause kicked off as she turned to walk toward the back of the stage, disappearing between the black curtains with a final swish of her hips.

I dropped the cash into the tip jar, paying no mind where it fell.

By the time I’d finished clapping, my hands were numb.


dana
. . .



“See you tomorrow?” Nick called, pulling his dorky, loosely knit beanie missing several stitches down to cover his ears.

I nodded, clapping him on the shoulder. The urge to poke fun at him about the ugly hat again was undeniable… But somehow, I resisted. I wasn’t really interested in another lecture about how his girlfriend made it and that I was just jealous that I didn’t have a hot little human willing to make me presents.

Nevermind that he didn’t need the damn thing anyway; it wasn’t like he could catch a cold. None of us could.

Human diseases didn’t affect vampires, and thank fuck for that. I’d been really dicey in the early nineties with protection and doing a lot of hooking up. Those were the days.

Really, the worst thing that could happen to a vampire was being bloodbound. But we had no idea what caused that, just that it was incredibly painful and—as far as we knew—incurable.

“Yeah, thanks for the good work tonight, man.” I said to Nick, holding the door open for him by the safety bar.

“No worries, Dana,” he said, adjusting the strap of his backpack as he made to go, pausing to look back at me. “By the way, did you manage to catch up with that girl from earlier? Y’know, tiny dress and doe eyes?”

I barked a laugh. Every person who worked here—vampire and human alike—was a fucking gossip. There wasn’t much that happened in this club that we didn’t all know about, thanks to the constant flow of information. Usually, I didn’t mind so much. It was useful for keeping our staff safe, knowing who was too drunk to go into the back and who wouldn’t be invited to renew because of bad behaviour or weird vibes.

Most importantly, it kept people honest.

I was almost grateful for our little rumour mill. But now that I was the subject of the gossip? I found myself wishing everyone would mind their fucking business.

Especially Nick and his stupid knitted hat and pointed I-know-you-were-into-her stare.

The only upside was that his interest was piqued for something fun this time. It’d been fucking miserable when the staff were fishing for information about how we were doing after Cherie passed.

Especially since, if I was honest? It was like losing my wife had fundamentally changed something in me. Broke it. Something I wasn’t sure would ever be right or whole again. She wasn’t just my sire, Cherie had been my partner for two entire human lifetimes.

We’d seen the invention of the internet together for fuck sakes.

You didn’t just… get over something like that. It left marks, a space that I had no idea how to fill.

As time passed and the others moved on, I wondered if I’d be able to conceal the truth from them.

That whoever I was before died right along with her.

With a good-natured shove toward the stairs, I raised an eyebrow at Nick. “Got a feeling we’ll be seeing a lot more of her. She’s the friend Babydoll’s been harping on about.”

Nick swore with a low whistle. If I didn’t know better, I’d say the gentle giant looked crestfallen. “No go then?”

“Não vá,” I echoed, but not without a flicker of disappointment.

I was only interested in a long drink and a quick fuck, but it was pretty hard to tap and dash on a girl who was about to become your new employee. At least she would be if I had any say in the matter. We were desperate for a good, reliable bartender, and now that one had breezed through the door—and looking like that?

It’d be bad for business to take no for an answer.

Luckily for us, I was very persuasive when I wanted to be.

“You’ll get the next one,” he said half-heartedly, patting my elbow. “Night, Dana.”

“Later, Nick. Get home safe.”

He turned, disappearing up the steps with his voice floating back to meet me where I stood at the door. “But, hey! Dana! Never say never; eternity is an awfully long time to beat yourself up.”

I didn’t bother to reply, letting go of the bar so the heavy metal slammed between us and heading back through the inverted-cross door toward the private rooms.

My love life—or recent lack thereof, really—was no business of his.

Well, unless you counted my coven. But that was… different. Settled. I liked to have a side piece or two to keep me busy.

To keep life interesting.

Though, even I had to admit, it seemed like those days were behind me.

Out of habit, my eyes flicked from booth to booth as I took the long, semicircle hallway toward the main club. We’d never had after-hours stragglers before, but until I’d walked the entire floor, I wouldn’t be able to relax enough to head to my office to tackle the veritable mountain of paperwork awaiting me.

It never occurred to me just how much of the mundane day-to-day shit Cherie had been doing. She’d always made it look so easy—which wasn’t even in the stratosphere of words I’d use to describe what it was like to run an operation like O.

There was purchasing, staffing, coming up with the acts, dealing with the clients and the girls... A never-ending checklist of things to complete that were constantly being rearranged by whatever fire was burning the hottest at the moment.

Exhausting.

My nose turned at the sticky, overly sweet smell of perfume lingering in the air, undercut by the salty alkaline tang of spilled blood. Luckily for me, the cleaning crew would be in soon with their arsenal of steam cleaners and industrial-strength disinfectants to clear the club, getting it ready for another night of mayhem when we reopened tomorrow night.

Nick’s words weighed on me like a physical thing. I know he didn’t mean to, but pointing out my obvious interest in Vi… It ate at me as I moved through the familiar task of pulling back curtains, stacking sticky cups, and rearranging discarded throw pillows—anything I could do to make things a little easier for the barbacks flitting between the alcoves collecting empties.

It’d been a long time since I’d felt attraction for someone. Well before Cherie had gotten sick. My wife had been as smart as she’d been unlucky, carefully concealing her illness until it’d progressed to the point that she had no choice but to tell us.

Not that there was much that could be done for a vampire once they’d become bloodbound.

Believe me, we fucking tried.

But, there were four surefire ways to kill a night child.

A stake through the heart.

Decapitation.

Burning.

And starvation.

Sunlight was really less of a concern than movies and books made it out to be—I could see why the idea that blood-sucking monsters exploding into a cloud of dust if they stepped outside during the day was pretty attractive to terrified, uneducated people, but it was utter fiction.

Humans never were good at being kind about things they didn’t understand.

Sure, the sun was our natural enemy, but we wouldn’t immediately drop dead with a little exposure… Just a wicked sunburn and a headache to match.

Thank god for vampricine, a specially made glass that’d been developed a few hundred years ago that protected us from the sun’s harmful rays. Shaders, its digital version, is what made the Lower City a safe haven for my kind.

The chances that a human would be fast enough to stake you, smart enough to trap you in a fire, or strong enough to decapitate you were small. And even smaller was the threat of starvation given how easily accessible our preferred food source had made themselves.

In the old days, we had to hunt or make agreements with willing humans to accept our venom—a natural aphrodisiac-like drug—in exchange for enough of their blood to sustain ourselves. But now? Synthetic blood products were all the rage. You could get through your entire immortal existence without ever tasting the real thing.

It’s part of what made O a premium experience. We offered a safe place to play and feed with willing participants. For a cost, of course.

The last few centuries, being a vampire hadn’t been so bad. Never feeling cold or getting sick, being able to experience all life had to offer without the drag of age wearing you down… until the Blight.

The disease had exploded into the population, thinning our numbers and turning covens against each other as their sires and initiates became bloodbound en masse. A few hundred years ago, less than one percent of the vampiric population would develop the illness, making it impossible for the affected night child to synthesize blood. The human equivalent would be as if the body stopped processing the nutrients in food—slow, agonising starvation and eventual organ shut down until your miserable death.

It was painful.

It was incurable.

And it took my wife from me only six months ago.

A fact that’d painted my entire life in a wash of grey since she admitted, through gritted teeth, what was happening.

Dropping a girl like Vi—temptation down to the smell of the vanilla and honeysuckle blood in her veins—into the middle of my club felt like fate laughing in my face. Like Cherie herself was telling me it was time to get on with it. Enjoy life again.

I could practically hear my sire’s laugh, her lilting French accent teasing as she bent to whisper in my ear.

You’re welcome, Dana.

But I didn’t feel grateful. I felt cheated.

I finished my sweep of the private rooms and headed to the main bar, the light pop music playing from Ren’s phone speaker familiar as I picked through the room, putting a couple of missed chairs up onto tables.

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Ren laughing at something Vi said, making my head turn. The chair paused midair, held aloft as I took in the scene.

Ren and Vi were backed against the shelves of glittering bottles, the vampire’s hands framing either side of the human as she ran her nose along her neck.

I couldn’t quite make out what Ren whispered in her ear, but judging by Vi’s sharp intake of breath and parted lips, it wasn’t a stretch to assume that workplace decorum had long since left them.

Vi’s hips moved, grinding against Ren’s knee between her thighs with a breathy moan that made the hairs on my arms stand up with electricity. Every crumb of my attention was fixated on the girl, her eyes swinging from Ren to find mine.

I froze like a deer in headlights, unsure if I should leave them to their moment. But any question I could’ve asked died on my tongue as Vi smiled, her head tilting to the side to bare her creamy pale throat to Ren.

“Bite me,” she whispered, voice soft and needy, thin with the whispered gasp that escaped her as Ren tightened her hold. She pressed her thigh against Vi’s centre more firmly, earning a delicious noise of pleasure that I wanted to replay for hours. “And then share me with Dana.”

“Of course, Pet…” my covenmate hummed, the tightly coiled muscles of her back shifting under her button-down as her lips pressed into the supple flesh. “But first, it’s only fair we show Dana how prettily you fall apart for me, isn’t it?”

“Dana?” Vi called, and the image fractured and pixelated, warped like an old television screen.

I blinked hard, rubbing my eyes.

What the fuck was that?

“Earth to Dana,” teased Vi, leaning over the counter to get a good look at me with her head tilted adorably to the side. Surely it was a coincidence that that move gave me a clear look down the front of her dress… right? “You okay, boss?”

“Er—” I cleared my throat, glancing around the room and finding it different than it’d been a moment before. The chairs already flipped onto tables, stools on the bar, and the rest of the room already broken down for the night, with the curtains of the stage drawn heavily in a swath of decadent maroon velvet.

God, Dana. You’ve been working too much. Get a grip.

But, something stuck out to me. And it wasn’t just the hint of Vi’s lacy black bra.

“What do you mean by boss?” I asked, trying to ignore the way I could practically taste the hallucination I’d just had in the air, a whisper of Vi’s desire coating the back of my tongue like perfume.

She sighed dramatically, nudging Ren with her hip and catching the vampire off guard, her eyes lingering on the side of Vi’s face appreciatively.

“I mean…” Vi said slowly, milking the way my covenmate’s body stilled with attention. “I guess I didn’t totally hate working the bar tonight…”

“Helps that your coworker is so good-looking, right?” Ren interrupted hopefully with a crooked smirk.

Vi rolled her eyes, continuing like she hadn’t been interrupted. Ouch, what a blow to the ego. But, I could see it for what it was—a tease.

Ren seemed to catch it too, scrubbing a hand through her hair that way she always did when a hot girl was around that she wasn’t sure how to talk to.

“And I do need the money, so…”

“Sooooo,” I echoed, almost a little disappointed that I wasn’t going to have to put the charm on her after all. “You’ll take the job?”

“Yeah,” Vi said with a little shrug that made the hollow of her collarbone more prominent. Wildly, I wondered what it’d be like to slurp blood out of it. Her blood. I was so focused on my own totally inappropriate fantasy that I nearly missed what she said next. “I’ll take the job.”

My mind strayed immediately to my… daydream? Vision?

At the way she’d looked at me when I caught her and Ren together.

Like she wanted me to. Like she needed me.

It’d been so fucking long since I’d been needed.

I swallowed, pushing the thoughts aside to focus on the task at hand.

“Praise and virtue!” Ren cheered, putting her hand over her heart. Her tattooed fingers dug into the front of her shirt as she leaned back against the counter as though she’d faint. “Finally, a competent bartender.”

“Hey, Blondie is perfectly capable,” I reprimanded my covenmate.

Okay, maybe that was a bit of a stretch. Hard to be competent when you’re always an hour late, if you showed up at all. But Cole—Blondie to everyone inside of the club—filled a very important demographic for us that Ren and even Vi couldn’t.

The twink market™.

There was a reason he was popular at the club—head—and I wasn’t talking about foamy beer tops.

“Picking favourites already?” Vi teased, pulling her lip between her teeth to stifle a laugh, which only made me want to pull it free with my own. To tug her reddened lip into my mouth for a suck that brought the blood to the surface before I⁠—

Dana, you’re not fucking your employee.

And why not? a little voice that sounded an awful lot like Cherie asked. Ren does it all the time.

I shoved the thought aside.

“Depends,” Ren tossed back, leaning into Vi’s space. If it bothered her, she didn’t show it, the opposite really. Swaying towards the vampire like they were magnets. Attracted to each other by some external force. “You won’t leave me hanging, will you, Vi?”

The human shook her head, wavy hair bouncing as her eyes tracked along the bare hollow of Ren’s inked throat where her shirt was unbuttoned. “Not a chance.”

“You’ll need a stage name,” I said, mostly to remind them that I was there. And only a little jealously. “You know, for safety.”

“Safety?” she asked, brows furrowing as she turned her head to look back at me.

“All the humans have them,” I assured. “We had a bit of an issue a few hundred years ago with a patron stalking one of the—” I cut off at the anxiety flashing across Vi’s face. “Anyway. The process stuck, so… stage name.”

Babydoll breezed through the curtain that led to the back, her sparkly pink duffle bag slung over her shoulder and golden hair pulled into a sloppy bun at the top of her head like she’d been waiting for the right moment to make a grand entrance. “Call her Striker.”

“Striker?” Ren repeated with a laugh, cutting a confused glance between the girls. “Are you into bowling or something?”

“Baseball,” Vi said, her chest puffing proudly. “Season’s tickets to the Nightwalkers for the last five years.”

“And she played in college,” Babydoll added.

I had to cover my laugh with a cough at the predatory gleam in Ren’s eyes. If she wasn’t crushing on the new girl before, being obsessed with her baseball team would’ve definitely sealed the deal.

“It was only a partial scholarship,” Vi said, waving her friend off dismissively. “No biggie.”

Ren, practically drooling, opened her mouth to continue the line of questioning, but I cleared my throat to stop her.

There was onboarding to do if we were going to take on a new employee, forms that needed signing, wages to be agreed on. Which meant that she’d have to make time for flirting later.

“Can you come in at one tomorrow, Vi? The girls will be rehearsing, but we can fill out your paperwork and get everything settled before open.”

She nodded, grabbing her sparkly handbag from under the counter, the heels she’d entered the club in dangling from her fingers. “You got it. See you tomorrow, Ren?”

Ren nodded, giving her a quick two-finger salute. “Until next time, Striker.”

Vi’s head tilted, eyelashes fluttering in the most obvious flirting I’d seen without money being exchanged. “I think I preferred your other nickname for me, Sir.”

I could practically hear whatever was holding Ren back from fucking her on the bartop snap. The threads of a rope unravelling rapidly.

“My mistake, Pet.”

Babydoll looked between the two of them, golden eyebrows lifted in a way that told me there’d be a fair share of gossiping on the way home. “Let’s, uh, go?”

I’d been so distracted that I jumped when I turned to follow the girls up to lock the door behind them and found Garrett leaning in the doorway.

My brother-in-law had a definitive air of unkemptness about him that’d become his signature well before Cherie’s funeral. His dark, shaggy hair pushed back from his face in loose waves. The white T-shirt stretched across his thick middle, wrinkled and dull. His eyes landed on Babydoll’s lean legs for a couple seconds too long before flicking to Vi.

“Didn’t expect to see you here again,” he called to the girls with a grin that was more of a grimace, his fangs glinting in the glow of the neon.

“Well, I do work here, Gary,” Babydoll said coolly, shouldering past him with her hand linked with Vi’s to lead her upstairs.

He hated the nickname, but it was one of the few holdovers that Babydoll had kept out of spite. They’d had a tumultuous little affair that ended when Babydoll found him in the back rooms with Peaches. She’d avoided him ever since, not exactly an easy task as the brother of her former boss.

I had no idea what had drawn her to him—okay, that was a fucking lie—money. For a while, he’d had a lot of it, and then like with most things in Garrett’s life, time, his coven, his family, he’d pissed it away for gambling and drugs.

Luckily for the rest of us, Babydoll was a paramount professional and didn’t rise to his bullshit whenever he deigned to darken our doorstep.

“Surprised you let her walk around dressed like that,” He commented as his eyes followed the girls through the door.

“What’re you doing here, Garrett? We’re closed,” Ren called flatly.

His attention snapped back to us, smile not quite meeting his eyes. He looked… tired. Or maybe just a bit run down. I was sure the long hours at the gallery were a helpful distraction from his grief, but… at what cost?

I couldn’t really judge him for throwing himself into work with what I’d been doing myself but… at least I’d tried.

Bitterness rose up in me, my eyes narrowing on my brother in law.

“I was hoping to talk to you in private, Dana,” he said, crossing the room to pull down a stool and sitting heavily. His pointed look at Ren was a clear attempt at dismissal that she ignored entirely. “You haven’t been returning my calls.”

Garrett wasn’t a small man, towering over me at six-foot-five and damn near three hundred pounds. Even perched on the stool, he was over a head taller than me. It would’ve been intimidating—if I didn’t know that he was a seedy little bitch.

That said, I did feel a little guilty for avoiding him. I’d been dodging his attempts to reach me for weeks… So, really, it was just a matter of time before he arrived on our doorstep.

He was going through the loss as much as we were, but I just… couldn’t.

Couldn’t stomach talking about her.

Thinking about her.

Or looking at him and seeing the way he tilted his head, almost like I was seeing her profile.

Fucking familial resemblance.

“Yeah,” I hummed noncommittally. “Sorry about that. Can we get you a drink?”

Ren’s irritated eye roll made it clear that she didn’t have any desire to serve him, but, our personal feelings aside, family was family. Even if that family did try to make a spectacle of our sire’s funeral.

“All the live ones gone?” he asked, sucking his teeth.

“Pretty sure,” Ren said distastefully. She didn’t share the cynical fondness for Garrett that I did. I couldn’t blame her, he’d never given her any reason to think he was more than a thrill seeking shitbag. “Pouch okay?”

He wrinkled his nose. “Barely, but fine. I’ll slum it.”

Ren turned to get his drink sorted, muttering under her breath about freeloading. Garrett never had much money, despite a fairly high-profile job at the gallery. Hard to, with his raging gambling addiction and unmedicated mania.

It wasn’t that I didn’t feel for the guy; I did. But you could only go through trying to get someone on medication and into a ten-step program so many times if they didn’t want to follow through.

“Hard to be a freeloader in my own bar, isn’t it?” he asked smugly, taking the offered drink from my covenmate and swirling the deep red liquid in the domed glass. Satisfaction dripped from his frame like he’d just revealed some great secret, his ego almost a physical thing as his head swivelled on his thick neck to look at me.

Fucking great. Another night of dealing with his delusions, that’s just what I needed.

“This isn’t your bar, Garrett,” I said flatly, trying and failing to keep annoyance out of my tone.

I really didn’t have time for this. Not with inventory overdue and needing to escape up to my office to get started on Vi’s contract. Briefly, I wondered if I could shove him off on Ren.

It would mean owing her one, but maybe it’d be worth it if I didn’t have to sleep in the bar again.

“Well… That isn’t entirely true now, is it sugar?” he gibed, that fucking smarmy smile of his taking on a new, entirely more irritating quality. “Never did find Cherie’s will, did ya?”

I scoffed. “You and I both know that she’d never give this place to you. I helped her build it.”

“Funny thing that.” He downed the glass with a smack of his lips. Once upon a time, maybe about eight months ago, Garrett would’ve been considered handsome. It was amazing what the better part of a yearlong unchecked breakdown could do to a man. “The courts don’t really care about what she would’ve wanted. Just that I am the sole survivor of her family line.”

Vampire wills and estates were… messy. Not even a marriage certificate was enough to guarantee without an ironclad will that your coven would become the beneficiary of your estate. They always looked for next of kin—that was to say, the closest related vampire—unless there was a document that stated otherwise.

Talk about bullshit.

Bullshit that up until this moment, I hadn’t thought I needed to worry about.

Garrett wouldn’t be cruel enough to try and take Cherie’s club, my coven’s home, out from under us?

Right?

“You son of a bi—” Ren started, only for Garrett to speak over her.

“But you know, Dana, I'm not a monster. I’m not going to kick you out. I just need you to pay me twenty-five percent off the top each month, and I’ll leave you be, nice n’ easy.”

“We’re a fucking bar, Garrett. We don’t have those kinds of margins.”

“I don’t see how that’s my problem, sugar,” he replied, pushing his empty glass toward Ren as he stood. “I’ll be back to collect my first payment at the beginning of the month.”

“And if I refuse?” I asked, crossing my arms over my chest furiously.

Which, realistically, I’d have no choice but to do. There was no way we could afford to⁠—

“I’ll sell the club,” he said with a shrug, offering a nasty little wave over his shoulder as he headed upstairs. “Always hated this fucking place. Your choice, sis.”


vi
. . .



My ringer cut through the music in my headphones, and I sighed, forcing my hand beyond the worn folds of my leather bag to hunt for my phone in a sea of old receipts, granola bar wrappers, and at least three too many lipsticks.

It’s gotta be the fucking bank calling again.

It wasn’t that I didn’t want to pay my credit card bill, I just had other priorities for the time being. At least I knew I’d be able to get to it a little earlier than planned if I kept getting tip outs like the night before. Which was seriously a relief, the dire state of my dwindling credit score was making me seriously reconsider if homeownership was ever going to be in the cards.

The dread rolling in my stomach disappeared instantly as Kaylee’s contact flashed on the screen, and I connected the call with a sigh of relief.

Note to self: I really need to pay that bill.

“Hey K, I’m⁠—“

“Please tell me you’re not wearing Docs right now, Vi.”

“Scout’s honour,” I said with a laugh, rolling my eyes. “Dressed to your specifications—teeny tiny black dress and heels I can bear to run around in. Don’t you trust me?”

She giggled on the other side of the phone, the sound like popping champagne bubbles. There was no mistaking why Kaylee was so popular at the club—she was downright charming when she wasn’t drinking orange juice from the carton or leaving bras all over the apartment. “When it comes to fashion? Absolutely not. Are you almost here?”

“Yes, Mom,” I groaned, though it was a fair comment. I did prefer to dress more like a middle school boy than a twenty-something-year-old woman… One who panic-cut bangs into her hair with a pair of kitchen scissors last night in an I can’t believe I’m a bartender again freakout. “Just stopping for coffees.”

“God, yes!” she moaned, the phone rustling. “My fitting with Juniper was so early that I'm clinging to life here! It’s a Van⁠—“

“Vanilla latte, extra foam, and add one pump of raspberry,” I parroted, grinning at the irritated huff that met my ear.

“Okay, okay, miss know-it-all… I’ll see you in a few?”

“Were you worried I wasn’t going to show?” I asked shrewdly.

“Maybe,” she conceded, the a drawn out innocently.

As if! I don’t think I’d ever let Kaylee down in my life. I’d even tried to join a sorority for her back in college. Those were dark times.

Kappas mean business.

“Unfortunately for us, I’m too broke to say no at this point… So, I’ll see you soon,” I assured her, hanging up and tugging off my headphones, taking the hood of my jacket with them as I stepped into The Drip.

I waved in greeting to Todd, heading straight for him at the counter, my jacket already a little damp from the rain outside in the few steps I took from our lobby to the cafe one door over.

It was just too bad that his less-than-cheery coworker, Dishwater Blonde, was lingering nearby. I was really hoping to gossip with him about my night working with Ren after his helpful tip, but with Sarah giving me the stink eye… it was a little awkward.

Not that it mattered what she thought about yesterday, now that my wallet was thick with bills courtesy of O’s extremely immoral—I mean, immortal—patrons. I was clear to not only pay for my own coffee but tip stupidly well, too.

“Had a feeling I’d be seeing you again,” Todd said with a wink. “Cute haircut. Your usual?”

I nodded, glancing over the pastry case as I thumbed through the contents of my wallet, looking for a twenty. “And a blueberry muffin… Oh, and a vanilla latte, extra foam, with a pump of raspberry.”

“I know I’m not supposed to say this, but I always thought that sounded gross.” Todd laughed. “Only know one girl who’s ever ordered it.”

“Blonde, gorgeous?”

“That’s the one.”

“My roommate.”

“Thought you were going to say girlfriend.” He chuckled as he turned the payment terminal to me, moving to start my drinks. “Suppose I should be happy for Ren that’s not the case.”

The doorbell chimed behind me as I pressed the cancellation button, sliding a crisp bill onto the counter with a lick of excitement snaking up my spine.

Ren.

Hello? Hollywood? My life is officially a movie! What are the chances that she’d come in right this⁠—?

I turned, a hopeful, buzzy thrill flickering through me as my eyes swung to the door, my hand moving on its own accord to flatten my bangs nervously—only for all that giddy high-school excitement to be replaced by crushing disappointment.

“Can you move to the pickup counter, lady? There are other customers.” Dishwater Blonde said flatly, picking up the bill to set it in the register. She moved to give me my change, and I waved her off, popping another crisp twenty in the tip jar.

The surly, sour look she gave me could’ve peeled paint.

Justice. Who didn’t love an underdog success story?

I hadn’t even realised I wanted to see Ren until that moment, but now that it was clear… shit.

It wouldn't be the first time I’d had a crush on a coworker, and it probably wouldn’t be the last, but something told me that getting mixed up with that coven would be more than I could handle. Besides, this was only a temporary detour while I looked for something else. I wasn’t going to stay and work at O forever.

I stepped aside to give the new customer—a human with grey hair and way too much cheap, chemically cologne—space to order, leaning against the pickup counter with my phone in hand to scroll mindlessly.

Todd had just slid the little cardboard tray in my direction when the bell chimed a second time. A familiar, soft voice made my cheeks heat, drifting toward me on a blast of cold February air.

“Pet,” Ren called with a cheeky little lopsided smirk that showed off a fair bit of fang as she shook out her umbrella. “I love the hair.”

Fuck, now I was blushing for a whole new reason.

I knew the bangs were a bit of a botch job, uneven in a sort of devil-may-care way... If you squinted.

If you didn’t, they were a total mess.

It wasn’t really my fault! I shouldn’t be trusted around scissors ever, let alone after sharing two bottles of the disgusting cheap pink wine Kaylee loved.

Especially when that disgusting pink wine had led to a long bath with the image of a certain short haired bartender having her way with me on the bartop while Elsie watched from the stage keeping me company.

I shivered even now at the thought, clearing my throat.

“Thanks,” I offered awkwardly, nodding toward the ordering station. “Picking up?”

“Hope so,” Ren said with a suggestive laugh, her dark eyes trailing down the front of my jacket, stopping at the shimmery black minidress and the fair bit of bare skin she could see along my upper thigh. “Wait for me? We can walk together.”

Thank you, Kaylee, for many, many things, but especially your far superior closet.

“Sure, yeah, totally.” It was like I’d somehow swallowed a thesaurus full of ways to sound like a desperate weirdo—which wasn’t entirely far off, but my hot coworker absolutely didn’t need to know that!

Please, god, I’ll do anything, just don’t let this woman think I am half the dork I actually am.

Todd slid the tray of four coffees across the bar toward Ren as she tapped her card, with Dishwater Blonde offering the vampire a beaming smile.

Oh. Well, I guessed that made sense.

I’d be annoyed too if I’d been flirting with a regular only for them to play knight in shining armour to some down-on-their-luck fresh-faced asshole who looked like she’d just gone through her first major breakup. All that was missing was a kitchen sink dye job, and I’d be the poster child for a quarter-life crisis.

Though now that I was thinking about it… Maybe I would be cute with blue hair.

“Alright, Todd?”

“Peachy keen, Ren. See you tomorrow—both of you!”

“Have a nice night?” Ren asked with a wave, collecting the tray in one hand and motioning with her head toward the door in a clear order for me to go first.

“Can you really call it night at four in the morning?” I asked, stepping out of the café. I moved to pull up my hood when the light patter of rain suddenly stopped, replaced with the gentle sound of it tapping against Ren’s umbrella as she held it over our heads. “I can carry those, if you want.”

“Nah, I’m an acts-of-service girl,” she said with a shrug. “It’s night so long as the sun is down, Vi.”

“The sun never rises in the Lower City,” I shot back, our arms brushing as we made our way down the rain-slicked street.

Puddles filled the dips and ridges in the uneven pavement, reflecting the neon lights and all the glowing, digitised ads featuring vampires artfully styled to sell perfume or beauty products—even cars—with their fangs on display as they looked down on us, watching us pick our way toward the club, carefully trying to avoid our feet getting wet.

“Precisely,” Ren said. “You really killed it last night, you know? It was nice not to have to spend all night looking over your shoulder.”

“I bartended my way through college—some things you just never forget, I guess. Besides, it was all so second nature that by the end I was even having fun.”

‘That’s good to hear; it’ll be even busier tonight. Saturday is our last night of the week, so it's always a mess.” She stopped us to wait at a red light, cutting a look at me sidelong. “You’re really a Nightwalkers fan?”

“Massive,” I said with a little laugh. “Had a poster in my bedroom of the team and everything when I was a kid.”

“Ever seen a game in person?”

“Not in a long time,” I admitted. “I bought season’s tickets before I lost my job, but I’ve been selling my seats for the extra cash all year.”

She hummed thoughtfully. “Real shame. We’ll have to fix that.”

I looked up at her, the lights from the movie theatre across the street illuminating her profile.

It wasn’t normal night down here in the Lower City, given that you couldn’t see the moon or the stars. It was more like total and complete darkness, broken up by vignettes of carefully styled businesses—mostly owned by vampires—lit up to draw the eye.

But in this moment?

With her dark eyelashes kissing her cheek with every blink, soft pink lips parted on the ghost of one of those lopsided smirks that tugged at my heart, it was like my world had shrunk down to the circular dome of Ren’s umbrella.

I could’ve sworn the stars were twinkling overhead.

“Are you asking me on a date?’ I asked in a rush, my voice high and overeager.

Come on, Vi! Keep it together!

The audible walk signal shrieked to life, but Ren didn’t make a move to continue our walk as the traffic began to move behind her.

“So what if I am? Going to say no?”

“No.”

“No, you wouldn’t want to go, or no, you’d say yes?” she asked, her hand tightening around her umbrella handle as she tilted her head.

“I’d say yes.”

Only a crazy person would say no, to be fair. And I was a lot of things, but no matter how bad it got, I was still pretty sure I had my sanity.

“Great,” the vampire said, smirk returning in full force. “It’s a date. I’ll send you some options for which games would work.”

“That’d be great. Don’t make me wait long.”

“As if,” she said, the moment stretching between us. If her hands weren’t full, I wondered if she would’ve leaned in for a kiss.

Maybe I should⁠—

Icy water splashed onto the sidewalk as a passing car hit a puddle, soaking our shoes and up Ren’s back, popping the tension in the air like bubble gum.

I laughed, shifting the coffees into one hand so I could try to cover my mouth to mute the noise, betrayed entirely by the way my shoulders shook, a snort escaping my fingers. “Sorry! It’s just⁠—”

“Oh,” Ren said with a playfully evil grin as water dripped from her hair where it curled around her ears. She stomped down on a puddle to spray me with more cold water. “You think it’s funny.”

I squealed, trying to dodge the frigid attack, ducking out from under the umbrella to jog across the street as carefully as I could with a full tray of coffee while the walk signal ticked down, my laughter following. The vampire pursued me, and we spent the rest of our short commute attempting to splash each other with puddles between giggles.

By the time we half-slipped down the wet stairs to the door of the club, we were both drenched. Ren’s carefully applied kohl eyeliner smudged and dripping toward her cheeks, making me wonder what our goofing around had done to my own makeup in the process.

I opened the door with my cold stiffened fingers, my body relaxing as a gust of warmth poured into me from the heaters inside. I used my body to hold it open, waiting for Ren to enter. “After you.”

The vampire tossed her umbrella inside, shifting the pathetically wet cardboard tray of coffee cups so that her arm was free to lean against the door, trapping my body between hers and the heavy metal. Her wet shirt clung to her frame, the odd droplet of rain managing to reach us in our partially covered alcove singing along my skin.

My heart rate elevated as our eyes met. She wasn’t touching me, but this close, I could feel her presence like a lick between my legs.

“Have I told you that you look absolutely divine today?”

“Not yet, but you should,” I whispered, a little thrown by the change of pace and trying not to pant after damn near sprinting down the street.

“Vi,” she purred, her face so close I could practically taste the words from her lips, feel her breath fanning against my cheek as her head bent forward to brush her lips against my ear. Hardly a caress, but it went straight to my cunt all the same. Pressed up against the door like this, her larger frame felt all-encompassing. “You look positively exquisite this evening.”

“I—um…” My face warmed to impossible degrees. If I didn’t stop blushing like this, I was going to die from insufficient blood circulation. “Thank you.”

Ren’s eyes slipped from mine down to where my pebbled nipples strained against the fabric of my borrowed dress. The sequined garment didn’t allow for a bra with its open back, and there was no hiding the effect the vampire—and the frigid rain—had on my body. She made a soft noise, somewhere between a moan and a growl in the back of her throat, leaning infinitesimally closer.

I shifted forward, seeking to close the gap between our lips and Ren pulled away.

“I’m trying so hard here, Vi. You have no idea.”

Bolder than I felt, I said, “So stop trying.”

“You’re trouble.” Ren sighed, stepping back and inside the club to collect her umbrella. “Let me find us some towels.”

“We have a date,” I reminded her, leaning my head back against the door and taking in a ragged breath as I shifted my thighs together. The tiny thong that this dress allowed, because fucking panty lines, suddenly didn’t feel like nearly enough fabric.

“That we do.” Like she could read my thoughts, Ren’s attention snapped to my core before she turned, her shoulders tight as she disappeared into the club.

I needed to get a handle on myself. Immediately. And if Ren’s quickly shifting mood was to be considered, it seemed she did too.

But just because the job was temporary… Did that mean the relationships had to be?
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I sent Kaylee a quick text to let her know I’d arrived, settling onto one of the stools at the bar as Ren moved behind it, skimming through her emails on her phone.

The towels hadn’t done much to dry us off, and I was already shivering a little as I sipped my latte.

“Oh good, she’s about to start,” Ren said cheerfully, her damp hair falling into her eyes and standing up on end. “Els sent an apology that it’ll be loud while she’s rehearsing.”

I swivelled around to look at the stage, the heavy curtains pulled back to reveal the little blonde and a chair in a lone spotlight. Her face brightened as our eyes met, offering me a dazzling smile and a cheesy wave before her game face slid on with the start of the music, moving like water on the metal chair to the beat.

Elsie.

The performer from the night before.

She was petite. Her spandex shorts hugged her round ass as she swayed her hips seductively, knees bending as she smoothly moved to the floor. Her blonde hair was tied into a messy knot at the top of her head, strands falling in loose curls around her face and down the back of her neck. Like a romantic era oil painting—done up, but decidedly messy and unfinished. Her full lips were painted a delicious delicate pink as they parted over her gently pointed fangs, smoky grey eyeshadow framing her ruby eyes paired with a delicate champagne glitter that caught the lights.

Stunning felt like an insult.

In the back of my mind, an alarm went off. This girl, in all her temptation, was a vampire. I knew that, of course. But in the darkened seduction of the club, filled to the brim with a couple hundred patrons just like her, it was easier to ignore it. Sitting here alone except for Ren tapping away at the point of sale at my back, it’d be too easy for her to prove that she was way more dangerous than she appeared.

Vampires weren’t just faster and stronger than us. They’d also been gifted a couple of special weapons that made hunting humans even easier—their venom, which very effectively disarmed a person’s mind, and compulsion, a vampire’s ability, with direct eye contact and if they were strong enough, to force another creature, even other vampires, to do whatever they commanded.

But the danger? That’s part of what made it so exciting.

It was the same with Ren. With Dana.

Even with Juniper, if I allowed myself to entertain the outrageous idea that the surly redhead saw me as anything other than a piece of the furniture.

Heat pooled in my core as Elsie made eye contact, a ricochet of delighted butterflies dancing in my belly. It was the sort of feeling that I’d remembered getting when I was a kid and went to see One Resurrection.

Five British vampires in one mega popular boyband. Floor seats. Yeah, it was kind of a big deal.

Elsie's lips curved into an appreciative smile as her eyes trailed down my body, before returning, achingly slowly, to my face. I licked my lips, my own stare wandering to take in where her tank top had rucked up to expose the pale skin of her stomach.

What I wouldn’t give to get a taste of a girl like that.

I reached behind me to grab my coffee cup from the bar, taking a sip in an incredibly weak attempt to hide my interest, only to sputter and cough, choking on the sickly coppery tang coating my tongue along with the taste of espresso.

Blood.

“Ugh!” I groaned, turning to find my cup waiting for me patiently just to the left of where I’d accidentally grabbed Ren’s.

A soft, feminine giggle met my ears, and I turned my head toward the noise to find Elsie sitting backwards on the chair, her eyes alight with humour as she watched me blush and splutter.

“You okay?” Ren called as I beat my fist against my chest, trying to stop myself from choking and demanding my heart to stop beating so hard. “Choking on your own drool, Pet?”

The little jab at my obvious interest in her covenmate would’ve been funny if the whole thing hadn’t gone from mildly embarrassing to downright cringe-worthy when, as though summoned by my own wild imagination, Juniper pushed aside the heavy black curtain that led to the back, her eyes widening in surprise before her lip curled.

My face had to be scarlet.

“Ooooh, coffee!” Kaylee cheered excitedly from behind her. I’d been so distracted with Juniper that I hadn’t even noticed her standing there.

“Why are you soaked? And what the fuck did you do to your hair?” the redhead snapped, her hands going to her rounded hips with a deep scowl.

Kaylee rounded her, a blonde eyebrow raising. “Striker, you, uh…. Cut your hair, buddy?”

If I hadn’t been blushing already, the careful I don't want to set off my best friend while she is clearly having some sort of nervous breakdown tone would’ve done the trick.

“Does it really look that bad?” I asked, flattening my new bangs down anxiously.

Juniper said, “Yes!” at the same time Kaylee and Ren said, “No!”

“Did you cut it with a rusted butterknife?” the blue-eyed vampire asked, rounding the bar to adjust them. I raised my hand to try to flatten them again, and she swatted my fingers with an irritated noise. “Don’t answer that.”

Elsie’s musical laugh warned everyone of her approach. “They’re cute, Junebug. Besides, we can even them up a little bit with my touch-up scissors. Don’t scare off the new girl by being such a grumpy Gus.”

“I’m desperate for a half-decent bartender,” Ren begged of the stylist, leaning her elbow against the polished wood of the bar with her head cocked to the side in a plea. “You can be nice for one day, can’t you? Besides, I like the bangs. They give her a little edge.”

Her wink in my direction was a bit of overkill that I am embarrassed to admit absolutely worked for me.

Juniper took the cup that Elsie offered and looked over its brim at me, her oceanic eyes narrowed. “Fine, but they need to be fixed before we open to the public. And no more DIY projects, please. We have a reputation to maintain, and how you look reflects on all of us. Didn’t Dana explain the dress code?”

“I… Well⁠—”

“It’s her first official day,” Kaylee intervened, her hackles rising as she collected her cup. “And she’s going to be amazing, so just relax, Ginger Spice.”

Out of the two of us, I was the scrapper, but Kaylee wasn’t above taking out her earrings and getting messy if she thought someone was being disrespectful.

“Don’t worry; the second I have a copy, I’ll follow it to the letter, okay?” I said, cutting my friend a can you please chill sort of look, even if watching her get all protective gave me the warm fuzzies.

Ren rounded the bar, and I was reminded again of painted portraits as she pulled Juniper against her, whispering in the vampire’s ear too low for me to hear. Against Ren’s tall, lanky build, Juniper's soft curves were even more accentuated, especially with her rounded hips hugged by a pair of black denim overalls rolled at the cuffs and a simple white T-shirt peeking out from underneath. Pins poked out from the side of her hair, pulled back into a long curly ponytail that swayed behind her when she moved.

Juniper shuddered as her back met Ren’s wet front. “Ugh! Ren, you’re fucking soaked!”

“Usually when you say that, it’s with a lot less disgust in your tone,” she mumbled against the vampire’s ear with a short laugh.

Juniper hissed, pushing Ren off. “You, find some dry clothes. And you,” she said as she pointed at me. “The same, but with the added task of fixing your hair. I need to go fix Peaches’s costume for the Diamonds number; she popped the bra strap again.” She turned, whipping her wave of fiery hair behind her, and stormed off through the curtain to the back, calling back to us, “Elsie! Make sure it’s done!”

“Don’t mind her.” the vampire in question said quickly. “She’s moody because she doesn’t like a change in her routine and the bagel place didn’t have her usual… she’s also not a fan of new people. Or cute girls with bangs.” Elsie rolled her eyes, waving for me to follow her. “Come on, I’ll get you a dress and help you with the raccoon eyes you got going on.”

“Raccoon eyes?” I asked in horror, using my thumb to wipe under my eye.

“It's not that bad!” Elsie said quickly. “Basically punk rock!”

“It is that bad,” Kaylee whispered. “You look like a member of Hiss”

Ren ran a hand through her short hair, the tattoos spanning her arm little more than shadows in the low light of the club, visible now that she’d rolled her sleeves to the elbow.

“Yeah, go get changed, and then I need you back here so we can run through a couple things before we get busy. Plus, you have to sign your paperwork with Dana.” She hopped over the bar, bending until she was nearly out of sight. A moment later, she resurfaced with an energy drink in her hand and tossed me the chilled can. I caught it, grinning at her quirked eyebrow of surprise. “Not bad, Striker; give that to Juniper, and she might just remember to be polite.”

I turned the can over in my hands, glancing at the label. A little bumblebee sat above the drink’s name—Bee Positive! It would have been cute if the honeycomb pattern hadn’t been oozing blood instead of sticky nectar.

It was kind of cute anyway, I guessed.

“Uh, yeah, sure.” I said. “Think it’ll win me some brownie points?”

“Doubtful,” muttered Kaylee. “She’s a bit of a⁠—”

“Okay, okay!” Elsie interrupted. “Enough about grumpy June; let’s get you into something dry and at least twenty percent more revealing.”

“Seconded,” Ren called, not looking up from where she was wiping the bar.

“Yeah, Vi,” Kaylee whispered in my ear, her tone dripping with teasing as her eyes flicked toward Elsie. “Go on then.”

I put my palm in her face, pushing her back with a laugh.

“Shut up, dickhead.”

She knew as well as I did that any semblance of a private conversation, regardless of whispering, was out the window with vampires around. And I wasn’t particularly keen on sharing my obvious attraction to Elsie, or Ren for that matter, with the room.

Besides, Kaylee had heard more than her fair share of my lusting last night. We didn’t need to go over it again.

“Okay, byeeeee! I have magic to make!” Elsie chirped, grabbing my arm, and leading me toward the same curtain Juniper disappeared behind.

I twisted to wave at Kaylee, catching her looking like the cat who got the cream. Normally, it would’ve irritated me. But who was I kidding? She’d landed me a job working at a club full of the hottest coven I’d ever seen in my life, and I was weak.

She deserved to feel a little self-satisfied.

“You have a great rack, so we’ll have to be choosy about what we put you in. Gotta make sure it actually fits,” Elsie said excitedly, leading me through the back.

“Right,” I said noncommittally, marvelling at the floor-to-ceiling glossy black paint of the backroom—if you could call the warehouse-sized space a room. Vanities sat in a long line, separated by overflowing racks of clothes. Overhead, accessible through a spiralised staircase, was a loft that looked over the workstations.

I saw Juniper standing with her soft hip pressed into the railing as she watched the girls get ready, but as soon as she caught me looking, she turned and disappeared further into the space.

“Oh! You’ve never been back here!” Elsie quickly realised. “Let me give you a quick tour too!” She kept hold of my arm as she led us to the back, motioning at the doors. Not that I minded, her excitement was contagious. “Dana’s old office—she uses the one upstairs mostly now… and Ren’s—she does a lot of the purchasing.”

“Right, yeah,” I said distractedly with a nod, my focus more on where her pink-painted fingers were wrapped around my bicep.

Elsie’s energy and easy friendliness were consuming. A few more hits of her close like this and I’d easily be addicted. She turned to face me with that thousand-kilowatt smile, the lights from the vanities clustered in the middle of the floor glinting off her fangs, and it was all I could do not to ask her there and then if she wanted to go out for dinner sometime.

“So this is where we all get ready,” Elsie went on excitedly, pointing to a station on the far end. “That one is mine! And Babydoll’s is just on the other side.”

I hummed, letting her guide me into the warmth of the bulbs. Racks of clothes acted like walls between the girls’ stations, offering the illusion of privacy, though, judging by the number of women in various states of undress flitting around from station to station, no one here was shy. I supposed confidence was a prerequisite for dancing in your underwear for a living.

“And that leads backstage.” She pointed at a thick, velvet curtain just beyond her station that I guessed was to help block out some of the noise.

The vampire’s vanity could only be described as organised chaos. Costumes everywhere and cosmetics and wigs haphazardly flung on every available inch of countertop. She released me and shoved some makeup palettes aside to set her coffee down, turning to thumb through a rack of sparkle-covered garments. She hummed as she slid option after option across the bar with the dull shriek of metal on metal.

“Juniper deals with all the costumes for us girls, so she can be a bit intense about wardrobe.” Elsie looked over her shoulder at me and smiled in an embarrassed sort of way. “I promise she is nice when you get to know her, but she needs to get her way or it’s a mess for everyone.”

I nodded, returning her smile. “Sorry to give you trouble.”

She waved a delicate hand, and I was rewarded with another of her musical laughs as she sifted through a handful of options that were little more than whispers of leather and lace. “I’d hardly say getting to play Barbie with you is trouble. You don’t seem like a big nightlife kind of girl. Babydoll said you used to work in corporate or something—HR, right?”

I had to force myself not to cringe. “Marketing. I wanted a change of pace for a bit, I guess.”

“Well, whatever the reason, I’m very happy to have you here.” She straightened, pulling a hanger from the rack and giving me a once-over that left my skin feeling hot. “Your boobs are a little bigger than mine, but this should fit okay.” She held out her selection—a black, corseted dress fashioned out of a silky material with a gentle sheen. Along the sides were mesh panels that would show a little additional skin while also giving the illusion of coverage. “I’ll help you tie it if you want.”

“Sure,” I agreed easily, setting the energy drink down on the seat of a low wooden stool and shrugging out of my soaked clothes. I turned for some semblance of privacy and pulled my dress off over my head, only to find my nipples staring at me in the mirror.

Elsie averted her gaze politely, though a soft blush pinked her cheeks.

“Not much privacy back here, sorry.”

“Comes with the territory, I guess,” I said, chewing on my lower lip as she helped me into the dress, looping my arms into the decorative straps, her deft fingers making quick work of the hooks in the front. She glanced up, her ruby gaze meeting mine for a moment before she quickly looked back at her hands, finishing off the last of the clasps.

She’s your coworker, I reminded myself. And you met her like five minutes ago.

I was going to need to repeat that to myself over and over if Elsie’s fingers kept lingering as she helped do me up. She wasn’t subtle, and her eager, giddy energy was refreshing, reminding me a bit of a puppy—in a really charming way, that is.

“You haven’t been a vampire very long,” I observed, mostly so I didn’t do something totally stupid like inviting her for breakfast after work.

“Just about a decade. My sire only recently passed. It was… quite the shock.”

I blinked at that. There weren’t many things that could kill a vampire.

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“It’s alright.” She shrugged, rounding to my back and taking hold of the thick ribbons crisscrossing my spine. “Just a bit of a surprise, I guess.”

I wasn’t entirely sure what to say to that. The closest I’d gotten to losing someone was when Dad walked out on Mom when she got sick. But something in me knew it wasn’t the same.

And mom… her story was still being written. Cancer was such a cunt.

“Anyway, enough sad talk. It’s sure to be a busy night.”

“Can I ask something a little rude?” I said, eager to pull on to the life raft of a new topic.

“Shoot.”

“Is it normal for covens to be all… entangled?” I regretted sounding like a prissy midwestern mom almost instantly, but Elsie, ever the ray of sunshine, just laughed.

“Fucking, you mean? I guess eternity gets a little long. So, yeah, at least in my experience. Besides, group sex is fun.”

She cringed at my squeak, mistaking my surprise at her confession for discomfort from her tightening the corset. “Oh no, did I hurt you?”

“No, not at all,” I said quickly, catching her eye in the mirror. “So, you’re all, like…?” I trailed off, waving my hand airily.

My lurid, wine-fuelled bathtub fantasy from the night before was gaining way too much traction in such a short conversation.

“Oh yeah, the coven is all together, babe.” She dragged the l for a few beats to drive her point home, and though the suggestive eyebrow waggle was a little overkill, it was also cute as hell, so I didn’t mind too much. She pulled on the ribbons a few more times until my boobs were all but spilling out of the top of the corset. “Why? Wanna join?”

I laughed, the noise way too high in my ears with absolute panic. I knew vampires could do a lot of things… but was mind reading one of them? Or was I just super obvious? Hoping for the latter, I moved the energy drink can onto Elsie’s vanity mostly to give my hands something to do.

“Do you really think you can fix this hack job?” I asked, entirely to change the subject, mussing my uneven bangs as I looked in her overly well-lit mirror.

Kaylee was right, I did look like I belonged in a rock group. My makeup so smudgy and streaky that it would likely need to be entirely redone.

Worth it.

Satisfied with the corset’s fit, she tied off the bottom, gently guiding me to sit on the stool with a smirk that told me she hadn’t missed my non-answer. Elsie moved things around on the workspace until she found a pair of thin scissors and a comb, brushing my bangs out with a little huff.

“These really aren’t so bad,” she said softly. “Juniper was being mean… Close your eyes.”

I let my lids flutter shut obediently, listening as the scissors snipped and feeling the gentle fall of the strands on my nose, making it itch.

Elsie worked quickly as I patiently waited, snipping and combing for a few turns before her hairdryer hummed to life, blowing the hairs off my face before she brushed and dried my bangs.

“Okay, done! No, wait!” she said quickly as I started to swivel, aiming for a look at myself in the mirror. “Let me fix your makeup first, we’ll do a grand reveal.”

“Okay, okay, I’m waiting.”

She grinned, using a makeup wipe to tidy up the mascara before dabbing on a bit of extra concealer and a fair bit of peachy blush. “You really are gorgeous; ever thought about dancing?”

“I’m a terrible dancer.”

“You’re so hot you could be doing the Macarena, and you’d still make good money,” she said, tapping on a bit of pinky nude lipstick with her finger.

“Until I busted my ass falling off the stage, sure.”

She rolled her eyes, motioning for me to turn. “Okay, okay, but look! Tell me it wouldn’t all be forgotten with a face like that!”

I turned, catching myself in the mirror with a flicker of surprise. Elsie had managed to take my too-blunt bangs and shape them into something that worked with the soft curls in my half-dry hair. The makeup was an upgrade too—a little more done up than I usually went for, with plenty of colour to my cheeks giving me that healthy, sun-kissed glow I’d always envied from Kaylee.

“Damn.”

“That’s what I was saying!” She said proudly, brushing my hair behind my ear. “Stunning.”

Heat licked up my back.

“I-I should get this drink to Juniper.”

Her eyes glittered with triumph. “If you give it to me, I’ll go up to the roost and give it to June. I’m sure Ren is eager to get an eyeful of you anyway.”

“The roost?” I asked, choosing to ignore the jibe about her covenmate. I couldn’t exactly pretend that I wasn’t interested after we showed up soaked together.

Elsie pointed above us, and I tilted my head up to look at the loft. “June’s atelier; she’s probably up there sulking.” She took my hand to help me up, turning me around with a gentle nudge toward the curtain to the main bar. “Knock ‘em dead, Striker.”

I looked over my shoulder at the vampire. “Thanks. I’ll see you later?”

“I’ll be on stage before you know it. Try and watch my number! If you’re not slammed, I mean.” Elsie tucked her hair behind her ear shyly, her ruby eyes meeting mine for several beats that stretched between us like minutes.

When I found my voice, the words tumbled out of my mouth clumsily, making her grin. “I wouldn’t miss it.”
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Over the next week, Ren, Cole, and I fell into a natural rhythm—when the blond bartender decided to actually show up, at least. Dana and Ren weren’t joking about him being fucking unreliable, late more often than not, but it seemed to me that was just part of his devil-may-care attitude.

And, even if Ren bitched about it when he left us hanging, she always had a smile for Cole whenever he did manage to show.

As annoying as it was, I’d decided it was none of my business. Cole—Blondie to the guests—could come and go as he pleased. As long as I was still making enough money to consider finally putting a payment on my credit card, it didn’t make a difference to me.

Besides, when he was around, the three of us made a hell of a team. It felt like I’d been working at O for months instead of just a handful of days, muscle memory returning in full force.

At first, I’d been super turned off by feeling that I was backtracking my career goals, but the more I got to know my coworkers and the patrons, the easier it was to ignore that little voice in my head that sounded way too much like my dad berating me for not using my degree.

When I let myself relax a little and enjoy myself, I was having the time of my fucking life.

“Am I good to go for a break?” I called down to Ren, wiping a bit of spilled tonic water off the bar with a rag.

“Yeah,” the vampire said, handing over a wine glass full of deep red liquid too thick to be vino to a girl in a skintight silver sequin dress with the exchange of a fifty earning her a wink. “We have things covered here.”

Today, Ren was dressed in a sharp black dress shirt unbuttoned dangerously low down her tattooed chest, revealing just the right amount of boob. A talent that I was as grateful for as the peek at her strong forearms her sleeves, rolled to her tattooed elbows, provided. I’d spent most of the night trying–and failing— not to stare. An immense amount of effort felt wasted to watch Silver Sequins not even bother to pretend as she giggled, turning to disappear back into the crowd, drink in hand.

Come on! I’m only human.

You put a gorgeous, intelligent, insanely perceptive woman in my path and I was powerless to deny the urge to look. Especially when every time she bent over, she flashed me the curve of her mostly flat chest.

“Are you going?” she asked with a raised eyebrow, her gaze finding mine locked on her collarbone. Ren’s tongue pressed against her fang as she gave me a cheeky smirk. “Or can I help you?”

“No!” I said too quickly.

“No, you aren’t going?”

“No! I mean, yes! I am going! No, you can’t help!” I felt the heat rising in my cheeks again, a flicker of irritation accompanying it. Why did I have to be so easy to fluster?

“Enjoy your break, Pet,” Ren called, her voice airy and teasing as she waved me off.

“Yeah,” I said vaguely, though it came out as more of a squeak. I cleared my throat, stowing my rag in the bin under the bar with the other dirties. “See you in a bit.”

Cole winked as I passed, hands busy wiping out a glass. His icy blond buzz cut was painted pink and purple in the lights, reminding me of Valentine’s Day candy. “We’ll try not to burn it down without you, girl.”

I rolled my eyes but bit back my retort to his snickering, settling on flipping him off out of the customers' view.

He’d been ribbing me about Elsie since we closed together on Thursday. Not that Elsie was helping, since she seemed to enjoy my company as much as I craved hers. Cole swore up and down that her habit of sitting on one of the bar stools to sip her coffee before the club opened was a new development. She’d usually spent most of her time with the girls in the back, gossiping and taking her time getting ready.

So, basically, she was specifically doing it to spend time with me.

As if.

And now? He’d just had another front-row seat at my awkward attempt to act like Ren wasn’t one of the most alluring women I’d ever laid eyes on.

It was a recipe for disaster. Something told me that my obvious crushes were quickly going to work their way through the workplace rumour mill, and the last thing I needed was a reputation for sleeping around the bar in my first week.

Well, at least until I’d actually managed to do it. If I’d earned the rumours, then fine. It was a cross I was willing to bear.

So, so willing.

I made a beeline for the heavy velvet curtain that led to the back, nearly bumping right into Kaylee waiting for her cue by the short steps backstage on my way to the staff fridge in the little kitchenette hidden just off Dana’s old office.

She was wrapped in a green costume that was more gemstone than fabric, the little thong-style bottoms glittering as she tapped her foot to the beat. An elaborate ostrich feather headdress was pinned into her golden locks, giving her the air of an old-time Vegas showgirl. Captivating, and totally over the top.

I smacked her nearly bare ass on the way with a loud crack.

“Break a leg, Babydoll!”

She laughed and tried to swat me as I passed, barely clipping my arm. “Thanks, Striker!”

The kitchenette was overly bright after the dim lights of the club, the overhead light making me squint as it glowed to life.

“Christ,” I muttered, clicking toward the fridge in my heels.

Throwing the door open, I found the salads Elsie had brought for us today and started poking around in the dishwasher for a couple of large bowls and some forks.

I’d never really been a fan of eating out of a takeout box. It made the entire experience of ordering in seem less special than going to a restaurant—this was still a meal I didn’t have to cook, I wanted to enjoy it!

I popped open the containers, transferring the chicken to a little plate before putting it in the microwave to heat it up. Something about ice-cold meat always freaked me out.

Leaning against the counter to the sound of the microwave plate rotating, I pulled my phone from where I’d tucked it into my bra. Danny had texted to confirm we were still on for the game tomorrow at Kaylee’s. I typed them a quick reply filled with emojis.

My sibling hated emojis; they thought that they were the modern equivalent of hieroglyphs and that we as a society were backsliding by using them. Which of course meant I used as many as possible whenever I texted them.

Hey, what’re younger sisters for?

I tipped the rest of the salads into our bowls, taking care to arrange our toppings instead of letting them all land in the bottom.

“Looks delicious,” Dana said, leaning around me to take down a packet of animal crackers I’d always assumed were Elsie’s. She popped a giraffe-shaped cookie into her mouth with a crunch.

It made me grin; they just didn’t seem like the sort of snack someone as serious as Dana would be into. She really gave off more of a fancy seed cracker vibe.

“How’s our most popular bartender tonight?”

I laughed. “I’m not the most popular, I’ve hardly been here a week. Hey, toss me a lion, would you?”

She shrugged her lean shoulders, searching the zipper bag until she produced a little lion cookie, handing it to me. “Tell that to our numbers. Are you staying for staff night?”

I tucked my phone away and took the snack from her, fingers lingering where they brushed. “Wouldn’t miss it!” I popped the cracker in my mouth, talking with my mouth slightly full as the microwave went off. “Wanna eat with us? I’m headed for Elsie now.”

“Nah, you girls have fun,” Dana said with a smile, brushing one of her long braids off her shoulder. “I’m going to head back to my office and try to get a bit of work in before the festivities. Which reminds me—don’t fill up too much. I have a real treat planned for tonight.”

“You got it.” I paused for a second. “Hey, Dana?”

“Yeah?”

“Make time to rest, okay? Burnout is no joke.”

I’d never seen the vampire sit down. Or eat a real meal. She was dangerously close to becoming the bloodsucking, sleepless monster stereotype, and it made me seriously worried for her mental health.

Her lips quirked into a smile that showed her fangs. “I’ll think about it, Striker. Off you go.”

A part of me didn’t believe her. It wasn’t hard to spot a workaholic when you were recovering from the toxic behaviours yourself. But it was especially easy with people like Dana who were always on the go, go, go.

I sighed, giving her hip a little nudge with my own as I made my way toward Elsie’s vanity.

The little blonde vampire was perched on her stool, removing her maroon lipstick with a makeup wipe. A smile bloomed across her delicate features as she spotted me in her mirror, the corners of her ruby eyes crinkling at the edges.

“Hello, you,” I said, returning her grin as she pushed her makeup away, leaving a narrow space for us to set our plates.

“I love you,” the vampire moaned at the sight of dinner, wasting no time stabbing herself a few forkfuls of salad to shove into her mouth the moment I’d set it down.

There wasn’t a ton of time to eat between sets, but since Elsie was kind enough to order for us, I didn’t mind. It was cool to get a few minutes to talk every day, at least.

I grabbed the stool from Kaylee’s station and dropped it beside hers. It’d become our routine—if you could call the fourth day in a row of doing something a routine. Nick would take up the role of courier and leave his post at the door temporarily to bring down whatever we’d picked out for lunch while Elsie sat and watched me do the opening checklist. She’d go on stage for her first solo of the night, and I'd take my break right after to set up our plates. Then we’d get between fifteen and twenty minutes to eat before rushing off in different directions to play our parts making sure the club had a successful night.

“I like this,” Elsie said between mouthfuls, tugging at the fabric of my dress as I settled beside her. Her lithe fingers grazed my bare back, casting a line of fire despite the chill of her skin. “How am I supposed to dance without falling off the stage with you looking like that behind the bar?”

“Want me to cover up?” I teased, butterflies throwing a rave in my stomach as she slid her hand further along my spine.

The caress of her teasing fingers stopped where the band of my bra should’ve been, Elsie’s pupils dilating until there was only a thin ring of ruby around the mass of black. Her pink tongue darted out to wet her lips.

My mind took a sharp detour from workplace respectability and into thoughts of what her tongue would feel like between my legs.

“Only an idiot would tell you to put more clothes on,” she said seriously, her voice a little breathless as she pulled away from me. I didn’t miss the way her eyes dipped to the mirror for a long look at my chest.

And I absolutely didn’t arch my back a little to draw more attention to it.

“My eyes are up here,” I whispered suggestively, spearing up some salad and bringing it to my lips.

“Sue me,” she muttered, reaching to brush a stray hair away from my collarbone. “What am I supposed to do when you look like the most delicious snack I’ve ever⁠—”

The rest of Elsie’s words were drowned out by the ringing in my ears.

An image, out of focus like a grainy old camera, of the two of us together flashed in my mind.

Elsie’s hands wrapped around my thighs as she kneeled before me on the ground, lips glossy as she looked up.

I caught my smirk in the mirror, widening my legs to give her more room. “Enjoying your meal, Princess?”

She grazed her fangs along my inner thigh, making my legs shake with anticipation for the release that would follow.

“Vi, honey, this is just a snack.” Her manicured nails dug into my soft flesh, and I gasped, reaching to pull my dress a little higher. Elsie wrapped her lips around the crease of my thigh, her fangs puncturing my flesh and drawing my blood to the surface, along with a wave of pleasure that, when paired with the press of my fingers, threw me headlong into an orgasm. “The most delicious snack I’ve ever had, sweetness⁠—”

The image warped, leaving me feeling out of sorts as I blinked a few times until Elsie was back in focus. While I’d been daydreaming, she’d leaned in, looking at me through her long lashes, glitter shimmering on her eyelids.

Her eyes flicked from mine to my lips, and for a moment, I thought about kissing her… but then a tendril of whatever the fuck I’d just been thinking about flickered at the corner of my vision and I found myself shifting away from the vampire uncomfortably.

What kind of sociopath has weirdo sexy fantasies while talking to a girl they’ve known less than a week?

My eyes dropped to my plate, my appetite gone under the embarrassment and guilt rolling in my stomach.

I didn’t miss the frown that creased Elsie’s brow as she studied my stiff posture.

“Wait, what just happened? What did I say?” She moved her hand as if to touch me, and I flinched, so she dropped it, pulling her lip between her teeth.

My eyes fixated on where her fangs pressed against her full bottom lip.

“It’s nothing.” I bit out.

What the hell was that?

A fantasy?

No, it was too realistic to be something I’d made up. I was creative, sure. But not that creative.

A memory?

Certainly not. How could I have memories like that of a person I just met?

“Um…”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, her eyes round with worry. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

I opened my mouth without knowing what I was going to say. A part of me wanted to tell her what happened, but even I knew that was self-sabotage. A futile attempt at giving her a reason to give up on whatever the hell had us making excuses to see each other.

A crush?

Undeniable sexual tension?

Either way, I was saved from my cowardice when Dana strolled out from the kitchen, the bag of animal crackers dangling from her long fingers.

“Elsie, your call is in a few minutes,” she said, taking in the stony silence between us with interest. “What did I just walk in on?”

“Nothing,” I answered quickly, standing from my stool and collecting my untouched plate. “I better get back. See you around, Els.”

What the hell was I thinking? There was nothing between Elsie Miller and me. Besides freakishly weird sexy fantasies, we were just coworkers.

Incredibly flirty coworkers.

I all but sprinted for the kitchenette, taking a long, slow breath as the door swung shut behind me. I was scraping my plate into the trash when I realised that I could smell Elsie’s perfume from where she’d touched me. It lingered in my hair and on the fabric of my dress.

Pear and freesia.

I bit the inside of my cheek until I tasted blood.

It was time to get a fucking grip.
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“Els?” Dana’s eyes met mine curiously as she slid onto Vi’s vacated stool.

I turned away from her, scowling into my salad.

“I don’t understand what I did wrong. We were just talking, and then she, like… totally hightailed it out of here.” I sighed, moving lettuce around to keep my hands busy, my voice hardly above a mumble. “It was like I scared her, or something.”

“You’re coming on way too strong,” chimed Juniper. She leaned over the railing from the loft above, the metal digging into her full chest. “Like you always do.”

My mouth popped open in surprise as I looked up at her. “That’s not⁠—"

“You know,” Juniper continued like I hadn’t spoken at all, waving her manicured hand airily. “Pushy.”

“I’m not pushy!” I snapped, narrowing my eyes at the redhead.

She was always such a freaking busybody. Juniper’s way or the highway.

Her opinion whether you wanted to hear it or not.

It was so frustrating sometimes.

Dana winced, gently putting her hand on my shoulder. “To be fair, Els, you can be a little⁠—"

“I am not pushy!” I repeated hotly, redirecting my outrage at Dana.

Sure, I got a little excited sometimes. Maybe too excited. But it wasn’t like I let things get out of control. I was reasonable! I respected people’s boundaries!

“Amante, would you let me finish?” Dana pressed a finger to my lips as I opened my mouth to argue with her some more, cutting me off. “What I was saying,” she continued, with a pointed look, “is that patience is not your strong suit.”

I sighed, grabbing her hand to hold in my lap in a tangle of ivory and onyx.

As much as I hated to admit it, Dana had a point. I did, sometimes, have a habit of rushing into things in my excitement. But was I doing that with Vi?

No, it couldn’t be.

We’d only been talking.

Fine, I’d been touching her, but just barely, and it wasn’t like I’d been inappropriate. Right? A brush against her back that still had the tips of my fingers tingling. A gentle stroke of her hair as I moved it away from her face, my fangs singing with the desire to sink them into the column of her gorgeous throat as I leaned in for a kiss…

Oops.

Okay, fine. Maybe I did go too far.

“I think you made her short-circuit, Dana,” called Juniper, brushing some invisible lint off the sleeve of her black sweater.

“You’re such a jerk,” I mumbled. “This conversation no longer concerns you, Juniper, thank you very much! You don’t even know Vi!”

“And you do?” she shot back with a laugh. “Please, Elsie. Do you even know when the poor girl’s birthday is? What about her favourite colour?”

I opened my mouth to argue, but as much as I hated to admit it, Juniper had a point. Vi had been working here for all of a week. Other than knowing I wanted to sink my teeth into every inch of her—she was realistically a stranger.

But so what?

From the moment I’d first spotted her working behind the bar, making me nearly overbalanced on the stupid swing that was part of the Spell On You routine, she’d had this pull.

I just… wanted to be around her. Get to know her.

Like fate.

Something way more important than knowing her dream vacation or what movies she watched when she was sad—not that I didn’t want to know that stuff. It just… didn’t impact my decision on whether or not I wanted to put my mouth all over her.

I wasn’t the only one that was feeling the draw either. I could already tell that Ren was on board—and she’d said as much, already planning on taking Vi out on a formal date to a baseball game.

My covenmate had major heart eyes every time she looked at Vi. The type of schoolyard crush that they usually associated with me.

Honestly, you got way too into tarot cards during a lover girl era one time and all of a sudden your view on relationships was ‘unrealistic’ and ‘too intense’.

But now? Maybe I’d hang up the title and retire as our polycule’s hopeless romantic. Even I couldn’t compete with the smitten heart-eyes Ren got every time she looked our new bartender’s way.

I even caught her using the novelty heart waffle iron I’d bought Dana for Valentine’s Day last year just this morning.

Heart. Waffles. With fresh strawberries.

She had it bad, all the signs were there. Somehow, it made me feel less insane that I was feeling the same pull.

“Whose favourite colour?” Ren asked, appearing in my mirror with her phone in hand like she’d been summoned by my thoughts alone. Her eyes stayed glued to the little glowing screen as she typed furiously. “Garrett is such a useless weasel dick. He’s trying to control how much I spend on the ordering like he knows fuck all about running a bar.”

Dana filled the rest of us in on his half-baked plan to try and take our home out from under us, and while I wouldn’t call someone a… weasel dick, it was hard not to agree with Ren’s assessment.

“Striker’s,” Juniper called in answer to her question. “And seconded regarding Garrett.”

“It’s yellow,” Ren replied with a slanted smile that showed off her fangs. Her warm gaze met mine in the mirror. “Like that jacket she wears.”

I took a second to pick my jaw up off the floor and twisted to look at her. Ren wasn’t exactly known for being the most perceptive out of the four of us. Too lost in her own inner world. “How do you know that?”

“Because it’s the same colour as her phone case and the hair tie thing she puts her hair up with at the end of the night.”

“Her scrunchie? Her freaking scrunchie is yellow, Ren?” I demanded, my tone accusing as much as it was disbelieving.

Who the heck was this new, attentive vampire filling my mirror?

“I suppose so,” she said with a shrug. “Why are you so worked up about it anyway? If there’s something you want to know, just ask her.”

“Take a breath,” Dana chuckled, patting my thigh.

Juniper snickered. “I think the words you’re looking for are, You were so right, Juniper.”

I stuffed down the urge to throttle her and opened my mouth to tell her exactly where she could shove her smug opinions when Dana spoke over me.

“Enough, June. Don’t you have panties to sew? Fan closures that need fixing?”

She rolled her eyes, flashing her fangs with an irritated grimace passed off as a smile. “Don’t you have a spreadsheet to jerk off over?”

“Ugh, June. Don’t be crass,” I complained, covering my ears.

Out of all of us, she had the filthiest mouth. Something that’d used to make Cherie laugh. English was her second language, the innuendo often going clear over her head.

The memory of the first time she’d heard scissoring referred to as arts and crafts flashed, her head tossed back in a laugh as ruby tears spilled down her cheeks.

My heart twinged, a feeling I’d become used to whenever I thought about my sire. We hadn’t been romantic—not like how I was with Ren and Dana—but that didn’t make her absence feel any less… grey. Like all the colour had been sucked clean off the memories, leaving behind a desaturated image tinted with the horrible beigey sepia of sadness.

Juniper’s eyes softened, seeming to think better of whatever rude comment she’d opened her mouth to lob my way.

“You’re right, I have work to do. Later, Elsie, Dana,” she said, pushing off the railing and offering a little wave.

Ren sucked her teeth, a dark eyebrow rising dangerously. “No goodbye for me? We’ll just see about that.” She smacked a quick kiss to my cheek and nodded to Dana before jogging up the metal steps to the loft, with the tang of metal punctuating her steps.

“Think you have enough time to—” Dana started as she checked her watch, cursing. “Elsie! You’re on like now!”

“Oh, for Pete’s sake!” I hissed, quickly applying my lipstick. Luckily, I’d already gotten changed while I waited for Vi to bring our lunch.

Vi.

My stupid stomach tied itself in knots at the thought of her, but with curtain call looming and Dana patting my butt to get me moving, I didn’t have time to stress about it.

Besides, she promised to stay for the afterparty tonight. I could work my magic on Vi once she’d been stuffed full of the finest takeout that the cheap pizza place down the block had to offer—or whatever Dana picked this time.

People were always happiest when plied with good food, a couple drinks, and some time with friends. The perfect setting for me to unleash my brand new and totally epic plan—Operation: Get to know everything there is to know about Vivienne Knox.

Okay, yeah. I still needed to work on that name. It didn’t exactly roll off the tongue. But, snappy title notwithstanding, I had a job to do.

A goal.

Dana slid my robe off my shoulders, hanging it up as I strapped on my shoes. “Break a leg, babe.”

“Thanks,” I smiled, leaning forward to quickly press my lips to hers, leaving behind a bright pink smudge. “I love you.”

“I love you too. Don’t worry about Vi, okay? If it’s meant to be, it’ll be.” She turned me toward the stage and smacked my butt, making me laugh. “Have a good show.”

With a wink over my shoulder, I dashed to make my curtain call, taking the steps backstage two at a time.

I’d never make another wish—star, birthday, or double eleven if she was right.

Anything, if giving Vi a little time would mean her wanting me half as badly as I wanted her.
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Off my game didn’t even fall into the same planet of how I felt stepping onto the stage, the usually familiar movements coming to me shakily as I danced. I just hoped that it wasn’t noticeable that my attention was off.

Not that it was my fault.

I blamed the lighting tech for making the bar so visible from the stage… and my dumb improved sight.

Being a vampire was so annoying sometimes. Could a girl not try and ignore her crush in peace without every one of my senses working overtime to make sure I was hyper-aware of her?

Having a plan didn’t do anything to help me until it was set in motion. So, whenever I turned and caught a glimpse of Vi accidentally brushing against Cole behind the bar as they worked together to cover Ren’s break... It stroked an angry little lick up my spine.

I knew she and Ren had something going, and I knew Cole couldn’t and wouldn’t get in the middle of it, so it was totally stupid… but I felt jealous seeing them work together so effortlessly.

It just seemed so easy between Vi and everybody but me.

Well… Unless you counted Juniper. But it was hard to consider her as a factor until she was willing to at least admit her attraction to Vi.

As frustrating as it was… Maybe she was right.

Was I coming on too strong?

The uneasy feeling in my stomach coiled tighter as I bowed, letting the applause wash over me in a wave. Usually, it left me feeling warm, appreciated. But tonight? I wanted to get backstage as quickly as possible.

The only positive was knowing that the club was closed and that the patrons would be steadily funnelling out, leaving the staff to enjoy the afterparty and me to my plan.

Probably the most annoying part was that I thought Vi liked me, but it was hard to tell if she liked me.

Cherie would know what to do, I thought as I headed for my vanity, waving to the other girls in a way that made it clear I didn’t really want to talk. Their conversation washed over me in an excited babble as they changed out of their costumes and into casual clothes, getting ready to enjoy a hard-earned evening off before we were closed for the next couple of days.

I pulled a pair of loose sweatpants over my gem-encrusted panties. I could change later, but for now I just wanted a bit of comfort while I worked through the bitter emotions that’d hijacked my body.

Besides, if I’d learned anything, it was that even when things were falling apart, it was always better when it happened in an ample amount of glitter and a push-up bra.

The cruel injustice of it all made my throat tight, a familiar feeling whenever I stumbled into thoughts of my sire.

It wasn’t fair; it wasn't right that Cherie wasn’t here to talk about this.

She would’ve loved Vi, or at least the way she’d shaken up the sad little routine our coven had fallen into since she’d passed.

I tugged a cropped hoodie over my head, fluffing my hair out of the back.

Grief was... weird. Uncomfortable. I missed Cherie more every day, always finding new things that I wished I could tell her about or stuff I wanted advice on, but it was getting easier too. More normal.

Instead of immediate sobs whenever I thought of her, it was more like an aching. A longing that was manageable more than crushing.

Like learning to breathe again.

But nights like tonight? It sucked.

The staff afterparty was Cherie’s favourite. An opportunity for everyone to get together as a family and blow off some steam.

I was proud of Dana for keeping it, even if she’d rather head upstairs to unwind solo with a glass of wine and a book. But that didn’t make it any less hard.

The lights overhead flashed, letting us know that the bar was finally empty of patrons, and I grinned to myself. Leaning forward so close that my breath fogged the surface, I met my eyes in the mirror with a glittery fingernail pressed into the glass.

“You’re not pushy. You’re totally cool. Cute. Flirty.”

Babydoll—Kaylee, as she was known when she wasn’t working—snickered from the other side of the vanity. “Hyping yourself up?”

“Maybe.” I groaned, running a hand through my silvery blonde hair that made the curls stand on end.

She peeked her head around the corner, green eyes gleaming with mischief. “Is this about Vi?”

“Maybe,” I repeated.

Was it inappropriate to gossip about the girl to her best friend? Yeah, probably. Was I slightly desperate for information about my pathetic little crush? Also, tragically, yes.

“I just came from VIP. Cole sliced his hand, and Ren is taking the opportunity for a refill, sooooo,” she dragged the word out with a pointed swing of her gaze toward the curtain separating us from the main bar. “If you go out there now, Vi is probably alone. You know, if you want to talk.”

I grinned at the blonde, a newfound fond gratitude for Babydoll bubbling to life. “Thanks for the heads-up.”

Kaylee winked as she disappeared back into her station, pointedly calling to the other girls. “Hey, can you guys look at this picture I took? I want to make sure that it’ll make Roxy wish she joined me in VIP tonight…”

The perfect distraction to buy me a little time.

Girls looking out for girls, gotta love it.

Babydoll, I owe you one!

With the quickest brush of some blush against the apples of my cheeks for some colour, I was up and headed for the bar. I pushed through the heavy curtain with butterflies doing the salsa in my belly, my eyes immediately seeking out the human.

A little one-on-one time was exactly what I needed to get my secret mission started on the right foot.

Vi had her back to me, her face upturned to look at the shelves behind the bar. Her arms crossed over her chest as she studied the multi-coloured bottles thoughtfully.

“Thinking about what you want to make?” I asked curiously, sitting on one of the stools to lean my elbows on the polished wood surface.

Vi looked over her shoulder at me, her expression guarded. “Ren told me to make something human-approved for her to sample, but I think she was just being nice. I want to challenge myself… I think I might’ve bragged too close to the sun on this one.”

“Luckily for you, we can’t follow.” I shrugged, playing with a lock of my hair. “You want to impress her?”

“Maybe.” She laughed. “Is that silly?”

“No,” I returned with a flirty smile. “I feel the same way about you.”

The blush that dusted her nose and the tips of her ears as she quickly turned away to pull down a few liqueurs—seemingly at random—made my mouth water.

I wasn’t sure if it was from attraction or hunger. Horngriness? Like hangry, but more like I wanted to take her freaking clothes off and suck the taste of her scent right off her skin.

Okay, okay, Elsie.

Back on task.

A slightly strained silence sat between us while she worked on fixing a pair of layered cocktails. Seconds ticking by like hours, my foot jiggling anxiously under the bar, until, finally, I couldn’t take it anymore.

“What’s your favourite colour?” I blurted out.

“Yellow, why?” she asked, her dark eyes meeting mine with a lopsided smirk that made my jiggling leg stop in its tracks.

Ren is such a dumb, stinking, annoying know-it-all.

I knew, at least in part, that Ren’s upper hand was due to how closely they worked. Being able to talk in between clients was a lot of additional hours I just didn’t have when I needed to be on stage.

And then there was their walk to pick up coffee.

I really was falling behind when it came to time spent.

“No reason! Just curious!”

Her brows knitted together as she slid a tall, thin cocktail glass toward me. The drink had three layers visible like a sunset—yellow, orange, and reddish pink.

“Can you tell me if that’s any good?” she asked, flattening her bangs nervously.

“You aren’t going to have one too?”

“Nah, I’m not really into plasma.” She shrugged. “Go on, I wanna know if it’s gross or not.”

“Right,” I said slowly, sliding the glass my way.

I took a sip, and the taste of raspberries, oranges, and salt met my tongue with the burn of alcohol like a whispered afterthought. It wasn’t just good—it was delicious.

“Starting a bit early, aren’t you, Els?” Ren quipped as she slipped past Vi, her hand grazing the human’s lower back possessively.

Vi didn’t flinch from her touch, her gaze heated as her eyes tracked the vampire’s movements.

I pushed away my irritated feelings and fixed a smile onto my face. It was good that she was getting closer to Ren. It meant that I'd have more time to get closer myself... I hoped, at least.

“Vi wanted me to try her drink,” I said pointedly to my covenmate. “It’s amazing, by the way.” I beamed at Vi, and she returned it with a smile of her own.

For a moment we just looked at each other, her warm brown eyes studying mine. Whatever she was looking for, she must’ve found as she leaned her arms on the bar, getting into my space.

“What’s your favourite colour?” she asked.

“What?”

“You asked me, so I’m asking you,” she said, raising an eyebrow. “So, what is it? And for the record, glitter doesn’t count.”

“Pink.”

“Should’ve known,” she mused, sliding the second glass to Ren. “Give this a go?”

Ren collected the cocktail, taking a long drink. Her appreciative hum was paired with a lazy, suggestive smile. “Oh, this tastes like sin.”

The floral perfume of Vi’s blood intensified as her cheeks flushed, making me shift on my seat. My throat burned with thirst—I hadn’t gotten a chance for a top-up yet today, and I was still getting used to the smell of her.

Of dew-covered honeysuckle and sweet vanilla.

I hadn’t felt a pull like this toward a human since I’d been turned. I’d heard the stories, of course—vampires who met mortals with blood that called to them as a physical need. Hearing about it, I couldn’t understand how anyone could be tempting enough to make a vamp lose themselves.

But experiencing it?

I got it now. The desire to touch, and taste, and drink, and rip, and tear, and—whoa Elsie! Cool. Calm. Flirty.

I downed the rest of the drink, hoping that the platelets in the plasma were enough to drown the need hollowing my belly and demanding I drink.

Cole and Kaylee breezed through the heavy curtain, laughing loudly as they came to join us. I snapped up, my spine straightening as they threw themselves down onto stools beside me like bookends.

With the scent of Vi’s blood in the air, I could hardly register them. It was nearly suffocating.

“Vi,” Kaylee sang. “Can you make me a Knockoff Rolex?” She spread her arms over the bar, half lying on top of it. “God, I’m so tired.”

“Coming right up.”

“Knockoff Rolex?” Ren asked, quirking an eyebrow as she quickly rinsed our empty glasses.

“Yup!” Kaylee popped the p enthusiastically. “The finest ambrosia.”

“It’s a drink we made up when we worked together in college,” Vi explained, turning her back to me as she pulled down a bottle of cheap whiskey. “All the guys with fake Rolexes ordered a double of well whiskey with whatever bitters we had behind the bar.”

Ren’s mouth popped open in horror, lip curling back from her fangs.

“You’re joking; you know we carry top shelf—right?” She turned, levelling an accusatory stare at Kaylee.

The blonde shrugged. “Don’t knock it ‘til you try it, snob.”

I grabbed Ren’s sleeve as she made a move to take the bottle from Vi’s hand. “Maybe you’ll like it.”

She scoffed, turning her offence on me. “Don’t be absurd.”

“Y’know what? I’ll take one too,” chimed Cole conspiratorially. “Team bonding or whatever.”

Vi mixed us each a drink, sliding mine in front of me with a gentle smile and a couple of seconds of eye contact that I lapped up like a starved dog. The others received theirs shortly after, offering polite smiles and thank yous.

“Bottoms up!” Kaylee shouted, tipping the cup into her mouth and smacking her lips together appreciatively. “Ugh, disgusting! Nostalgia never makes it better!”

Ren sniffed her glass like it was likely to explode, making a face. “There’s no way I’m drinking this.”

“Oh yeah?” Vi challenged, stepping toe-to-toe with the vampire.

“Yeah,” she asserted, looking down at the human with her jaw set stubbornly.

The tension was palpable as Vi’s palm met Ren’s chest in a decisive shove, forcing her down onto a stool. The human stepped between my covenmate’s legs, the space between them dwindling down to nothing as her hand threaded into Ren’s hair.

“C’mon,” she said softly, a thread of teasing in her soft tone as she took a drink from the glass.

If I didn’t know better, I’d swear that Ren had been compelled by how quickly her lips popped open. Vi used her grip on Ren’s hair to tilt her head back, leaning over her to press their lips together in a kiss that allowed her to trade the cocktail between them. Ren drinking straight from her lips as her tattooed throat worked with her swallow.

Vi moved to pull away, but Ren was faster, using a hand wrapped around the back of her neck to bring their mouths together for another, deeper kiss.

I pressed my thighs together, trying to ignore the flash of arousal at the sight of them together, my mind wandering away from sharing drinks and into passing me around.

“Well that wasn’t… awful,” Ren said breathlessly as Vi released her, the human dancing out of her reach as she made a move to pull her back in.

Vi used one hand to help her vault over the bar, collecting Ren’s abandoned drink from Cole as he offered it to her.

“It’s pretty bad,” he said, wrinkling his freckled nose as he sipped from his own glass.

"You liked it!" Vi trilled to Ren’s turned back as she pulled a bottle of nice whiskey from the shelf.

"I did not!" the vampire hissed, turning her head to cast a heated look in the human’s direction. “No complaints about the presentation, though.”

I grinned as Vi stood behind me, using my body as a shield while she sipped her drink.

“Aw, c’mon Ren; it’s like fun bad. Like a shitty horror movie. Or cheap pizza,” Kaylee said with a stifled giggle at the sour expression on my covenmate’s face.

"Absolutely not. And don’t you get comfortable there,” she warned Vi, looking at her over my shoulder. The cork made a pop as she yanked it free of the bottle, splashing several fingers of ambery liquid into a short glass without ice. “I’m going to get even the second I’ve washed that vile concoction out of my mouth, and she's not going to help you⁠—”

“Yes, she will!” Vi shot back, her warm palm meeting my shoulder for a playful shake, the awkwardness between us from before disintegrating like that video with the raccoon trying to wash its cotton candy. “Right, Els?”

I puffed up on my stool, putting my hands on my hips like a superhero. "Of course I will."

"Let's eat!" Dana called as she pushed through the curtain from the back with a stack of takeout containers.

Vi’s hand fell away from my shoulder as Kaylee hooked their arms together, dragging her toward the table.

"You're going to love this," the blonde said with a grin.

Cole joined on Vi’s other side. “Dana picks a different place every week for us to try.”

"Any idea about this week’s pick then?" Vi replied, taking a sip from her glass.

“Indian,” Kaylee said excitedly.

Ren looked over her shoulder at where I was sitting, having hopped over the bar herself to follow the group. "You coming?"

"Yeah, sorry." I shook myself and moved off the stool, rushing to catch up with the others.

Seriously, Elsie, get it together! You need to ask more questions! Step one, get to know her. Step two, use all that excellent knowledge to woo the heck out of her. Step three⁠—

“Want to sit with me?” Vi called as Cole pulled out the chair beside her for himself, Kaylee already tucked into her other side.

I darted forward with a boost from my vampire speed, dropping into the seat before Cole could. I grinned over my shoulder at him, batting my eyelashes playfully at his rolling eyes. "Thanks, Prince Charming."

He scoffed. "You're welcome, Princess."

“I like the sound of that,” Vi mused, grabbing a takeout container and dumping rice onto her paper plate. “Princess Elsie.”

God, I’d have to feed if she made me blush like that again.

“When is your birthday?” I squeaked, trying to ignore the butterflies hosting a party in my belly.

Vi took another drink from her glass, making Ren cringe as she sat down beside me.

“You can’t actually enjoy that swamp water.”

“Maybe I just need to come up with another way for you to give it a try,” Vi quipped as the rest of the staff piled around the long, foldable table that’d been set for us.

Ren’s returning smirk was full of heat. “Maybe.”

Most of the furniture had been stacked and pushed aside, making room for the front and back of the house to share the space.

Getting to see everyone was the best part of the after party.

“It’s September fifth,” Vi said. “I’m a Virgo. When is yours?”

“January fourth! I think that makes me a Capricorn.” I grinned.

“Huh,” Vi mused, tilting her head to the side and resting her cheek on her knuckles, propped up by her elbow. “I would’ve guessed a water sign.”

“Ren’s a Cancer.”

“Softie,” teased Vi with a flirty look that Ren pretended not to catch.

“You don’t know the half of it,” Juniper said, taking the seat beside Ren. “How do I always end up beside you?”

“Because you love me?” Ren suggested, nudging her.

“Ooooh, you caught me,” Juniper volleyed back sarcastically. “Whatever will I do?”

Dana clapped her hands twice, cutting off Ren’s reply.

“Great work this week, everyone. For anyone who hasn’t gotten to meet her yet—our search for a third bartender is finally over. Everyone, meet Striker. Striker, this is everyone.”

Vi stood up, missing the smirk that Nick shot toward Dana as she looked around with an awkward, put-on-the-spot type of wave. “Hey, if you need anything, just ask.”

“Cute,” Kitty said as Vi sat back down.

“You could’ve mentioned that part,” she hissed at Kaylee.

Ren piled coconut rice and beef vindaloo onto my plate before sliding it toward me.

“This is so good I’m going to die,” Vi moaned beside me, digging into a vegetable samosa. “I fucking love these things.”

“Let me grab some wine,” Cole said, hopping up to go grab a few bottles from the bar.

Unsurprisingly, dinner was spectacular. Dana had gotten about two of everything that the restaurant offered, and after several bottles of wine shared amongst the table and far too many of Vi’s new cocktail, I was pleasantly buzzed—and totally stuffed.

“Do you want another drink?” Vi asked, leaning into my ear as she pushed back her chair.

“Sure,” I replied. “You think maybe that one from before?”

“The Knockoff Rolex?”

“No way!”

She chuckled. “Oh, I know—the special one?”

I nodded just as Cole looped his arm with Vi’s, Kaylee coming to grab her other side.

“Let Ren get us all drinks!” he insisted, leading Vi away to the sofa closest to the stage. “It’s Peaches’s birthday tomorrow, so there’s caaaaake!” He waved a plate of chocolate cake under her nose, and Vi’s eyes widened with excitement.

“Sorry, Els!” she called as the trio plunked down onto the couch, casting me a helpless look as Kaylee dove immediately into a whispered conversation.

Ren traded seats to put her arm around me, kissing my cheek. “Seems whatever happened before is all smoothed over, yeah?”

I sighed softly, turning my head to steal a kiss from her lips. “I think so; now I just gotta figure out what I did in the first place.”


vi
. . .



The slam of the heavy front door jerked me awake. I pushed myself onto my elbows with a groan, dragging a hand through my sweaty, knotted hair.

Finally, I’d found a perk to eternal night. No sunlight streaming through the windows to stoke the flames of my hangover-induced headache.

Fuck all those drinks last night; it felt like my head was going to pop clean off.

Kaylee whined beside me, pulling the thick duvet over her head. “Shut up, Vi! I’m dying!”

We were so drunk when we got home that we’d stripped and just piled into bed to gossip and giggle until we fell asleep. I figured I’d move to the couch eventually, but if Kaylee felt half as shit as I did, she’d forgive me for sleeping it off on her far comfier mattress.

The clatter of keys and rustle of plastic bags came from the kitchen, followed by the tantalising smell of chicken fried rice, making my empty stomach growl.

“Vi! Kaylee!” Danny called, their heavy footfalls sounding closer as they approached. “You can’t still be in bed! I know you sent some crazy texts last night, but come on! You can’t be that hungover—it’s almost time for the game!”

Fuck. I’d totally forgotten that the Nightwalkers were playing today.

“It’s like three o’clock, Danny! We only went to bed at seven!” Kaylee whisper-shouted, the noise enough to make me wince.

I flopped back down against the mattress with a groan to find Kaylee had firmly taken ownership of my borrowed pillow, hugging it against her as she screwed up her face against the streetlights. “So bright.”

Danny pulled the covers off us, giving my leg a shake. “Up you get!”

“I’m a corpse. I can’t get up,” I groaned.

“‘Oh, come on, Vi. What is this? Finals week?” they asked, moving onto Kaylee and tickling the underside of her foot.

“I’m up!” Kaylee gasped, jumping out of bed and throwing herself into the en suite with speed a vampire would’ve envied. She slammed the door behind her, the question dying on my tongue as the sound of her retching came from behind the wood.

Gross.

But hey, at least I had my pillow back. I dove for it, curling back up despite the lack of covers.

Maybe I could get just a few more minutes of sleep…

Danny snorted a laugh, leaning against the doorframe.

“You had fun last night?”

“I think so,” I mumbled. “Everything got fuzzy after I drank five of whatever Ren made us. Kaylee had at least six.” I rolled over to look at my sibling more clearly. “Leave me here to die.”

“Not a chance! I stopped by The Howling Dragon on the way here. Your hangover is nothing that can’t be fixed with some egg rolls.”

Kaylee, looking a little worse for wear, chose that moment to open the door. “Danny, you—” Her eyes widened, and the door slammed shut again, the retching returning with a vengeance.

I fixed a flat stare at them, my eyebrow raised to say I told you so.

“I said your hangover, Vi. Let's leave Kaylee to suffer.”

“Dickhead,” she whined through the door, though her indignation was seriously undermined by the sound of her gagging.

With immense effort and bravery, I forced myself to sit up only to find my phone dead on my bedside table—right beside the charger.

Way to go, drunk Vi, you fucking asshole.

I plugged it in and pulled my hair into a messy knot on the top of my head, securing it with the yellow scrunchie I kept around my wrist.

“Ugh! Jesus!” Danny covered their eyes with their hands, turning around. “Do you always sleep fucking naked?” They headed for the kitchen, their hands still pressed over their eyes, threatening the lives of the framed photographs and embroideries that decorated the narrow space.

“If you’ve turned around, you don’t need to cover your eyes, dumbass! Do something useful and make some fucking coffee!”

Arguably, I wasn’t even that naked. We had underwear on. Danny was just being a dramatic shit.

“Yes, please make coffee,” Kaylee called as the bathroom door flew open. She wasn’t much more dressed than I was, in her panties and a thin tank top that did nothing to hide her hardened nipples. It was freezing in here without the duvet.

Missing an attempt to swat my ass, she growled, though it was more pathetic than intimidating.

“Can I borrow something to wear?” I asked her, not wanting to scar them further by digging in my suitcase in the living room.

“Yeah, ‘course.”

I crossed to the walk-in closet, riffling through drawers until I found a pair of grey sweatpants. I tugged them on so I’d stop shivering before finding Kaylee pink ones with a matching sweatshirt and throwing the clothes in her direction. She grunted in thanks, beginning to dress right away.

“Thank god we don’t work today,” I said, digging for another sweater. I pulled out my favourite of hers, a black zip-up with the Nightwalkers logo on the back. Once it was on, I finally felt back to a normal human temperature.

“Oh?” Kaylee purred, tired green eyes lit with teasing. “I thought you might like to see a few of our coworkers sooner rather than later.”

“Fuck off,” I muttered. “You know that I can’t get involved with all that. Not only do we work together, but⁠—”

“Riiiiiight,” she teased, cutting me off with a roll of her green eyes. “I’m going to see if Danny has the coffee sorted yet. Maybe you should check some of those messages.” She looked from me to my phone, now several inches from where I left it, an evil little smile twisting her lips.

I opened my mouth to tell her off for invading my privacy, but she’d already left the room, tossing a wink over her shoulder. “Dannyyyy! You better have those coffees made! Or you are so dead!”

Nosy. She was so fucking nosy. And she didn’t even bother being sneaky about it.

I climbed over the bed to grab my phone, leaving it attached to the charger as I thumbed through my notifications—starting with my text chain with Elsie since it was at the top of the list.

Elsie


Hi! I hope you’re not too sick today!! I had so much fun last night! I knew you had a dancer hiding in there!!! <3




What’s your fave movie? Mine is Finding Nemo! ^-^ !!




I bit my lip, trying to contain the stupid smile that threatened my face.

Turns out coffee wasn’t the only cure for a headache—the unbridled enthusiasm of a cute vampire could do the trick as well.

It felt like ever since our weird moment yesterday—i.e., me totally choking when presented with the opportunity to kiss her—it was like Elsie was on a mission to get to know everything about me. Her questions were basically nonstop… but it was just cute enough that I was willing to play along.

To be fair, I didn’t think there was much Elsie could ask me for that I wouldn’t give her.

I typed back my answer, her response coming before I was even able to move on to the next waiting message.

That’s a tough one. I like romcoms… Probably You’ve Got Mail.




Elsie


I’ve never seen it, maybe we could watch it together sometime.




Are you a butter on your popcorn person or do you like the fake stuff? Ooooh! Candy or chocolate? <3 <3




Was she asking me… on a date?

Nah, no way—not after I ran out of the dressing room like a bat out of hell after having some weirdo sex fantasy about her.

Besides, the whole point was that I didn’t want to have to choose between any of them. We were coworkers, and it would be awkward if I started dating Elsie to then snub Ren.

Plus, I didn’t want to. I liked Ren, and, I liked Elsie too.

But if I could have them all…

I shook my head at myself and my wishful thinking as I made my way toward the kitchen. Deciding that Elsie’s texts could wait, I flipped to MagicMirror, a photo social media app, to check the notifications piling up. It wasn’t hard to see why—Dana had posted a video Ren filmed of me mixing the shots I’d made for everyone the night before.

With my hair pushed back behind my ears and a half-cut smile settled onto my lips, I looked… confident. Sexy. And the drinks looked delicious, definitely helped by the slow-motion effect she added during my pours.

Onightclub: Striker’s new shot, the Sanguine Sunrise, will be available all February as a special menu item! Come see for yourself why our newest bartender is quickly becoming the house favourite!




Damn, Dana really did know how to draw people in.

In more ways than one.

I leaned against the counter, and Kaylee looked over my shoulder while I thumbed through the comments, cheeks heating stupidly at Ren’s little blue heart emoji.

“Hey! That post turned out great!” She grinned, setting a cup of coffee down and turning to hunt for some sugar. “You look so profesh.”

“Please just say professional.” I sighed.

“Can I see?” Danny asked excitedly, plucking my phone out of my hand and heading for the living room with their black ponytail swinging. “Good god, who took this? They must be a wizard behind the camera to make you look cool.”

“I think it was Ren,” I said, swiping up the mug—a sculpted ghost holding a black bat—from the counter.

“Hey!” Kaylee complained. “That was mine!”

I shrugged, following my sibling to the living room. “Snooze you lose, Babydoll.”

She huffed as she pulled another mug from the cabinet, pouring coffee for herself again. “Asshole.”

“Guilty!” I sang back, collapsing onto the sofa beside Danny.

They flicked on the TV, the sound of the pregame coverage undercutting our sipping. I swiped my phone out of their hand.

“Hurry up, you’re missing the pregame!” they called to Kaylee, who groaned, fishing out plates before bringing out dinner for us.

It was still early in the season, but we watched all the games anyway. I would have loved to see more of them at the stadium, but I’d been selling our seats for cash for the last little while… But, maybe now that I had a job I could enjoy those season passes myself.

Maybe I could enjoy them with Ren.

Danny leaned forward immediately, popping open the takeaway boxes and shaking some sweet and sour pork onto their plate.

“If you spill on that sofa, both of you are dead. And not in a fun, hot vampire way. Regular dead.”

I snapped up an eggroll with a pair of chopsticks, moving over to allow Kaylee to sit with us. It was nice to just spend time together like this; it reminded me of when we were kids. Before school and bills had complicated our lives.

“How was class, Dan?”

“Oh,” they said with a miserable sigh I could feel in my bones. “You know. A lot.”

“Aw, rats! And here I was under the illusion that medical school was easy,” Kaylee teased.

My phone buzzed, and I glanced at the screen, warmth rushing to my face as Ren’s contact flashed alongside the little media icon. Just before my mind jumped, skipped, and hopped headlong into the hope that she’d sent me a nude.

Please, Vi. I am begging you, get a grip.

I opened our text chain, finding no nudes… But it was difficult to be disappointed when I saw the images she had shared. A collection of photos she’d taken during the cast party the night before.

The first was tame enough, with Cole offering me a bite of cake from his fork while I sat sandwiched between him and Kaylee on one of the velvet sofas in front of the stage. His short blond hair looked like it’d been dyed pink in the glow of the neon lights.

Dana and I with our arms linked as we took shots of something lime green.

Kaylee, her legs in the air like a dead bug as she laughed her ass off while I tried to flip upside down on the rotating pole she wanted to use in her new routine. It was a less-than-flattering attempt. It was way harder than I thought it’d be to hold myself up on those damned things.

A photo of me smiling directly at the camera, posing with a drink in my hand like I was offering it to Ren. The flirtation in my expression was so obvious that I nearly closed the text thread.

Only to immediately wish that I had when I looked at the next image—Elsie and I standing barefoot on the bar, our bodies pressed together as we danced.

I chewed the inside of my cheek. That explained all the texts.

Ren


I hope you’re having a nice day off.




And that you drank some water when you got home.




The most recent message had arrived only a few minutes ago.

Ren


Are you watching the game? Mattel is on fire today.




Kaylee snatched the phone from my hands, scrolling through the photos and messages despite my weak hiss of protest.

“Oh my god,” she squeaked, excitement pouring off of her.

“What?” Danny asked, eyeing the device with interest as they paused with a piece of beef and broccoli hovering near their mouth.

“Just Vi’s girlfriend asking if she’s watching the game.”

“She’s not my girlfriend,” I snapped.

Kaylee cast a look at Danny, victory in her eyes. “Yet.”

She tossed them my phone, which they caught one-handed, scrolling through the messages with a low whistle muffled by their bite of food.

“Which one is she? The blonde? So your type, Vi.”

“She’s not in any of those,” Kaylee scoffed, pulling up the club’s MagicMirror on her own phone and showing Danny a picture of Ren.

She looked fucking edible, leaning against the bar with a perfectly poured glass of wine beside her, the sleeves of her black button-down rolled to the elbow to show off her inked arms. That stupid, sexy, crooked smile of hers was like Cupid’s fucking arrow.

Pussy kryptonite.

“And how about this one, who is she?” Danny asked, holding up my photo with Elsie, and I groaned, tipping my head against the back of the couch.

“That’s Elsie.” Kaylee snickered.

“Would you shut the fuck up for once in your life, Kaylee?” I asked, defeated.

The two of them laughed, Danny setting my phone back in my hands.

I didn’t keep secrets from either of them. But I wasn’t sure if I was ready to admit to myself that I was attracted to a few of the vampires I worked with. Much less admit it to my sibling and best friend.

They’d try to talk sense into me. And I didn’t know if I wanted that. Not yet.

I winced as Danny raised an eyebrow in a silent command to spill the beans.

So much for that.

“Ren is…” I started, sighing. “Hot. Stupidly hot.”

“So what’s the problem, Vi? She’s obviously into you if she was playing paparazzi all night.”

I groaned and tossed my phone on the table.

“The last shred of sense I have says I absolutely don’t want to date anyone while I’m broke as hell and living on Kaylee’s sofa... Plus, she’s my fucking boss. Supervisor. Whatever. We work together is my point.”

Kaylee scoffed beside me. “Like that matters.”

“So…” Danny started slowly with a look at Kaylee that seemed to say not helping. “What does your actual brain say?”

“It says that O is a buffet of hotties that I’d like to put my mouth all over,” I admitted, slinging my arm over my eyes.

Especially the tattoos on Ren’s neck. And that dimple on Elsie’s right butt cheek. Or to pull the scowl off Juniper’s grouchy face. And y’know—while I was at it, Dana had the most kissable lips I’d ever seen, especially when wrapped around a straw.

“Why don’t you—I don’t know—get on a dating app or something?” Kaylee offered, unhelpful as all fuck. “You know, since you want to keep pretending like you aren’t totally smitten.”

“I have!” I admitted with a groan, rubbing my hands over my face. “But how the hell am I supposed to think about someone else when that”—I gestured at my phone, where the photo of us dancing was still glowing on the screen—“is what I’m looking at four nights a week?” I grabbed my sibling’s arm, nearly spilling their plate all over the sofa. “Help me, Danny. Tell me how to get out of this.”

“The heart wants what the heart wants,” they laughed. “Besides, what’s the big deal?”

“I don’t want to have to choose one of them. I…”

“Like them all?” Kaylee supplied. “Seems like they have no problem sharing each other, so why would you be any different?”

“Because I barely know any of them, and they’re fucking vampires.”

“You could be fucking vampires if you got over yourself,” Danny quipped, making Kaylee laugh.

“Yeah, but how long is that going to take? You spend four nights a week together. You’ll just get closer, get to know each other better…”

“Oh my god, Kaylee, shut up!”

Danny set their plate on the coffee table, wiping their hands on their pants. “Listen, Vi...”

“Danny,” I warned.

“No, listen.” They took my hand, giving it a squeeze. “It sounds to me like you’re doing that thing where you stand in your own way again, and I need you to stop.”

Kaylee snuggled into my side, tilting her head against my shoulder like she could sense I was two seconds away from getting up and leaving this conversation.

“You deserve happiness, and if that comes from a human, a vampire, or four vampires, who cares?”

“Dan—” I started, but Kaylee interrupted.

“Ren, Dana, and Elsie are the nicest people I know. Even Juniper isn’t terrible after she gets used to you. But you owe it to yourself and to them to give them a chance. A real one, Vi. You can’t seriously think Ren is texting me cute photos and worrying if I drank enough water.”

I sighed, squeezing Danny’s hand.

“What if they want me to choose? I don’t know any of them well enough to make that kind of decision right now.”

Danny shrugged. “So, tell them that, though from what Kay is saying, it sounds like they’d have no problem with you dating all of them.”

“Fine,” I sighed and relaxed into my two favourite people as we watched the game. Ren was right; Mattel was on fire, on his third point of the night already.

As we cuddled together on the sofa, I found myself with my phone back in my hand. I replied to Elsie’s constant stream of questions, this time asking about my preferred popsicle flavour and what my favourite word was.

Grape and eumoirous.

Though, if I was honest, I said that to sound smart. My favourite word was definitely fuck.

I chewed the inside of my cheek, staring at my chat with Ren for a few long moments.

Somewhere in my heart, I knew they were right. I needed to give myself the chance to fall in love, to explore the feelings that were beginning to simmer alongside the undeniable attraction I had for the coven of vampires I’d accidentally fallen into.

I just needed to have faith… And maybe work on my communication.

Hell yeah, what a game! I’ll see you Thursday for coffee? Our usual time?




Ren’s reply came through almost instantly.

Ren


I wouldn’t miss it for anything.





dana
. . .



“I can’t do this,” I groaned, burying my face in my arms on the polished surface of the heavy antique desk.

“You can and you will,” Ren said smoothly, her tattooed hand running along my shoulders before she wheeled my chair aside to give herself access to my keyboard. “I never realised how much of this shit Cherie did. How did she find time to sleep?”

I peeked up at her from between my arms, it was a sentiment I often had. How did she do it all?

“At least you have access to the accounts for ordering now, right?”

“Yep, I’ll take care of it. Now, to help Juniper, let me see if I can make any sense of these inventory reports.” Ren ran a hand through her short hair as she crouched to get a better look at the screen.

Gratitude poured through me as I vacated my chair, nudging her into it. “Thanks.”

If I’d been doing this on my own, it would’ve taken hours. Instead, we’d drunk a couple of beers while we combed through the filing cabinets looking for Cherie’s missing will and were already well into trying to put out the fire that was the club’s finances.

I was damn near sure I remembered her meeting with a lawyer to have a new one drawn up shortly before she’d passed, but when I’d called our usual firm, they didn’t have any paperwork for me. It was a stressful time; I could’ve easily been misremembering in my shock and grief.

As if losing my life partner wasn’t enough, I’d also been saddled with her absolutely insane workload—with no instructions for what the hell I was supposed to do—and with my first-of-the-month deadline from Garrett looming… We were fucked.

So fucked.

“I’m not going to let you do this alone, Dana. We’re coven. Family.”

In the months since our sire died, I’d really come to understand what that word meant to my coven. I don’t know why I half expected them to disappear after the funeral, but they didn’t. It wasn't just a promise for right now, for good times. It was a promise for forever.

My throat tightened at the thought of losing any of them.

Losing Cherie had nearly destroyed me, but the idea that Ren, Elsie, or Juniper could be next? It was… terrifying. To distract myself, I opened my emails on my phone, leaning against the desk while Ren typed away at the computer.

I scrolled through job applications for the bartending posting I’d forgotten to close now that we’d hired Vi, making a mental note to sign into my Monstra account and mark the position as filled—as if I needed yet another small task to add to the never-ending list.

Junk emails phishing for my bank account data, promotions from the company we used to print our flyers, and… a notice from our insurance company about our upcoming renewal. I clicked the message, scanning it quickly.

“Our building is up for renewal.”

“And?” Ren asked distractedly, her fingers flying over the keys. “You know we haven’t done monthly inventory in five months, right?”

“Fuck,” I muttered. “We’ll have to haul everyone in to get it done.”

We’d let a lot of things slip while Cherie was sick, but I didn’t realize just how much. It was my fault, but it still felt a little unfair to have to play catch-up.

“Fuck is right.” Ren sighed. “What do we have to do?”

“Just need to submit a copy of our lease or the deed to the club, and they’ll auto-renew. Otherwise, we default.”

“And when is this due?”

“Ninety days. But Garrett…”

“We have time, Dana. Let’s just tackle one crisis at a time, okay?”

I set my phone on the desk, opening the lower drawer to thumb through the documents inside.

“Even if I can’t find the will, the deed should be around here somewhere, right? I didn’t see anything in the safe or safety deposit box.”

“Probably,” Ren said noncommittally. “I’ll schedule that inventory then, maybe in a couple of weeks? After Valentine’s Day?”

I nodded, my brow furrowing as I got to the end of the files, closing one drawer to open the next. “Sounds like a plan.”

Ren worked in silence except for the click of the keys as I riffled through more paperwork, dread beginning to coil in my stomach. My vision tunnelled as the anxiety got worse. Drawer after drawer with no deed to be found.

At some point, Ren got up to help me look, and Juniper joined in on the effort after she appeared in the doorway and asked what we were doing.

“Any luck?” Ren called with a sigh, her hair standing up on end where she’d repeatedly run her hands through it.

“Nada,” Juniper sighed herself from where she thumbed through the tall filing cabinet for the third time.

I glanced up at the clock with a loud curse. “I know she must’ve put it around here somewhere.”

“Honestly, D… I don’t remember seeing it,” Ren said, her eyes following mine. “I’ll go get us some dinner before the club opens. Pizza okay?”

“Yep.”

“Yeah,” Juniper muttered. “Listen, are we sure she didn’t have another safety deposit box or something?”

I rubbed my hands over my face. “I’m positive. Her records are pretty… Well, I wouldn’t say clear, but…”

She flipped her long, copper ponytail off her shoulder, pulling out another file folder. “It has to be here then. I doubt Cherie would’ve just hid the deed to our home somewhere we’d never find it.”

“Exactly,” Ren agreed. “Worry less about that and more about how I’m supposed to run a bar when no one has any idea what we have in stock.”

“Shut up, Ren. She’s doing her fucking best.”

“Yeah, yeah… I’ll be back,” she huffed, her patience threadbare as she offered a wave.

“You are doing a good job, for the record.” Juniper said hotly, closing the drawer with enough force that it popped back at her. “You know how she gets; she hates when things don’t go her way.”

“Yeah, I know,” I said weakly.

Part of me knew she was right; Ren needed order, a trait that’d caused nearly nonstop fighting between her and Cherie.

Now that our coven was only the four of us, though, I needed to rely on her more than ever. That meant working with Ren’s penchant for military order instead of against it.

As the second eldest when Cherie passed, I’d sort of become the de facto family head. Even though I hadn’t sired any of the vampires in our little family, I was still responsible. What I hadn’t considered in our tearful bedside goodbye was the insurmountable amount of stress responsibility for three others would bring.

I’d reclaimed my spot at the computer ages ago, but no matter how many bank statements, bookkeeping records, or files I opened on Cherie’s computer, I still couldn’t find the document I was looking for. Not to mention, our taxes were due soon, and I had absolutely no idea how to file them. I made sure the bills were getting paid each month, and that was about it—I was our head of security, for fuck’s sake, not a goddamn accountant.

That space between my shoulder blades was aching again, the muscles tight as I lifted my arms above my head and arched my back, futilely trying to alleviate the pressure.

It was my own fault. I’d been hunched over at my desk like a shrimp for days instead of upright against the back of the ergonomic chair.

Fucking insurance. Fucking inventory. Fucking dipshit useless brother-in-law who was trying to steal my fucking club and make my entire coven homeless.

God, I needed a day off.

“Shit,” Juniper hissed, her eyes on the clock when I looked up from my screen. “I’m supposed to be getting Mars fitted for the diamonds number.”

“Go on,” I said, waving her away. “I’ll keep at it for a little while longer.”

She came close for a quick kiss against my temple.

“I know I’m usually the last person to be optimistic, Dana, but it’ll work out.”

“Thanks, baby girl,” I murmured softly, giving her hip a gentle squeeze. “I love you.”

Juniper’s cherry cola lips quirked into a smile before catching mine in a brief kiss. “I love you.”

The little numbers on the screen turned blurry again as I returned my focus to my spreadsheet.

On top of this new issue of the missing deed—something that in theory I should be able to resolve by going down to city hall if the building was purchased after 1820, if my quick online search was accurate—I still needed to figure out how to make the business survive with less than twenty-five percent of our income.

No matter what I did, I just couldn’t see a way to grow the club’s profits. An increase in the admission fee would only exclude more casual clients. Raising the membership fee would piss off regulars, who were the heart and soul of the business. An uptick in drink prices was… I mean, it was viable but would hardly make a dent in the grand scheme of things.

Usually, I would’ve just tapped into the coven’s savings account for something like this. But the lawyer I’d contacted had strictly advised against accessing those funds—large withdrawals could come back to bite us in the ass if Garrett really did decide to take us to court for the contents of Cherie’s estate.

That was the thing about paper records—whoever had the proof, even if it was a dirty, underhanded lie, was who’d be successful in court.

So, we needed to increase our monthly income and quickly, or the coven wouldn’t just lose the club but our home too. A bit of an oversight on our part to tie our living situation to the building where we did business, but we never considered that Cherie wouldn’t be here to keep things running smoothly.

Fuck me, that couldn’t happen. I wouldn’t let it happen.

Not after Cherie put her trust in me. She believed I could do this… that meant I had to.

I’d stepped up to make sure our family was taken care of, that her legacy meant something. That wasn’t going to end because Garrett was throwing some fucking hissy fit over what he thought he was owed.

The part that made me seethe was it wasn’t like the bar was in the red. We were the most popular club in the Lower City—hell, one of the most popular in the entire country. But attendance had slipped a little in the last couple of weeks, and social media engagement had stuttered since our last show changeover.

It wasn’t enough for us to be good. We needed to be the best if we were going to buy ourselves enough time to get that dickhead Garrett off our backs.

I tabbed through the numbers again—attendance, the average amount customers spent at the bar, the house fees from the girls. It was… Good. Steady, even. But it wasn’t growing.

I didn’t realize I was scowling until Vi knocked on the door, leaning hard against the frame with two plates balanced precariously over one arm.

“Whoa, that computer must really be hurting your feelings.”

I leaned away from the screen, face twitching into a smile at the gentle rasp of her voice. “Just looking at it too long. What’s up?”

She nodded to the plates, stacked with pizza, a pair of sodas tucked under her arm. “Thought you might be hungry.”

“Don’t you usually eat with the girls?”

Vi batted her long eyelashes at me playfully. “I’m so sorry, Dana, do you have another date?”

“Not if you’re offering,” I joked, pushing away from the computer and leaning back in my chair to look at her with a roguish grin.

She snorted a laugh, and fuck if that wasn’t stupidly charming.

“Don’t get too excited, boss. Come on, the pizza will be cold.”

“Yeah, okay. Have a seat.”

Vi threw herself into the chair opposite my desk, setting the plates between us. My office—Cherie’s old office—wasn’t spacious thanks to the army of filing cabinets that lined the walls. It turned out that a couple hundred years could turn anyone into a pack rat. There was hardly enough room for an L-shaped desk with my computer and printer, and the chair, usually occupied by Elsie or Juniper, sat at an angle across from mine.

I shoved a stack of overflowing folders secured with thick elastics out of the way, making space for the two of us to eat.

I preferred my old office. This one felt cold without Cherie sipping a Malbec to the sound of Miles Davis. Tomb-like as it collected dust, waiting for someone who was never coming back.

“So…” the human asked conversationally, popping the tab of her cola with a fizzy hiss. “What has you scowling at your computer like it threatened your mom?”

I hesitated, unsure of how much I should reveal to someone outside our coven. But as I looked into Vi’s deep brown eyes, I couldn’t help myself as all the anxiety and frustration burst out of me between vicious bites of pizza.

“My wife’s brother is trying to take the club out from under us while her will is missing,” I explained, watching her eyebrows disappear behind her bluntly cut bangs. “We can either fork over a fuckload of money—” I nodded appreciatively as she opened my drink, sliding it toward me, “—or the fucking prick is going to sell the club.”

“Can he really do that?”

“He’s her next of kin. Without a written will, he can do whatever the fuck he wants.”

Vi swore loudly, shaking her head.

“Okay, so how can I help? What do we need to do?”

“That's the problem,” I sighed, grabbing a tissue from the box beside my monitor to wipe the corner of my mouth. “I can’t figure out how to increase our attendance, and if we can’t get more bodies, we’ll need to raise prices, but if we raise prices, we risk the business we already have and⁠—”

“Dana,” Vi said softly, reaching across the surface of the table to catch my hand in her warm fingers. “Breathe. Valentine’s Day is coming up⁠—”

I laughed bitterly. “Not exactly a strip club’s best night, Vi.”

“Yeah, but we’re not a strip club. We’re a sex club,” she said, tilting her head to the side with a thoughtful hum. “A sex club that caters to clientele that’ve had more than enough stuffy Hallmark holiday dinner-like dates, right?”

A second slice of pizza stalled halfway to my mouth. “Well, yeah… I guess so.”

“We don’t have a lot of time, so it doesn’t have to be anything, like, crazy.” Vi turned in her seat, swiping some paper out of my printer and a pen from the World’s Greatest Boss mug sitting on my desk. “An ad campaign, mostly on social media, since traditional advertising would mean planning more in advance. We would offer, say, a one-night-only package where non-members get two entries at a slightly discounted rate.”

“Get more people in the door,” I said, tossing the pizza down onto the plate. “Okay, so that solves one problem, but if it’s a discounted rate we’d need⁠—”

“Hey, I’m not done.” She shoved the plate closer to me as she smoothed the paper down, her hand moving in quick, decisive strokes as the silhouette of a retro pinup girl began to take shape. “We have Elsie pose for something like this and send it to your most active members—they see her all the time and will be expecting it. Plus, she’s always a draw for them. And then something like this…” She sketched another pose under the first, the shapes of two women artfully suggestive as she continued to add careful lines. “To the least active members to get them excited to come back. Then we need to address the average ticket.”

“I… Uh… Right?”

Where the fuck is this coming from?

“A couple of custom cocktails with inexpensive but premium-feeling garnishes that allow us to hike up the cost like a smoking cloche, some rosemary, or whatever—and a deal on full bottles of champagne. The markup is high, and they’re so beautiful on a table that they’ll really set the mood. We should give them the option to pre-buy a bottle at a discount with their tickets so they’re already half-drunk before they have to actually order anything.”

“Vi—”

“And, in my fantasy land, we manage to find a caterer with some time to supply some light snacks and desserts. Get people in early for the stage show, keep them here late enjoying playtime.” By the time she was finished, our lunch was cold, and she’d filled four pages of notes, pushing them toward me along with the pen. “Or something like that.”

I blinked, silence stretching between us as I looked from the notes to the life-saving genius seated across the desk.

Even with the discounted ticket cost, the add-ons she’d proposed would earn us a healthy profit.

It was fucking brilliant.

It was exactly what I needed.

Maybe I needed a girl—this girl—to walk into my club and fix things.

“This is a really good plan, Vi.”

“I know,” she said, puffing her chest with a cocky little smile. “I worked in marketing until I got laid off last year.”

“I… You what?” I asked. It wasn’t that it was shocking that she’d been successful before coming to us; it was that she’d never mentioned it before. I usually would’ve found out from her resume, but because we’d done a live audition…

Fuck me, I always did like the smart ones.

“Yeah, I might not be doing it anymore, but I still have ideas all the time. If this works, then I have a ton more for the club, actually.”

“Listen—don’t take this the wrong way, but why the hell are you bartending? It sort of seems—” Like a fucking waste of your time.

So why did the thought of Vi leaving to go work at some big-shot firm downtown make me feel sick to my stomach?

“Honestly,” she said, taking her time to chew a cold bite of pizza. “At first, I was totally against it. It felt like taking a step backwards since I bartended to put myself through college, but… The job market is shit, and my mom is sick, so I gotta do what I gotta do. You know?”

“Your mom?”

“Yeah.” She shrugged, not quite meeting my eyes. “Cancer. My sibling is in nursing school, so it isn’t like she has a pile of money to help with either. So I stepped up.”

The light from the beaded chintz lamp seemed to touch her in an entirely new way, her eyes molten in its warm glow.

“I understand what it’s like to have to take on responsibility for other people,” I said softly, catching her hand in mine. “Thank you for helping me take care of mine, Vi.”

She smiled, her eyes lingering on where we touched. “Thank you for the same, I guess.”

I glanced at the calendar on the wall behind her. “We only have a week.”

“It’s a quick turnaround, sure. But everyone at O is crazy talented; it’ll be a breeze.”

Reluctantly, I let go of her hand, picking up her discarded pen to grab a fresh sheet of paper, writing a quick checklist of what would need to be done.

“Looks like you have your work cut out for you,” Vi said, standing as she grabbed her plates. “I’ll let you get to it.”

My eyes flicked to hers, energy crackling between us as I hesitated, my throat tight. For the first time since Garrett had visited us, I didn’t feel like the world was about to topple over. It was disorienting.

“Thank you,” I whispered, clutching the pen hard to stop myself from grabbing her. No matter what I thought could happen between us, I was still Vi’s boss.

There were some lines I shouldn’t cross.

Like she’d read my thoughts, Vi’s eyes moved between mine, her cheeks pinking as she whispered, “It’s my pleasure, boss.”

I ignored the way boss on her tongue made my skin prickle and nodded toward the door, leaning away to break the spell.

“It’s time for us to get to work.”


vi
. . .



“Pleeeeeeeeease Junebug?” Elsie begged, ruby eyes round with pleading. She clasped her hands together in front of her, pushing her lower lip into a frown-melting puppy pout.

Well, maybe for anyone other than a surly seamstress with a serious distaste for dealing with people. Though, I had to admit, Dana was right to send Elsie to be the one to ask.

She was always most likely to get the yes.

“I’m not serving! Are you out of your fucking mind?” Juniper snapped, closing her book—Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland—with an audible snap. “Striker!”

She saw me as I was moving to go around them, currently blocking the curtain that led back to the main bar, hauling a large wooden box of champagne. Juniper, for the most part, didn’t usually make a point of speaking to me, and being under the full power of her attention now made my palms feel sweaty with familiar ‘aaaaaaaah hot girl!’ gay panic nerves. I adjusted the box in my hands.

“What’s up?”

“Talk some sense into her, please!” Juniper said, huffing. “There isn’t a chance in immortal hell I’m slinging⁠—”

“Well,” I interrupted slowly, taking the opportunity for what it was. Prime flirting material. “I think you’d make some great tips.” I winked, making the vampire growl, even though her carefully constructed outrage was severely undermined by the twitch of her lips, hinting at a smile.

“You’re delusional.”

Juniper might have a prickly personality, but with her full thighs and generous bust, wrapped up deliciously in a lace bodysuit she’d paired with a little leather miniskirt and matching knee-high boots hugging her calves…

Yeah, she’d make a killing.

Ren breezed through the curtain to take the crate from me, a dark eyebrow raised. Clearly, the vampire had been listening in. “Come on, Juniper, we all need to pull our weight,” she reasoned. “Think of all the extra work poor Striker is going to have if you don't help.”

“What if there’s a fashion emergency?” Juniper shot back, crossing her arms. “Who’ll fix the costumes?"

"Peaches takes her top off in the first thirty seconds of her number; it will be fine,” Dana commented as she headed past with another box. “It’s not like we planned for this; three of the servers have some fucking stomach bug, Xuxuzinho. C’mon, for me?”

This earned a giggle from Elsie, who was obviously enjoying herself way too much with this turn of events. Maybe the secret weapon wasn’t the little blonde after all—it was the entire coven.

The redhead groaned, perhaps sensing that this four-on-one dogpile was only going to get worse the more people walked by.

“This is so not what I meant when I said I wanted to get fucked tonight,” she shot at Ren, who shrugged with a chuckle, disappearing back to the main bar with Dana following behind. “Fine! But only this once. And I want to be assigned to the VIP only; I’m not dealing with any cheapskates on the main floor."

"Deal!” Dana shouted back at us. “Now was that so hard?”

Elsie smacked a kiss against Juniper's cheek, leaving behind a print of pink lipstick. “Yay! Thank you, Junebug!”

“Junebug?”

“Yeah, look scary and hiss a lot but are harmless,” Cole said, throwing his jacket onto the coat rack just on the other side of the bar’s wall as he leaned through the curtain.

“Blondie, nice to see you’ve made it.”

“And on time!” He chuckled with a proud little puff of his chest.

The lights flashed twice, letting us know that we were open to patrons, and Juniper rolled her eyes.

“Barely,” she muttered. “Break a leg, Els.”

“Thank you!” the blonde vampire called back, turning to me as Juniper headed into the bar to get a tray. “Did you get a chance to look at the food?”

I had, if only barely, between running bottles, prepping extra garnishes, and helping Kaylee get into the insanely tight corset she’d be wearing on stage tonight.

The day had barely begun, and I was already exhausted.

“Yeah; I’ll bring you something sweet on my break, okay?”

Elsie smiled, her sharp little fangs poking out from under her lips. “I’d love that.”

“Striker! Look alive!” Ren shouted, and I made a move to step past Elsie, but she stopped me with a hand on my chest.

“One sec,” she said softly, reaching up to press her finger onto my cheek, picking up a stray eyelash. “Make a wish?”

I couldn’t help but laugh, blowing the eyelash from her finger.

I really hope to kiss you tonight.

“What’d you wish for?”

“Can’t say.” I gently took her hand away from where my heart was hammering in my chest. “Or it won’t come true, you know how it is. Have a good show. I’ll see you in a bit?”

“Yeah, for sure,” she answered, her preternaturally pale cheeks pinking in the low backstage light. “You’ll crush it.”

“Happy Valentine’s Day, Elsie,” I murmured, bringing her fingers to my mouth for a gentle brush of my lips before I disappeared through the curtain.

“Tie that bowtie, Blondie. We’re on,” Ren said, filling champagne buckets with ice out of the large stainless-steel maker. That thing was going to get a better workout than an Olympic swimmer tonight.

Cole sighed and made quick work of the tie, finishing the knot just as the first of our clients made their way down the steps and through the door.

It was going to be a long, long night.
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The first few hours of the evening flew by. We were so busy that I hardly caught Elsie’s number—only the end, where she was wrapped in enough pearls to cover her nipples and not much else.

Between pouring champagne, prepping cocktails—a pair that Ren and I devised together that included a smoky, masculine bourbon mixed with herbs and an effervescent pink cocktail with berries—and trying to fill in for the missing staff whenever we could, I was feeling my energy start to stutter by the halfway mark.

I wasn’t the only one, either. Cole, Ren, Dana, and I were manning the bar, with Dana slipping away every so often to check on Nick at the door or crouching behind the bar to check the security cameras.

Not that she could see much of anything, if her annoyed muttering was anything to be believed.

“I think we are chancing the fire code tonight…” she said, glancing up at me from her phone screen, her finger still cycling through the various camera feeds. “I don’t know if I should be thrilled or horrified.”

“Bit of both, unless you want to pray the marshals don’t show up,” Cole said with a shrug. “Never seen this place so crowded! It’s cool.”

“What is this?” Ren asked, pulling a face. “Coyote Ugly? No one’s checking code on Valentine’s; everyone wants to be at home with their wife or husband.”

“Or their mistress!” Cole added, unhelpfully.

“Just relax, Dana,” Ren said, shooting him a look. “Be happy that it’s going well.”

“But—”

“Dana,” I interrupted. “Would you like a drink?”

I could practically see the gears turning in her mind as she sighed, glancing between me and the phone. “Yes.”

Ren and Cole shared a look that I pointedly ignored while I poured her a couple of fingers of a good whiskey, dropping one of the cinnamon soaked cherries we’d made into the bottom before handing it to her under the bar.

“It’s going to be fine, okay? New business was the goal, and this—” I motioned to the sea of bodies, packed so tightly that it was hard for the few runners we had to move between patrons. “—is new business. Why don’t you go watch the cameras for a bit? We’re pretty caught up, right, guys?”

It was a lie, but a much-needed one. The more anxious Dana got, the more she pulled Ren’s focus, and the more Ren’s focus was on Dana, the more behind we got on orders.

“Yeah, totally,” Cole fibbed, shooing her off. “Go sit in your office or something.”

Dana downed her drink and took a long, steadying breath before she stood, the empty glass finding a home in a bussing tray as she chewed the cherry. Her hand found my forearm, cool fingers giving a light squeeze against my overheated skin.

“Thanks, just come get me if you need anything.”

I put my hand over hers, the electricity I’d first felt when she’d touched me in her office making my head swim as much as about three glasses of champagne on an empty stomach. “Don’t mention it.”

She released me, though a bit reluctantly, and disappeared into the back.

I sighed in relief giving Ren’s hip a little squeeze as I mentally refocussed on the task at hand.

“Okay, what’s most urgent?” I called to my colleagues, setting a full tray of dirty glassware aside to be bussed away.

“Can you take that tray to the VIP? They’re so understaffed back there tonight, and Juniper can hardly keep up,” Cole said, nodding toward a tray full of finished drinks with a shaker flying in his hands.

“On it! I'll be right back,” I promised, ducking out from the bar to collect the tray.

I weaved through the packed floor to the doors on the far end of the bar, keeping the tray tucked securely against my chest.

Waitresses and donors—what we called the humans who allowed vampires to drink from them in exchange for cash, often in the closed VIP rooms given the side effects of vampire venom—flitted from table to table, the members-only live bar rule temporarily suspended for the night.

Judging by the number of open bites I could see, marking bodies from necks and shoulders to thighs and wrists, it was the right call. Even after calling in our entire backlist of donors, they looked busy.

Usually, if a vampire was trying to be discreet, they’d close the wound with a bit of their saliva. But here? Who and how many meant something, with the donors wearing their many punctures like badges of honour as they worked the floor. A clear sign of exactly how desirable they were to every vampire in here.

It was kind of… hot.

In the time I’d been working at O, I’d been way too busy to do much exploring while we were open to the public. Especially not beyond the intimidating doors that led to the VIP. So this little field trip was sort of a reward, a thrilling peek into the world that I’d been living in the fringes of.

I shifted the tray in my sweaty palm, taking a deep breath to calm my fizzy excitement.

In and out. It’s no different than working the bar.

I pushed my hip against the brass inverted cross, opening the door just enough to slip into the room beyond—if you could call it a room. It was more of a hallway. The space had the same dark hardwood as the main club, but the wallpaper was a textured matte satin that gave the illusion of depth. Along each side of the hall were heavy curtains, most of which pulled shut so that the alcoves beyond were obscured as I passed through the semicircle corridor.

The deep pulse of bass from the main club did nothing to stifle the sounds of pleasure that assaulted me from all sides, my knees wobbling faintly in the dusk-like orange-red glow of the lights.

A few rooms down, the curtains were pulled back to give me my first eager glimpse into one of the alcoves. A gorgeous woman was seated inside, reclined against a plush pink sofa, her tiny white dress hugging her figure in stark contrast to her cool, dark skin. She smiled, twisting one of her long, thin braids around her finger as I approached.

“Don’t see you back here often, sweetness.”

She looked familiar; I recognised her as one of the dancers that sat close to Elsie, Kitty.

“A little short-staffed today, so I'm pitching in,” I offered with a smile, nodding to the tray in my hands.

Not all of the dancers were donors too, but the ones who were—I could only imagine the amount they charged. Judging by how comfortable Kitty looked back here, this wasn’t her first visit into the back rooms.

She scoffed, returning her eyes to the phone clutched in her manicured hand. “Must be, if you have Juniper serving clients.”

I laughed, glancing down at the order slip tucked into the bottom of the tray. “Which one is the crimson room?”

“Last on the left. Have a good shift, Striker.”

"You too," I replied with a wave. “Don’t work too hard.”

I trailed down the hall, the sound of my heels against the hardwood feeling intrusive when undercut by the sounds of skin on skin and breathy moans. When I reached the curtain that Kitty had directed me to, I hesitated.

It wasn’t like I could knock on fabric. Deciding there was nothing else I could do, I curled my fingers into the luxurious fabric of the drape, preparing to pull it back, when a loud, feminine moan slipped through the gap, making me freeze.

Okay, Vi. Be fucking normal.

Another moan, masculine and breathless, had my interest skyrocketing.

Not for the man, I didn’t really have any interest in them. But something about the client dynamic of it all made my heart race.

I let my curiosity temper for a few stuttered beats of my heart, the glasses quivering on the tray as I peeled back the curtain.

A shiver snaked down my sweat-damp spine as I took in the scene.

On a gorgeous French-style sofa was a woman between two men—two vampire men. Her red gown had deep slits in the flowing fabric, showing off bronzed thighs, eyes unfocused as they bit and sucked on her neck, fangs slick with her blood.

A dark-haired vampire turned his stubbled face away from her throat, using a massive hand to pull aside the ruched, deep V of the front of her dress before biting down on her bare breast.

She moaned, much louder this time, drawing a dark chuckle from the redheaded vampire on her other side.

“What should we do about this delicious cunt of yours, hm?” he rumbled in a thick Scottish accent, his hand sliding up the bare skin of her thigh until he was cupping her under her skirt. “Fuck you till you beg us to stop?”

“Are you wet for us?” crooned the dark-haired vampire, tweaking her nipple with his fingers.

I averted my eyes, politely trying to ignore them as I set the tray down on the low glass-topped table in front of them, unloading their drinks on the reflective surface.

“You can watch if you want,” the woman called, and I looked up to see her eager eyes on me as her men bit and sucked their way down her chest. Her hand disappeared into the front of the redhead’s pants, and I straightened, collecting my tray with a little shake of my head.

She was… unfamiliar. Likely one of the on-call girls that they used for big events. And even though the offer was tempting, I shook my head.

“Enjoy.”

“Oh, we will,” said the stubbly vampire, turning the woman’s face for a slow kiss as her skirt rustled with the thrust of fingers.

With a jolt, I was reminded how it was supposed to feel to come when you had vampire venom in your veins. Like ecstasy on steroids. The venom worked like a powerful aphrodisiac, making the world seem both out of focus and sharp at the same time, every touch amplified into a wave of pleasure.

It made sense—biting someone hard enough to break the skin probably hurt like a bitch, no one would want to invite a hungry vampire back for a nibble if there wasn’t something in it for them.

You could get addicted to the instant gratification. Or so I’d heard.

But even I had to admit as I backed out of the alcove on trembling legs, letting the curtain fall shut, that I was… curious. Too curious.

Leaning against the wall at the end of the hall to a symphony of clothes shifting and flesh against flesh, I took a deep breath. It was the first moment all night I hadn’t been running around doing something for somebody. Even if the soundtrack of my stolen break was moans, gasps, and the odd muffled choking cough.

“Enjoying yourself?”

I jumped, finding Juniper watching me with teasing dancing in her cerulean eyes. She’d tied her long, fiery hair up into a ponytail that was pulled over one shoulder, the curled ends dancing as she tilted her head.

“I—” My face heated impossibly more as I tried to come up with any kind of response that didn’t make me sound like some perverted weirdo.

Her lips curved into a knowing smile as she leaned forward to take the tray from my hands with a deep inhale, mouth just barely grazing the shell of my ear. “I suppose that answers that.”

I licked my lips nervously, trying not to think about the gasps and pants underscoring our whispered conversation. Or that Juniper could smell the way my blood rushed in my veins at her proximity.

“Nothing special,” I lied.

Juniper’s laugh was light and melodic as she reached up to gently adjust my hair, close enough I could smell her perfume. Warm and spicy and undercut with something juicy and fresh like sweet oranges. “Sure, Striker.”

“You seem to be having fun.”

“Right now? I’m having a blast… And I like this more than I thought I would.”

“Me too,” I said softly with my hands pressed firmly against the wall to stop myself from grabbing her, though I wasn’t sure if I was talking about O or the coven of vampires I’d been drawn to from the moment I’d laid eyes on it. “I’m going to lunch early; can you tell Cole when you go back to the bar?” I asked breathlessly attempting to side step out of where Juniper had stepped into my body.

“Seamstress, bartender, and messenger girl,” she drawled, though I detected a note of teasing as she twirled the tray absently in her fingers. “Sure; go grab something sweet before you miss out. Unless…”

“Unless?” I echoed, nearly begging her to go on.

Juniper’s eyes moved from mine to my lips before they found a home on the side of my throat. My pulse was so elevated, I wouldn’t have been surprised if she could see it like a physical thing beneath my skin. There was a long, tense silence, her attention feeling both intense and faraway at the same time as I half trembled against the wall with the desire to be touched.

Juniper blinked, shaking her head like she was clearing away the hazy cloud of lust between us as she stepped away. Her expression shuttering as she continued to put distance between us. “Go have lunch, Vi.”

“Right,” I said, casting one last look at the vampire as I headed toward the swinging doors leading to the back of the house. “Try and, um, enjoy yourself.”

It was a bit of a vague response after the strange intensity of the moment before, but I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

“Don’t worry,” the vampire called with an arch of her coppery eyebrow. She tightened her ponytail, blowing out a hard breath. “I assure you, I am.”


elsie
. . .



“Hey, pretty girl,” Vi called, leaning into my mirror with a plate piled high with pink heart-shaped macarons and chocolate-covered strawberries dusted in golden, glittery sprinkles.

She gingerly slid the delicate gold-rimmed dish onto my vanity, nudging cosmetics and makeup brushes out of her way to make space.

“Hi yourself,” I said with a glint of fang peeking out of my teasing smile. Our eyes met in the mirror as I tapped my cheeks lightly, diffusing a soft pink liquid blush with my fingers.

It made me feel weirdly self-conscious that my hair was still in rollers, setting my curls before I went on stage—not that Vi hadn’t seen me mid-glam before or even naked several nights a week. But it was Valentine’s Day! We didn’t have an official date planned or anything, but I wanted… I don’t know! For it to be special, I guess.

Maybe I should’ve asked her on a proper date. It wouldn’t have been tonight, not with the club full to bursting with couples looking to spice up what otherwise would’ve been another boring dinner date. But… Maybe we could’ve gone for breakfast after work—it still counted as breakfast at four a.m., right? When did things stop being midnight snacks?

I fought a nervous giggle, embarrassment making me stiff as Vi brushed a stray hair from the nape of my neck with her warm fingers.

“I was worried if I didn’t swipe some of these now, they’d be out by the time I took my break,” she said, popping a strawberry into her mouth. A stray crumb of chocolate rested against her upper lip, and I gave in to the urge to swipe it away, sucking it off the pad of my finger.

Vi swallowed hard, pink rising to her cheeks and making my mouth water.

The little red dress she wore was perfect for the evening’s theme, ribbed fabric hugging her every curve like it’d been tailored for her specifically. It made me wonder what Juniper could make for her if I gave her no rules and an unlimited budget.

A dangerous notion. Juniper was amazing at making clothes, but her real talent was in lingerie. The thought led into another, reminding me of the gift I’d purchased for Vi.

It was a gamble, but…

“Els?” Vi asked, nudging me with her shoulder good-naturedly as she recovered first. “Anybody home?”

I jumped off my stool with a nervous laugh, trying not to let my gaze stray toward Vi’s obvious cleavage or bare legs for too long.

“Yes, sorry! Actually, I… Um… I got you a little something. I hope that’s okay.”

“You didn’t have to do that,” she said, her elevated heart rate betraying her curiosity. “I… Well, I didn’t get you anything.”

“We didn’t talk about presents, so I wasn’t expecting one. I just wanted to, so I did.”

One of the things I liked best about Vi was how perceptive she was, constantly soaking up information about the people around her. Even when I was peppering her with questions for Mission Girlfriend Material, which was finally a name I didn’t hate, she was the one getting all the information. It wouldn’t be a surprise if she had notes in her phone about each of us, tracking our likes and dislikes.

If, you know, that wasn’t total insane person behaviour.

Not that I could talk, given the nearly encyclopaedic level of knowledge I’d collected about my coworker-slash-crush-slash-future girlfriend.

Something about her attention to detail just felt… good.

With the shriek of metal against metal, I pushed aside some low-hanging costumes to reveal a box I’d hidden on the bottom shelf of my clothes rack, out of sight of the nosy dancers I shared my space with.

She took in the elegant black script and matching bow wrapped around the blush box with interest.

“Agent Provocateur?” Vi asked in that soft, raspy voice of hers that made my toes curl, her lips twitching as she took the gift with barely contained grabby hands.

Note to self: she likes presents.

“Open it,” I encouraged, clasping my hands behind my back to stop myself from lifting the box back out of her grip as she hesitated.

The waiting was always the worst part of gift-giving. Why didn’t people just shred things like when we were kids on Christmas morning?

Vi unravelled the bow slowly, peeling back the lid of the box and tucking it underneath. The black tissue paper rustled as she parted it, revealing a lingerie set made of sheer nude fabric, a dusting of embroidered pink and red hearts decorating the scalloped edges of the bra and the top of the panties like sprinkles. The set was completed with pink piping to finish its edges that matched the ribbon of the garter belt.

Cute and sexy. The exact sort of thing I wanted to see her in.

Vi’s mouth hung open in surprise, her eyes wide as she looked up from the box to meet my gaze. “Elsie, this is⁠—”

“Just your size,” I interrupted before taking a sharp breath through my nose to steady myself.

I’d barely had to do any begging to get Babydoll, the gooey romantic, to hand over Vi’s bra size.

After our near miss of a kiss the other day, and whatever weirdness followed. I realised that it was time to take matters into my own hands.

You need a grand gesture, baby? No problem, here it is.

I pulled the tie on my robe, the bow coming loose and parting the silken fabric to reveal my matching set. Sheer fabric hugged my every curve, the light padding and underwire in the bra putting in the work to lift my chest just right.

“Don’t you think we make a great pair?” I asked, allowing the tie to slip through my fingers.

There was a beat of silence.

Two.

Three.

Vi stared at me, her eyes roving over every inch of exposed skin like she was trying to commit it to memory.

It didn’t matter that girls were running around us to get ready. Our world had shrunk to just us.

The gift box hit the floor with a dull thud as she grabbed the front of my robe, the gauzy material taut in her fingers as she drew me against her chest.

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” she breathed, her free hand cupping the back of my neck as she guided my lips to hers in a demanding kiss that left me feeling dizzy.

We traded kisses like breaths of air, her lips soft and warm against mine.

God, Vi was a good kisser.

Something I wanted to explore for hours, preferably not in the middle of a room full of my coworkers but… whatever, they could watch it if they wanted. I wasn’t ashamed to be seen with her.

In fact, I was thrilled by the idea that this beautiful, caring creature looked around this room full of girls and wanted me.

I gripped her hips as her fingers left my robe to trail along the thin fabric of my bra, her warm fingers against my cold skin making me shiver.

Vi’s hand tangled into the hair at the back of my head, pulling a little from the pinned rollers as she controlled our pace. Her free hand cradled my face, thumb stroking the soft skin near my cheekbone, teeth digging into my low lip in a soft nip that turned my knees to jelly.

When the lights flickered from behind my closed eyes, announcing the next act, a frustrated groan slipped from Vi’s lips as she pulled away to rest her forehead against mine.

I wet my lips with my tongue, earning another taste of the vanilla lip gloss she’d left behind. “Vi, I⁠—”

“When do you have to be on stage?” she interrupted, her hand sliding from my face to toy with the open front of the robe, the silken belt gripped tightly in her fingers.

I groaned internally. As much as I wanted to go upstairs to the apartment, I knew there would be hell to pay from Dana if I bailed. Tonight needed to go off without a hitch if we were going to have any hope of making the money we needed to pay off Garrett this month.

Loser.

Dana absolutely owed me one for being such a good covenmate right now. I looked behind Vi to the clock, the butterflies in my stomach throwing a rave as Vi’s fingers traced patterns along the bare skin of my hip, dipping to run her fingers along the band of my panties.

“Twenty minutes,” I breathed, tipping my head back to give her wandering mouth, moving along my shoulder to the crook of my neck, access to my throat.

Maybe never, if you keep looking at me like Juniper looks at a bowl of spicy ramen. Rather get devoured by you than anything else.

“It’ll have to do,” Vi said, grabbing hold of my wrist. The feathered hem of my robe tickled my skin as she led me toward the darkened entry of Dana's old office, glowing faintly red with the computer’s screensaver.

We were inside, and I had my back against the door before I had time to think, Vi’s lips meeting mine with renewed need. I grabbed her ass, fusing our hips together in a bid for some delicious, satisfying friction. I’d been soaked from the second she’d first kissed me, and if she didn’t touch me soon, I wasn’t above begging.

Honestly, it usually made things more fun.

Vi made quick work of my robe, sliding the fabric off my shoulders and down my arms to pool on the floor in a mass of pale pink. She broke our kiss, a whispered moan escaping her throat as she took me in.

“Stunning,” she murmured, hands reverently roaming my exposed skin. She kissed down the side of my neck, dull human teeth scraping at the skin and making me shiver. “Have you been running around in this all day?”

“Maybe,” I whispered, my breath hitching as she teased my nipples through the fabric of my bra with a roll of her pointer finger and thumb. “Vi, please. I want you.”

“Fuck,” she hissed, pulling the cups down to get a look at the pebbled peaks. “I hate that this is going to have to be quick.”

Her eyes met mine, and my breath caught at the want burning in her gaze.

I was used to being desired, but this didn’t feel like something as simple as sexual attraction. It felt a lot like need.

She tweaked my bare nipple with her fingers, and my pussy clenched like she’d drawn a line directly to my core.

“Vi, please,” I whined again, grinding my hips against hers and using my hand on her waist to keep her close as her thigh moved between my legs, finally offering me a sliver of the sweet relief I craved.

“Please what?” she whispered, her breath fanning along my ear and the side of my neck. Her lips met the sensitive skin a moment after, kissing and sucking a path toward my collarbone.

“Please, I—” I want you. I need you. I’m desperate for you. “Make me come.”

“Well, since you asked so nicely,” she purred cheekily.

Her lips met mine briefly before she scored a line of hot, open-mouthed kisses over my chest, and trailing further down. Her teeth dragged until she reached my nipple, teasing the peak with her tongue in small flicks that had me chewing my lip to swallow whimpers, only barely in control enough to remember that just on the other side of this door was a room full of my coworkers.

It only made it all hotter—the glide of my damp panties against Vi’s bare thigh as I ground down hard, the delicious friction of the fabric against my clit, and a well-timed possessive suck from Vi dragging a moan from my lips.

“Fuck,” she hissed against my breast, biting down hard enough to bruise. “Make that sound again.”

I loved being marked up by my vicious little human. Love bites were like glitter—you never really could have enough.

She gripped my ass, forcing me to speed up with a pained suck of air as she found the open, heart-shaped cutout at the back of my panties.

“You little slut,” she murmured, swatting my butt cheek hard enough to make me gasp before soothing away the hurt with a brush of her palm. “You wanted me to fuck you in the club.”

“Maybe,” I admitted, pulling her close to drag my teeth along her exposed shoulder.

I almost felt drunk with the power of her scent—honeysuckle and sugary cupcakes burning down to a nearly caramel-like finish with her arousal singing between us. Her quickened pulse was thumping along her throat, begging for me to bite and taste and tear her until I’d drunk my fill.

The flat of my tongue pressed against her skin, a whisper of that decadent flavour meeting my taste buds, fangs scoring a light scratch in my wake.

I was flattened against the door as she gripped my thigh, hooking my leg over her hip impatiently to give her better access. Vi’s fingers skated over the edge of the panties, teasing the spot where I wanted to feel her most.

“Look at my pretty little princess,” she murmured as I bucked helplessly into her hand, soft panting moans slipping between my kisses on her neck. “Soaked right through and I’ve barely begun.”

“Vi—fuck—” I whimpered as she slid the panties to the side, digits slipping through my slick entrance for a shallow dip into my core that made me quiver, my entire body moving to try and force her deeper inside me.

Anything, absolutely anything, to make her fuck me.

“Vi, what?” she coaxed softly. “Use your words, Princess.”

The nickname was the perfect mix of affection and condescension, something I could think about later. It was impossible to follow a train of thought even when Vi’s fingers were just barely teasing my cunt.

“Can I—” I started, only for Vi to plunge two fingers inside me, scissoring the digits and making me break into a loud moan. I was so wet there wasn’t any resistance as she pumped in and out of me, and I could already feel my orgasm building as she ground the palm of her hand against my clit.

“Shh,” she hissed, though her mouth was slanted into a cocky smirk. It wasn’t like backstage was quiet, and with the music pumping through the club… Well, there was at least a chance no one had heard that. “Can you what, Els?”

“Yes, Vi! God, you feel so good—” I babbled, as Vi’s free hand moved to catch my wrists, holding them above my head against the door. There was only one thing that could possibly make this moment better. “I need… Can I bite you?”

She nipped my earlobe, voice husky. “Go on.”

I groaned, my entire body shuddering at the command. My fangs ached with the desire to comply with her order, but after she’d retreated from me the other night… I knew better than to push things.

“A-Are you sure?” I stammered, swallowing hard.

Vi slowly freed her fingers from me, pausing to ghost them over my clit with purposeful strokes that had me whimpering and thrashing against her hold before dipping back inside to fuck me like her life depended on it.

“Come on, Elsie,” Vi purred to me, her body warm and deliciously heavy as she pressed me into the door. Her fingers grazed my jaw, taking hold of my chin to guide my face to hers for a tender kiss. “Don’t you want a taste?”

“Vi, please⁠—”

She turned her head, offering me her pale, creamy throat and something in me lurched out that I’d never felt before. An urge to not only bite her, but to change Vi into one of us. To claim her as a part of our coven for the rest of eternity.

I pushed the urge away and sucked, pulling her blood to the surface before my fangs sunk into her tender skin.

She stiffened a moment at the sharp throb of pain, her grip on my wrists hardening before it went slack as my venom took hold. The human went languid in my arms, abandoning the rhythm of her fingers in favour of crooking them up into the sensitive ridged section deep within me for lazy circles, her free hand cupping the back of my head.

Her moan was stifled against my cheek, the little shudder of her body setting me ablaze.

The touch, paired with the explosion of sweetness along my tongue, made me completely fall apart, coming with a snarled whine where I sucked down mouthfuls of her decadent blood, the warring sensations of her fingers and palm cresting my pleasure until I was seeing stars.

Before I could truly gorge, I pulled back enough to lick a stripe up the side of her neck, my saliva closing the wound and removing any evidence of what we’d been doing.

Vi’s eyes met mine, glassy from the high of vampire venom, as she freed her fingers from my cunt to lick my shining arousal away.

“Maybe,” Dana called dryly from behind Vi, making both of us jump. “The next time you choose to have sex in our workplace, you could at least make sure the office you’ve locked yourself into is empty.”

Vi recovered first, moving to shield my body from view protectively.

A bit silly, given Dana and I had done all that and more in the shower this morning. But incredibly chivalrous and cute anyway.

My gaze met Dana’s, her stare heavy with desire as she leaned her warm brown elbow on the desk, a pair of noise-cancelling headphones hung loosely around her neck.

I hadn’t noticed her when we came in. At. All.

Oops.

“Busted. Sorry, Dana,” Vi said with a blush to her cheeks that told me she was anything but sorry as she righted my panties and bra. “Won’t happen again… Unless you’d like it to.”

I swear to every god there ever was that I got even wetter. She liked to be watched. A bold move, making such an obvious pass at your boss, but… I mean, people did say some crazy things while hopped up on venom. Maybe it was the confidence booster she needed to take things with Dana to the next level.

And I watched as it worked on Dana too. She leaned forward with interest, her eyes trailing from Vi’s head, with her hair tousled from my hands, to the scrapes on the side of her neck, over that skintight little dress to her bare legs, and back to her face with agonizing slowness.

“Or I could join you,” she offered, her tone measured.

Thank goodness for no HR department.

Vi studied Dana appraisingly, her tongue darting out to wet her lips. “You’d want to?”

Dana’s fanged grin was predatorial as she whispered, “I’d love to, darling.”

“It’s decided,” I said, slapping Vi’s ass playfully as she bent to pick up my robe. “So come here and let’s⁠—”

“It looks like the bar is swamped,” Dana interrupted, hooking a thumb toward the monitors on her desk. “You should get back out there,” she told Vi just before her eyes flicked to me, eyebrow raising. “And you are due on stage in three minutes.”

Vi groaned, swaying slightly. Probably not my finest moment to send her back out there high as balls on vampire venom, but she’d just be wicked horny for a bit and a little slow-moving. It wasn’t like anything was going to happen with Ren around.

Well, nothing she didn’t want to happen anyway.

“Yeah, you got it, boss,” Vi said, tossing the nickname at Dana with a fair bit of sass, making the vampire shift in her seat.

“Brat.”

“Maybe,” she returned with a shrug. My stomach flip-flopped as Vi turned back to me, brushing a thumb over my cheek. “See you later?”

“Yeah,” I whispered, revelling in the tender kiss that followed.

“Hope you enjoyed the show, Dana,” Vi tossed over her shoulder as she stepped away from me, the chill in the sudden space between us uncomfortable as I tugged my robe back on.

I moved aside and opened the door, giving her enough space to pass.

“Thoroughly,” the vampire replied with a dirty smile. “Let’s do it again soon.”

“Break a leg, Els,” Vi purred, lips grazing my temple before she disappeared back into the club.

I reached up to run my hand through my hair, finding it blocked by the curlers still pinned into place.

Oh god. Vi just fucked me in Dana’s office. With Dana in the office. While my hair was still in curlers?

I pulled one of the Velcro rollers out and lobbed it at Dana’s head.

“I can’t believe you just sat there and watched, you pervert.”

She shrugged, light brown eyes filled with mischief. “I, for one, don’t mind a little show with my dinner.” She pushed aside her empty takeout container and leaned back in her chair, booted feet coming to rest on the tabletop.

“I thought you were upstairs,” I groaned. “What gives?”

Dana shrugged noncommittally. “I like my office.”

I had to stop myself from rolling my eyes. We’d had this fight at least once a week since Cherie had passed and Dana took over the club.

“Upstairs is your office. Are you worried about ghosts or something?”

Her expression soured. “Two minutes thirty, and you need to touch up your face.”

I lost the battle and rolled my eyes. In a few careful steps, I’d crossed the room, leaning over the desktop with my palms flat against its surface to press a kiss to her cheek. “I miss her too, but you’re torturing yourself.”

“I’m not.”

Our eyes met, and I hesitated, but I’d never been good at knowing when to keep my mouth shut. “In case you haven’t noticed, there is a very real, very alive girl out there who wants you as much as you want her. Maybe you could stop teasing and take some goddamn initiative.”

Dana pushed away from the desk, her expression stormy. “Go dance, Elsie. Don’t make me make it an order.”

I sighed and headed for the door. It was not the time to fight when I had a call time.

“I love you, Dana, but sometimes you’re a real…” I inhaled sharply, walking through the door, calling back to her as it swung shut. “Coward.”


vi
. . .



Sure, a mid-shift quickie with a side of accidental voyeurism seemed like a great idea in the moment, but as I returned to the bar with damp panties and my head positively swimming with Elsie’s venom, I was seriously questioning my choices. 

Plus, I still wasn’t entirely sure about getting mixed up with the whole coven of vampires who were also my coworkers. 

You should have thought of that five minutes ago when you were begging for Elsie to bite you, idiot. 

“I’ll handle this,” I said, nudging Cole out of the way to take over filling a tray of flutes with bubbly. “Go get something to eat.” 

“Let me just make sure none of my guests need anything,” he said with an appreciative nod, turning to check in with the customers seated at the bar. 

O was so packed that I couldn’t spot an empty chair in the entire place, which meant that my silly little idea wasn’t just a success—it had absolutely exceeded expectations. And thank fuck for that. It bothered me to see Dana so worried, especially when the things bothering her were mostly out of her control. 

The memory of the hungry look in the vampire’s eyes when she’d let us know she’d watched me and Elsie made heat flare up the back of my neck. 

Maybe, if I played my cards right, all this success would come with a reward.

Ren caught my eye, flashing a fanged, slanted smile that was cut short with a loud curse. Bright pink liqueur covered her hand and the bar top where she’d overfilled a shot glass. 

“Distracted?” I teased, grabbing a rag and leaning into her personal space to mop up the mess. I lingered in her bubble as I dragged the fabric over her hands, clearing away the sticky liquid. 

“Yes,” she muttered, taking a deep breath through her nose. Her pupils dilated as she took in my mussed hair and kiss-swollen lips, tongue darting out like she could taste what Elsie and I’d been doing in the air. 

I was sure she could. She’d definitely be able to smell the vampire all over me and see the faded lipstick prints that peppered my neck and shoulder. 

Okay, fine. And the tiny dress I’d worn tonight was practically screaming, Hello, sexy vampire, I am dying for you to look at me.

At the time I chose it, I wasn’t sure if I meant Ren or Elsie. Or both.

I wasn’t a huge fan of Valentine’s Day myself, largely since I’d never really dated anyone seriously enough to share it with, but could you blame a girl for wanting to tempt their crush into a bit of romance on the one day of the year dedicated to it? 

The woman at the bar, clearly trying to flirt her way into Ren’s bed tonight, huffed and tossed her mane of sleek black hair over her shoulder. “My drink, Ren?” 

“Right; sorry, Marina. Here you are,” Ren replied, her eyes not straying from my face as she slid the shot glass across the bar to her. 

Marina tapped her French-manicured nails on the bar, pouting. “Ren, this isn’t what I ordered.” 

“Looks perfect to me,” the vampire said dismissively, her fingers trailing down my lower back to rest at the swell of my ass. “Did you have a Valentine’s date without me, Striker?” 

I laughed, nudging her out of the way with my hip, dislodging her hand in the process, and turned to Marina. “What’s she supposed to be making you?” 

“Forget it, blood bag,” Marina sniped, heaving an irritated sigh and collecting her shot. “Looks like what I want isn’t on the menu.” 

"You can only be jealous of someone who has something you think you ought to have yourself," Ren muttered, caging me against the bar with my back to her front. Then, louder so her voice would carry, “See you next week, Mar.” 

“Who said that?” I asked, giving in to the impulse to grind my ass against her. Ren’s hand found my waist, keeping me close, and I smirked. 

Okay, maybe I was still a little venom drunk. 

And maybe I was just really tired of waiting for the overly polite bartender to make a real move. 

“Margaret Atwood,” Ren mumbled, her hand moving south until her fingertips teased the hem of my dress out of the view of the patrons. She pushed the fabric up a couple of inches, tracing a pattern of little circles on my thigh. 

I laughed breathlessly. “Need I remind you we’re at work?”

She chuckled, eyes flicking to the stage where Elsie had already stripped off her bra, showing off her breasts. The ones I hadn’t had enough time with.

She would need to go home with me at the end of the night. We had unfinished business.

Like she could read my thoughts, Ren’s hand moved higher, brushing the edge of my panties before she covered my pussy with her hand, finding me still wet.

“Yes, we certainly are.” Ren snickered. “But you seem needy.” Her lips ghosted over the shell of my ear, making me squirm in her firm hold. “I’m wondering if anyone would notice if I stuck my fing⁠—”

“Ren, flirt with Striker later! We’re up to our eyes in it, for fuck’s sake.” Cole shouted, shoving past us to collect a bottle from the top shelf. 

“Shit, sorry, Blondie,” Ren said to him before whispering, “Make time for me afterwards? I have something for you.” 

Then she released me to stalk toward the point of sale to look at the tickets like she hadn’t made me even wetter with nothing but promises. 

“Lovebirds,” Cole said, though the bitterness was undercut by a good-natured laugh. “If you’re done canoodling, I’ll go take that break now.” 

“You got it,” I called, busying myself with the clients sitting closest to me. 

I worked through the orders quickly, earning myself a couple of fat tips that I earmarked for my mom’s overdue light bill, and if there was anything left over, some flowers for the girls. It’d be nice to do something for them, even if it would be a couple of days late. My mind was already turning over what arrangements would work the best for everyone as I weaved from guest to guest, matching flirty smiles and trading compliments. 

It was obvious the extra attention was due to the fact I smelled like sex to every vampire in a ten-foot radius, but damn—the money was so good it had me questioning if I should be dealing with damp panties four nights a week so I could finally pay off that overdue credit card the bank kept calling about.

Elsie’s set, the parts I was able to glimpse between shaking martinis and pouring champagne, was even better than in rehearsal. I was taking credit for the way her eyes sparkled, freshly fucked, as she shed layer after layer of decadently embroidered lingerie behind a pair of dusty pink ostrich feather fans. 

Ren and I brushed against each other casually, light touches that could’ve been accidental except for the way that they so very clearly weren’t. Not when Ren usually took the utmost care to give me space, especially behind the bar. 

I cast her a sidelong glance as I poured a measure of vodka over ice, using the beverage gun to fill it the rest of the way with tonic. Her eyes strayed to me just as I thought to look away, our gazes catching for a few long moments. 

Come on, Vi! Focus! 

Busiest night of the week! 

Smoking hot vampire with a damned septum piercing and tattoos you are dying to know if they travel all the way down to⁠—

“Striker,” Dana called, sliding onto the only free stool at the bar and leaning over the glossy surface with a suggestive smile. “Turns out you have brains and beauty in equal measure. This is the best night we’ve had in months.” 

If she was thinking about what she’d seen in her office—and I had to assume she was—she was very good at keeping her eyes politely on mine. 

I tucked a lime wedge into the rim of a glass and slid it to the charming vampire a few seats down the bar. The vamp pulled out his wallet, sifted through it, and handed me an overly generous tip for the single drink I’d served him. His sandy blond hair was long, curling at the ends and around his ears. It gave him a distinctly beachy sort of vibe, especially when paired with his delicious Australian accent. 

“Thanks, babe.” He slapped the stack of bills on the table, looking me up and down before pushing off the stool he’d draped himself over. His smile was languid, easy like a Sunday morning, as he met my eyes with a burning gaze. “You available tonight?”

I shook my head with a soft laugh, but Dana was the one who answered. 

“Sorry, buddy. She has a date tonight.” 

“That so?” he asked, raising an eyebrow at her. “I didn’t think your coven was too keen on growing, Dana.” 

She shrugged. “Doesn’t change the fact that she’s otherwise engaged, Jasper.”  

“Can’t blame a man for trying,” he said with a shrug of his own, collecting his drink and heading off into the crowd. 

“And what if I wanted to take him up on the offer?” I asked Dana, leaning against the bar, knowing the move gave her a straight shot down the front of my dress. 

“Did you?” she asked, that careful politeness cracking only a little as her eyes strayed momentarily before immediately snapping back to mine. 

I decided it was in my best interest not to tell her that if I was going home with a vampire tonight, it certainly wasn’t going to be a man. Even if I wasn’t entirely sure which vampire I wanted more. 

Big choices were never really my thing. 

So don’t choose, a little voice in my head nudged helpfully. It doesn’t seem like they want you to.

My eyes moved to Ren of their own accord, and Dana chuckled. 

“Thought not.”

“Oh, fuck right off,” I hissed, tucking my overly generous tip into my bra and tossing the rest of the money in the register. I glanced at the open tickets before pulling out some glassware to start the drinks that needed to go to the VIP. Juniper hated having to wait for us, so it was easier to have them done early. 

Dana reached across the bar, her fingers trailing my wrist gently. “If you need me, I’ll be in my office.”

“Which one?” I asked coyly. 

Her eyes burned as she pulled away. This time, she didn’t stop herself as her eyes caught on my curves. “I don’t like being teased, darling.” 

“Unfortunate,” I whispered as my heart picked up. “I don’t plan on stopping.” 

Dana’s lips parted, but she hesitated, looking into my eyes for a few long beats. “If you want to find me, I suppose you’ll find out.” 

“Yeah, guess I will,” I replied, but our flirting was interrupted as another vampire called down the bar asking for a beer. 

I’d only looked away a second, holding up my hand in a clear order to wait, but by the time I turned back, Dana had already retreated into the back. 

Without her very welcome distraction, I returned to work. When things slowed down enough for me to look at the stage, Peaches and Magenta were halfway through their doubles routine. 

Peaches twisted her body up into a beautiful curve from her position on the floor as Mags twirled over her on the pole. It was enthralling, the way their bodies came so close to touching without ever meeting. Peaches’s ass pressed against the wooden stage, hiding the tattoo that gave her that nickname—a peach complete with stem and leaf on her right butt cheek. 

Mags’s lips twisted into a sultry smile as she lowered herself further, letting go of the pole and crawling between Peaches’s legs. Her dark skin complemented Peaches’s to form a seductive contrast, the two the picture of ecstasy as they made a show of stripping off each other’s clothes.  

“How much for a taste of you, sugar?” The acrid smell of drink dragged my attention away from the stage. A vampire, at least a foot taller than me and twice as wide, was leaning across the counter as far as he could to get into my space, his voice rough like he’d been smoking for several centuries. 

Or, like he’d gotten into the wrong girl’s bubble, and she’d punched him in the throat. I was already debating it myself, my internal danger meter kicking up at the surprising ease with which he crossed the unwritten boundary between guest and bartender. Everyone knows you do not lean over the bar. 

He lacked the dangerous I’ve been alive for too many lifetimes vibe Sel had. More like a douchey finance major, complete with spiked hair and a single diamond stud earring. Gag. 

I planted my feet and met his dull amber eyes with a coy smile painted onto my face like my cherry red lipstick.

“Not for sale. But I’m sure I could mix something to your taste.”

I tucked a piece of my hair behind my ear, emboldened by Ren’s proximity and watchful eyes throughout the night. A little flirting with Mr. Fangtastic and I’d earn myself another fat tip. Even if it would require more acting than a Netflix Christmas movie. 

He scoffed, the easy smile from before transformed into a look of incredulity. “No? Aren’t all of you treats here for sale?” 

“Not me,” I said flatly, glancing up to look for Ren and finding myself alone behind the bar.

Discomfort flared to life in my chest. 

Where did she go? She was always so careful to make sure that⁠—

I stepped back just as the vampire reached across the polished wood to grip my wrist, tugging me forward. My ribs hit the edge of the counter hard enough that I was sure it would bruise, an involuntary squeak of surprise escaping me. 

“Let go,” I snapped, jerking my arm to try and break his grip. Not that it would do me any good—if a vampire wanted to hold on to a human, there was nothing they could do to stop them. 

The music was so loud I had to strain to hear his snarl over it and the din of many voices. My eyes moved behind him, hopefully searching… For Dana? She was back in her office. Fuck. Juniper? Steadily busy with the VIP.

I was going to have to deal with this myself. 

“Just a taste,” he demanded, rubbing his stubbled cheek up my arm. 

I didn’t bother to fight my full-body shudder, customer service voice flatly out the window. 

“Get the fuck off me.” 

It felt like there was no blood left in my brain, or maybe too much of it all at once. Until now, it’d been easy to forget that we used stage names for our protection. That the sometimes annoying patrons of O were actually more dangerous than your average rich dickhead. 

That monsters could be lurking under all the money and charm.

My thoughts swirled nonsensically as I tried to pull my arm away, the buzz of anxiety itchy in my veins. 

He chuckled, his smile anything but friendly as he used the leverage of my arm to force me half over the counter. My toes were barely meeting the rubberized mat as he captured my face in his free hand with a grip that was sure to leave marks. 

My heart thrashed as I struggled to push him off, clawing and scratching in my desperate bid for freedom—accomplishing nothing more than tiring myself out and wrinkling his expensive suit. 

He was too strong for me to pull away, and the bar between us stopped me from throwing my knee into his crotch. 

I cast another look behind me only to have hope splinter to dust. 

No Ren.

No Cole.

I was out of options. I opened my mouth to scream, any concern about causing a scene gone. 

“You’re going to let me bite you,” the vampire said as if he’d read my mind, voice thick with syrupy compulsion that made my voice die in my throat. Even without direct eye contact, my body betrayed me instantly, going limp and pliable in his hold. 

There were a lot of things to be afraid of when it came to vampires. 

When I was in college, compulsion was mostly something stupid that vampire sorority girls used to make sure our admissions in truth or dare were actually truthful, but we’d all learned that it wasn’t just a fun party trick. 

There were laws against it, of course. Stripping someone’s autonomy and forcing them into submission was unacceptable way before we knew vampires were even real.

My breaths came in heavy pants, mind screaming against my languid form to move, to do anything that would get me out of the situation. Nothing happened.

The vampire released my face. Lifting my boneless arm to his lips, he inhaled deeply against my pulse. I squeezed my eyes shut, still battling against the order like there was a physical wall between my brain and my limbs. 

He ran the pad of his tongue against the strumming vein that lay just below the skin. 

“Your skin tastes like fucking cotton candy,” the vampire muttered. 

I opened my eyes in time to see his crimson eyes flaring with delight.  

Please stop. I couldn’t force the pathetic, pleading words past my lips. 

“Fuck you.” 

He sunk his fangs into my arm with a pinprick of pain, closely followed by a lick of pleasure that washed over my every nerve. I clenched my teeth against the moan that was brewing in the back of my throat, my knees weak as the enzymes in his venom did their job to ensure my compliance—no, enthusiastic participation—in being a walking juice box. 

I willed myself not to vomit as disgust began to crack the foundation of his compulsion. I kept pushing, willing my body to move. To open my mouth and call for help. 

My blood rushed so loudly in my ears that it drowned out the music of the club, vision blotting slightly as he sucked up mouthful after mouthful. Pain flared to life in my wrist as my flesh ribboned. I gasped, blinking rapidly in time to catch Ren’s fist connecting with the vampire’s face.

Reality snapped into focus now that I was free of the vampire’s grasp. I slid to the floor, curling to hug myself as my breath came in ragged gasps from the relative safety behind the bar. 

The commotion on the other side of the divider was nothing but a nonsensical arrangement of thuds, curses, and shouts punctuated by my own hiccupping sobs as I fruitlessly tried to regulate my emotions. 

“Vi? Vi!” Cole’s voice sounded far away as he kneeled beside me, his warm hand on my shoulder.

Instinctively, I reared back from the touch, my fight-or-flight response too close to the surface. 

“Let go of me Dana, I’m going to fucking kill him!” Ren shouted from the other side of the bar.

Cole grimaced. “I won’t touch you without permission again. I’m sorry,” he said gently, his bleached eyebrows drawn together with concern and hands held open over his chest. “Can I help you sit up?” 

I nodded jerkily, and his gentle hands moved to help untangle my limbs and sit me up, leaning me against the shelves that lined the underside of the bar. 

“Vi!” Ren gasped, shaking Dana off and hopping over the bar to drop to her knees in front of me. She cupped my face in her hands. “Are you alright? I’m so sorry I⁠—” 

A whimper clawed its way out of my throat, and I slid toward Cole, the usual excitement that I experienced looking at Ren’s dark, mono-lidded eyes replaced by an entirely animal sort of fear at the sight of her fangs. 

“You need to give her some space,” Cole said loudly. “Back up.” 

Ren dropped her hands like I’d burned her, emotion clouding her dark gaze. 

“Right,” she scooted back, turning an accusing glare on Cole. “What happened? Why was she alone behind the bar?” 

I clenched my jaw, gripping the sleeve of Cole’s shirt as fat tears rolled down my cheek. Blood dripped down my arm from the torn flesh, splashing onto the floor in little pools of crimson. 

“I’d gone for lunch; you were still here when I stepped away,” Cole said. “Quit bitching at me and go find Dana. Vi needs that arm wrapped.” 

Ren’s jaw worked with frustration before she stood.

“Yeah, right. I’ll be right back. Stay right here.” 

“Don’t worry, I’ll keep an eye on her,” Cole assured, looping an arm around my shoulders as I leaned against his warm side. “Is this okay?” 

I nodded, not trusting my voice. 

“I’m so sorry,” he whispered. “We shouldn’t have left you by yourself.” 

Time seemed to pass in inches and miles. One moment Cole was muttering a steady stream of assurances to my deaf ears, and the next Dana had wrapped my arm in thick gauze. She kneeled beside me, snapping the metal first aid kit shut with a metallic click. 

“There you go, darling,” she murmured softly, tucking a lock of sweaty hair behind my ear, her gaze concerned as it moved over my face. “Why don’t you let June take you home?” Her voice was calm, grounding. I latched onto it like a lifeline. 

At my nod, Dana and Cole worked together to help me to my feet, knees wobbling a little now that most of the adrenaline had worn off. 

“I’ll tell Baby,” Cole said, offering me a weak smile. “They kept everyone out back so they wouldn’t crowd you. Bye, Striker.”

Panic squeezed my chest as he disappeared beyond the curtain to backstage. 

Juniper rounded the bar and took his place. She gently touched my arm, drawing my eyes to her blue gaze. “Just breathe. You’re safe with me.” 

I let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding and squeezed her arm. It was as close to a thank you as I could manage. 

I was just glad that I hadn’t flinched when she touched me. 

Dana and Ren stood together as Juniper led me through the back and into the underground parking lot through a heavy metal door. Ren’s eyes steadily on the floor, her hair standing on end. We passed luxury sports cars, comfortable midrange sedans, and even a junker or two on our slow trek, Juniper patiently guiding me as I stumbled blindly on leaden feet. 

She stopped us in front of a dark SUV, opening the door and helping me climb inside, even securing my seat belt when my fingers shook too hard to do it myself.  

“I’m just going to the other side of the car,” she murmured. “I’ll be right back.”  

I nodded slowly, training my eyes forward as the door snapped shut on my side. After what couldn’t have been more than a second, Juniper was in the car beside me, starting it. I curled up in the heated seat and leaned my head against the cool window as she drove us outside.

“You and Babydoll are roommates, right?” 

I nodded. 

She smiled, her arm resting on the console between us as she started the short drive between the club and home. “Not far then.” 

“No,” I said softly, clearing my throat. “It's not.”

“Using compulsion in our club is strictly forbidden. He won’t be allowed back,” she said, her voice carrying over the low hum of music from the sound system. “He’s only alive because Dana managed to pull Ren off. Well, with my help…”

“I knew the risk when I accepted the job.” I said, running a hand down my face.

“That doesn’t make it okay, Vi.” Her blue eyes were heavy with concern when she glanced in my direction. “Don’t blame yourself.” 

“Okay.” 

We sat in silence for a few long minutes, waiting at a red light. The inside of the car bathed in the warm glow of the streetlights.  

Mostly to break the tension, I said, “I hurt Ren’s feelings.” 

Juniper laughed, loud and bright. “That’s what you’re thinking about right now? Fuck, Vi!” She put her hand over mine where it rested in my lap, and squeezed. “She’ll live, don’t worry about that right now.” 

“But—” 

“Vi, for the love of god, if you’re wasting your energy worrying about her when we failed you, I’m going to lose it. She’s a grown-ass vampire. Ren will be fine.” 

I nodded and leaned back into the plush leather of the seats. “Fine.” 

“Do you want me to drop you off, or do you want me to stay a while?” 

“Stay, please,” I said quickly, turning my hand over to thread my fingers with hers. 

We didn’t exactly have a good relationship—or any, given how prickly the redhead usually was… But I didn’t want to be alone. My arm was sore, and I was exhausted. I just wanted someone there. 

And to her credit, Juniper was being downright pleasant right now. 

“Good. What do you want to eat? We can get some takeout on the way and watch a movie.” 

The way she quickly swapped into domesticity threw me off, and thanks to a large flashing advert on the outside of one of the many high-rises, I was reminded again that tonight was in fact Valentine’s Day. 

“Um, you know… You don’t have to hang out with me. I’m probably going to pass out the second I get home. Well, after a shower.” 

“I want to,” she said firmly. 

“It’s Valentine’s Day, Juniper. What about Elsie, Dana⁠—?”

“Woman, if you don’t stop worrying about goddamn vampires, I’m going to force you to watch The Sound of Music with my full commentary—and I lived through World War II. They’re adults, they can handle some time without us. Let me take care of you for a couple of hours.” 

“Fine,” I agreed a little sulkily, even as warmth spread in my chest. “Let’s just order in; I don’t want to stop anywhere.” 

“It’s a date.” 

An hour later, filled to the brim with tacos with my hair still damp from a shower, I curled into Juniper’s side. She’d picked the movie, a musical set in the ‘90s about a playwright living in New York, while I was washing away the stench of fear and remnants of my blood. We’d gorged ourselves, and Juniper redressed my arm, deciding it didn’t need stitches but that I probably shouldn’t lift anything heavy for a while. 

Briefly, I wondered if I should ask her to use her saliva to help it close up. But the idea of vampire fangs coming near me for at least the next eight hours made me feel… uneasy.

If there was any positive from tonight, at least I wouldn’t have to haul kegs anytime soon. 

I toyed with a strand of her coppery hair, twirling it between my fingers aimlessly as we watched the screen, my body pressed against the soft swell of the vampire’s curves. 

It was, admittedly, cuddling. 

Briefly, I wondered if she was thinking about how nice it felt too. 

“Do you want to sleep over?” I asked, moving to grab my phone off the table and firing a text off to Kaylee, ignoring all her previous ones asking if I was okay. 

“If you want. I just have to go early. Is that okay?” 

Me


Juniper is staying over.




Kaylee


Are you okay?




Me


Yeah, just so fucking tired.




Kaylee


Comfort or space, Vi?




Me


Space, sorry Kayl.




Kaylee


Don’t apologise. Sleep in my bed, I’ll take the couch.




I nodded and sat up, the blanket I’d pulled over us sliding off me and onto the floor to reveal the tiny pyjamas I’d thrown on.

“Come on, I won’t make you stay on the couch. And I’ll find you something to sleep in.” 

“Think you’ll have something that will fit?” Juniper asked as she took my offered hand.

I helped her up off the sofa, not letting go as we made our way to the bedroom. I flashed her a smile, winking.

If i wasn’t so tired, maybe I would’ve asked her to sleep naked.

And maybe, if she’d actually kissed me in the VIP, it wouldn’t have been a joke.

“Might not be up to your standards, but I know I do.”


juniper
. . .



Vi’s lips were warm and soft as they passed over mine, our kisses unhurried as we cuddled under the covers. 

The neon cityscape drifted through the sheets in patches of pink and blue, lighting the panes of Vi’s face. Her lips parted as I drew her closer, my fangs grazing her lip in a small scrape that had the sweetness of her blood exploding over my tongue. Metallic and salty and so fucking good that I sucked on her lip for another taste, making her groan. 

“Juni,” Vi whispered on a moan. “You’re going to make me come.” 

“Maybe I want to,” I teased, my fingers working her clit in tight circles. “Would that be a problem, little rabbit?” 

My phone buzzed, shaking me from my dream, and I gasped, jerking up in bed to find Vi sleeping soundly beside me. 

A sex dream? I wondered, the idea foreign to me.

I hadn’t dreamed much since I’d been turned… and it hadn’t felt like a dream. It felt like something else—something more. 

Tangible. Real.

Like last night in the VIP. For a moment, it was like we’d been there before…

But Vi hadn’t ever been in the backrooms with me before. Or spent the night. And I had never been in her—or Kaylee’s, I guessed—bed before now…

What the hell was that dream? 

My phone buzzed again, and I grabbed it off the nightstand, slipping carefully from under the covers to pad into the hall as it continued to ring. The oversized T-shirt Vi had lent me to sleep in was my normal size, though I’m sure she’d be swimming in it. I’d felt a little self-conscious until I’d caught her staring at me halfway through the movie, eyes fixed longingly at the curve of my thick thigh where the hem just barely reached. 

It wasn't that I didn’t like her. 

Actually, it was the exact opposite.

I enjoyed being around Vi; there was something about her that felt like coming home after a long day. Comfortable. I wouldn’t fuck that up by taking advantage of her while she was shaken up. Or worse, letting her get too close only to find out that I was so emotionally closed off she’d be better off trying to date a Canada goose, and those feathered snakes with legs bit.

Well, so do I.  

Hadn’t I bit her in that… whatever it was? Was it possible to taste someone’s blood so clearly when you’d never had it before? 

Kaylee was snoring on the couch, leaving me no other choice but to stay in the hall, finding the only patch of wall that wasn’t covered by photographs or questionable art projects to lean against so I could take the call.

“What do you want?”

“Good morning to you too,” my covenmate said, an irritated edge to her voice. 

I sighed. “Good morning, Dana.” 

“Much better,” she praised, but, never one for social calls, she broached the real reason she’d phoned with all the subtlety of a bull in a china shop. “How is she?” 

“Asleep,” I replied, choosing my words carefully. “She seems okay, but he scared her.” 

Dana sighed, and I could almost picture her running a hand over her tight curls. “Okay, good. What are your plans for the day?” 

“I’ll probably head out soon, go to the club, get some work done. Hey, Dana…” I started slowly, trying to piece together my disjointed thoughts. Part of me thought I was crazy for even considering it. Another part of me thought I’d go crazy if I didn’t at least try to talk to someone else about my… dream?

It felt so real.

“Yeah?”

“Have you ever had a déjà vu before?” 

“Like, recently?” she asked, the sound of bedsheets rustling coming through the speaker. 

“Yeah. Recently.” 

“I mean, sure. A couple times.” 

“Was it about Vi?”

Dana’s silence was telling. “Once. Why?”

“You’re going to think I’m crazy,” I hissed into the receiver, pushing my hair away from my face.

I certainly felt crazy. 

“I won’t think you’re crazy,” Dana promised. “Scouts honour.” 

“You’ve never been a scout,” I muttered. 

“Sentiment still stands. What's up, Junebug?”

“I-I…” Even as I prepared to say it, I knew how it sounded. “I had this… dream? Vision? Where we were…” It was too embarrassing to say out loud. “And I don’t know—I think maybe we knew each other before?” 

Dana laughed on the other end of the line. “What? You think you’re past-life soulmates or something? June, that is crazy.”

“Dana, you promised!” I snapped, running a hand through my hair in frustration.  

“You’re right,” Dana choked, trying to cover another laugh with a cough, before taking a deep inhale to compose herself, clearing her throat. “Never took you for the romantic superstitious type, but it just doesn’t make sense. You, what? Found each other again through time and space?”

I nudged the door ajar with my outstretched fingers, watching Vi’s prone figure as she slept, her face illuminated by a patch of streetlight creeping through the window. 

She was right, of course. It was crazy. It wasn’t like past lives were more than a bunch of romantic wistfulness. And Vi wasn’t the type of person you just forgot. 

Maybe I’d been compelled?

But who would have the desire or ability to compel a vampire to forget a human woman? 

No one.

I really was losing it, trying to draw lines between unrelated things for the sake of crafting my own romantic scenario. Limerence at work. 

Maybe the only thing between Vi and me was an obsessive crush spurred on by my own competitiveness as I watched my partners pour time and energy into this girl, making me want to take her from them.

But that didn’t feel right either.  

“I just can’t shake the feeling that… y’know… I’ve met her before,” I said finally, feeling well and truly foolish. 

“You’re spiritual,” Dana reasoned, like that explained every weird half-memory I’d experienced since Vi had crashed into my life. “You know, woo-woo? So, maybe she is a past life lover.” 

I hated when she placated me. It was worse than the laughing.

“Oh, fuck off,” I muttered, aware that Dana didn’t share my blind faith.

“I’m being serious, wanna ask your tarot cards?”

“Maybe instead of being annoying you could tell me what the fuck happened after I left last night, huh?”

“Oh. That,” Dana sighed, and I could almost see her pinching the bridge of her nose through the phone. “I managed to talk Ren down, but Elsie was pretty shaken up so I sent them home so I could deal with the mess.”

“And the vamp?”

“Dealt with,” she replied icily. “He won’t bother us again.”

Something in her tone made me change the subject. I didn’t need to know the details, just that our family was safe.

“I should get to the club. I’ll see you there?” 

“Yeah, Xuxuzinho, I’ll see you soon. Don’t drive yourself crazy chasing threads of fate.” 

I scoffed, disconnecting the call as I headed back into Vi’s room to change into my clothes from the night before. 

My borrowed T-shirt was supposed to make it into the hamper, but the strangest thing happened—it ended up in my bag instead. 

I leaned over the bed, brushing a kiss against Vi’s cheek, knowing I wouldn’t have been brave enough to do it if she’d been awake. 

Whatever she was to me—past life lover, a temptress who was tampering with my memory, just a girl who was cute and smelled good—I was powerless to resist her.

I didn’t know what was going on here, but I knew one thing: no matter what, I was going to get to the bottom of it.


vi
. . .



When I woke up, the only signs of Juniper were the indent she’d left on the pillow and the traces of her floral perfume lingering in my borrowed sheets. 

I rolled over, pulling a pillow over my head to block the sunlamp with a groan. 

I’d make a point to wash Kaylee’s sheets for her, even if that meant using the horrible coin-op machines downstairs. They were inconvenient as shit. I hated traipsing my laundry up and down four flights of stairs every time I needed fresh socks—another reminder that made me ache when I remembered my beautiful, sunny Upper City apartment. 

In. Suite. Landry. Included. 

With my salary from O, I could finally start looking at apartments, but even thinking about the club made my stomach twist with anxiety. 

In the artificial light of day, last night was… mortifying at best. 

Guys had been pushy with me before, sure, but I couldn’t remember a time when I’d been force-bitten by a vampire.

I wasn’t entirely sure what was worse—that he’d grabbed me over the bar or the hazy panic-induced nightmare that followed. Like a memory but… worse. 

So much worse. 

I cringed at the thought. Even with Juniper’s care, my forearm and wrist were still aching from where the vampire’s teeth were forcibly ripped from my arm, tearing the skin in the process. 

I could make out the dark, circular fingerprint bruises that lined my arm, so I forced it under the covers, closing my eyes. 

It felt… strange. Like something seriously fucked up had happened to me, but there was something worse just on the fringes of my memory. Like my mind was trying to downplay my terror in a feeble attempt to help me through my discomfort. 

Because that’s all it was, right? Discomfort. Manageable, bland, felt in mundane situations like when the train was a little too full. 

Not vein-chilling, breath-stilling terror. Panic. Unmanageable amounts of horror that made my heart race at the idea of walking back into that bar. 

Suddenly, I was very glad I was alone. Relieved that I didn’t have to try and mask my rapidly changing moods with Juniper, who, despite her tenderness and gentle care last night, was still an exceptionally prickly woman. 

There was no way I was going back to the bar tonight. Partially because of… 

My mind strayed whenever it came too close to the memory of his fingers locking around my wrist, turning immediately into happier thoughts. 

It was… jarring. 

But I was too emotionally raw to fight it, so I allowed my brain this little kindness. 

It wasn’t just the moment and the fear. It was the embarrassment too. 

Vi, what kind of insane victim-blaming bullshit is that? 

If it had been Kaylee, I’d be telling her that she was being incredibly unfair to herself. And yet here I was, beating myself up because most of the staff and half the clients got a front-row seat to my meltdown after the venom wore off. 

And tonight would be the second busiest night of the week. 

No. Nope. Not happening.  

I’d call in sick tonight. Totally reasonable after being assaulted at work. 

Then, I’d wallow in my embarrassment for a bit, let myself feel my feelings, and rally next week. Or I could quit and beg Jay for my job back at the Silver Bullet; at least there I knew that I’d be able to defend myself if I had a problem. Well, Daxton, their bouncer would. But still. 

Jay was serious about safety, not that I didn’t trust Dana to keep me safe. Last night had been a freak fucking thing and could’ve happened anywhere. I just… God, this whole thing was such a mess. 

I pulled my phone into my cocoon, unlocking it to text the O group chat with my brilliant excuse for not coming in today—a headache—when Dana’s message popped up on my screen. 

Dana 


Stay home today, don’t worry about the hours. I’d like you to rest. If you need anything, call me. 




Warmth invaded my chest, a soft sigh escaping me when I realised I wouldn’t have to say anything—lie, excuse, truth, or whatever. 

A hard knock at the door drew me from the comfort of Kaylee’s bed, bare feet meeting the cool hardwood and making me shiver. 

If I had to guess, that would be Danny. There’s no way Kaylee didn’t text them the minute I was on the way home. They’d want to make sure I was all good. 

I knew my roommate—if you can call the person whose couch you usually slept on your roommate—had already fucked off to get to the garage to work on her car. It didn’t matter that there was freezing rain damn near every night—races didn’t stop for any season. 

In layman's terms? Babydoll needed to make sure that her ride was race-ready. 

I checked the clock on the stove. It was getting late enough that if she wasn’t showering at the club, she’d be back any minute to rinse off the motor oil and get ready for a night of dancing. 

Steeling myself for whatever state Kaylee had worked my sibling into, I padded my way across the room and threw the door open. 

“Danny, whatever she told you—” I started, but my placating speech died on my tongue, replaced with a high squeak at the sight of the vampire standing on Kaylee’s ‘Sometimes, the back door is better!’ doormat. 

Ren was uncharacteristically nervous, holding a cardboard tray with two coffees, free hand raised as if she was going to knock again. She’d dressed in a pair of fitted black trousers, a long grey jacket over what looked like a white T-shirt. Decidedly casual, if not a little too put together, thanks to the layered necklaces around her tattooed throat that matched her silver earrings. 

Her eyes trailed over my state of undress, unbrushed hair, and tracks of mascara no doubt still smudging my face from the night before. The tiny pyjamas I’d thrown on could barely be called shorts, with the snatch of skin at my waist and upper thigh catching the vampire’s eye. 

I’d given Juniper my biggest T-shirt and made a mental note to go online and order something that’d be comfier for her before she slept over again. 

If she ever wanted to sleep over again.

The twitch of Ren’s lips was more of an awkward grimace than a smile as she ran a hand through her short hair.

“Please don’t tell me to leave. Babydoll let me in.”

I stared at her, dumbfounded. “What are you doing here?” 

“I thought we could have breakfast together,” she suggested hopefully, shifting awkwardly. “If you’d rather not, I can leave this for you. But I...” She straightened to her full height, peering down at me with concern in her dark gaze. “I’m sorry for showing up like this.” 

I bit down on a smile. Despite my best effort to be annoyed that the pushy vampire had arrived uninvited on my doorstep, it was seriously cute. 

“Um, let me go get cleaned up a bit.” I stepped away from the door to let her inside. “Why don’t you make yourself at home? The living room is through there.” I nodded in its direction, easily visible in the tiny open-concept one-bedroom. 

She grinned, taking off her shoes carefully before heading toward the sofa in socked feet.

“Thank you.” 

The sofa was still pulled out into a bed from Kaylee sleeping on it the night before. I watched her curious gaze hit the takeout containers on the counter, along with the dishes in the sink, and cringed internally. 

Ren was in my apartment—Kaylee’s apartment, really—where I lived out of a couple of suitcases haphazardly stacked into the corner. 

And I hadn’t even cleaned up the dishes from last night. 

Fuck. 

I escaped to Kaylee’s room to catch my breath, borrowing a pair of black leggings and shedding the tiny tank in favour of a fitted crop top that showed off my waist and, when I raised my arms above my head, a hint of underboob.

Was it basically as revealing as the last outfit? Yes. 

Did it also feel far more reasonable? Yes, times two. 

When I flicked on the en suite’s light, I groaned at my panda eyes. 

A little makeup remover and one fistfight with a brush and another with a toothbrush that made my injured wrist throb, and I was ready to join Ren in the living room. I found her perched in the middle of the pullout, her jacket discarded over the back. 

She was studying a painting that Kaylee had done back in college, hung now just beside the TV in a jumble of colours and textures that she’d told her professor represented her inner self. It was actually something we painted together with our fingers and a couple of palette knives while insanely drunk the night before.

Kaylee got an A minus.  

Okay, fine, it was a B plus. But why ruin an otherwise epic story with semantics, right? 

She kept the hideous thing because it made her laugh whenever she looked at it. And when I moved in, we hung it up together after one too many glasses of wine as a bit of a pick-me-up. 

Honestly? It kind of worked. 

“Sorry, I wasn’t really expecting company,” I said, coming to sit at the edge of the lumpy mattress. I’d think about the damn thing murdering my back another time. 

“No, no!” Ren answered quickly. “I should’ve called ahead. I just… Is it terrible to admit I was afraid you’d say no?” 

I probably should, you pushy-ass vampire. 

But... I was either stupid or smitten. Or both. 

Absolutely both. 

“It’s kind of cute. If it wasn’t slightly insane.”

“I’ll take slightly, though I was really aiming for charmingly dedicated.”

She rubbed the back of her tattooed neck, and I laughed.

“How much did you have to pay Kaylee to let you inside?” 

There’s no way my overprotective barracuda of a bestie would’ve been willing to let anyone into our apartment that I didn’t expressly ask to see without a hell of a bribe. 

“Enough for those special-order heart-shaped taillights she wanted—custom welded. Not the inserts.” 

I let out a low whistle. “That’s a pretty sweet trade. Guess I can’t be too mad she sold me out.” 

Or mad at all. Having company was nice. Not being left with my racing thoughts and misplaced guilty feelings felt good.

“She knew I had good intentions.” She grinned, flashing a hint of fang. “She’s gone for the day to give us a chance to talk—something about the garage and a nap on Danny’s couch before work. Now, come here; your coffee is getting cold.” I couldn’t help but look at the space between us, and Ren raised an eyebrow. “I mean, if you want.” 

Crawling over the mattress, I settled close without touching her and collected the paper cup with my name scrawled along the side from the cardboard tray. 

It felt surprisingly comfortable to lean back against the plush cushions of the sofa while sipping the warm drink and peeking at my companion. 

Of course it is.

From the moment she’d saved my ass from dissolving into embarrassed tears at the café, Ren had always sort of been my hero. And here I was, yet again, putting myself in a position where I was in need of saving. 

I cleared my throat.

“Listen, Ren, I’m sorr⁠—” 

“Don’t you dare,” she interrupted, dark eyes narrowing. “Last night never should’ve happened. I need you to know that. Dana would’ve come herself to apologize, but she’s collecting the footage so she can finish the report for the CIU.”

I sighed, tucking my feet under myself to keep them warm. 

Of course they’d want to report the incident to the Coven Investigation Unit; attacks like the one last night could threaten the reputation of the entire club. Using compulsion was a serious offense, but it also meant witness statements, court dates… And I wasn’t sure I wanted to deal with all the fuss that would create not only for me but for the coven too. 

“I shouldn’t have⁠—”

“No,” Ren interrupted again flatly, leaning to place her cool hand gently on my forearm, pinky just barely brushing the edge of the gauze wrapping my injured wrist. “Vi, there’s nothing you could’ve done differently. You set a boundary. You did not give consent. And he chose to walk straight through that. That’s not okay. And I’m not going to sit here and let you blame yourself for it.”

Her thumb stroked my forearm just above the crook of my elbow, like she couldn’t bear to sit so close and not be touching me.  

I found myself tracking the movement with my eyes, my nerves dissipating in the domesticity—the normalcy—of the moment, so familiar that it felt like we’d done this a hundred times instead of it being the first. 

“Ren, I…” I paused, my tongue darting out to wet my lips. “Thank you. For making sure I got home okay. For helping me.” 

“I wish Dana would’ve let me finish that dickbag,” she admitted. “If there’s anything I can do, just say the word. It’s yours.” 

I took a deep breath, steeling myself for what would come next. 

“I don’t think I can go back to the bar. I just⁠—”

Ren’s thumb stilled and she swallowed. “It won’t ever happen again, Vi. I promise.” 

“I can’t be sure of that,” I whispered, looking down at my hands. 

She withdrew her own, running it through her hair and making it stand up on end. The tattoos on her bicep—koi swimming in a traditionally styled Japanese sea—jumped with the movement. “Okay.” 

“Okay?” I repeated skeptically, expecting an argument. 

Not to flatter myself, but I thought she’d put up at least a little bit of a fight. You know, the usual stuff? I really need a good bartender. You’re leaving us in a bind. At least give two weeks’ notice. 

But Ren seemed resigned. 

“I can’t and won’t force you. It’s your decision.” She sighed, a deeply defeated noise that made my heart squeeze. “But… Would it be alright if I visited you sometimes? Brought coffee? Took you to dinner?”

She met my eyes with a stubborn set in her jaw even as her foot bounced with nerves. If I were standing, my knees would’ve gone weak. 

My pushy vampire was more worried about our personal relationship than our working one, and it felt good. My heart was pounding harder in my chest at the realization that the gentle emotions that’d been growing between us were more important to her than some workplace flirtation. 

Something worth protecting. 

“You’d want to?” 

“Yes,” she breathed. Ren moved slowly, intentionally, as her hand reached for me. Dark eyes searched mine for permission before it made contact with my jaw and chin, tilting my face up to hers. “But the real question is—would you want me to?” 

“Yes.” 

There was something in the way that she looked at me, the stark contrast of nerves and resolve, that emboldened me. I leaned into her touch, relishing the gentle caress of her fingers warmed by her coffee against my skin. 

“Okay,” Ren murmured.

Her eyes studied my face in a way that made me think the answer surprised her. Like she didn’t quite believe me and was trying to add this moment to her long list of memories in case she had to say goodbye. 

I couldn’t quite explain it, but in that moment, with the sincerity of her gaze… Something about it made it feel safe to be a little reckless. 

“I’ll… try.” My voice was so quiet that without her improved hearing, I doubt she would’ve heard me at all. “To come back to the club, I mean.” 

“We’ll keep you safe,” Ren promised, her gaze dipping to my mouth for a moment before rejoining my eyes. Her hand shifted until she was cupping my face with her thumb stroking my cheekbone. 

“I know, but I’m not promising anything.”

“I know.” 

My eyes flicked to her lips, the usual magnetism of the vampire heightened by how quickly she’d jumped to my defence the night before. And now she was here and beautiful and so close. 

Before I could talk myself out of it, I leaned forward until our lips were all but touching, my hand snaking into the fabric of her shirt. 

“I’m sorry I pushed you away. I’m sorry I flinched yesterday.”

Ren froze at my words, her lips parting. We were so close that when she spoke, I could taste the words.

“May I⁠—?”

I had barely started to nod when she surged forward, pressing her lips to mine in a decadently chaste kiss that stopped as quickly as it started.

Ren brushed her nose against mine, and it wasn’t nearly enough. 

Not even in the same planet as enough.

Fuck planets, actually. It wasn’t even in the same universe. 

Ren’s hands trailed down my neck to my shoulders in soft strokes of her fingertips over my top. The thin material did little to hide my hardened nipples, something I should’ve considered when I’d gotten dressed. But as I scooted closer, my thumb pressing over the opening in my coffee cup to stop it from spilling everywhere, I sort of appreciated that the barrier between us was as flimsy as my rapidly failing self-control. 

“Ren, I want⁠—” 

I wanted more. 

More of her.

More of whatever this was between us. 

To explore and taste and revel in the feeling of closeness Ren gave me simply by being herself. In the sensation that whatever was brewing between us felt like it’d been decided long before now. 

Ancient. All-consuming. 

Completely undeniable. 

It was all the invitation the vampire needed, and her lips met mine again and again in a series of demanding kisses that betrayed her matching desires. She controlled our pace, tongue snaking to swipe against the seam of my mouth before I parted my lips to grant it access, surprisingly cold as it explored, massaging against mine. 

She lifted my drink from my hands, breaking away only long enough to deposit both cups on the floor before she returned to me with that same intensity, one of her hands tangling into the back of my hair. 

All pretence of restraint out the window, I crawled into Ren’s lap, my thighs bracketing her narrow hips as I pressed my body against hers. 

The magnetism that drew me to the vampire skyrocketed. Kissing her wasn’t enough—I wanted to envelop her with my body, welcome her right into the core of my being as her home for now and for the rest of my days. 

It was fucking exhilarating. 

It was fucking terrifying. 

A quiet growl escaped her as she broke our kiss to trail her mouth along my jaw with gentle nips and grazes of her fangs against the tender skin.

“Vi, I’m so sorry,” she murmured, her hands moving up my back underneath my shirt. “I’m desperate for you. I can’t possibly take this as slow as you deserve.”

Desire pooled in my centre with every caress, my breath hitching into a breathy moan as she stopped to suck at the soft spot between my neck and ear. Her sharp fangs toyed with the sensitive skin, the bite washed away with a pass of her tongue, turning me to jelly on her lap. 

With monumental effort, I pulled away to grip her face in both my hands, looking at the vampire through my lashes. 

“Not interested,” I murmured, bending for a kiss. “We’ve been dancing around each other for weeks, I’m tired of slow. I want you to fuck me, sir.” 

Ren groaned, a low sound full of yearning. Her fingers dug into my skin, hips lifting to grind against mine as she crashed her lips against mine in a scorching kiss.

“Temptress,” she half-hissed, easily manoeuvring me onto my back on the pullout, my head propped up on one of the squishy throw pillows as she settled between my legs. “Did you put this on to torture me?” she asked, a note of humour in her voice as her fingers brushed my ribs, moving up the thin cotton material of my top up to bare my breasts to her.

“Maybe a little,” I admitted, chewing my lip as the chilly air of the apartment met my stiffened nipples.

She blew over the pebbled flesh, and I gasped, my pussy eagerly clamping hard around nothing. I tried to press my thighs together for relief, but Ren’s body stopped me, making her chuckle. She moved back, her eyes assessing me, her gaze roving over my face like she was trying to commit it to memory. 

Slowly, deliberately, she wrapped her fingers around my throat. Her grip wasn’t choking, my airflow completely unhindered as she held me still.

It was possessive. Dominating. 

I was powerless to resist her. 

Not that I wanted to.

“You are magnificent, Pet.” 

My mouth popped open at the nickname. I’d never been one for honorifics before. But the way it sounded on Ren’s lips… The effect was powerful. Delicious in the way that it claimed me as hers with a single syllable. 

I licked my lips as though I could taste it in the air, my eyes trailing over the corded muscle of her lithe arms hidden beneath the colourful scrawl of her tattoos. 

She followed my gaze, flexing her fingers. 

The look in her eyes was wild, desperate. “Is this okay?” 

“Yes,” I breathed. 

“Yes, what, Pet?” Ren crooned, bending to brush her lips against mine. She paused, waiting for my response as her teeth teased my bottom lip. 

I couldn’t hold in the moan that escaped me. The decadent possessiveness of her touch paired with the sure dominance in her voice was as good as a lick between my legs. 

The words were out of my mouth before I’d consciously thought to say them. “Yes, sir.” 

She grinned, flashing her fangs at me.

“If you wish to stop at any time, you’ll tell me, and we will. Do you understand?” 

“Yes, sir,” I whispered again, eyes catching at the dragons protruding from the collar of her T-shirt. 

I needed to get that off her—now. I need to explore and touch and taste the tapestry of tattoos and add my own marks to it. 

Lips travelled down my neck, speaking into the warmth of my skin. “Do you have any hard limits?” 

“No,” I said, too quickly. Whatever Ren wanted to offer, I was more than willing to accept. “Touch me, please.” 

That endearing lopsided smirk returned as she peeled my leggings away, adjusting to get them off with a little help from me. “Am I going to find you wet for me, Pet?” she purred, tossing the fabric to the floor. 

A soft snarl escaped her as she took in my bare pussy with its short snatch of trimmed hair along my pubic bone. 

I’d dressed so quickly I hadn’t bothered with underwear. 

Oops.  

She dragged her short nails along my thighs, and I whimpered. A pathetically needy, desperate noise that was as good as begging for her to use me like a fucking hand puppet. I was sure that if I looked down, I’d be able to see the moisture slicking my folds; I’d been wet since her very first touch. 

I panted as Ren traced torturous patterns along the crease of my thigh, careful not to touch where I needed her most as her lips worked over my collarbone and chest. My hips bucked in a futile attempt to coax her fingers to the part of me demanding attention, back arched to tempt her lips around my tight nipples.

“Stop teasing,” I demanded, the effect considerably less powerful than I would’ve liked due to the whiny element in my voice. 

“So eager,” she murmured, nipping my ear. “But I intend on savouring this moment, Vi. I’ve been so patient. So. Incredibly. Patient,” she said, puncturing the last three words with a slow glide of her fingers through my arousal.

“And whose fault is that?” I managed to say, and her only reply was to use her thumb to circle my clit.

The move was so practiced, her pace so maddeningly perfect that if I didn’t know better, I’d think we’d done this before. Ren played my body to pull sounds from my lips as surely as tapping piano keys. 

“Ren, please,” I begged, straining my neck against her grip in an attempt to give her space. 

There was no warning before she plunged two digits into me, bending them to find the textured expanse of my G-spot. I reacted immediately, the rest of my request dying on my tongue to be replaced with a chorus of colourful curse words and gasping moans. 

“Oh, look at that,” she teased, running her tongue over her teeth. “So fucking wet for me, Pet.” 

She flexed her other hand along my throat as she pumped her fingers in and out of me. My hips chased her every touch, eager for more of the pleasure steadily building at my centre.

I was prisoner to her hungry gaze. 

No, not just hungry—starving. 

When we first met, I’d written her eyes off as brown as the dark rust of dried blood—a stupid idea, really. They were so much more than that. Like delicious pools of cinnamon. 

Warm. 

Comforting.

Nearly black with desire from her blown-out pupils as my blood thrummed under her tightened grip. 

Ren fucked me with her hand, grinding her palm against my clit until I was whining senselessly, an orgasm ripping through me without warning. 

She growled as my pussy clamped tight around her fingers, a low noise in the back of her throat that should’ve screamed danger but just made me wetter. 

The need for more pulsed through me as steadily as the aftershocks the vampire worked me through with slower, tender touches and kisses while her fingers still expertly stroked my sensitive inner walls. 

“That’s it, Pet, tell me how good it feels.” 

“Fuck, Ren, don’t stop,” I pleaded, grasping at her shirt, wanting to tear it off her if she didn’t remove it soon. 

Her chuckle dripped with lust as she freed her fingers from where she’d buried them in my cunt before bringing them to her lips. She licked them slowly, holding my gaze as she cleared away my shining arousal with a self-satisfied purr. 

I moaned at the sight. It was so fucking erotic that she might as well have wrapped her lips around my clit instead. 

“Ren,” I whined, and she swatted my thigh, her eyes narrowed. “Sir,” I corrected quickly, my face and chest going warm at her returned smile.

“Yes, my pretty little pet?” 

After last night, being at the mercy of a vampire should’ve made me quiver with fear. But as Ren grabbed my hips and flipped me roughly over on the sofa bed, all I could think about was how good it felt to have her in charge. To let my worries dissolve into simple commands to be rewarded with pleasure. 

At her touch, I was putty, letting her drape me over the arm of the couch with my knees on the cushion, leaving my dripping cunt bared to her. 

“Do you enjoy impact play?” Ren asked conversationally, like we were discussing the weather. 

I quivered eagerly, arching back as if to invite her to find out for herself.

“Like, spanking? Yes.” 

“Perfect,” she hummed, her hand connecting with my ass hard enough to make me gasp at the snap of pain. She smoothed her hand over the ache before striking me again. “You scared the fuck out of me yesterday, Pet.”

“I’m sorry,” I whimpered, pressing into her touch.

The initial smack had hurt, but the following tenderness had me relaxing all over again. Only for the cycle to start over as the burn steadily mounted along my ass cheek. 

She swatted me again, harder this time, and I keened. 

“Fuck, more.” 

“I am supposed to protect you,” she breathed. 

“Ren—” I started to argue but was interrupted by another smack directly against my pussy. My yelp of surprise transformed into a low moan of pleasure as she rubbed my clit like she’d memorised a manual on how to make me come. 

“I think I should make you come until you forgive me. Would you like that, Pet?”

She spanked me again, hard enough that I was sure there would be a mark, and while the idea was exhilarating, it wasn’t quite enough.

There was something else I needed from her. 

I moaned as her tongue soothed over the sore spot on my ass, fangs grazing my skin as she trailed closer to my core in a tease of what I was craving. I could’ve mentioned that I’d already forgiven her—that there was nothing to forgive in the first place. 

A better person would have. 

But payment in orgasms by a possessive vampire was exactly what the doctor ordered after an extremely stressful night.  

“Yes, sir.” 

Ren kissed along both sides of my pussy. 

Teasing. 

Worshipping with the tip of her tongue in slow strokes. 

“How many do you think is fair?” she asked, pressing a finger inside my tight hole to pump slowly in and out. I clenched my thighs and rocked my hips back against her, chasing another deliciously won orgasm building rapidly from her hands and tongue. 

She stopped the movement, making me whine. 

“How many, Pet?” she asked again, voice stern. 

“Five!” I shouted impatiently, pushing back against where her hands had stilled. 

I felt, more than heard, Ren’s huff of laughter. Her mouth was so close to me that when she spoke, I felt her breath ghost my clit.

“Deal.”

I should’ve asked for more. 

I wanted more. 

She added another finger, setting a punishing pace as she worked me effortlessly toward release. My hands found my breasts, rolling my nipples between my fingers as Ren’s lips closed around my clit, sucking hard. 

Stars danced in my vision as I came, my body shuddering, and I hadn’t even caught my breath when I gasped, “I want to touch you!”

A derisive snort was her only response as she lapped at my desire, her teeth grazing my folds and clit in a way that had me hurtling toward the edge even faster than the last as my body grew more sensitive. 

I thought Ren’s lips were made for kissing—I was so, so wrong. 

Her mouth was made for eating pussy.

Ren’s tongue left my sex, and I whimpered, chasing her with my hips. I didn’t have to wait long until her fingers were there instead, working my overstimulated clit until my whole body shook. 

She nipped the back of my thigh, trailing a line of scorching kisses over my ass. 

I was moaning her name like it was a prayer, my hips rocking to the rhythm of her touches as I hovered over the precipice again. 

“Bite me,” I begged. “Please, sir, I want you to.”


ren
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I hesitated.

It was a direct request. Vi’s breathy moans punctuated the words and had heat trickling down my spine. 

“You’re sure?” I asked, halting my touches. 

The idea that I could be crossing the line, especially after what had happened just the night before, was a siren in my head, blaring as loud as a fire alarm. 

“I’m sure,” she said, turning her head to look at me over her shoulder. “I trust you, Ren, you wouldn’t hurt me.” 

My hand soothed along the curve of her ass, spreading her apart in a feast for my eyes. Her glossy pink sex and tight puckered hole were there, waiting for me, inviting me. 

I kissed along the curve, nipping at the supple, round flesh of her ass to a low, stuttered groan. 

“Please, Ren?” 

I was many things, but weak in the face of a woman who wanted me was certainly exceptionally high on that list. Too high, as I gave in to the cloying want that’d haunted me from the moment I’d seen Vi in that coffee shop. 

My hand wrapped around her hip, holding her firmly in place as my fangs pricked through her pale skin, the flavour of her blood exploding on my tongue like the finest spirits. Sharp and metallic, with a botanical flair that reminded me of her honeysuckle perfume. 

In a word, divine. 

I was terrified that now that I’d tasted her, my tongue still half-coated by her release, I’d never manage to stop. That I was irreversibly bound to this woman and her blood, the one that sang to the very monster lurking under my soul, and I’d never escape it. 

Escape her. 

Escape my own too-quick-to-solidify emotions built on a foundation of unavoidable familiarity, like my body—my soul itself—knew this woman from a past life and was finally being reunited with its missing match. 

I sucked a deep mouthful as Vi went pliant in my arms and moaned, my thumb drawing circles along her clit once more as my venom infiltrated her every cell. 

Pacing myself was a difficult thing while Vi babbled nonsense praises, while her delicious blood covered my tongue, exchanging common sense for primal urges that we were far too early into knowing each other to discuss, much less act on. 

But Vi had other plans, and she made them known in the way her back arched toward my touch as she sought more. More pleasure, more pressure, more joy. 

More me.

And I was her foolish, besotted servant. More than willing to please. 

I released her, laving my tongue over the lacerations my fangs had left to close the wounds. Kissing along her cheek slowly, I nipped and grazed my way to her tight hole, spitting to lubricate the entrance. 

Vi whined, her thighs quivering as she cursed through another trembling orgasm from my measured touches against the apex of her thighs. 

“You sing so pretty, Pet,” I praised. “Feel good?”

“Yes,” she gasped, hips kicking back in a frivolous bid for more. “I need to be full. Need another bite⁠—”

“Ah, ah, ah,” I hummed softly, using my free hand to tease at her spit-slick asshole, just barely slipping the digit inside before retreating. “I know you have better manners than that.” 

“Please,” she begged, breath hitching as I pressed it into her again, just to the first knuckle. “More.” 

It was slow work, opening Vi’s ass to accommodate my fingers. A measured pull and press, helped along by keeping her relaxed with consistent pressure along her clit. 

I spat down again, lubricated my fingers further before pressing the rest of the way inside, earning a high, breathy moan from my little human. Her warm body accepted me inside her while she writhed in pleasure against me, delightful noises cascading from her lips alongside a litany of foul language that would’ve made a nun have a heart attack. 

Though, I assumed, a vampire fucking a human woman through a mix of blood sharing, fingering, and anal would’ve likely done the trick anyway. 

“Fuck, Ren! Please!” she gasped, her hand flying backwards to thread her fingers into my hair.

The wet sounds of flesh meeting flesh hummed in my ears like a bassline, adding to the melody of her moans and praises. A symphony of sound that made my sex twitch with the need to be touched. But I could wait; this was about Vi. About making sure she knew exactly how I felt about her. 

No more dancing around each other. 

No more fucking games. 

She was mine. 

And I would protect what belonged to me. 

I tweaked her clit, and she shouted, the tight ring of her ass clenching hard around my fingers. The hand fisted in my hair, barely stronger than a kitten, pulled, pushing my face toward her sopping cunt, a single delicious word spilling from her lips in a chant. 

“More.” 

My tongue lapped at her arousal, teeth scraping just enough to draw out panting moans that lit my nerves on fire, but not enough to break the skin. 

She tasted like the first glimpse of warm sunlight after a long winter. Like being woken from a long, peaceful slumber into the riotous colours and sounds of springtime. 

The urge to bite her was so strong I felt drunk with it, the blood coursing through her veins a loud rush in my ears. But I was mindful of my little human pet—she’d lost quite a bit of blood the night before, and she’d need time to replenish her storage. 

I snaked my hand from her clit to tweak her nipple hard, replacing my fingers with my mouth for a hard suck.

Vi’s spine arched as release snapped through her, hips lifting off the sofa with an outright scream of pleasure, breaking off into a scattered sob.

“Ren—!” 

“That’s it, Pet,” I murmured, glee undercutting my tone as a fresh wave of wetness dripped from her center. “Let me hear you.”

“I can’t—” she pleaded. “Please, I can’t⁠—”

I helped her through the aftershocks with a hum, guiding her tired muscles until she lay on her side. My fingers left the tight space of her ass slowly, making her shudder at the loss of fullness as touches turned from stimulating to soothing. 

Vi’s eyes were heavy with arousal as she watched me gently stroke her sides, squirming closer like she wanted to crawl inside my skin. 

I knew the feeling. If I could, I’d consume her entirely.

“Your turn,” she hissed through clenched teeth, her breath coming in heavy pants even as she made no effort to move. “Now.”

My lips curled into a smile that bared my fangs as I took in her flushed cheeks and chest. My gorgeous little pet, well fucked and flustered, already thinking about what she could do to prolong the moment.  

“I wasn’t aware you were the one giving orders,” I teased, the ease that I played her with painting my tone with smugness. 

She licked her lips, meeting my gaze with her dark stare.

“Please, sir,” she whispered. “I want to make you feel good.” 

The neediness in her tone went straight to my cunt, my neglected sex twitching in anticipation of the relief of release. 

“Alright,” I agreed, leaning forward to press a soft kiss against her puffy, swollen lips. “Come here.” 

Vi made to sit up, swaying back into my chest with a soft oof. 

It teased a smile to my face. I pinched her side playfully. “Cum drunk.” 

“Shut up,” she huffed. “Just give me a second for my bones to become solid again and your ass is mine.”

I laughed, rolling us so that she was draped over me, her warm body better than any blanket I’d ever owned. 

“It’s like you’re trying to ruin me for anyone else.” 

“What can I say?” I muttered softly. “I’m competitive.”

She collected herself with a deep breath, wriggling backwards until she was nestled between my legs. Her hands found the hem of my shirt, and I helped her take it off me by sitting up a little, the fabric meeting the floor with a dull thud. 

“Me too.” Vi’s eyes widened as she took in the art that covered my skin. I’d had several mortal lifetimes to accrue the images, travelling to be decorated by the best artists that the world had to offer. 

“See something you like?” I asked with a smirk. 

She laughed, nipping at my nipple through the spandex of my sports bra. “So cocky, and for what?”

Her fingers hooked under the band of the garment, using the leverage to pull it off. I raised my arms to help her along, grunting when the tight material freed my shoulders. It was flung carelessly from sight and mind, meeting its match on the floor. 

Vi’s eyes studied the blend of shades and styles inked into my flesh. Though there were some less than traditional additions over the years, I’d mostly kept to traditional Japanese tattoos. Like the ones I grew up seeing on my uncles and brother.

“Holy fuck,” Vi breathed, her fingers reaching to brush against the twin dragons covering my throat, moving toward their twisted bodies on my upper chest, nestled among blue and gold ringed clouds, stars, and lotus blossoms. 

The story continued over my sternum to the warrior on my stomach, drawing his sword against a beautiful demon clad in a kimono. Her fingers trailed the lines on the woman’s sleeve near my abs, lips parted in surprise as my muscles danced with the light tickle of her touch. 

“You should see my back,” I said, eyebrow raising.

She bent, her lips trailing my jaw, pausing to suck and nibble at the soft spot near my ear. 

I moaned, grabbing her ass. “Quit teasing…” 

She wriggled over my lap, and the friction from the seam of my trousers was almost enough to push me over the edge, the sweet moans and whimpers she’d gifted me with more than enough to bring me to the precipice. 

I’d always gotten more from my partner’s pleasure anyway. It was just so… gratifying. The feeling of knowing you’d given them your everything. 

Vi kissed down my neck, nipping at the column of my throat. The dragons flexed as she tweaked my nipples with her fingers, dragging a gasp from deep in my chest as the warm digits circled the tight peaks in a tease. 

“You’re so gorgeous,” she murmured, adjusting to press hot, open-mouthed kisses down my chest until she reached my nipple. She barely ghosted her lips over the tightened bud of nerves, and I was already fighting the urge to arch my back into her touch, my hips shifting of their own accord. 

My chest was mostly flat in comparison to her deliciously round breasts. I loved it, the difference between her glaring femininity and my androgyny. The way that even as we were so different—her rosy, flatter areola and my angular kobicha peaks.

“I’m getting impatient, Vi,” I warned quietly, brushing a lock of her deliciously dark hair out of her face. 

She laughed, a raspy, lust-filled sound, as she sat up to unbutton my pants. I lifted my hips and watched as she pulled them off along with my underwear, an obvious wet mark waiting on the thin grey cotton material. 

Vi dragged her fingers through my weeping sex, toying at my entrance with her deft little fingers. I hissed, the sensation of being on the other side of this sort of teasing alien. 

It wasn’t that I didn’t enjoy giving up control from time to time, but as my primary sexual partners were a pillow princess and a vers bottom—if you could call topping all of four times in our decades-long relationship being vers—it wasn’t often that I needed to. 

But with Vi?

One look in her eyes and I could see she was eager to please.

“Pet,” I murmured, a thin, needy whine threaded into my voice deeply undercutting my authority. 

Usually, I would’ve been disgusted by the idea of begging for what I wanted. It was far more typical of me to take it than to ask… but here? With Vi’s sweet scent invading my senses… I was seconds away from dissolving into pleading that’d give Elsie a run for her money.

“Don’t rush me,” she insisted, pressing a finger inside with no resistance. She pumped in and out slowly, just barely to the second knuckle. 

Another fucking tease.  

My body demanded to be filled, stretched.

She held my gaze as she added another finger, massaging that sensitive, textured area deep inside me until I was keening, my hands gripping her thighs hard enough I was sure my fingerprints would be visible for days to come as my hips rocked into her. 

Vi’s thumb found my clit, applying pressure and circling, pushing me closer to the edge I only achieved by the feel of someone else’s hands on my body. At the first flutter of my twitching sex, Vi used her free hand to pinch my nipple, a deep groan of pleasure escaping between my fangs. 

“Vi, I… Fuck⁠—” 

“I love you,” I gasped as Vi fucked me with her fingers, her long hair spilling over her shoulder as she gazed down at me. “Fuck! Don’t stop⁠—”

“Come for me again, sir,” she ordered gleefully, dark eyes glittering in triumph. “I want to hear you beg for me.” 

I moaned her name through my release, my eyes squeezing shut. When I opened them again, it was to find Vi with her fingers in her mouth, sucking them clean as she hummed around the digits, eyes closed blissfully. 

What the fuck was that? 

“Can I eat you for real?” Vi asked around her fingers. 

I nodded. She could’ve asked me for damn near anything, and I was pretty sure I would agree—including putting on a pair of those ridiculous heels she wore to the club and riding the god-awful subway. Naked. 

Disoriented by the power of my own fantasies, it was almost a surprise to see the edges of Vi’s blunt, lightly wavy bob brushing her bare shoulders.

Wasn’t it, just a moment ago…? 

But I didn’t have time to examine the thoughts as she adjusted herself onto her belly between my knees. Her tongue lavished the tattoos that covered me from calf to cunt, pressing kisses from the winking demon on my knee to the flowers in the crease of my thigh. 

I pushed her hair back from her face, gathering it into a loose ponytail in my fist as she ghosted her lips over my pussy, tongue snaking out to tease and work me steadily toward release, my head tilted back to stare at the popcorn ceiling as I moaned my praises and curses at her performance. 

“You’re doing so well,” I grunted out, already feeling lost under her rewarding tongue. “That’s it, Vi, just a little more. I’m so close⁠—” 

Her lips, pink and plush and kiss-swollen, wrapped around my clit for a hard suck, and I shattered. My thighs clenched around her head as I came, her name a shout on my lips that I’m sure her neighbors heard from a mile away. 

Vi looked up from where her nose was pressed against my pubic mound, a dreamy expression in her eyes as they met mine, working me down and back into a luxurious pace with her fingers as she sat up.

“You taste so fucking good,” she praised, sucking her bottom lip into her mouth with a moan as she chased the remnants of my glossy release, still shining along her chin and cheek. “Did I do a good job, sir?” 

Her tone was all teasing, a maddening false innocence that told me she knew exactly what I thought of her performance. Instead of humoring her, I used my grip on her hair to force her mouth back to my cunt, the order silent and entirely clear. 

Eat. 

She responded immediately, lapping at my clit as she teased my entrance with her fingers once more, trading places back and forth like my next orgasm was a coin hidden under a pair of cups. Back and forth. Back and forth. 

My fangs ached as I lost myself to her touch. 

The desire to claim, to drink, to take burned in my gut and spread until I had to chew the inside of my cheek to stop myself from pulling her wrist to my mouth for another long drink. 

I was so wet there was no resistance as she fucked me with her hand, mouth on my clit where she licked, sucked, and bit me into a frenzy that had my legs shaking and hips bucking against her face, grinding hard until her teeth grazed my clit, throwing me over the edge and into a wave of euphoria that made my head spin. 

“God, yes!” I moaned, collapsing back against the pullout mattress. My hands clawed at the sheets, fisting the material in a desperate bid to stop myself from gripping onto her slender jaw and sinking my teeth into her neck. 

Or shoulder. 

Or her delicious breasts.

She grinned, and my chest ached at the blank canvas of her throat.

I wanted to mark her all over, bite her until she was in a frenzy of desire that matched my own. 

“That’s it, sir,” she cooed, adjusting to press a soft kiss against my temple and then my lips as she freed her fingers with a wet noise. “Let me take care of you.” 

I looped my arms around her, dragging her down to hold her against my chest. 

Where did this creature come from? And why had it taken her so long to find me? I was certain that if we’d met before, I never would’ve let her out of my sight, so I was writing off the strange familiarity I’d felt as a coincidence.

And yet, there was something just out of my reach. 

Her lips pressed to the column of my throat, and I hummed, my eyes shut as I reveled in the relative peace of the moment. 

Now that the roaring whoosh of desire for her blood had begun to quiet, I could hear her heartbeat again, elevated from her efforts. 

“Sir?” Vi’s voice was soft as she traced patterns along my side, following the lines of my tattoos. 

I hummed in response, my cheek resting against the top of her head. 

“Can I have a kiss?” 

I opened my eyes, gently reaching to tilt her jaw toward mine for a kiss that was a sipping pass of our mouths. She cradled my cheek in her hand gently, a smile teasing at the corner of her mouth as she stole another few soft pecks. 

“Why don’t you stay for dinner?” 

“It’s hardly past noon,” I chuckled. 

“I know,” she said, laughing back. A silly, half-breathless laugh that stretched her cheeks. 

Instead of answering with words, I kissed her again, slower and clumsier this time as I rolled us on the couch. 

As if I wanted to be anywhere else. 
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I studied Vi’s profile as she dozed with her cheek pressed against my chest. Long, dark lashes kissed her pale cheeks as her breath brushed against the bare skin above my sports bra.

It’d just been polite for us to redress after an afternoon of rolling around together—she did have a roommate after all. A fact we wouldn’t be able to avoid at the coven house either, but at least there I had my own room.

It was difficult to worry too much about frivolous things like privacy with Vi’s warm body melded against mine, our legs tangled together on the wide Chesterfield now that we’d neatly tucked away the pullout bed. 

It almost wasn’t enough contact with the thin material of her borrowed T-shirt separating Vi’s skin from mine. I enjoyed the warmth radiating from her, fingers catching in the cotton slightly as I rubbed her back in slow, soothing strokes. 

The television hummed softly with the end credits of a movie that neither of us had paid any attention to. Vi, for the sake of a well-deserved nap, and me, too focused on enjoying her company. 

To its credit, the movie—something about vampires, filmed before we stepped out into the light—did manage to get some of the details right. 

Vi had been so horrified that I hadn't seen it while we were aimlessly scrolling for something to watch that it’d quickly become our choice, with the human demanding that I needed to be educated. 

It was a foolish notion, given I’d been living with vampirism for more years than she’d been alive. Even so, there was something to be said for a cult classic. 

Especially the soundtrack. 

And Elsie would probably like to glitter in the sunlight. Unfortunately, in reality, sunlight meant a wicked migraine and a sunburn that was a real bitch to get rid of. Far less entertaining. 

I traced patterns along her back, little moons and stars that trailed over her shoulder and spine. Vi had been out since the first scene, her breaths deep and even as she relaxed in my arms with shower-damp hair. We’d barely made it back to the sofa before she passed out, too exhausted to keep her eyes open or support her own boneless body. 

Her surprise at what I considered basic aftercare flared a hot brand of anger in my chest. Was she not cared for before? Did her previous partners not take the time to worship the woman who gave herself so freely? 

The very idea stoked the monster under my skin to life. It filled me with the urge to break, to tear. 

To destroy. 

Or was it that she usually kept things more casual? Refrained from dating at all? Not that I could call this dating—we’d been so informal in our courtship so far that I’d wondered whether she’d let me past the front door. 

Never in my wildest fantasies did I assume we’d slip from the hallway and fall into bed with the conversation I’d planned only half finished. 

I soaked in the smell of her hibiscus shampoo, cuddling her soft frame closer, settling the creature prowling under the surface of my skin. 

A tiger turned housecat. 

It was… unusual. 

I wasn’t a stranger to attraction, or to romance for that matter. In my long life, I’d had many lovers, mostly women, though sparsely a man or two had found their way into my bed over the decades. But Vi? She felt like something else altogether. A sort of siren call I’d believed only to exist in sonnets and fairytales. 

Different. 

Alluring. 

Fucking maddening. 

My kind—those of us who were born instead of made—fostered instincts that created vampires like Elsie didn’t.

The desire to create covens, to make new night children.

To share our blood with humans and gift them the immortality that we reveled in as our birthright.

To find mates to share our long eternities with.

Those needs burrowed into the back of my skull like a Dremel, worming their way through my subconscious until it was all I could think about. 

At first, it had been frightening. I’d never had much of a desire to act on the impulses before, not even with Elsie. Ultimately, it had been Cherie who changed her. But there had been a courtship between us—time had passed that allowed us to form our own special bond before she joined our coven for the rest of our eternity. 

Eternity, I’d found this year, could be cut short quite unexpectedly. 

Regardless, we’d been fortunate to have the sort of time that allowed attraction to turn into more. 

The sands of that hourglass, marking the passage of days and weeks that build bonds between souls, had barely begun to pool for Vi and me. And yet, here I was, fantasising about what it would be like for her to open her eyes after a lazy afternoon nap and see crimson ringing her dark irises. 

Desire grated on my common sense as I cradled her fragile mortal body, my baser urges rattling against my skull. 

Bite. Drink. Feed. Claim. 

She wasn’t ready for that kind of commitment. She was hardly ready for what we were doing now. 

I shouldn’t have been ready either. It wasn’t like me to throw caution to the wind and dive headfirst into limerence. 

But here I was. And here she was with me. 

Not pushing away but pulling closer. 

I chided myself for considering it, even as Vi nuzzled her face against my skin, her lips grazing along my chest and neck with her soft breaths. 

A desperate keen rattled in my core, the comfort and ease between us whispering to my very soul that this had the potential to go beyond my wildest dreams.

It was no secret I wanted her.

I’d wanted her from the moment I’d first laid eyes on her in that cafe. So much so that the smell of her blood, brought to the surface with her embarrassed blush, made my fangs ache. 

It left me with a bone-weary restlessness, the feeling of returning home after a long time away only to find the entire thing had burned to ash. 

Terrifying.

Anxiety-inducing. 

And unforgettable. 

My eyes strayed to my jacket as if I could see through the heavy wool to the long, wrapped box in the left pocket. A gift, forgotten in my desperate need this morning. 

This is all out of order. 

A frustrated sigh slipped from between my teeth, my mixed emotions continuing to churn restlessly. 

She deserved much better than me. 

My phone buzzed where I left it on the arm of the couch, and I glanced at the screen to see our takeout order was waiting on the other side of the door. 

“Vi,” I murmured, gently nudging her as I reluctantly tried to untangle our limbs. “Food is here.” 

“I’m comfy,” she groaned, shifting to bury her face into the crook of my neck. 

I chuckled, running a hand down her warm back. I should get up and grab our delivery from the step before it turned cold and soggy, but if Vi wanted me close, I wasn’t going to deny her. 

I sincerely doubted I’d be able to deny her ever again. 

Did she realize the effect that she had on me? On the entire coven? 

Not just Elsie and Dana, but even Juniper, notoriously distant, had a fascination with the girl. 

A crush, I’d say, if I didn’t mind a thump to the back of the head. 

“If you’re sure.” 

She sighed, pressing soft kisses on every bit of my skin she could reach. “But… I am kind of hungry.” 

With a little shifting, I rolled over her, landing lithely on the floor on her opposite side. “One moment then, Pet. I’ll be right back.” 

I headed for the door, confident with my heightened hearing that no one was in the hall as I threw it wide in my underwear to collect the takeout bag. 

“Plates are beside the sink,” Vi called, the sofa rustling as she fought to sit up. 

The door swung shut with a soft click, and I turned to her. Peaked nipples stood out in my shirt, the white fabric drowning her. The sleeves fell almost to her elbow, and its hem hit her mid-thigh, an obvious indicator of our over-a-foot height difference. My eyes roved over every inch of flesh, from her slender ankles up her shapely legs, over the soft swell of her hips to where I could see the bruises from my hands and mouth proudly visible against the fair skin of her throat. 

“Are you coming?” she asked with a suggestive crook of her finger. 

I turned before she could catch the way my eyes widened and collected plates from the cupboard. 

Before I could talk myself out of it, I stopped at the coat rack and collected the box from my jacket pocket, balancing it on the plates on the way back to the living room. 

Curiosity glittered in Vi’s dark eyes. “What’s that?” 

I set the plates and takeout on the table before taking the box in my hands, twirling it nervously.

“Last night…” I started with a cringe at the memory of how it ended as I sat beside her. She scooted closer, her body heat like a brand to my left side. “I planned on giving you this. I know for your generation it’s not so important—the, er… courting.”

I licked my suddenly dry lips, my gaze firmly on hers even as my throat tightened with nerves, begging me to look anywhere else. 

There is no way she is going to say yes. 

Fucking and dating are two totally different things, Ren, you fool. 

I steeled myself for rejection, tripping over my words. “But it is for me. So, would you like… er… would you be willing to⁠—" 

“Be your girlfriend?” Vi asked, the deliciously soft rasp of her voice igniting a fire in my stomach that scorched the butterflies rioting in it to death. 

I nodded tightly, more of a jerk of my head than anything else. “I would be honored if you’d be willing…” Stop rambling, I admonished myself. “Yes.” 

She shifted, and my breath came in a sharp inhale. It was too much too soon. She was going to laugh me out of her apartment. 

Her heart rate skyrocketed, but I couldn’t tell if it was nerves or anger. 

“I should probably tell you that Elsie and I had accidental voyeuristic sex in front of Dana last night.” 

“I—What?” A surprised bark of laughter escaped me, half incredulous. “When did you have time?” 

I smelled her arousal last night when she returned from her break. But we’d been so slammed, and then well… What happened, happened…

Jealousy that Dana’d been the one to get to watch hit me like a freight train. 

She ran her hands over her face, a blush colouring her cheeks in uneven splotches.

“At the club, in Dana’s office, during lunch. She surprised me with this lingerie⁠—” 

“It doesn’t bother me if you see other people, Pet. I know that you know I am involved with Elsie and Juniper.” I bit back another laugh at the embarrassed look she flashed between her fingers. “If you desire to have relationships with any of the others, I have no problem with that.” 

“So it’s cool if Elsie and I⁠—?”

“Yes, it’s cool,” I teased, stressing the last word. “And Dana, and any one of us you may want to explore a connection with. So long as you know that you also want to be with me.” 

She smiled, grabbing my face in her hands and leaning forward to kiss me hard. “Then, yes,” she murmured against my lips. “I’ll be your girlfriend.” 

Relief flooded me, and I grinned, turning my face to nip at her fingertips playfully. “This is for you.” 

“You didn’t need to get me a present, you know.”

“I know, I wanted to. Besides, I couldn’t let Elsie show me up, could I?” 

“You knew?” she asked with narrowed eyes. 

“Not about you fucking in Dana’s office in front of her, no. But about her gift?” My eyes flashed, a predatory smirk spreading across my face. “Who do you think helped her pick it out? I think it should’ve been me who got to watch nstead of Dana. It would’ve been more fair.” 

She pressed a kiss to my cheek and took the proffered package. I expected her to tear through the paper like Elsie, half feral and overly eager, but she flipped the box over and carefully peeled the pink paper at the taped edges. I dropped my arm around her shoulders as she removed the paper in one piece, flipping the light blue box back over and lifting the lid. 

Even with my improved hearing, I barely made out her gasp at the sight of the tickets inside, a set of three. 

“Ren, are these…?” she asked, voice high in her excitement. 

“Yeah, I thought you and Danny might like to come to a game with me,” I said with a grin. It might be a little strange to invite your new girlfriend’s sibling on a date with you, but I thought they might like to experience being in the stadium together. 

“Shut up,” she half squeaked, bouncing as she pulled the tickets out, only to freeze when her eyes found the golden bracelet beneath them. A delicate chain with five little rubies embedded into the metal at even spaces. 

It had been expensive. 

But I was half counting that she wouldn’t immediately clock just how much.

And worth every penny, to know without a doubt that Vi would be marked as mine, in my own little way. A special gift for a special girl.

My hope was that she’d wear it to the club, and irritating vampire fuck boys like Sel would get the hint and leave her alone. 

That it told them all she already had a vampire, and a fucking powerful one, that she belonged to. 

Besides, she deserved a more traditional courting gift than tickets to a baseball game. 

Her lips curled at the edges, showing the dimple in her left cheek. “Ren, this is beautiful.”

“Can I help you put it on?” 

She nodded, offering her wrist. “The game is Saturday; what about work?” 

“I’ll find someone to cover for us, don’t worry,” I said, taking the bracelet in my hands, meaning to attach it. But when my gaze caught on the bandage wrapping her wrist—the bruises that fucking jerkoff had left on her skin, I paused. “Pet…” I murmured softly, bringing the back of her hand to my lips for a gentle kiss. “Would you let me heal this for you?”

I expected her to hesitate, and I would’ve understood if she did.

But Vi nodded, a weak smile playing at the corner of her mouth. “Yeah, please.. hurts like a bitch, honestly.”

My nose wrinkled, a bitter, angry part of me hissing that I hadn’t be able to finish the job on the useless sack of immortal flesh that’d dared touch what belonged to me.

“Might still sting a little,” I admitted, unfastening the tape holding the gauze together and wrapping her wrist.

“I can take it,” Vi promised with a tired smile. “I’m tough.”

A little chuckle wormed its way out of my chest even as my temper flared at the sight of Vi’s injured wrist. Before I could allow myself to sink further into callously murderous thoughts and half-baked ideas to track the vampire down and finish what I started, I bent. My lips grazed along the ribboned flesh, the hardened blood easy for my fangs to puncture, hitting Vi with a fresh wave of venom that had her limp and pliant in my arms as I laved at the spot, coating it with my saliva thoroughly.

It took a little time, but the skin began to knit back together as Vi rode the high of the venom, sighing happily as the wound sealed, leaving behind a thin, red scar.

In time, like the memories of last night, it would fade.

But for now? I kissed the place, reaching to collect the bracelet from its box to attach it to her wrist, leaving enough space for Vi to rotate it to her preference.

Deep satisfaction filled me at the sight. Finally, my girl was claimed

Mine.

With gentleness that was unnatural to me, I took hold of her wrist, bringing it to my lips for a lingering kiss against her pulse. “Happy Valentine’s Day, Pet.” 

Vi wasn’t a member of my coven yet, but if my instincts were to be trusted, it was only a matter of time. And, with the little stones glittering along her wrist, I couldn’t help but feel that I’d taken a small step toward claiming her.  

One of the positives about immortality?

You had a lot of time to be patient.
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The gym Danny worked at—Fang Fitness—was, admittedly, a dirty fucking hellhole. 

The smell of sweat hung mustily in the air despite the massive glass panels lining the back wall, open to the winter chill. Like no amount of airing out the cinder block building would be enough to rid it of decades of blood, sweat, and, after a couple of extremely harrowing boot camp classes—tears. 

I lingered by the changing rooms waiting for my sibling, studying the chipped hand-painted mural of a bat holding a barbell over its little furry head that sat between sets of lockers. 

If I’d had it my way, I never would’ve left the couch today. But I’d already committed to swapping my kickboxing class time now that I worked nights. It was a bit tricky to make a 7 p.m. class when I was busy mixing cocktails and flirting with half of my co-workers. 

Wait, Ren and I weren’t just co-workers anymore, right? I mean, I was the only one who said the word girlfriend yesterday—twice—but come on! Jewelry for Valentine’s Day? Baseball tickets? We had to be official. 

Yeah. We were totally, definitely, absolutely⁠—

“Ready?” Danny asked, appearing through the swinging door and interrupting my internal freakout not a moment too soon. “I don’t think there will be many people here today; the daytime class is usually pretty quiet.” 

“Not really a bad thing.” I said, pulling at the sleeve of my hoodie down on instinct, even though only a small scar was visible after Ren fixed it up, it still felt... vulnerable. 

Danny’s dark eyes—a mirror of my own—tracked the movement. 

“You sure you should box today, sis?” 

I shrugged. “It’s been healed, so it’s fine.” 

They leaned in close, a hand gently resting on my arm at the crook near my elbow. “Do you want to talk about it?” 

I’d filled them in, briefly and with as few details as possible, on the drive over but we weren’t really a ‘talk about it’ family. We were a ‘hope it goes away’ family. But I knew that they cared anyway… Especially when they were trying like this.

My eyes flicked away from my sibling to find my own pale face in one of the many mirrors affixed to the walls. Unable to look at the dark, exhausted circles under my eyes, I shook my head, my gaze moving to the high open ceiling, metal beams and ducting visible from the rubberized floor below. 

“I’m all good, D,” I assured them, patting their hand with my own. 

For the most part it was true, even if it still sounded a little hollow coming out of my mouth. More than anything, I was tired from all the adrenaline… And maybe a little anxious about going back to O.

But I wasn’t going to trouble Danny with that. I knew that they had enough going on with the gym and school. I didn’t want to burden Danny with what had happened and with my insane theory that I’d been bitten before. Especially when I didn’t have any evidence to show for it. 

No, it was easier—for both of us—if I just accepted Valentine’s Day as an unfortunate accident and tried to move on with my life the best I could. 

“Then why don’t you tell me about tall, dark, and butch kissing you outside Kaylee’s this morning?” 

I groaned as they led me through rows of weight machines, treadmills, and ellipticals toward the open space at the far side of the gym. “Ren just happened to be picking up coffees for the coven. You know, this is why I never tell you anything! You gossip worse than Grandma. Please tell me you didn’t call Mom.” 

“Not yet. I figured I should find out if it was a one-night stand or not first,” they teased, nudging me. “That kiss tells me it wasn’t…”

“As if it’s any of your business,” I quipped. “But no, she’s not a one-night stand. Her name is Ren.” 

Danny ooohed excitedly. “The bartender? The one Kaylee showed me on her phone? The one who wasn’t your girlfriend?” 

“Yeah.” 

“But now you’re kissing and…” 

The prospect of discussing my sex life with my older sibling was too horrifying to allow this conversation to continue, leaving me hunting for a change of subject. 

“She’s taking me to a Nightwalkers game.” 

“Fuck off,” Danny said with an excited grin. “She’s a fan?”

“Yeah, bought you a ticket too—way better than the seats we usually have.”

“Oh, so she’s already trying to get into the future-sibling-in-law’s good graces? Excellent! I’ll wear a suit when I’m your best them at the wedding.” 

I scoffed. “As if! Kaylee is going to be my maid of honor if in the far-off future I ever decide to get married.” At Danny’s overly excited look, I groaned. “Far, far, far future.”

“Fine,” they grumbled. “You heard from Mom much lately?” 

I shook my head. “No more than usual—calls every couple of days, texts infrequently. She’s tired. Her incision site is itchy. Same old, same old.” 

It felt insane to be so blasé about cancer, but now that Mom had gone into remission, it was all about making sure it stayed that way. And trying to pay off her seriously monumental pile of medical bills. 

Fuck medical insurance companies to hell and back. 

There was a small crowd of half a dozen people as we approached the ring. My trainer, Riley, who I no longer could afford to do private sessions with, was the instructor for this lesson. Which—admittedly—was half the reason I’d chosen it. I really missed gossiping with the little vampire whenever I got the chance. 

I wormed my way through the crowd with Danny at my heels, breaking through the knot of people to catch sight of Riley and an opponent weaving between each other, trading punches that would make my fragile human bones turn to splinters. 

But it wasn’t the ferocity of the blows that made my lips pop open in surprise; it was Riley’s opponent. 

I watched—gaped would be a better word for it—as Dana bounced back and forth on the balls of her feet, easily dodging strikes from Riley even without her vampire speed. 

The first thing I noticed was that Dana’d taken her braids out, her hair sitting in two natural buns on the top of her head as she ducked and weaved.

Riley leveled another barrage of attacks that Dana easily dodged, her foot coming up to clip the side of the trainer’s head, stopping just before she made contact. 

“Dirty,” Riley chuckled good-naturedly, knocking Dana’s foot out of the way and throwing punch after punch toward the petite vampire. It should’ve been easy enough to catch her with Riley’s longer range, given she had about a foot on my boss, but… Dana was fast. 

She bobbed and danced around her, a matching two-piece spandex set in slate grey hugging her beautifully curved form. If she’d been human, I was sure a sheen of sweat would be covering her warm brown skin by now. Instead, the vampire wasn’t even panting as she moved from offense to defense and back again. 

“Come on, Dana!” I shouted from the sidelines over the catcalls and jeers from the others gathered around to watch. 

Her eyes flicked away from Riley for a fraction of a second, a surprised smile tugging at the corner of her full lips. It was the opening Riley needed, and she took it, landing a bone-crushing punch to the side of Dana’s face and forcing her to stagger backwards. She recovered quickly, returning with a flurry of strikes with newfound energy. 

Showoff.

It wasn’t long until the fight was won, with Dana using her size to her advantage and taking Riley out at the knees, coming to straddle her on the mat with a self-satisfied smirk as she struggled. 

“One,” Dana called, leaning down to whisper something to Riley that made her laugh. 

Jealousy coiled in my stomach like a living thing. 

“Two.” 

Here she was, giggling away with another girl when she hadn’t even called me after⁠—

Whoa, hold up, Vi. 

You were with Ren, her covenmate. She was giving you space. 

And she texted. 

“Three.” 

But rationality and a jealous streak didn’t always go hand in hand. Especially when it came to beautiful Brazilians with a charming accent. 

Dana hopped off Riley once the match was called, pulling off one of her gloves to help the other vampire to her feet while Riley used her teeth to loosen the Velcro clasp before tugging one of her own off to accept the help. 

“Good match,” Dana said, though her eyes had already flicked back to me. 

“One of these days I’ll figure out how you do that, you know?” 

“Do what?” she asked, though the distraction was obvious in the way her voice carried. 

“Drop me to the ground.” 

“Oh, that’s easy,” Dana replied with a shrug, looking back at Riley—and her chest. “You’re top-heavy.” 

The vampire scoffed, rolling her eyes. “Yeah, yeah. Take fi—Vi! Hey! I didn’t know you were coming!”

If Dana felt the same irritation I did watching her with Riley now that the woman’s attention was on me, she didn’t show it. She crossed the ring to come lean against the ropes, looking down at me with an easy smile. “Fancy seeing you here, Striker.”

Cute, I thought, offering her a smile. 

“Hey, Riley. Boss.” 

Her tongue pressed against her fang, tooth gem sparkling as she tried to stifle a satisfied smirk at the nickname. “Feeling okay?” 

“Yeah, pretty solid,” I said, touched by the concern in her voice. “I didn’t know you came to this gym.”

“Riley got poached from my old spot. Been coming to this class ever since.”

I waved at the vampire in question as she ducked under the ropes of the ring, hopping down onto the floor with an affectionate touch of her taped knuckles against my cheek as she walked by. “She just can’t keep away. How about you, Vi, here to flirt or train?” 

I stuck my tongue out at her. Awfully rich accusation coming from her after the giggle party I’d seen.

“Can a girl not multitask? Besides, it looks like one of us needs to train a bit more, given how quickly Dana took you out.” 

“Yeah, yeah,” Riley muttered, taking a long drink from her water bottle. Her wavy black hair swayed in its ponytail, slipping over her shoulder. 

I’d always thought she was a good-looking girl, though strictly off-limits. It was definitely some kind of faux pas to sleep with one of your sibling’s co-workers.

Make it double if it happened at the gym you went to. 

Triple if that person was also your personal trainer. 

Though I wondered if Riley had ever been interested. You could only watch someone struggle through eight reps at a time for so long before you got the ick, right? 

“Maybe I’ll have Dana train me instead.” I spoke slowly, biting back on a grin at her outraged expression—slack-jawed, looking dumbfounded. But she recovered quickly, hooking her thumb toward the dark-skinned vampire with a raised brow.

“I’d like to see you try to hold your own against her.” 

“I’m game,” Dana said, smoothing some nonexistent stray hairs into her perfectly executed space buns. 

I tried to stall as I looked between the two. Riley beat my ass to an embarrassing degree half the time, so I didn’t stand a chance if Dana was beating hers.

“Come on. You scared, darling?” Dana purred, her eyes trailing me in my leggings with keen interest. 

My brain went straight to the way she’d looked at me in her old office. 

Fuck. 

My libido and I were going to have a serious conversation when I got home. In the tub. With my vibrator. Thinking long and hard about this exact moment, when Dana’s perfect lips parted on a soft laugh like she knew exactly what I was thinking about. 

“Well, darling,” Danny mocked at my side, nearly making me jump. I’d forgotten she was standing there. “What's it going to be?” 

I wasn’t sure when I’d stopped being Striker and started being darling full-time, but I wasn’t complaining. Even if I knew Danny was going to be insufferable about it later. 

“Fine, let’s do this.” I gave in, peeling off my hoodie to reveal my light blue sports bra. “Somebody needs to tape me up, though. My hand is a little stiff.” 

“I got you,” Riley said, digging through her bag for a roll. 

“Go show her why we call you Vicious,” Danny encouraged. Then, lowering her voice, she followed it up with, “Or get your ass beat.” 

“Don’t worry,” Dana called, having no trouble catching their words thanks to her vampire hearing. She leaned her cheek against the top rope. “I’ll be gentle.”
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I meant to be gentle, especially since mortal bodies were just so… fragile. 

But my vicious little human had other plans.

She struck out with shocking efficacy, not bothering to pull punches for the sake of flirting like I’d carelessly assumed she would. 

I loved it.

“Come on,” Vi taunted, bouncing from foot to foot with the agility of someone who’d spent a fair amount of time inside the ring. “I’m not made of glass, Dana.” 

Ah, there it was. 

She didn’t want me to think of her as weak. 

Impossible, anyway. Anyone with eyes could tell that there was more to Vi than what was on the surface. She was smart, quick as a whip, driven, and brave. 

Most people who’d been attacked by a vampire would’ve spent a couple of days cowering in their bed, and yet here she was—stepping up to me in the ring, insisting that I take her seriously. 

“You want the heat, Striker? Fine, you got it.” 

I didn't expect her to be so fast, or so willing to throw a damn hard punch after she’d just been injured, but she went for it. Her fist whizzing past my head drawing my attention to the thin scar that remained. It made my insides clench with anger and, worse, guilt. 

Who healed it? Juniper, maybe?

Should I have offered to do it before I sent her home?

It was my fault she’d been bitten; I’d been so distracted reliving my private peepshow that I’d barely been paying attention to the security feeds. I should’ve noticed when she was alone behind the bar. Should've been there quicker to deal with the vampire that had dared to cross the line and touch one of my girls. 

Ren had the right idea, laying him out. If it hadn’t been in public, in the middle of my covens bar, I would’ve done worse.

I sidestepped her punch, returning with one of my own—too wide—that she dodged easily. Vi ducked under my arm, landing a strike hard in my gut, forcing me to stagger backwards with a wheeze. Her next punch came off the first, my only warning the way her foot shifted as I planted my own feet, blocking with my forearm. Undeterred, she dipped forward, totally bypassing my defenses, her lips so close to my ear I could feel her warm breath skating across my skin. 

“You should’ve seen what Ren and I got up to yesterday,” she whispered, head tilting to show off the fine line of her throat, damp with sweat where her pulse thrummed violently with her elevated heartbeat. “It makes what you saw with Elsie look PG-13.”

My eyes snapped to hers in surprise, my lips forming a nearly comical o. 

Ren? Does she mean…? 

Sure, my covenmate had been absent from family dinner last night, but like the rest of us, she had her own space to retreat to when she needed it.

I’d assumed she’d been licking her wounds. Maybe listening to Lana Del Rey on repeat, taking moody black-and-white photos, gorging herself on the blood of someone who had drunk a bunch of cheap, shitty beer… the Ren special for when she was in a bad mood. 

It never occurred to me that she would’ve tracked Vi down and disturbed her while she was meant to be resting. It wasn’t proper. There were social rules at play here, expectations… 

You’re full of shit.

A prickle of unease licked down my spine.

No, Ren was just Vi’s co-worker. I mean, there were employment laws and all. HR or whatever. 

Well, technically, I was our human resources officer, and what I said went.

And she and Elsie just the other day hadn’t been exactly professional when⁠— 

The rest of the thought vacated my mind as my back hit the mat hard enough to leave me breathless. I lay there for a moment, staring up at the ceiling, splayed out like a turtle overturned on its shell.

“What the⁠—?”

Vi leaned into my vision, flattening her blunt bangs with a smirk.

“Gotcha, boss.” 

I laughed just before I used my legs to sweep her feet from under her. She crashed down on top of me, but I was ready, locking my arms around Vi’s soft, warm body as she struggled. 

“Dirty fucking cheater!”

“No one called the match yet, darling.” 

She made a noise of frustration, renewing her efforts to overpower me. As much as I was enjoying Vi wriggling against me, her honeysuckle and vanilla scent invading my senses, I wasn’t entirely keen to let my obvious desire for her play out like this in front of everyone.

I feigned being overpowered until Vi was straddling my middle, her knees bracketing my narrow hips. She pressed me into the mat, her hair slipping out of her ponytail sloppily as she panted. 

“Tap out,” she ordered, holding herself upright with her hands on my shoulders. 

My fangs pressed into my lower lip as I tried to keep my eyes on anything except the clear view of her chest smooshed into her sports bra. Before I’d consciously thought to do it, the familiarity of our position triggered my muscle memory, my hands snaking up her clothed thighs and around her back to grab her ass playfully. 

Vi laughed a little. “Finally getting with the program?” she asked. 

“Trying to,” I admitted softly. “But still unwilling to concede, I’m afraid.” 

Whether I was talking about the match or the obvious heat between us was anyone’s guess. 

Her elbow pressed against my jugular, cutting off my airflow. Like this, her lips were so close to mine that I could practically taste them. Which wasn’t a problem for me, I didn’t mind being roughed up a bit.

“Tap out,” she insisted breathlessly, eyes flicking between mine like she was searching for the answer to a question she wouldn't ask. 

“Don't think I will, thanks,” I returned with a wheeze as Vi pressed harder against my windpipe. 

My patience—and self-control—shot, I hooked my arms around Vi and rolled us with ease, using my body to keep her on her back beneath me. 

The proximity, paired with Vi's soft oof of surprise—an impossibly sexy sound that I wanted to record and listen to over and over like the pop hits of the ‘90s—had my fangs aching.

“Gotcha.” I smirked. 

She flailed wildly, pressing the mat with her hands and planting her feet to attempt to buck me off her. It was futile, but I let her wear herself out as I chuckled, waiting patiently for her to give up. 

Ren’s self-control must’ve been off the charts if she’d spent any length of time between Vi's thighs without biting her. I didn't have the same drive to create, and I was still aching for a taste of her. The temptation alone must have taken years off her life. 

Unless, of course, she had. Unless Vi had even welcomed it. Had allowed Ren to sup from her soft flesh and finally get a taste of the blood that’d haunted my very dreams since the moment I’d been close enough to smell it in her veins. 

I'd been alive a long, long time. Long enough to know when I met someone special. Long enough to know when I should get as far away from her as possible, if only to save myself from disappointment. 

I looked at Vi’s flushed face, taking in her sweat-soaked hair and soft pink lips parted on an angry curse, her desire to win—to live—painted into every wrinkle and line of her skin. 

I recognised it like an old friend, the same emotions I’d experienced lifetimes ago before I’d gone through the change. 

Struggle. 

Hunger. 

Desperation. 

Nothing more than whispers of some far-off time that I hadn’t thought about in decades. Something I was beginning to understand again. 

The money we’d made on Valentine’s Day certainly would help, but handing over twenty-five percent of our profits to Garrett was seriously going to impact the lifestyle of our coven if I didn’t come up with a more permanent solution, and quickly. 

Vi pinched my side hard enough to draw a surprised yelp from my lips, pulling me back into the moment. She used my distraction to her advantage, flipping us again. 

“Gotcha,” she echoed back to me, baring her teeth in challenge. It was cute, even though I knew her dull human canines were unable to puncture flesh without a considerable amount of force. 

A housecat amongst lions.

Noticing the way she was quivering, her heart rate still overly elevated… There was only one thing left to do. I tapped my hand against the mats three times, signaling my defeat.  

Vi breathed out a sigh of relief, an exhausted smile settling onto her features as she leaned forward, her forehead making contact with the cool mat as she tried to catch her breath.

“Give me a sec,” she huffed, making no move to get up. 

I circled my arms around her in what was, undeniably, a cuddle. But given that she was currently straddling me, her sweaty body molded to mine, I figured a few concessions could be made. 

“You overexerted yourself.”

She hummed noncommittally, like I would somehow be less correct in my assessment if she didn’t agree with me outright.

Dozens of seconds passed, the subtle tick of the clock hanging on the concrete wall ten feet away sounding as loud as Vi’s breath in my ear. If I so much as turned my head, we could be kissing. 

“Get a room, why don’t you?” Danny, one of the tattooed trainers with long, dark hair pulled up into a loose ponytail, called with a quirked eyebrow. 

Blood rushed to Vi's cheeks in a flood of scarlet, making the tantalizing scent of her blood nearly unbearable. She scrambled to get off me, adjusting her leggings before offering to help me up. 

I took her hand, allowing her to pull me from the floor, perhaps holding her fingers for a couple of extra seconds before relinquishing the last of her touch. 

So what? It’s not a crime. 

“Yo, Danny! Jay is here!” Riley called, making the brunette wince. 

I watched them for a second until it clicked. They looked so much like their sister, I didn’t know how I didn’t make the connection before. Their expression was nearly identical to when Ren asked Vi to clean out the ice machine. 

“Be there in a minute! Sorry, Vi. They’re late as balls. Think you can get a cab home?” 

“I’m done here,” I interjected before Vi could answer. “I can drop you off if you want?” I suggested, trying to keep my tone casual despite my eagerness.

I rarely had Vi all to myself, given there was always a customer, one of the girls, or one of my covenmates around at the club. It would be nice to spend a few extra minutes together one-on-one. 

“She’d love that!” Danny shouted before Vi could reply, teasing a smile to my lips. 

Vi turned on her, scowling daggers. “Mind your damn business!”

“It is my business,” Danny argued with an over-exaggerated shrug. “Dana, I hadn’t realised the club you worked at was the same as Vi’s—” It was a lie, and an obvious one, but I didn’t quite understand why.

What difference did it make if Danny knew I worked with their sister or not? 

“Would you shut up?” Vi interjected, red as a beet. “Before I beat your ass like Christmas 2007.” 

“I hope you’re taking good care of my sister,” they went on, ignoring her. “Have you made it onto her roster?”

“Danny, client waiting!” Riley shouted back to us again. 

“Tell them I’m busy making my sister turn puce!” 

I looked over my shoulder at Vi as I slid through the ropes and hopped down out of the ring to collect my bag, slinging it over my shoulder.

“Would you say I’m on the roster?”

She threw her hands in the air with exasperation, huffing. “I don’t have a fucking roster! Danny is just being a⁠—” 

“Sure you don’t,” they interrupted again, gleefully. “Because I totally didn’t see you kissing a tattooed hottie outside your apartment less than two hours ago. A tattooed hottie who bought us tickets to go see the Nightwalkers⁠—”

“Enough, Danny.” Vi slid out from the ring to grab her own bag, which I promptly lifted from her hands and threw the strap over my shoulder to join my own.

I barely concealed my laugh at their antics, nudging Vi with my hip.

“So you didn’t just say that stuff about Ren to get under my skin, huh?” 

“No.” Vi ran her hands down her face in frustration. “I hate both of you, for the record.” 

“Danny Knox!” Riley shouted, finally losing her patience. 

“Oh my god, keep your hair on!” they returned, waving as they turned their back on us. “Enjoy your ride home, Vi! Gotta go make some money, you know?”

The gesture Vi gave her was rude, even by modern standards, though it was a little funny. 

“Nice seeing you, Dana!” Danny shouted, barking a laugh as they disappeared through the machines toward the front of the gym. 

“Are you going to let me take you home?” I asked, nudging Vi again as she stared stormily after her sibling. 

“Yeah…” she muttered, shaking off her bad mood to look up at me with a soft smile. “If you don’t mind. I live a couple blocks away from the club, same building as the Drip.” 

“Got it, your carriage awaits.” 

We cut through the side door at the back of the gym. It was marked with a big Emergency Use Only sign but the thing hadn’t been hooked up to an alarm since I’d been coming here nearly ten years ago. 

At the parking lot out back, I led Vi to my jeep, unlocking it with my fob as we approached and opening the passenger side door for her to climb in. 

“I’m not sure why, but I just assumed you’d drive a smaller car,” she said conversationally, her body brushing against mine in a way that had to be purposeful as she climbed into the vehicle. 

I shook my head. “If I could, I’m pretty sure I’d drive a monster truck. It’s just a little impractical in the city.”  

The door snapped shut with a soft thud, and I crossed the front to the driver’s side, tossing our bags in the back before getting in. I threw my phone into the cupholder and turned my keys in the ignition, music blaring to life as the engine rolled over. 

“A monster truck?” she asked incredulously. 

“Yeah. I used to be really into the rallies in the late nineties. Always thought it would be cool to have one.” 

She laughed. “Rallies?”

“Yeah, like events where everyone would bring their monster trucks and they’d run over normal cars and race and stuff,” I explained with a shrug. “It was cool.” 

“Cool,” she echoed with another laugh. “That sounds like something Kaylee would be into.” 

“That’s because Babydoll has taste, Vi.”

She rolled her eyes, turning down the music as I leaned back in my seat to check the mirrors, backing out of our parking space.

“You know, if we’re going to the same gym, we should just plan to meet up instead of it being a surprise.” 

I grinned over at her, showing off my long, pointed fangs, and she returned it, relaxing in her seat. 

It felt… strangely normal, having Vi in my car. Like Elsie or Juniper. The enclosed space didn’t make me feel nervous with her; it just made me want to get closer. 

“Yeah, maybe we should,” I said softly, offering my hand over the console. 

Maybe I was pushing my luck trying to get over the razor-thin boundaries that still rested between us, but the longer I found myself in Vi’s magnetic presence, the harder it was to remind myself why I was trying to avoid her in the first place. 

“You’re really good,” she commented, lacing our fingers.

“You’re better,” I conceded, closing my cool hand to leech the warmth from hers. 

“You let me win,” she accused. 

“You caught that, huh?” 

Vi laughed, using her free hand to punch my arm. 

“Okay, okay! Stop hitting the driver, you'll make us crash! I won’t let you win next time. You’re damn good anyway, even without me pulling punches.”

“Damn right I am,” she said, leaning into my personal space so the faint saline of her sweat and overpowering honeysuckle and vanilla met my nose with every lungful of air. Her free hand fell to my knee, tracing patterns into my lower thigh. “Am I distracting you?”

“How is your wrist? Good?” I asked, mostly to avoid thinking about how badly I wanted her to kiss me.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” she teased. “Good. Ren healed it for me.”

Where else did Ren have her mouth last night…?

Pushing those heatlessly jealous thoughts from my mind, I shook my head.

“I should’ve been there. It should never have happened. I’m so fucking sorry, Vi.”

“It’s okay.” 

“It’s not,” I said, meeting her eyes briefly before looking back at the road. “We’re supposed to keep you safe.” 

“I ended up being fine in the end,” she countered airily, waving her hand like it’d been a minor inconvenience she could sweep away as easily as a spilled cocktail. 

As if Juniper hadn’t walked her to the car, nearly comatose. 

As if I hadn’t had to hold Ren back from committing a murder in the middle of our club. 

As if Elsie hadn’t had to do the same for me. 

I made an irritated noise. Vi didn’t need to downplay the truth to make me, or anyone, feel better. But if she didn’t want my apology, I wouldn’t force her to carry my guilt. 

“Alright.”

She was quiet for a moment, seeming to mull it over in her head.

"I just hate that I feel so fucking powerless against you,” she said bitterly. "Vampires, I mean. I know that physically I don't stand a chance, but I can’t even trust my own mind. It's sick." 

I remembered, however far away and hazy the memories were, when I’d felt like that. Lost. Adrift. Like I wasn't in control of my own life. 

The world had been different then, and meeting Cherie had changed a lot of things for me. Eased the nightmares when they came. Turned the long, lonely nights into something I could look forward to. Chased away the hurt and anger I’d let fester like an infection for far too long. 

She taught me a new way. 

Made me better. 

It fucking pissed me off that her loser of a brother felt entitled to even a cent of the legacy she’d built. 

Before O, the clubs in the Lower City were slaughterhouses. Humans and vampires went in, only vampires came out. They were treated like a food source, like cattle. It had never sat right with me. So when Cherie had shared her dreams with me of a place where humans would be respected, where the transaction would be mutually beneficial, I hadn’t hesitated. 

But I could still remember the old days. The people I’d killed because I didn’t know any other way. The things I did because I thought I needed them to survive. 

That’s why I understood Vi’s anger, the way it continued to mutate and grow. It was nursed by a hundred tiny cuts that would never heal, scabs that could reopen at any moment. A residue of wrongness that no amount of scrubbing or time would diminish. 

Luckily for her, the human mind was pliable, so the fear that night evoked in her would dull soon. It’d warp and shift, distorted by her body’s biological response to avoid suffering. Eventually, she might even forget altogether, with the memories being washed away and replaced with something more pleasant—something newer that held less pain. 

Memories that, if I was honest with myself, I wanted to help her build. 

“I’m sorry,” I said again, not having much more to offer than platitudes. 

“It isn’t your fault.” She sighed. “You didn’t choose to be this way.” 

“No,” I agreed. “I didn’t. Hey, Vi?” 

“Yeah?” 

“Do you have somewhere you need to be?” I asked, looking at her from the corner of my eye. 

“No, why?” 

“Do you want to go on a date?” 

The streetlights passed rhythmically as I continued to drive, neon lights flashing into the car in shades of pink, blue, and red as we passed businesses and apartment buildings the closer we got to the center of the city. 

“W-what?” she stammered, blinking at me in surprise.

I relished the pleased uptick in her heartbeat, barely concealing my smile. 

“Yeah. I don’t have anything planned this afternoon… And I thought you might like some company.”

“I'm all gym sweaty,” she argued half-heartedly, making a face. 

I shrugged. “As am I. But that’s never been much of a deterrent for me.” 

She opened and closed her mouth a few times. I would’ve paid good money to hear where her mind had wandered at my comment.

“Wouldn’t you rather our first date be a little more, I don’t know—formal?” 

“First?” I asked with a raised eyebrow, squeezing her fingers. “Getting a little ahead of yourself, aren’t you? Maybe I’ll think you’re boring.” 

“Shut up!” she scolded, entirely lacking heat. “Do you always have to be such a cocky fucker?”

I pressed my tongue to my fang, mostly to stop myself from saying something else that would earn me another order to stop talking, choosing to press my directive instead. “So? Do you want to?”

“Where would we even go? It’s not like much will be open in the middle of the day on a Monday.” 

“I know a place,” I said, bringing the back of her hand to my lips for a quick kiss. “I just hope you’re not a sore loser.” 
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Coins dinged and rattled into the metal bottom of the chute in a rhythmic clink, clink as I fed bills into the machine. It was damn near impossible to find an arcade that didn’t operate off those fucking tacky swipe cards, but I’d stumbled onto this gem—a warehouse-sized barcade in the industrial district—thanks to Chance. 

She was one of our relief donors and only worked every couple of months since she was usually running drinks at this place. But when she’d found out about my love of vintage arcade cabinets—though the eighties often didn’t feel that long ago to me—she’d slipped me a card. I’d been coming a couple of times a week ever since. 

I bent, scooping several handfuls of coins out of the machine and dumping them into the little zippered bag slung across my chest. 

Vi’s eyes chased the sights and sounds of the games as they played music and lit up, beckoning us closer to play everything from Dance Dance Revolution to TMNT to Street Fighter. The impressive selection was highlighted even more by the human’s soft little oohs of excitement as we walked past. 

“This is so cool,” she said, handing me my Italian soda.

Blood orange. 

Not the fruit. 

“I thought it was more fun than some dinner.” I shrugged, barely keeping the overly smug, pleased-as-fuck grin off my face at her praise. 

Even if the circumstances were a little sour, I wasn’t going to waste my opportunity to spend time with Vi.  Especially if it meant I could cheer her up. 

“What do you want to play first?” 

She hummed thoughtfully, weighing her options as she sipped her lemon-lime soda, bouncing on the balls of her feet on the custom-poured resin floor. The entire thing was lit from underneath, providing a sort of hazy bluish glow like an aquarium, something I’d loved from the first time I’d stepped inside the place. 

The overly high ceilings filled with silvery ducting and distinct lack of windows were industrial, but the finishings—ultra-modern down to the sliding doors, reminiscent of Star Trek, leading to the bathrooms—that was all sci-fi. 

A blend of retro and modern that wasn’t unlike me, in a way. Ever changing as I aged yet somehow still as devastatingly young as I was when I was thirty. 

Not that I felt it. 

Loss always made you feel older, and you didn’t live as long as I had without your fair share of it. 

Vi stepped up to a Whac-A-Mole-style game featuring little green aliens disappearing into moon crater-like holes, taking hold of the spaceship-shaped hammer. 

“Coin me, Dana?” 

I chuckled, obediently digging in my bag to free a couple of tokens. During my hunt, my fingers brushed an object that was foreign to me, my mind trying to work out why the hell I had a tube of lipstick in my bag. 

Makeup wasn’t really my thing, and although I didn’t mind a bit of eyeliner or mascara, the tacky feel of lipstick or gloss always made my skin crawl.

Oh. 

A memory of Elsie handing me the object with a sly smile on Valentine’s Day floated to the top of my mind, formerly buried in the chaos of Vi’s attack. 

I slipped a few of our tokens into the play slot and watched as Vi used the hammer’s foam end to smack the start button with a whoop of excitement. 

She attacked viciously as the animatronics burst to life, popping in and out of the holes with an overly cheery tune playing loudly from the speakers, punctuated by her laughs and grunts of effort. With every strike on top of an alien’s head, the red score numbers climbed, though she was still far off from the jackpot before the game ended, spitting out three measly faded red tickets for her efforts, leaving her slightly winded and panting. 

Humans. So much struggle, so little payoff. 

But my mind was only half here as I kept my eyes on her, wondering what it’d be like to tug her into my backseat and use the little lipstick tube-shaped vibrator on her until she was grunting and panting for a whole other reason. 

“Excellent work, darling,” I praised, putting my hand out for her prize. “Let me hold onto those? We can try to exchange them for something at the end.” 

She handed them over, warm fingers brushing my hand and making my stomach flip-flop. 

“You got it, boss. What’s next? No, wait—let me guess.” She hummed thoughtfully, looking between me and the games. 

It was… nice.

Normal.

Even if I had no idea what normal was supposed to be anymore, not with the mass of anxiety and stress continuously looming overhead. 

Fucking Garrett. 

“You seem like you’d be into pinball,” she said, hooking her thumb up toward the lofted second story where the machines were visible behind the railings. 

My stomach sank and I made a face. “Absolutely not.” 

“No? I thought for sure you’d be into like… vintage cabinets or something. You know, like Back to the Future?” 

“I—”

The last time I’d brought someone here, it’d been Cherie, right before she got sick. She’d been fascinated by the pinball machines, playing them for hours even though it was nothing but the same game over and over. 

My eyes lingered on the railing above. I could almost see her there, leaning over to look down at us with her hand out to ask for more tokens. Her hard hair pulled back from her face into a messy bun, a few strands framing her thin face, and intelligent blue eyes crinkled at the corners as she laughed. 

“Earth to Dana?” Vi prompted, drawing my gaze to her. 

I cleared the lump from my throat, forcing a smile. 

Come on, Dana, get your head in the game. 

“A bit dull… I like the driving sims, or maybe the shooting games?” 

“Shooting,” Vi echoed with a pointed raise of her dark eyebrow that had it disappearing behind her bluntly cut bangs. “Right… Show me how it's done?” 

“You got it, darling,” I said with a grin, leading her over to the Time Crisis cabinet, the red and blue handguns waiting for us invitingly. 

“Do you come here a lot?” she asked, watching as I loaded the machine with coins for both of us to play. 

“Used to, yeah. I like to come here when I need to clear my head. Keeps my hands busy... Sort of like boxing, but with less, you know, hitting.” 

She nodded thoughtfully.

“I didn’t realize you knew Danny.” 

“I didn’t realize you were Danny’s kid sister,” I returned with a shrug. 

“I’ve never seen you at the gym before,” she pressed. 

“Yeah, well… I haven’t been going that long.” I picked up the red gun and handed it to her before collecting the blue for myself. “But after a while, the games weren’t enough, and I needed something more physical to get the, uh… energy out.” 

“Right, right…” she said vaguely, clearly torn between wanting to ask but not wanting to overstep. 

I admired that about Vi. She was considerate, good at thinking about others.

Their needs. Their wants. 

It made me want to give more of myself to her. Even if I wasn’t quite sure how the hell I was supposed to do that. 

“Have you fired a gun before?” I asked, mostly to buy myself some time. 

She shook her head, hefting the plastic model in her hands.

“A real one? No. I haven’t even seen one in person before. But these? Yeah… I’ll warn you, though—I’m fucking terrible.” 

I scoffed. “Oh, come on, you can’t be that bad. We can even do a warm-up round, okay?’ 

“Okay, but don’t say I didn’t warn you,” she sing-songed, raising the gun with both hands like she was preparing for war. She pulled the trigger with an audible click, and the game started, prompting me to do the same. 

I shot the screen absently, trying not to think about what Vi would look like dressed as Chun-Li… or Lara Croft. 

The low-level alien monsters didn’t stand a chance against me, moving too slowly with too few health points to cause me any worry. I took them out easily, racking up point after point while the game rattled and banged. Vi, however, hadn’t been lying about her lack of skill. We were only a few minutes in before the game was asking for more tokens, alerting me that my little bartender had already run out of lives. 

“Shit. I told you…” she muttered, flattening her bangs anxiously. 

“Just a warm-up round, right?” I said, fishing in my bag for more coins and depositing them before setting some more onto the stand where the guns rested. “Just in case you need them, but you won't. You got this.” 

“I think you’re crazy if you think I’m magically going to get any better at this,” she said sarcastically, shooting the screen to start the game again, but it wasn’t long until she continued, “Is it rude if I ask why the games stopped working for you?” 

“Not really,” I said, firing on several aliens that looked like large, bloated ticks as they began to crawl on the screen, taking care of a few on Vi’s side too. “When Cherie got sick, I was just… angry,” I admitted. “She, uh, didn’t tell us for a while. Not until she absolutely had to. I think maybe we would’ve made more of an effort to spend time together if we’d known. And I felt—I don’t know. Cheated, I guess? Guilty, maybe? Still feel guilty sometimes⁠—” 

Vi interrupted me with a loud curse, her finger pressing the trigger as quickly as she could as she desperately tried to get a lock on her alien, health meter steadily decreasing.

“I’m sorry, Dana… You were together a long time, right?” 

“Well, yeah. She was my wife for most of my immortal life. We got married about a decade after I was changed.” 

“Even I’m not rude enough to ask a woman how old she is, but that was… a while ago?” 

“A long time ago,” I confirmed. “When I was a fledgling, vampires were still largely in hiding. I spent a lot of those early nights doing things I’m not exactly proud of.” 

Vi died again, adding more coins into the machine as I continued to play. 

“Yeah, well… The past is past, right? You’re not that person anymore.” 

“I’m not a person at all, Vi. I’m a vampire,” I corrected her. 

She sighed. “Semantics. You know what I mean.” 

Her next shot went so wide she might as well have been turned around. 

“Are you looking for the little red circle? Use that to help you aim.” 

“You’re trying to change the subject,” she accused. 

She wasn’t wrong, but it wasn’t exactly nice to own up to the vampire I had been before Cherie managed to wrestle me back into being something close to compassionate. 

Vi did as she was told, and the digital bullet hit the target much closer to the center, causing her to let out a whoop as she punched the air. However, the moment was dampened immediately as a glowing You lose lit the screen again. 

"Yes!" she cheered, high spirit unwavering, turning her head to look at me. "Did you see that? I totally hit one of them!”

“That was much better,” I praised. “Good girl.” 

Vi’s cheeks pinked as her slender fingers pushed a stray lock of hair out of her face. I followed the motion with my eyes, the little scar on her wrist catching my eye. 

Unacceptable. 

It wasn’t like I could do anything more about it—at least not within the confines of the law—but that asshole was lucky he wasn’t dust right now. If this were the old days, I would’ve burned him alive right after I allowed Ren to tear him apart.

But now we were expected to be upstanding citizens. To follow laws. 

To act like humans, not monsters. 

I pushed my venomous, violent thoughts aside, refocusing my attention on the woman fumbling to put tokens into the machine again.

"Are you okay?” I asked, setting my gun down. 

"Of course I am. Arm yourself; I can’t do this solo."

"No, really, Vi," I pressed, reaching out slowly, giving her plenty of time to back away before my fingers curled around her hip, drawing her against my body. Front to front like this felt more intimate than holding hands in the car, her warmth leeching into me as I looked down my straight nose at her… though not very far down. I had maybe an inch or two on the human, tops. In her heels for the club, she was usually looking down at me. 

This was, admittedly, a nice change. 

"If you don’t want to talk about it, I… I get it, okay?" I sighed, fighting the urge to look away from her curious gaze. "A long time ago, I had a vampire compel me to do some… things. I understand how it feels to just…” Have no control. “I mean, I know what it’s like, I guess."

"What kind of things?" Vi asked, the game starting behind her with the hiss of aliens and the shout of the narrator calling over the fake radio demanding we shoot. 

"Before Cherie, I was with another coven—my sire’s coven. It was very different. They were monstrous as people, even more as vampires." 

Her small hand curved along my back, tracing patterns where my shoulder blade was left bare from the racerback straps of my sports bra.

“And they…. compelled you?” she said the word like it was dirty, the very flavour of the syllables distasteful on her tongue. 

It was horrifying to know that I’d spent my time hurting people. That I’d enjoyed hurting them. I worried parts of that monster still lurked inside me—dying embers coaxed to life in the way my heart raced when I spanked Elsie or when I finally managed to make Juniper shatter into frustrated tears. 

But sexual sadism was far from the creature that’d relished in the fear of my prey. That played with the lives of others like I was a god. 

"Many of the old covens resisted adapting to the new ways. Said it was unnatural. They like the adrenaline of the hunt, you see. It's—fuck, Vi.” I shuddered, discomfort drawing my shoulders tight. 

If I told her everything…. if I was honest about who I used to be, would she be repulsed by me? Would I lose my chance with the first woman to make me feel anything but guilt and abject misery in months?

“Like the old stories then?” she said, trying to make excuses for something inexcusable. “That’s… A lot, Dana. But it’s all they are now. Stories. That part of your life is over, right?” 

“I'm not like Elsie and June. I liked it. Hunting. The fear. The screaming. I loved the power, knowing I was at the top of the food chain. I don’t think I would’ve ever stopped if it wasn’t for Cherie.” 

“So you… what? Liked to hurt people?” 

If what I was telling Vi frightened her, she didn’t show it. Her eyes were full of curiosity. That was the problem with this generation—we’d been toothless, night-loving eccentrics too long and they’d forgotten we were monsters at our core. 

In some ways, I worried I still was. 

It’s not like I could help what I was. No matter how fairly I compensated my staff or how ethically I sourced my coven’s blood, I was still a vampire. 

There was still a version of me who’d delighted in drinking a human dry. 

“Cherie found me with my sire’s coven, living like a half-feral vagabond in Alaska,” I said, shaking my head as if it would dislodge the now painful memory. “She convinced me that there was a better way and brought me back to O to be security once I was safe enough to be around the girls.” 

“And you never left?” 

I shrugged, the smile threatening my lips a surprise. Usually, whenever I thought of her like this, the ache in my chest would become unbearable, but now the gentle happiness warming the space between my clavicles left me feeling tingly with pride. 

“I fell in love with her, so there wasn’t enough blood or money in the world to make me leave. Juniper and Ren joined us shortly after that, and Elsie was the newest. We thought our coven was complete. We were ready to take on forever, you know?” 

“What happened?” she asked, almost like she already regretted it. “I know she was sick, but…” 

I cleared my throat, running a hand over my hair. “Cherie was bloodbound. Do you know what that means?” 

She shook her head. “But the way you said it makes it sound really bad.” 

“Vampires don’t just digest blood; our stomach lining and internal organs synthesize it to use as our own. When a vampire becomes bloodbound, it means their body doesn’t do that anymore. It’s like when a human tries to drink salt water—it does you far more harm than good. Eventually, the vampire doesn’t have enough blood in their veins to complete normal bodily functions.” I sighed, mostly to buy myself a moment from having to say the next part aloud. “It’s incurable, excruciating, and always results in death. She hid it from us for a long time, but…” 

I couldn’t bring myself to tell her how disgusted I was with myself that I hadn’t noticed. That I was so wrapped up in day-to-day distractions that I failed to see my wife was wasting away in silence. 

Unforgivable. 

“I’m so sorry, Dana,” Vi said, placing her hand over mine. The lights of the arcade machines reflected in her eyes like little galaxies. “My, um… My mom has cancer. Had cancer; she’s in remission. It’s absolutely horrible to watch someone you love just… fucking degrade like that.” 

I turned my hand over to lace our fingers, squeezing.

“It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done, though watching Garrett spit all over her legacy is a fucking close second.” 

“What does he have to do with anything?” 

“Garrett is Cherie’s brother, and he’s the one extorting us for the club profits. She’d be so fucking ashamed of him if she knew. Cherie always held out hope that Garrett would clean up his act someday. Get with the program enough to actually take over the club. But when he didn’t, she changed the will. I just… I have no fucking idea where it is. The time after she told us she was sick is such a blur, Vi.”

“Dana, breathe,” she asked, tugging my hand to force my attention back to her. “We’ll find it.” 

I pulled my hand away, taking a step backwards.

“You don’t get it, Vi. Everyone is depending on me—everyone. Even you. I don’t have time to forget things or to fuck up like this. Letting Garrett mess with the club? It’s a joke! I’m putting my entire coven at risk, not to mention all our employees.” 

Guilt welled up, making my throat tight. It wasn’t Vi’s fault that my life was like this, and she didn’t deserve me taking it out on her, but I couldn’t help myself. 

“Dana—”

“I’m sorry,” I rushed out, interrupting her. “The point is, I'm different now. I’m responsible. I care. But I was that vampire. And I need you to know that before we—well, if you still want to be here with me…”

God, how childish is it to ask for reassurance like this?

"I've been told a few times that I can be a little dense, but maybe you're worse than I am, honestly." 

I blinked. "I'm usually quite perceptive." 

"Well, then maybe we should agree to disagree. Yes, Dana. I want to be here with you. I want you; don’t you get that?” 

“Vi—”

“I couldn’t figure out why you wouldn’t just… make a move on me. Even after you saw me with Elsie. Even after I teased you with Ren. But you’re still punishing yourself, aren’t you?” 

“I-I have no idea what the hell you’re talking about,” I stammered, refusing to meet her eyes. 

How had she seen through my carefully disgusted masochism? I’d been letting my coven believe I was fine for months, working hard at the club to keep things together while privately wondering if there was any point to this at all. 

Vampires who’d known me longer than Vi had been alive, some many times over. 

And yet she was the one to poke a hole in my armour as easily as a piece of soggy newspaper. 

“Yeah, punishing yourself. For what you used to be. For Cherie. About not being able to find the will. Garrett. All of it.”

“I—”

“If you’re opening your mouth to try and lie to me, don’t bother,” she said. 

A surprised laugh escaped me, my mind hunting for the first thing it could think to say that wasn’t outright denying her incredibly accurate assessment.

“Are you hungry?”

“I could eat.” 

“Why don’t we go get some pizza?” I asked, my hand finding hers again to lead her toward the door. 

“Can I make a request first?” she asked, eyes catching on a large booth as we walked past it. “Can we get a photo strip?” 

I unzipped my bag enough to peer inside, finding it still half full of coins.

“Just one, darling? Nah, let’s take a load.” 

Before I could overthink it, I leaned in and captured her lips in a short, chaste kiss that did nothing but immediately make me crave more. 

But Vi was still my employee. 

This was still a first date. 

There were rules, expectations. And what I wanted was outside any reasonable boundary. 

Though being hung up on her being my employee while I had asked her out on a date was a bit hypocritical. And a waste of time.

She tugged on my arm, leading me to the photo booth to sit on the bench inside. Vi leaned over me to close the curtain as I pulled out a handful of coins from my bag to feed the machine. 

“I love these.” Vi sighed happily, fixing her hair in the little black and white screen. “Kayl and I have like a hundred stuck to the fridge.” 

“Ren’s usually the one snapping pictures for us,” I said, leaning back to press the button to start the machine once I’d filled it with our remaining tokens. “I think if she wasn’t always so busy with the club, she’d be a photographer.” 

The number of photos we were about to take was excessive, but if Vi liked the little vintage film strips as much as she said she did, it’d be worth it. 

“What would you want to do—if you weren’t running the club, I mean?” she asked, leaning in close for the first photo, the flash half-blinding. 

I slid my arm around her waist, tucking her firmly against my side as I talked through my teeth, bared in more of a grimace than a smile. 

Flash. 

“I’ve never really thought about it,” I admitted. “When Cherie found me, I was way too much of a monster to have a normal job. I like security, though… and managing the bar, taking care of my coven, that’s a good enough career.” 

Her nose scrunched, our reflections staring back at us on the little screen as the machine flashed again. 

“Hey, Dana… Can I ask you something?” 

“I’m fairly certain you will regardless of permission,” I said with a shrug, pulling my hand up for a peace sign. “Shoot.” 

“When was the last time that you did something because you wanted to? Because it felt good?” 

I looked at Vi in the bluish-white light, carefully masking my surprise. With her round eyes and pale skin, the overexposure of the too-bright enclosed space made her look a bit like a doll, and the stubborn set of her pink lips drew me in with every second that went by.

When was the last time that you did something because you wanted to?

The reality was… disappointing, if not a little bit sad. 

Before Cherie had gotten sick. 

Everything from then on had been coloured by my need to take care of her, to take care of my family. To help them cope with the grief that threatened to swallow us up like a sinkhole. 

To handle Garrett’s greed, because as long as we were profitable, as long as we held up our end of the bargain, he’d leave us alone. But how long could we survive like that? And how long until he asked for something more? 

Something I couldn’t give him? 

I carried that immense pressure, heavy as an anchor, everywhere I went. 

The weight I could manage, but the rest of my family taking for granted my efforts as I stepped into the hole Cherie had left in our family, doing my best to fill the gaps not only at O but at home too—that was a little tougher. 

“Dana?” Vi asked, her hand hesitantly moving to touch my cheek, barely a graze of her fingers along my skin, but still enough to draw a line of fire in my belly. 

How long had I ignored my own wants and wishes—my grief—for the benefit of my family? 

How long would I continue to deny myself the pleasures I watched them so easily enjoy? 

And why? So that I could focus on work? On keeping it together? Making sure the cracks in my surface were spackled tightly shut and painted over, like the pain had never existed to begin with? 

And what did I have to show for my efforts? 

Some cunt with no claim to my club extorting me for thousands of dollars? 

My wife buried and gone. 

A chasm of sadness I didn’t know how to talk about, much less begin to sift through. 

Vi’s thumb was still stroking my cheek as the machine flashed again and again. Her dark eyes searched mine, waiting for an answer to a question I was too embarrassed to answer. Too furious to think the whole way through. 

When will it be my turn to chase my happiness? When will it be enough? 

Something inside me boiled over, months of loneliness and careful deprivation culminating in a feral clash of my mouth against hers. Hardly a kiss, more a claiming as my fangs pressed against her lips clumsily in my hunger. 

The answer to her question is… now.

Vi reacted immediately, returning my ferocity with her own in a battle of lips and teeth as I pulled her slender frame closer across the bench, a moan slipping from between our parted lips. 

The camera flashed, the lights dancing behind my closed eyelids. 

“Right now,” I panted, kissing her again and again. My hand pressed past the band of her leggings, teasing her clit through the cotton of her underwear. “Right fucking now, Vi.”

“Please,” she whispered, breath hitching as she spread her legs, the left resting over my thigh as she stretched herself to welcome my touch. 

“Can you be quiet?” I asked, tracing my fingers lower, seeking her wet heat. 

“I can try,” she said, kissing me again as I dipped my fingertips inside her, muting a whimper of delight. 

I broke the kiss, curious to see if she could behave without my intervention as my lips trailed from the corner of her mouth to her jaw and down her neck in a series of hot, open-mouthed kisses designed to bruise. 

For all the watching I’d done when it came to this woman, I wanted my covenmates to know I’d had her too. 

That she was mine as much as she was any of theirs. 

Two fingers pressed inside her with little resistance just as Vi’s hand found the back of my neck to guide my lips back to hers in a bid to muffle the sounds my scissoring fingers brought to her tongue. 

Rich, animalistic moans were born from the graze and press of my fingers deep along the textured ridge of her hot cunt, hardly dampened by her tongue exploring my mouth. The periodic flash of the photobooth behind my closed eyes was the only indicator of how long I was losing myself in her.

There was nothing soft about the way I claimed Vi, thrusting in and out like the fullness provided by my hand was a punishment as much as a reward. 

It didn’t quite satisfy the craving. What I really wanted was to see her splayed beneath me, to see her swallow my umber fingers with her pink center. 

A delightful blend of warm, rich brown and rose. 

To touch. To taste the sweet, slippery nectar that provided such a lovely glide as I rubbed her clit with my thumb. 

To finally have Vi as mine. 

I used my free hand to reach into my bag, quickly finding Elsie’s unused gift. Innocuous at first glance, but I knew better as I removed the lid of the “lipstick” and turned the base one-handed, bringing the little vibrator to life. Thankfully, the sounds of the arcade games—music both from the cabinets and the radio overhead and the regular crash of the air hockey table—masked the sound. 

Vi’s eyes went wide as I trailed the little vibrator down her chest between her breasts, making her breath hitch in anticipation. Her muscles clenched around my fingers, making me shiver.

“Dana, is that a⁠—” 

“Yeah,” I interrupted in a whisper, teasing it along her nipple through her sports bra. “Would you like me to use it on you, darling?” 

“Yes,” she agreed quickly, cheeks pink as I pulled her leggings down to bear her sweet pussy to me, trapping her thighs in the stretchy material. 

Flash. 

I swept her panties to the side, and she hissed as the cool air met her cunt. A smirk tugged at the corner of my mouth, revealing my fangs as I pressed the vibe to her clit, keeping it there with the heel of my hand as three of my fingers found their way back inside to fuck her tight little cunt. 

“Fuuuuck, Dana,” she purred, all semblance of pretending to be reasonable going out the window as she pulled her sports bra up from the bottom, revealing the perfect milky skin of her tits, tipped with little blush pink nipples like tender sour cherries. “More.” 

I didn’t have to be told twice, bending to suck one of the peaks into my mouth. My free hand came to clamp over her lips, attempting to muffle the moans that followed, her hips bucking into my hand as she came closer and closer to the finish line. 

Flash. Flash. Flash. 

The machine went off again and again as Vi desperately chased my touch, her body quivering as I moved between her taut nipples in grazing passes of my fangs, tongue, and lips. 

“Come for me, darling,” I ordered softly, nibbling on the side of her breast. 

Vi’s eyes screwed tightly shut, her muffled whimper accompanied by a delightful spasm of muscles that warned me she was so close. 

I wanted to bite her. I knew that sinking my teeth into her in this moment would throw her over the steadily building precipice she’d been dancing on. But now wasn’t the time. Not after all she’d been through. 

Not without clear boundaries and a talk about limits. 

“That’s it,” I encouraged softly, pleasure coursing through every muscle as I watched her twitch and shudder. “You’re doing such a good job.” 

Vi was clearly a woman who adored praise, because the simple phrase tipped her over, her body going rigid as she moaned, low and satisfied, as her inner walls clutched my hand. 

I lost track of how many times the camera flashed as I worked her down slowly, first by continuing to lightly tease her oversensitive flesh with the vibrator before shutting it off. My fingers took over, slowly pressing in and out as her breathing evened. 

My hand moved to find the cap of the vibrator, and I dropped it into my bag with a self-satisfied grin. 

She surged forward to kiss me heavily as I righted her underwear, pawing at my clothes, and I caught her hands, angling my desire-slick fingers away from her carefully. 

“No, darling.” 

“But I… Dana, please! I want to touch you.” 

I shook my head, using my dry hand to tilt her chin for a gentle kiss.

“I take my pleasure in making you feel good, gorgeous.” 

“So you don’t want me to?” she asked softly, confusion in her eyes as I pulled back to suck her delicious wetness from my fingers. 

If her cunt tasted like this—summer fresh, tart berries and champagne—I could only imagine the luxury of her blood. 

“Not because I don’t desire you, Vi,” I explained, helping her right her sports bra. “I just… don’t prefer to be touched that way.” 

She nodded, cupping my face in her hands for another of her knee-wobbling kisses, taking her time to kiss me in a way that felt a lot like gratitude. When she pulled back, it was to nibble gently at my lips, our noses brushing together between lazy presses of our mouths. 

“This is okay though, right?” she asked softly, looking at me through her lashes. 

I nodded, stealing a few more tender kisses from her slightly swollen lips. “Abso⁠—”

Vi’s stomach growled, and we both laughed as she went pink. 

“Sorry! I haven’t had lunch.”

“Let’s get you fed then,” I chuckled, sliding off the bench to give her room to right her leggings. Vi followed shortly after, her legs a little stiff as she pulled a fistful of photo strips from the machine’s delivery chute. 

She only turned more scarlet as she sifted through them, taking a couple of the strips for herself before handing me the rest with a mischievous smile.

“For later.” 

I glanced down at the black-and-white photos in my hands, groaning softly. 

Shot after shot of Vi’s beautiful, gently curved frame splayed across my lap like a precious, needy little ghost stared back at me. My own deeply rich skin contrasting beautifully with hers as she fell apart for me.

I tucked the photos away, easily ignoring the pulse of desire low in my belly, and offered my hand to Vi. 

“Still up for pizza?” 

She took it instantly, twining our fingers.

“Is that what you want, or what you think I’d like?”

I chuckled softly. This minx of a girl was determined to make me put myself first. “What you’d like.” 

She made a buzzer noise, using her free hand to give me a thumbs down paired with a scowl. “Try again.” 

I took a minute to think about it, going through the options in my mind.

“There’s this hole-in-the-wall Pho spot not far from the club. Just don’t look at any of the flat surfaces too long.” 

“Sounds like a biohazard.” 

“But also delicious.” 

She rolled her eyes, swinging our hands.

“Lead the way, Dana. Whatever you want.” 

“I’m afraid the soup won’t be enough then,” I sighed, ushering her toward the door.

“Um, do you want something else?” 

“Yeah,” I answered with a mischievous grin. “A deluxe special soup with extra basil and bean sprouts and you for dessert.” 

Vi’s laugh followed us out the door as I held it for her and she stopped to kiss my cheek.

“You’re on.”


vi
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“Did you catch the smug look on Todd's face when you kissed me?” I asked, sipping my latte as O’s glowing neon sign came into view.

It was unseasonably warm, invoking the very first whispers of a not-so-far-away spring. I’d left my coat unbuttoned, the little black dress I’d tossed on for work clinging to my hips and chest invitingly. 

A view that my vampiric counterpart didn’t miss, since Ren’s gaze was firmly resting on my collarbone. 

I cleared my throat, and she started, laughing awkwardly at her obvious distraction.

“He’s lucky all we were doing was kissing.” She jostled the little cardboard tray of coffees in her hands to one side, her arm falling over my shoulders to bring me close. “I have such a weakness for beautiful women, you know.” 

“You’ve mentioned.” I laughed, leaning up to press a kiss against the vampire’s jaw that left behind a smudge of pinky lip gloss. 

Her long lashes framed a pair of deep, almond-shaped eyes. The perfect complement to high cheekbones and full, lush lips that I just wanted to⁠—

And like she read my mind, Ren leaned forward, stealing a swift kiss. 

“Stop looking at me like that. Elsie’s been waiting on pins and needles to see you and will pout if we’re late because we stopped to make out in an alley. Besides, what kind of example is that to set for Cole? Can’t bitch at him about tardiness if I’m late too.”

I huffed, my hopes of a few stolen moments tucked between high rises dashed as we crossed the street toward O. 

Nick was already waiting outside, leaning against the stone facade of the building as we approached, dorky knitted cap pulled down over his ears. 

“Striker,” he called, adjusting to stand up straight and taking off his hat in one motion, making his sandy brown hair stand on end. “How’re you doing?” 

I fought the urge to wince. Realistically, I’d prepared for this. Practiced what to do with my face in the mirror all morning as I patted people’s hands and told them I’m fine! or It happens! But something about the first round of worrying coming from Nick threw me off kilter. 

I hadn’t been ready for the usually stoic doorman to seem so… bashful. 

“I’m okay,” I said a little stiffly. “Have a good week?”

“It was alright,” he returned, not dissuaded by my poor attempt at redirecting conversation at all. “Listen, about Valentine’s Day⁠—”

“Nick,” Ren interrupted. “Let it⁠—”

“No, Ren,” he said firmly, taking one of my hands in two of the massive dustbin lid-sized hams he called fists. His rusty brown eyes reflected the neon from the sign, turning them scarlet. “I wanted to tell you that I’m sorry.” 

I forced an awkward smile to my face that I hoped was at least a little convincing. “Don’t worry about it.”

“He won’t be back, and we’re in the process of hiring a couple of extra guys to work the floor. Make sure you girls are safe in there while Dana or I are busy.” 

Affection flickered for Nick, this big, burly vampire with a bad attitude, so clearly concerned. Already taking actionable steps in order to make sure the situation wouldn’t have a sequel. 

“Oh, uh… Thank you, Nick,” I said, the words coming a little stiffly from my tongue in my surprise. “That would be really great.” 

To drive the point home, and partially because I was curious how he’d react, I shook off Ren’s arm to give him a tight squeeze, the heavy, smoky scent of his cologne washing over me as we embraced. 

He patted my back, at least half as awkwardly as I expected.

“You have a good night, Striker. And if you have any problems, call me right away.” 

I pulled back, offering him a little wave as I made my way down the stairs. “You got it! Hope it doesn’t rain anymore.” 

“You and me both,” Nick returned with a smile that showed off his long, pointed fangs. 

Ren caught my hand as I opened the door, leading us through it and into the coat check area—blissfully empty, as the club wouldn’t open for another couple of hours—and into the main club. 

“Vi!” Elsie gasped as we appeared from the heavy double doors, her crimson eyes full of relief. 

Ren wisely divested me from my flat white as Elsie made a too-fast-to-be-human beeline for me, our bodies colliding with a soft oof. 

“I’m so happy to see you,” she said, pale arms tightening around me in an overly tight hug. “I was so worried. How are you? Are you okay?”

Ren’s hands were full, leaving her to nudge Elsie with her elbow. “Give her some room, Els.” 

“Oh, right. Sorry,” she said, releasing me to pull back and look at my face. “Overexcited. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I assured her, delivering a quick peck to her lips. “Men, vampire or not, always have problems with no, right?”

She pulled a face. “Hate that.” 

“So do I,” I said with a shrug, pulling her coffee from the tray in Ren’s hands and offering it to her. “I’m all good, okay? I was a little shaken up, but Juniper took me home and took great care of me. And then Ren came by in the morning and I ran into Dana at the gym⁠—” 

“She told me,” Elsie cut me off, using her free hand to take mine and lead me to one of the luxe velvet sofas near the stage. She sat down heavily, pulling me beside her with the subtle creak of springs. “Listen, I want to talk to you. June told me⁠—”

“Listen, Elsie,” I tried to interrupt, but she continued like I hadn’t spoken, the words half jumbling together in her rush to get them out. 

“—About the dickhead vamp. I’m so sorry! And then I tried not to smother you, so I didn’t keep texting you when you didn’t reply, but I was really, really worried, Vi.” 

Guilt bloomed in my stomach.

“Elsie, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you worry. Really, it’s totally fine.” 

“It's not!” she protested. “We’re supposed to keep you safe! It’s like our entire dumb, stinking job and⁠—”

“She’s right,” Dana interrupted, leaning over the back of the sofa to brush a kiss against my temple, making me jump. 

I’d never get used to how silently they moved. I hadn’t even heard Dana’s shoes as she’d made her way over. 

She set my coffee into my hand, sighing. “I should’ve been there to step in too. We’re hiring people, you know? To be on the floor during⁠—” 

“Nick told me,” I said, putting my hand over hers where it was resting on the back of the couch. “Thank you.” 

“Least we can do,” Ren said, coming to join our group. 

Elsie cleared her throat sheepishly, toying with the ends of her hair with her free hand.

“So… You aren’t leaving then? You’re not going to…” She chewed her lip, looking up at me anxiously. “Quit?”

“I’m not quitting. Don’t worry.” 

“But—” Elsie started hotly.

“I thought, I don’t know, maybe for a second I would. But I like it here… And Ren convinced me otherwise.” I raised an eyebrow at the vampire. “Didn’t you tell her?”

Ren's sinful smile told me she’d done nothing of the sort, replying airily, “Must’ve slipped my mind.” 

Elsie sighed, her silvery brows drawn together. “Okay.” 

“What is it?” 

“She’s jealous,” Dana said instantly, taking a sip of coffee. 

“What?” I asked. 

“Juniper and Ren both got to be with you when you needed someone,” she continued like it was obvious. “And me, for the record.” 

“Stop, Dana!” Elsie moaned, covering her face with her hands, slightly obscured by her paper cup. “It's not like that at all! I don’t care about… Okay, hang on, it’s not that I don’t care. I just… Ugh! I just want to spend time with you. That's all.” 

Cute. 

Unbearably cute, really. 

Elsie’s earnest expression, paired with her obvious discomfort at vocalising her wants made me smile. 

“Well, why don’t you come over?” I offered. “We can have a girls' night. You all can come. I’ll ask Blondie, Juniper, and Babydoll too.” 

“Really?” Elsie asked. “I didn’t think you’d want… Never mind. Yes! I would love to come over.” 

“Okay,” Dana agreed. “It’ll be fun. Though, Cole? Doesn’t really fit for girls’ night, Vi.” 

“Cole can be a girl for a day if he wants,” I said with a shrug. “Saturday? After work?” 

“Sure.”

“Yes!” 

“Sorry, Pet,” Ren said, shaking her head. “I have a date with Juniper. Why don’t we make plans for the three of us another time?” 

“Sounds good,” I said. “We still have the game on Sunday anyway, right?” 

“Absolutely. Did you invite Danny?” 

“Yes, and they wanted me to tell you you’re their favourite.” 

Dana gasped, mock scandalized. “After all the legwork I put in?”

“I know,” I said, patting her hand empathetically. “Life isn’t fair.” 

Elsie hopped up, seeming adequately cheered up with solid plans on the calendar. “I gotta go get ready, but I’ll see you for lunch? Our usual time?”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” I said, accepting her offered kiss and then stealing another. “Have a good show, Princess.”

Her returning smile was blinding before she stopped at Dana and Ren for a quick kiss, tossing, “See you later!” over her shoulder as she hopped up onto the stage to disappear behind the curtain. 

Juniper took her place, accepting the last coffee from Ren’s tray.

“You’re made of tougher stuff than I gave you credit for.” 

Her eyes met mine over the rim of her cup, sharp winged liner and long, mascara-dark lashes drawing attention to the beautiful oceanic colour. 

Though I already knew the answer, I wanted to make sure Juniper knew she was invited. And, if I was honest… I was kind of hoping she’d offer an alternative time for us to see each other again. Sleeping beside her soft body was a comfort I’d been craving since she’d been missing from my bed. 

“Do you want to come over Saturday after work?” 

“Sorry,” the redhead said, sounding anything but. “I have a date with your girlfriend.”

I looked over at Ren, and she shrugged.

“Told you. June bought us tickets to the theatre a few months ago, Pet. Afraid we’ll have to miss this one.” 

“Aw, that’s really too bad,” I sighed. “You're always up in the loft. I feel like I barely see you.” 

Cole flopped down on the couch on my other side, tilting his shaved blond head back against the cushion. “What’re we gossiping about?” 

“Juniper avoiding Striker,” Dana said, her tongue pressing against her fang. 

She was goading Juniper, but the redheaded vampire didn’t fall for it.  

“Actually, we were talking about girls’ night. Saturday at Striker’s—Babydoll’s,” Ren said, clearly trying to be helpful.

"Well, non-man’s night. Do you want to come, Blondie?” 

“Oh, I am in.” He dragged out the last word. “I love it when Babydoll gets wine drunk and starts spilling secrets.”

Dana chuckled, brushing a quick kiss over my cheekbone. "I need to go do the security check. I'll see you later?" 

“Yeah. Give me an actual kiss, though?” 

Dana obliged, taking her time enjoying the moment until Cole groaned. 

“Okay, okay, lovebirds! I’m loving this new dynamic, but we should get ready to open.” He hopped up from the couch, waving Juniper away. "Off to your tower, you maidenless heathen." 

“Watch your mouth with me, Blondie. I’m not fucking you, so I have very little regard for whether you have use of your cock. And access to extremely sharp scissors.” 

“Good, maybe you’ll do me a favour. Always wondered how the other side lived.” 

“Why don’t we go get ready?” Ren asked, offering a hand to help me up amidst Juniper and Cole’s continued bickering. “Maybe if we’re quick you can help me figure out a costume for Saturday?” 

“Costume?” 

“Yeah, we’re going to a midnight showing of Rocky Horror.” 

“Oh, that will be amazing!” I said wistfully, and Ren raised an eyebrow. 

“I didn’t take you for a theatre nerd.”

“I think I’ve proven time and again that I’m into more stuff than you give me credit for.” 

Ren laughed. “I’ll just have to keep finding these secret preferences then.”

“That you will.” 
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The week went by uneventfully—unless you counted the incessant coddling of four vampires.

When Saturday night rolled around, I was looking forward to a few days off, at least so I could have a little alone time. As alone as one could be while hosting girls’ night in Kaylee’s apartment, as she’d graciously agreed that it sounded like a good idea, and a date with Ren tomorrow afternoon…

Monday.

Monday would be my alone time. 

Marco, one of the new security guys that Dana and Nick had hired, with beautiful eyelashes and far too many poorly done stick-and-poke tattoos, leaned heavily against the bar. He flashed me a dirty grin that showed off lightly pointed teeth.

“Try to keep out of trouble tonight, eh, Striker?” 

I rolled my eyes. “How much trouble can I get into with Blondie, Babydoll, Dana, and Elsie?” 

“I, for one, fully intend on misbehaving,” Cole purred toward the vampire, waggling his eyebrows. 

He’d been trying to get Marco’s number all week, but if I had to guess, the guy was straight as a board. 

He hardly even looked the bartender’s way, sighing as he said, “Of course you do, Blondie.” 

“You could come if you want, you know?” I offered, mostly to be polite.

He shook his head. “Pass.”

Even though it was a bummer Ren and Juniper wouldn’t be able to make it, I was looking forward to seeing what they were going to wear for their date.

I’d been gifted with an ultra-rare Juniper grin when I asked her about it, with the seamstress excitedly explaining that everyone wore costumes like the show and about the audience throwing bread at the stage. It sounded like utter chaos. 

Cole threw me an exasperated look behind Marco’s back, and I suppressed a laugh.

I started on the pair of martinis the overly drunk vampire at the end of the bar ordered, thanking my lucky stars that overserving laws didn’t apply to people you couldn’t kill with alcohol poisoning.

Were they annoying as all hell? Yes.

Did they tip extremely well? Double yes.

“Maybe Ren and Juniper will take pity on you, Marco. Give you something to do?” 

He shuddered. “Nah, I’ll go home and watch TV or something. I don’t want any part of what those two are doing tonight.” 

“Fucking, would be my guess,” Cole supplied, glancing at the ticket screen and pulling out a pair of champagne flutes and an ice bucket. To his credit he was only pouting a little.  

“I so don’t need the details,” Marco said with a roll of his eyes. He leaned in closer to me, dropping his voice so I had to strain to hear him over the ice in my shaker. “Juniper is… intense. Don’t you think?” 

“Intense is a very nice way to put it, but sure.”

“Yes?” Ren answered, appearing from behind the thick black curtain that led backstage.

I pulled the top of the shaker, pouring the martinis before adding in the olives. I let her wait there until I had my money safely in hand before replying, “Sure, not sir. Do your job, nosy.”

She narrowed her eyes on her way to the point of sale, flipping through the remaining open tickets.

“Oh really, Pet?” 

My eyes widened at the playful growl in her voice, heart rate accelerating with excitement. I shoved the cash into Cole’s hands as he went to step behind me and backed away quickly, tossing a wave over my shoulder.

“I’m going for lunch! Bye!” 

“Chicken!” Cole’s laugh trailed after me as I disappeared into the back, all but running directly into Juniper as the heavy curtain swung shut behind me.

I just managed to stop myself from completely knocking her over, my arm hooking around her waist and steadying her as she swayed. 

“Sorry, I should’ve been watching,” I said quickly, inhaling a lungful of her spicy orange and clove perfume.

It wasn’t lost on me that this was the closest I’d gotten to her since Valentine’s Day. Or that I wasn’t keen to let go now that I’d caught her. 

“It’s okay,” she said slowly, looking down at me through heavily stacked false lashes. 

Except… Wasn’t June just about my height? Even in heels?

I looked her up and down, taking in the elaborate golden costume made almost entirely of sequined fabric. Her long, fiery hair was pulled up into a glittering gold top hat to give the impression of a pixie cut, and her shoes were a high, platformed version of black Mary Janes. 

Her thick calves and dimpled thighs were wrapped in sheer, skin-toned stockings, disappearing into a tiny pair of black sequin shorts that revealed just the right amount of cheek. 

For a moment, I wondered if my recent brushes with vampire venom had awakened something in me, as I found myself entirely gripped with the need to sink my teeth into her ass. 

“Do you like it?” she asked with a smirk that told me I’d been caught staring. 

“Love it,” I admitted, making no move to release her. “Did you design this?” 

“I did. I made Ren’s too; she just needs to change before we go. She’s going to be Riff-Raff.” Juniper beamed and adjusted her ruby bowtie, her head tilting to the side. “Cool, right?” 

“It’s amazing.” I gushed, reaching out to smooth the lapel of her jacket. “Gold is really your colour.” 

She hooked her pinky into the chain of my bracelet, tugging it gently. “Yours too. This is quite the piece.”

My cheeks heated. “Ren gave it to me.” 

Juniper hummed, the noise thoughtful. “She always has had excellent taste in courting gifts. Is that what you prefer, jewelry?” 

“I… Well, I’ve never really… thought about it?”

“When you do, you know where to find me,” she said, reaching up to adjust my hair. “Don’t make me wait long.” 

“I—” I started and stopped, unsure what to say about the idea of another vampire showering me with presents. “I really missed you this week. Maybe just… Make some time to hang out?” 

It was Juniper’s time to be surprised, blinking. “You just want to… hang out?” she said like it was a foreign language. 

I shrugged. “Yeah, watch a movie, wear my PJs, maybe without me having a panic attack first, though.” 

Her expression was unreadable as she seemed to let my request sink in. “Okay… Have fun tonight. I’m sorry we can’t go.” 

“No, you aren’t,” I teased. “There is no way that cramming all of you into my apartment to play drinking games that involve copious amounts of screaming at each other sounds like fun to you.” 

She pressed her scarlet-painted lips into a thin line, a pained expression in her eyes. “That sounds⁠—”

“Like a nightmare?” I offered with a laugh. “It’s okay, Juni; when we hang out, I’ll plan something more in your wheelhouse. We could check out this rare bookstore I love in the East Village.” 

Juniper blinked, her voice coming out a little higher than usual.

“What did you just call me?” 

“Juni. Is that okay?” 

She cleared her throat, trying to mask her surprise. “It’s cute.” 

“Definitely better than Junebug. Those things are fucking terrifying. And I doubt they get any better if you get to know them.” I released her, giving the vampire a gentle nudge with my hip as I moved to walk past. “Enjoy your date.” 

“Striker—” Juniper started, catching my sleeve with her perfectly manicured fingers, the black and silver glitter polish catching in the lights as I turned to look at her over my shoulder.

“You okay?” 

“Would it be okay if I called you Vi?” she asked, pulling me back.

I went along easily, a smile threatening. “Sure, we’re friends, aren’t we?” 

“No, I wouldn’t say so,” Juniper said, leaning in for a kiss that was over before it really started. “Plan that date, would you?”

Surprise stuttered through me, but before I could have time to overthink it, I caught the lapel of her jacket, pulling the vampire in for another, longer kiss.

“I’ll get an itinerary to you ASAP.”


dana
. . .



We’d foregone moving vehicles and trying to find parking a few blocks away from Kaylee’s, ordering pizza as we walked, and with a couple of bottles swiped from the bar tucked into Elsie’s oversized tote, saving us from needing a liquor store run. 

Fucking the owners of a bar came with perks! 

I finished mixing a pitcher of a tropical cocktail, dubbed the Stressless by the shitty dive I used to bartend at in college that tasted like Kool-Aid and was a surefire way to get obscenely fucked up. 

The damn thing was a built-in triple—peach schnapps, coconut rum, and vodka accompanied by cranberry and pineapple juice. Delicious, but also hangover city if you were sensitive to sugar. 

I set the pitcher and some glasses on a bamboo tray to carry over to the square coffee table the girls and Cole were sitting around. 

Dana nudged a pizza box out of the way, making room for me to place everything down. She put a gentle but firm hand on my arm, pulling me to sit beside her.

“You aren’t working, darling; let me serve you.” 

She let her hand slip away, taking up the pitcher and pouring me a generous glass before moving to do the same for the others. 

“Hey, Vi?” Kaylee asked, and my eyes snapped away from Dana to her, catching a faceful of camera flash. 

“Kaylee!” I complained, rubbing my eyes to make the stars disappear from my vision. “No stupid group chat updates, for the love of god.” 

She laughed, too loud thanks to already being a little tipsy. “The people need to know.” 

Elsie slid me a plate of pizza, looking at Kaylee with interest.

“What group chat? Can I join?” 

“You’d kind of mess up the research,” Kaylee teased, showing Elsie her phone. “We’re keeping track of how many of you Vi is fucking.” 

“Oh! That’s easy,” Elsie said with a roll of her ruby eyes, taking the glass Dana offered her. “All of us. One on one, two on two, sometimes two on one… Depends, really.” 

I choked on the bite of pizza I was attempting to swallow, spluttering. 

Dana smirked, thumping me on the back. “Careful, you need to breathe, you know?” 

“Let’s play a game!” I gasped once I regained my composure enough to speak. The last thing I needed was to spend all night dissecting exactly how many people I was seeing. 

Ren, certainly. With a label and everything. 

Elsie, well, it was… unsettled. There was attraction there, and I thought she was amazing, but we hadn’t really talked about a follow-up to our impromptu Valentine’s Day thing. 

Dana? Not exactly complicated… But how would I go about the dating convo following up getting finger blasted in a photo booth? 

And Juniper? That was even more complicated. 

My lips still tingled when I thought of her, the memory of our unexpected kiss making me feel warm all over. 

I longed to get between her thighs, to feel them tremble as I used her soft hips to pull her back onto a strap. Or maybe use her delicious extra padding to make scissoring less uncomfortable. 

“What game?” Cole asked, taking my exceptionally poor distraction bait immediately. 

I taught everyone to play Hoarse, a drinking game that involved a single pack of cards and enough screaming for it to earn its name. The premise was simple: the four aces were “horses” that needed to reach a finish line twelve cards away. The horses moved based on the cards drawn by the dealer that matched the horse’s suit. But that wasn’t what made the game fun—it was the stupid names everyone gave their horses and how much they shouted while the cards were being flipped over. 

I failed miserably the first few rounds, my horse barely making it out of the gate while Dana and Elsie’s continued to win over and over. By the fourth round, the pitcher was empty, and Kaylee and I were more than a little worse for wear. 

“Another round?” I asked, standing on wobbly legs. 

“Yes!” Elsie and Kaylee chimed in at the same time Dana shook her head.

“I’m not much of a drinker,” she said. “I’d love some water, though.” 

“Sure. Cole?” 

“Down for whatever,” he said, leaning against Kaylee heavily. “Maybe water too.” 

“Wanna help me carry everything?” I asked Dana as I collected the pitcher and headed for the fridge. 

She leapt up from the sofa, trailing after me into the kitchen. I pulled out the juice from the fridge, setting it on the counter while I turned to hunt down my measuring cups.

Howls of laughter exploded in the living room, excited voices drifting over to us as they gossiped about some of the dancers. 

“Are you having fun?” I asked Dana, giving up on the measuring cups to free pour equal measures of vodka and coconut rum into the pitcher. 

“Very much.” Her eyes caught on the snatch of bare skin at my midriff as I lifted my arms to pour the schnapps. “Thank you for the invitation.” 

“I’m glad you could come. We, uh… Haven’t had much time to talk.” 

She leaned against the counter, her hands curled against the edge of the stone as she grinned, showing a hint of fang. “We should go on another date soon.” 

“The arcade again?” I asked excitedly, setting the bottle aside. “I was really starting to get that shooting thingy.” 

“If you’d like. Or I could take you to a nice restaurant or something, if that's what you’d⁠—” 

“I loved the arcade,” I interrupted, the buzz of alcohol in my system making me bold. I got the sudden urge to kiss her, and before I could overthink it, I leaned forward, pressing my lips to hers in a slightly clumsy kiss. 

Dana blinked in surprise, a slow smile transforming her features with nearly girlish glee.

“Ah, ah, ah! Come back here.” Her hand snapped out to catch my waist, tugging me flush against her. “Darling, I’ve been waiting for days to kiss you properly. I will need a little more than that.” 

I pulled away, sticking my tongue out at her. “I have to play hostess, handsy.” 

“I can show you handsy,” she said as she moved behind me.

“Dana,” I said with a giggle, continuing my task, if only to see what she’d do. 

“Well, as your guest,” She stressed the word, her hands roaming over me as I poured the juice. “I’d love a moment of your time.” 

I laughed, smacking a kiss against her lips. “That so?” 

“Yeah.” She cupped my face to kiss me again, slower, sweeter than the last few we’d traded. 

My stomach was doing all kinds of flips when I pulled away, my eyes flicking between hers.

“Come on! My horse is about to kick your horse’s ass this time. I can feel it.” 

“Fat chance,” Dana snarked, taking the pitcher with her.

I reclaimed my seat on the floor and Elsie hopped off the sofa, coming to settle herself into my lap. 

“There you are! You’ve been gone fooooorever,” she sing-songed, looping her arms around my neck. 

“Dana slowed me down.” 

Elsie leaned forward, inhaling deeply against my cheek.

“Mm, figures. Everybody is always trying to get in the way of our quality time.” She tossed a burning look over her shoulder at the dark-skinned vampire. “Especially you.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Kaylee asked, taking a heavy drink from her glass the moment Dana finished refilling it. 

“Dana watched Vi and me doing it on Valentine’s Day,” Elsie replied casually, leaning backwards to claim another slice of pizza. 

“What?” Kaylee shrieked, nearly sloshing the drink down her front as she hopped off the sofa, swaying a little. 

“When was this?” Cole asked, living for the gossip. 

“Well, maybe you should consider using an empty office next time.” Dana laughed, sitting beside me on the floor to steal a bite of pizza from Elsie. 

“At work?” Cole asked, rubbing his hands together greedily. “This is juicy.”

“You’re making it sound like a bigger deal than it was,” I said, rolling my eyes. “It was totally an accident that Dana was in the room.” 

“Never have I ever had sex at my workplace in front of my boss, Vi! Co-workers, sure, we’ve all been there.”

“Have we?” Cole asked. 

“But your boss? Seems like a big deal to me!” She went on like Cole hadn’t spoken. 

“Oooooooh are we playing?” Elsie asked around a mouthful of pizza, putting up five perfectly manicured fingers. “I guess that’s a finger down for me,” she said, tucking her thumb. 

Dana put her hand up, her head tilting to the side. “Does it count if I was the bystander?” 

“Yes!” Kaylee and Cole said in unison. 

I groaned and put a hand up, my bracelet jingling softly as I tucked down a finger. “Is this game really fair with immortals, Kayl? Dana’s probably done it all at this point.” 

“Never have I ever had pineapple on pizza,” Dana purred triumphantly, her eyebrow raised in challenge. 

Elsie, Kaylee, Cole, and I all put down our fingers. 

“You freak,” Kaylee chastised. “Pineapple on pizza is god's gift. It's all sweet with the salty…”

“It’s overrated,” Cole muttered. 

“Oh! Oh! Me next!” Elsie said excitedly. “Never have I ever… uh…” She screwed up her face in thought. “Oh! Never have I ever stolen anything.” 

Dana, Kaylee, and I put a finger down. 

Elsie gasped, looking down at me in surprise. “What? What did you steal?” 

“A car,” Kaylee and I said simultaneously. 

A smirk tipped the corner of my mouth. “My sibling is very fond of their convertible, and they needed to be taught a lesson in manners.” 

“I have so many questions about that,” Dana said, her free arm sliding to rest behind my back. “So many. One, you stole Danny’s car?” 

Kaylee shook her head, giggling into her drink. “That is a long story and better saved for another day.” 

“She’s right,” I snickered. “Preferably one where Danny is present; they really add to the ambience… I’m next, right? Never have I ever gotten a lap dance.” 

“Ugh, that’s cheating,” Kaylee whined, putting a finger down alongside Elsie, Cole, and Dana. 

“You prude!” Dana said with a laugh. “Maybe Elsie should fix that for you.” 

Elsie's eyes lit with interest, and she giggled, pressing a kiss to the corner of my mouth. “Never ever?”  

“Not even once,” I confirmed. 

“Well, if only someone could do something about that...” she said innocently, claiming my lips softly. 

“If only.”

“Okay, okay, lovebirds! Stay on task! Never have I ever… Been thrown out of a bar,” Kaylee mused. 

“Cheap shot!” Cole groaned. 

I made a noise like a buzzer with my mouth. “Wrong! Junior year, McNasty’s tavern. They double-checked your fake ID and booted all of us.” 

“Right, fuck. Yeah.” She put her finger down, and so did I. “Whoops.” 

“No?” I asked Dana and Elsie, raising an eyebrow. “My goody-goodies.” 

“Never have I ever dined and dashed,” Cole said, finishing off the rest of his drink. 

Elsie put a finger down and sighed. “I still feel bad about it, but I was so broke… Never have I ever gone to rehab.” 

Everyone's fingers stayed up, though everyone but Dana only had one left. 

I grinned, ready to deal the finishing blow. “Never have I ever had a threesome.” 

Elsie and Dana stiffened, their eyes suddenly hot on my skin. 

“Is that so?” Dana asked quietly, surveying me over the rim of her glass. 

Kaylee knocked the rest of her drink back, standing to collect a bottle of whiskey from the kitchen, grumbling the entire way. She popped the cork with her teeth, taking a deep swig with an accusatory finger pointed my way. “Dirty cheater.” 

“How can I cheat if it’s just something I haven’t done, Kayl?” 

She groaned, rubbing her hands over her face. “Because! That’s why!” 

Dana poured another round of drinks while Elsie snuggled impossibly closer on my lap, lips grazing my jaw. 

“Those are good,” the little blonde vampire complimented the drinks, pressing a soft kiss against my neck, followed by another. 

“A personal favourite.” 

“Let’s play another round of Hoarse. I feel my luck changing!” 

The vampires and I swapped to water halfway through the round, and by the time the fifth race was won, Kaylee was teetering in her seat. 

“Dibs on sleeping on this fancy-ass sofa,” she slurred, flopping down onto the cushions with a soft oof.

Cole stood, offering a wave. “That’s my cue to grab a cab and get some beauty sleep.” He leaned over for an admittedly awkward one-armed hug around me and Elsie before grabbing his jacket to head out. “Try to get some water in her before bed.” 

“Can do,” I called back to the sound of the door closing. 

Elsie’s arms wrapped around my neck, her ruby eyes flicking to my lips. 

Warmth that had nothing to do with liquor spread to my belly, and my hands found her hips. 

“Well…” I trailed off as Kaylee made a show about hunkering down and getting comfortable. “Shall we?” 

Dana hopped up, offering Elsie and me a hand, which we took, letting her pull us to our feet. “Is the bed going to fit all three of us?” 

“Yup,” Kaylee said, popping the p as she pulled the blanket from the back of the sofa to cover herself. “Go crazy.” 

“If we cuddle a bit,” I added, leading the way to her room. “Night, Kayl!” 

“Ni-ni…” she mumbled, almost immediately followed by a snore as I flipped off the lights with the app control on my phone. 

Elsie dove ahead of me into the room, jumping onto the bed and crawling for the pillows. “Vi, will you be big spoon?” 

Dana looped their arm around my waist from behind, pressing a kiss to the side of my neck that made my knees wobble. “Are you tired already, Els? I've been eager to get you two alone all night…” 

“If Vi wants to, I'm down.”

“If Vi wants to, what? Make good on my offer from Valentine’s Day? Yes, yes, she does.” I wasn’t even embarrassed over being this eager.

“Then Vi is wearing far too many clothes,” Dana said as she kissed up my neck, pausing to suck at the soft spot between my ear and jaw. Her hand found the hem of my shirt, helping me pull it over my head. 

“Everyone is wearing way too many clothes,” Elsie added. 

I turned to get the door, closing it with a soft click, and turned around to get a faceful of her little sundress. I let the fabric fall to the floor, drinking in her moon pale skin, like another fucking Stressless. 

It seemed that Elsie and I had the same idea when it came to bras—they were optional. 

Dana undid the button of my jeans, pushing them toward the floor so I could step out of them. She tossed her phone onto my bedside table with a clatter before unclicking the harness stretching across her chest, sliding it off her arms and letting it drop. 

I made quick work of Dana’s buttons as Elsie hugged me from behind, her hands exploring my chest with soft strokes and pinches at my nipples that turned them to tight peaks.

Dana pulled her shirt the rest of the way off as I unbuttoned her pants, leaning forward to kiss her soundly. 

“You have the world's best boobs,” Elsie praised, nipping my bare shoulder as she fondled my chest. “It's a crime that you have to wear a shirt.”

Dana kicked off her pants and grabbed Elsie’s hips, using her body to bring mine flush against hers.   

I moaned against her lips as Elsie twisted my nipples in unison.

“Fuck, Elsie, do that again.” Dana whispered, her dark hand stroking my cheek. “What a beautiful little sound.” 

Elsie repeated the motion obediently, and I clamped my thighs together, whimpering against Dana’s skin as her hand found my panties. 

Dana pulled them down just enough to be able to stroke my core with her fingers, and remembering the way she’d fucked me in the photo booth made my core twitch with need. 

I turned my head, seeking Elsie’s lips, and was rewarded instantly by her nibbling kiss, joined shortly thereafter by Dana in a messy, three-way joining of mouths. 

“Good girl,” Dana praised, running gentle circles over my clit. “You two look so fucking good together.” 

I moaned again, bucking into her hand as Elsie bent, leaning around me to capture my nipple into her mouth while Dana swirled their fingers in my wetness, leaving my clit to tease my drooling pussy.

“Get on the bed and lie back.” 

Elsie guided me to the edge of the mattress. I lamented the loss of Dana’s fingers instantly, but I followed Elsie’s gently guiding hands on my shoulders, bidding me to lie down.

Dana pressed her tongue to her fang as she pulled my panties the rest of the way down, and just watching her do it made me even wetter. 

“I think it’s way overdue that I get to taste your delicious little cunt,” she murmured, fucking me shallowly with two fingers and making me writhe. “Elsie, go on ahead and straddle her face; gotta muffle her moaning so she doesn’t wake Babydoll.” 

Elsie mock-saluted, throwing off her underwear to bracket my face with her thighs. 

“Make her feel good, Vi.” 

Never have I ever had a threesome.

Guess I could put my finger down now.


vi
. . .



Rustling woke me up, my eyes opening slowly as I looked for the source of the noise in the half-dark of the neon-lit room. 

Dana was just pulling her shirt over her head, her tightly curled hair standing up at angles from lying on the pillow. 

“Hey, Mozinho,” she whispered as Elsie rolled, snuggling into my side with a cute little wheezing snore. 

I don’t even know what the word means, but I love the way it rolls off her tongue.

“Is that you calling me lazy or something?” I asked with a sleepy chuckle.

“No. That’s me calling you… sweetheart.”

Damn. Okay. Surely it was too early to be this smitten already. A grip, Vi! A single one!

“Where are you going?” 

“Early meeting,” she murmured, bending for a heated kiss as she stowed her phone into her pocket. “Believe me, I’d rather still be beside you.” 

I hummed against her lips. “What for?” 

“Nothing interesting.” She sighed. “Off to meet the lawyers and see if they were able to dig up a copy of the will.” 

“Good luck.” 

“Thanks.” She stole another few quick pecks before a longer, more lingering kiss. “I’ll likely need it.” 

Reluctantly, I let Dana go, waving to her as she opened Kaylee’s bedroom door as quietly as possible, my friend’s snoring drifting from the living room down the hall. She turned with one last smile, blowing me a kiss that I mimed catching before she shut the door behind her, leaving me straining to listen for the eventual close of the front door. 

Last night had been…. Unreal. 

Images flashed in snapshots of Dana, Elsie, and me trading places, pulling every drop of pleasure we could from each other’s bodies for several hours after Kaylee had passed out on the sofa bed. 

I reminded myself to pick up some flowers and a gift certificate for a massage. Kaylee had been overly generous lately in letting me use her room.

Fuck, I really need to get my own place. 

But with the money I was saving and the debts I’d already been able to pay off for my mom? I could handle a couple more months crashing on the couch.

Pay everything off, then get a little nest egg set up as a safety net, and then get myself an apartment—hopefully close by. 

I’d become rather fond of this neighborhood… Even if I did still miss the sun sometimes. 

Elsie’s soft snores teased a fond smile to my face, her body warm beside mine after hours of leeching my heat into her skin, pliable in the early hours of the morning as I adjusted her to rest against my chest. 

I wondered what it would be like to watch as the golden hour illuminated her skin in soft streaks of pink and orange, colouring her silvery hair like a kaleidoscope. But Elsie was already perfect to me in the cool glow of the neon lights slipping through the parted curtains, in the revolving perfume and grocery delivery service ads on the electronic billboard outside flicking between hues of purple and green. 

I studied her lips, the slightly fuller bottom and perfect cupid’s bow of the top, parted in sleep. And the steady stream of drool that dripped out of her mouth onto my T-shirt that I was sure would embarrass the hell out of her when she woke. 

So ridiculously cute. 

Peaceful. Domestic in a way that was hard to piece together when paired with the impossibly beautiful woman I’d first seen on stage.  

I trailed my fingers down her bare arm, reveling in the smoothness of her skin, the knot of worry that’d been tugging at my chest finally loosened after last night. 

Somehow, before I’d seen how it could work, it had still been difficult to believe the coven would be willing to share. That I wouldn’t have to choose between the vampires who had steadily been capturing my heart. 

My phone began to ring on the nightstand, and Elsie rolled, pulling a pillow over her head. I leapt into motion, fumbling around in the low light for my clothes. By the time I’d dressed and made it into the hall, my phone in hand to answer the devil device, the bank was already leaving a voicemail. The text-based version of it popped up in my texts, informing me that they really needed to discuss one of my overdue accounts. 

Fuck. 

This fucking credit card really was the bane of my life. 

How the hell was five grand really giving me so much trouble? 

I poked my head back into the bedroom to find Elsie sound asleep, her breathing steady and even, hair strewn over the bed in a sheet of silver. 

A look down at the clock on my phone told me it was still early, just a little past noon—okay, so maybe not early, but since I was usually working until three in the morning, I could go for some breakfast.

I guess I burned more calories last night than I’d thought. 

Can’t imagine how, I thought smugly. 

There were coffee pods on the counter, but that wouldn’t solve the breakfast problem. And no one was going to enjoy a relaxing morning if I tried to cook. Smoke detectors and I had a long-standing personal grudge. 

I’d have to sneak down to the bodega on the corner to grab us something actually edible, preferably before Elsie woke up for some breakfast in bed. 

I resisted the urge to go back for a kiss, worried about rousing her before I could return with a supply of caffeine and carbs. The sweatpants and oversized hoodie of Danny’s I’d tossed on were oversized enough that I wouldn’t need a bra. Not exactly fashionable, but I was just going to the corner and back.

The remnants of our movie snacks and drinks from the night before littered the living room as I padded down the hall and past to slip into my shoes by the door. Kaylee’s loud snoring punctuated my movements, her shirt rucked up to expose her flat stomach. She was the least graceful sleeper of all time, looking more like a caricature than someone actually getting any rest. Something that’d been true since we were kids.

Fondness for my best friend flooded me. She’d really done me a solid by pushing Elsie and Dana into my bed last night. My lips were still swollen from the hours spent wrapped up in each other, and a giddy, optimistic feeling settled into my chest that felt a lot like… 

Okay, Vi! Too early!

If I weren’t such a coward, I might’ve admitted to myself what that feeling was. But I was a lot of things: a responsible driver, great at cards, and absolutely a little bitch baby when it came to my feelings. 

I grabbed my wallet and keys from where I’d tossed them on the counter last night. The apartment’s door had barely snapped shut behind me when my phone began to buzz in the front pouch of my hoodie, making me groan. Pulling the device free, I didn’t even bother to look at the caller ID before I connected the call, holding the phone between my cheek and shoulder as I locked the door.

“Listen, I know! I need to make a payment, and I will.”

“Do you always answer the phone like that?” Danny asked, their warm laugh drifting through the earpiece. 

I groaned. “No… It’s just⁠—”

“Trouble with the bank?” they offered, tone bordering dangerously close to worried. 

“No, Danny. I’m fine. I’m taking care of it.”

“Sure,” they said skeptically. “You know I could⁠—”

“You could what? Pick up even more hours between shifts at the hospital? I told you I’m taking care of it.”

Danny sighed. “Okay, fine…” A little pause. “I was calling about the game today.” 

My feet carried me toward the stairs, the phone jostling a little as I made my way down with my slip-on sneakers making the metal clang. “Born ready! Did you see the seats Ren got us? I looked them up online and they’re fucking prime.” I dragged the last word out for emphasis, the smile in my voice evident. 

“You really like her.” 

“Yeah,” I conceded. “I really do.” 

“Jesus.” Danny’s disbelieving laugh was drowned partially by the hospital pager. “Who are you and what have you done with my sister?” 

“What? Just because I’m willing to admit I’m a little⁠—”

“Smitten? Obsessed? In lo⁠—”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” I cut them off, stepping out onto the sidewalk. A freezing cold drizzle bit into my clothes and left the pavement slick. “But maybe… soon, yeah.” 

There was a pause, and Danny’s voice held distrust as it came again through the phone. “Where are you right now?” 

“Headed to get breakfast from the bodega.” 

“Alone?” 

I smirked at the implication. “Yes, but⁠—”

“I knew it. The same girl from the other day? Dana? Or did Ren stay over before the game?” 

“No, uh…” I hesitated, heat lashing my cheeks. “Just a girl from work.”

It was one thing to tell my sibling about my girlfriend, or someone they’d seen me with in person, but Elsie… I didn’t even know what we were to be able to explain it.

What I did know was that Elsie wasn’t just anything. Certainly not just someone I saw and worked with. And while I was at it, none of them were only a girl from work anyway. 

Ren and I were, well, together.

Dana and I were… exploring our connection. 

Elsie and I were… Elsie and I. Spending time together when we could. Enjoying that time. 

And then Juniper… 

Fuck me, I need a day planner. 

Or maybe I just needed to get an apartment with space for a king-size bed. 

“Uh-huh, just a girl?” Danny teased. “Well… I hope she doesn’t mind you ditching her for me and your girlfriend.” 

“Something tells me she doesn’t mind at all,” I said honestly. “Pick us up on the way?” 

“Yeah. I’ll try not to get pulled into anything too serious at work. I don’t want to miss first pitch.”

We traded I love yous and hung up as I quickly made my way down the street, regretting forgoing a jacket in the February chill. 

The bell of the bodega chimed as I opened the door, stepping into the warm hug of its heated interior, piled to the ceiling with products making up narrow aisles. Careful not to trip over an overturned milk crate with a sleeping tabby curled on top of it, I made my way to the back to order coffees and bagel sandwiches from the ancient, grey-haired vampire who manned the counter. Every time I’d been here, she’d always been working. An eternity spent behind a glass case, listening to a crackling opera pouring from a mistuned radio. 

While she prepped our meals, I browsed the drink cooler along the left wall, hunting for a bottled blood supplement for Elsie and a couple of sports drinks for Kaylee and me. 

I grabbed them and some extra bottles of orange juice to go with breakfast, careful again not to trip over Kibble on his milk crate as I scooched back to the counter to pay in cash. 

When I made it back onto the street, a cardboard tray of coffees in hand and a heavy cellophane bag dangling from my fingers, the rain had let up. 

It was going to be a pretty nice day after all. 
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Elsie’s silvery hair was pulled into a sloppy, messy bun, undone in a way I’d never seen from her before as she tugged on her shoes by the door, a tight expression on her face when I swung the door wide, my key still stuck in the lock. Damn thing was always getting stuck. 

I set the tray of coffees on the entry table, the little plastic bag with our breakfasts hanging from my wrist with the crinkle of plastic. 

“Hey, gorgeous,” I called with a smile, my expression faltering at her hurt expression. Confusion pulled my brows together, my hands going up placatingly. “Don’t worry, I made sure to get you a top-up too.” 

Her crimson eyes flicked up to mine in surprise before moving to take in the three coffees and bag. 

“Oh!” she said with an awkward little laugh, seemingly at herself. “I thought… um...” She rubbed the back of her neck with embarrassment, chewing her lip. 

“That I ditched?” I offered with a raised eyebrow. “As if. I do have, like, some sense, you know?”

Elsie sighed. “Yeah… I know. Sorry.” 

“I thought maybe you’d like some coffee. And I burn toast, so… it was safer to find you something to eat instead of embarrassing myself with my lack of cooking skills,” I explained with a little shrug. 

Rustling from the living room warned me that Kaylee was stirring.

“Oh!” Elsie said again. “That’s really thoughtful, actually.” 

I grabbed the tray of coffees as Elsie kicked off her shoes again to move to take them from me. Our fingers grazed. 

“I like you, Elsie,” I assured her, catching her forearm. “I’m not going anywhere.” 

“Thank god,” Kaylee moaned from the couch. “I’d die without you. And that better be a cheese bagel I smell, Vi, or so help me god⁠—” 

I pulled a foil-wrapped bagel from the bag and lobbed it at her head, mostly obscured by a blanket, her blonde hair sticking up all over the place. “I wasn’t talking to you!” 

“Ow!” she protested as my glutenous projectile found its mark, thudding off her skull to drop onto the couch, but my focus was stolen as Elsie brushed against me on her way to the kitchen. 

I trailed after her, ignoring Kaylee’s moans of pleasure and the sound of crinkling foil. 

“Can we start over?” she asked. “I thought… I don’t know⁠—”

“I’d love to,” I murmured, brushing my front against her back and boxing her against the counter, my hands resting on the treated wood on either side of her hips. “Good morning, Elsie. Sleep well?”

“G-G-Good morning!” she stammered, turning her head to look at me over her shoulder. 

“You didn’t think I was skipping out on you, did you?” I asked in a low voice that wouldn’t carry.

“I… Kind of, yeah.”

“Elsie, I meant what I said.” I pressed a soft kiss to her temple, arms wrapping around her to drag her closer against my chest. “I like you. Honestly.” I sighed. “If I didn’t have plans with Ren and Danny today, the only thing in your future would be a bath with me.” 

She giggled, turning in my arms to press a kiss to my mouth, teasing my lips apart with the soft graze of her fangs. “Stupid baseball, never been a fan.”

“Even worse now?” I laughed. 

“Much, much worse,” she confirmed. “Though, to be fair, I hate sports.” She made a face, eyes screwing up and lips slanting into a grimace that I gave in to the impulse to kiss away immediately. “But⁠—” 

“Is there coffee to go with this?” Kaylee interrupted around a mouthful of bagel. 

I glared at her openly, earning an overly self-satisfied smirk. 

Someday, when she was trying to flirt with a cute blonde vampire in the kitchen, I was going to make her life absolute hell. Worse than hell. 

“Buuuut, what?” I prompted.

“What kind of girlfriend would I be if I hogged all your time from your other girlfriend?” Elsie said, tugging me closer by the shirt as she leaned back against the counter, taking soft sips from my mouth that I returned with interest, chasing her lips as they trailed to my jaw. 

“My girlfriend, are you?” I asked, my voice raspier than usual, heat snaking up the back of my neck with excitement. 

Elsie pulled back enough to meet my eye, covering my lips with two fingers as she grinned. “I’ve been your girlfriend, Vi. You’re just too stubborn to say so.” 

I nipped at her fingers playfully, thinking of Valentine's Day, before everything went to hell. Buying matching lingerie and screwing like desperate teenagers in a not-so-empty office was a hell of a first date, I’d have to give her that. 

“You’re sure?”

“I’m sure.” She flicked my nose and narrowed her eyes. “Go at the pace that makes you comfortable. I just thought since, you know…” She hooked her pinky into the bracelet Ren bought me for Valentine's Day and I bit my lip. I’d hardly taken it off to shower since she gave it to me. “If you’d made it official with Ren, that⁠—”

“Is that a no on the coffee then?” Kaylee whined from the living room.

“Woman! Can’t you see I’m busy?” 

“What I see is you bogarting the caffeine, Vi. Now give Momma some go juice and I’ll leave you to your canoodling. Some of us actually have to go to work today.” 

Elsie slipped out of my hold with her enhanced speed and brought a cup over to Kaylee, pausing to turn back and wink at me. 

I ran a hand through my hair, utterly bemused, thoroughly mussing my bangs before flattening them back down. I’d have to ask Elsie another time which date exactly she thought was the one I became her girlfriend. 

It was pretty difficult to buy flowers for an anniversary you didn’t know about.
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The seats I’d bought for Vi and Danny were close enough to the field that I hardly looked at the big screens hanging around the stadium, using my own heightened vision to watch the players as they ran around the diamond. 

When I was younger, I’d become enamored with baseball. The games were long, the tickets fairly cheap, and there was a seemingly never-ending supply of bodies to use as a top-up. 

Now, I favoured the inhuman league. The sports themselves were more interesting—the players faster and stronger, the stakes slightly higher as vampires’ heightened constitution gave way to more options for full contact.

Danny and I sat on either side of Vi, the three of us passing around a bag of overly salted popcorn. 

Vi threw up a piece and caught it in her mouth, showing off her blue-dyed tongue from her violently coloured slush before shooting me a little grin. “Cool, right?” 

“Vi is the champ; she can catch almost anything if she tries,” Danny said, reaching across my girlfriend’s lap to grab a handful of popcorn. “I threw her a skittle from the balcony of our mom’s place, and she caught it like it was nothing. First try and everything!” 

“You left out that we were rancidly drunk and throwing a house party we absolutely got grounded for six months over,” Vi added, cringing with embarrassment. “So not worth it.” 

“Aw, come on, it was fine!” Danny chided. “We didn’t have a ton of money, so we made do with what we had to keep ourselves occupied. Popcorn throwing was always a big hit. What’s your family like?” 

I handed the popcorn to Danny, collecting Vi’s hand to rest in my lap, playing with her fingers as her bracelet glinted in the bright lights above. She leaned into my side, prompting me to slide an arm around the back of her chair with a definitive puff to my chest.

Not even talking to talk about my family would ruin this moment for me, not with Vi so close.

“My parents are… intense,” I offered, thoughtfully. Trying to think about how to convey a relationship with people who had infinite years to find new reasons why you’ve disappointed them. “Vampires who are born instead of made, like Elsie, often have large families. I have lots of siblings, but we aren’t close. Once you find your coven, they become the most important relationships in your life. More like family than the one you were born into, you know?” 

Vi nodded sagely. “I get it; found family.” 

“Exactly. It’s why we’re all so close,” Ren said with a shrug. “We understand each other. Share everything, emotional and physical.” I grinned, casting Vi a little wink that made her cheeks pink.

“I could get behind that. Dad isn’t worth shit any—LET’S FUCKING GO!” Danny shouted, their thought interrupted as they leapt from their seat to cheer as our second baseman put the opposing team’s runner out with a tap of the ball.

“Do you ever see your siblings?” Vi asked curiously. 

I laughed and brought the back of her hand to my lips, kissing the soft skin. “I see my younger sister a couple of times a year and my older siblings when it's convenient for them.” 

“Danny would shrivel up into a raisin if I didn’t call five times a day.” 

Their chest puffed proudly. I found their unapologetic codependence charming. It sort of made me wonder if I was missing out with my own family. 

“I hope you like being a third wheel,” they joked. “Honestly, I’m just stoked I finally get to meet someone she’s dating.”

“They have to be worth meeting you,” Vi quipped. 

“It’s not so bad,” I interrupted, smiling as Vi’s eyes met mine. “Being a third wheel, I mean.” 

“Don’t worry, it's only three times a day usually, and we mostly text now.” 

Her purse, resting between us between the seats, began to buzz. She dropped my hand to dig into it, pulling out her phone and silencing it before stowing it again. 

“Aren’t you going to get that?” I asked. 

“Nah, it’s just the bank. I’ll call them back later.” 

“I’ve been getting them too,” Danny complained. “Dad had me as an emergency contact on some stuff, I guess? I don’t know what they want me to do about his unpaid credit card bills. Man is on the lam.” 

“The lam?” My eyebrow rose. “He’s on the run?” 

“Not like, from the cops,” Vi clarified. “But he skipped out when our mom got sick, and neither of us has seen him since.” 

“That’s horrible,” I muttered. “Was she upset?” 

Danny nodded. “Yeah, it was… pretty rough for a while. We all hear the statistics, but you never think it’ll be your family. If Vi hadn’t stepped up, I think Mom would’ve lost the house.” 

She sighed. “I’ll be sending him a fucking bill for all of it, cowardly dickbag.”

My stomach churned with anxiety thinking about Garrett’s self-imposed taxation on the club, my eyes finding the diamond as the teams switched, the Nightwalkers coming up to bat in their purple and silver uniforms. 

Vi’s bag began to buzz again, and she blushed, reaching for her phone once more. 

“Sorry. Let me just turn this off,” she said, a little frown on her face as she looked at the screen before connecting the call and putting the phone to her ear. “Kayl? Is everything okay?” 

I didn’t need heightened hearing to make out Babydoll crying on the other end of the line, her words coming out in a choppy mess between sobs. 

“Vi, the apartment’s flooded!” she gasped, having to take several deep breaths to calm down enough to keep speaking. “There’s water fucking everywhere!” 

Vi cursed, Danny already standing to pull on their jacket. “I’ll go grab the car.” 

“Okay,” Vi said to her sibling, waving them off to go grab the little red Mustang we’d piled into to carpool to the match at the far end of the parking lot, safe from there it could be dinged by careless drivers. “We’re coming, okay? Did you call maintenance?” 

“Yes,” she wailed. “No one’s picking up!” 

I stood, helping Vi into her jacket as she tried to placate her friend on the other end of the line. “I’ll call Dana,” I said to Vi in an undertone. “She’s close, she’ll go help.” 

Vi squeezed my arm appreciatively, letting me lead her up the concrete steps.

“Hang on, Kayls, we’re coming. Help is on the way!”
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As we pulled up to the curb in Danny’s Mustang—the car they’d rebuilt with Babydoll and her brother before she’d even begun racing—the scene outside of the apartment was best categorised as complete chaos. 

They parked half a block up from the building, thanks to the firetrucks blocking the street parking. The carved black door leading to the five floors of walk-ups above The Drip hanging wide open as people came in and out quickly, leaving wet footprints on the dry sidewalk. Boxes, suitcases, large plastic bins, and just about anything they could manage to shove full of belongings waited on the curb alongside electronics and even houseplants. Whatever could be salvaged from the irrefutable deluge that was waiting just beyond the doorway. 

Vi hopped out, slamming the door to elbow past the small, anxious crowd with Danny and me close behind, and took the stairs two at a time until she reached her floor.

Her groan drifted to us where we followed a couple of flights behind, delayed by several maintenance men with industrial fans going into a unit on the second floor. 

A bright yellow suitcase had been set just outside the door that had to be Vi’s. I guessed that the benefit of her living situation was that she was fairly mobile—she didn’t have to worry about packing her things. 

She left the door open, and water puddled in the seams of the cracked tile covering the landing. 

“My shoes are ruined!” Kaylee wailed, her arms around Vi as she stood in a ludicrous pair of sparkly knee-high platforms over her sweatpants on the soaked carpet, the water making a little squishy noise with every shift of their weight. 

“What the hell are those?” I asked, earning a dirty look from Vi. 

“The closest thing to rain boots she had,” she hissed from the corner of her mouth. 

Dana chuckled where she crouched, taking photos of the contents of Kaylee’s entertainment unit with her cellphone. “Classic Babydoll.” 

“It’ll be okay, Kayls,” Vi said, patting her friend's back as Dana straightened, stepping backwards to take a larger shot. “What happened?” 

“I-I-” Babydoll sniffled, bending down so her forehead connected with Vi’s shoulder heavily. If we ignored the circumstances, it was a smidge comical, given that Babydoll towered over the little brunette in her platforms. 

Picking up on her distress, Dana jumped in to provide an explanation. 

“A toilet water main broke one floor up. It ran continuously, spilling water everywhere until it had no place to go. It started coming through the light fixtures and electrical to dump into here before moving to the floors below. Entire building is fucked.”

“Fucking hell,” Danny whistled low, surveying the mess. About an inch and a half of water everywhere I could see, along the walls and covering anything within a five-foot radius of a light fixture. Fucking hell was an understatement. “Where’d it start?” 

“M-m-master bedroom,” Kaylee stammered. “I was taking a n-nap before work.”

Vi patted her back consolingly, sighing. “Let’s pack you a bag… We’ll go to… um…” 

“Mine is okay; don’t worry, Kayl,” Danny offered. 

Dana and I shared a look, my covenmate looking at Vi pointedly behind her back as if to say, Invite her to stay with us. I wanted to. But at the same time, I kept thinking it was too early to introduce her to coven life. To share her fully that way.  And, even worse, there was the sickening chance she’d say no.

That she’d reject me—us—and the chance for more will be gone.

So I shook my head and leaned casually against the island just as Vi turned to speak to me.

“Sorry about all this. Do you want to get a ride home with Dana? I’ll try and salvage a couple of things here and wait around for the super and in case someone needs⁠—” 

“I’ll do that,” Dana interrupted quickly, adding a pointed, “Our place is within walking distance.” 

“Dana, it’s okay,” Kaylee argued. “I’ll take care of it, then I’ll go settle in at Danny’s…” 

Dana looked at me pointedly, and I sighed. 

Seems like I’ll have to risk it.

Here goes nothing.

“Vi, if you want… you can stay with us,” I offered, rubbing the back of my neck, carefully avoiding her eyes and staring to the left of her shoulder. 

Vi looked at me for a second and stopped. She’s going to say no. She’ll prefer to go with her best friend and sibling and not come with someone she’s been dating for only⁠—

“I’d love to,” she finally said with a relieved sigh, and I’m pretty sure I looked relieved myself as Babydoll smacked her shoulder over and over excitedly. “Sharing the sofa with Kaylee was going to murder my back, anyway.” 

Danny shrugged. “We could have gotten you an air mattress.” 

“Gross,” Dana muttered. “No need when we have a perfectly good bed for her.” 

Interesting how she neglected to mention the aforementioned available beds were mine, hers, Elsie’s, or Juniper’s. 

Technically, we had a guest room, but I had a feeling that Vi would never see the inside of it. 

She released Babydoll, using her thumbs to wipe away her friend’s streaked mascara. “Let me help you with your bag, okay? Ren won’t mind waiting, right?” 

“Not at all, Pet,” I said as I looked up to find that the interesting—albeit a little ugly—painting that hung in the living room appeared to be undamaged. “Take your time. Is that your bag in the hall?” 

Babydoll laughed through a heavy sniff. “I tossed it out there to try and save your stuff. You’re lucky you’re pretty tidy. I just had to put your laptop in your backpack… you may want to put that in a bit of rice.” 

Vi groaned, leading Babydoll into the bedroom. “It’s fine... It was ancient anyway.” 

“Insurance should replace it,” Dana called after them as the girls left her, Danny, and me alone in the main living area. 

“This is fucked,” Danny muttered, their eyes curious on Dana’s back as she continued to catalog the damage. “Thanks for coming. Kayls freezes up in a crisis.” 

“No problem,” she said, deep brown shoulders shrugging, one visible where her cropped sports top slid off it. “I was on the way to the gym when Ren called.” 

“Be good to my sister, or I’ll tell Riley to beat you up for real,” Danny blurted, slightly red. Their eyes flicked up to mine. “That goes for you too. Keep her safe.” 

Dana chuckled. “Noted. I’ll treat her nice, Danny, don’t worry. You won’t have to sic Riley on me yet.” 

“You know each other?” I asked, Dana’s joking tone making my ears prick. 

“Danny works at the gym I go to. They’ve been helping me with my right hook for a couple of months.” 

The human in question broke into a round of shadow boxing, bouncing from foot to foot and throwing punches they had no intention of landing.

“Meaning, if you mess with my baby sister, I’ll take you out. Garlic bread, holy water, and fists of fury!” 

Dana and I laughed.

It was ludicrous; a human wouldn’t stand a chance against a vampire. Plus, the whole garlic and holy water thing was a myth—even though, if you tossed a water bottle at Juniper, she’d act like she was dying. That wasn’t why we were laughing, though. It was the idea that we’d willingly do anything but spend our time worshipping Vi. 

Adding to our coven wasn’t a priority outside the needy thrum of my instincts, but given a little more time… Yeah, I could see it. Vi with bright ruby eyes, freshly turned and never-changing as she lounged in bed, getting used to controlling her thirst. Hours spent enjoying each other's company while she learned her new strength. 

Yeah, there was absolutely something there. 

Knowing it was too soon to share my private hopes with my covenmates, much less with Vi or her sibling, I touched my knuckles to Danny’s. “Heard. I’ll treat her right, don’t worry.” 

“I’ll take care of things here. Maybe you can head to ours and get Vi settled?” Dana winced, nodding at Vi’s suitcase in the hall. “I’m not sure how dry that is; maybe Els can lend her some clothes?” 

“Oh no, she’ll hate that,” I teased.

If Elsie got to turn Vi into her very own life-sized Barbie, I’d never see either of them again. 

The girls came out of the bedroom, a hot pink duffle bag hanging over Kaylee’s shoulder by its rhinestone strap. 

“Not much was dry.” Vi sighed. “So you’ll have to let her hang some stuff up at yours.” 

“No worries,” Danny said. “C’mon, Kayl. Dana has this under control. We’ll stop for ice cream or something.” 

“Okay, okay, fine. Dana, are you su—” Babydoll started to ask again.

“Yes, I’m sure,” she assured, waving her phone at her as if to illustrate that she was on top of things. “I’ll call you when I have this sorted out, okay? If you remember anything else in particular you want me to pull out, just text.” 

“You’re a lifesaver,” she said, blonde hair bobbing in her ponytail as she stopped to wrap the vampire in a hug. “Thank you.” 

Dana patted her back awkwardly until Babydoll released her. 

“I’ll see you at work?” Babydoll asked. 

“For sure, and I’ll call you later?” Vi offered. 

Babydoll nodded, letting Danny lead her out, leaving Vi to turn to us with a heavy sigh. 

“God, this is fucked. You’re sure I can stay with you?” 

“Absolutely,” Dana chirped. “It’ll be our pleasure, right, Ren?” 

“Dana is just happy to have a problem she can fix,” I explained to Vi’s anxious expression. “She’s not actually a U-Haul lesbian.” 

“Cruel,” Dana said with a sigh. “But accurate. So don’t protest too much, okay, Mozinho?”

“Okay, boss,” Vi conceded, kissing her quickly. “I’ll see you at yours then?” 

Dana caught Vi’s hip, drawing her in for another, longer kiss. “Can’t wait.” 

“Dibs on her sleeping in my room,” I called to Dana, pulling her attention to me with a scowl. 

“You can’t call dibs on people.”

“Can so.” Vi shrugged. “And Ren just did. You snooze, you lose, boss.” 

“All this effort and this is the thanks I get?” she teased playfully, nipping Vi’s jaw. “Fine. Tomorrow then.” 

“Absolutely,” Vi said, pulling away to pick up a pair of soggy sneakers from the floor with a sigh. “Let’s go?”  

She turned to meet my eyes, making my stomach do excited somersaults. 

Though the circumstances were disappointing, it’d be nice to have Vi close for a while. Like a trial run confirming what I knew already: that she’d fit with the rest of my family as effortlessly as fireworks, champagne, and strawberries. 

I picked up her suitcase on the way, offering Dana a wave, and we started down the stairs, pausing to let some men in coveralls go by. 

Vi looked up at me from where she stood several steps down, a smile playing at the corner of her mouth. “I can’t wait to see your room. I bet you keep it as tidy as the bar.” 

I chuckled. “Worse, I fear.” 

“Ah,” Vi said thoughtfully, mischief in her dark eyes. “Guess I better make a mess of it then.” 

I nudged her so she’d keep walking down the stairs.

Something told me that there would be very, very little sleep going on tonight.
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I’d never really given much thought to where the coven lived. I mean, I assumed based on their air of obvious wealth, that it’d be overly fancy and make me feel even more embarrassed for crashing on Kaylee’s couch, but where it was, how big, how it was decorated… It never really crossed my mind. 

So, it was a surprise when Ren headed toward the club. The little dented wheels on the rolling suitcase I’d thrifted back in college for a summer break beach vacation with Kaylee, paid for with tips from the shitty student bar we worked at, struggled hard to keep up with the vampire’s long strides. 

“Walking distance, huh?” I asked, used to Ren’s pace after a few weeks of tailing her in the mornings. 

“Yeah, it’s just above the club.” 

I blinked. It never occurred to me that the windows I’d become used to seeing as I approached my workplace were actually portals into the lives of the vampires I’d steadily grown closer to. My eyes moved upwards as the glowing neon sign for O came into view, scanning the above floors to see if I could guess which of the lit rooms beyond belonged to each girl. 

We crossed the street, my suitcase protesting only a little as it went from curb to curb. Instead of heading to the red-lit steps that led to the club, we continued down the block, entering the building through a set of glass doors with beautiful brushed brass handles into a bright and modern lobby with glossy white marble floors.

Sitting at a large, thick glass desk was an honest-to-god uniformed doorman who jumped up immediately to try and take my bag from Ren. 

“Let me bring that up for you, Ms. Nakamura.” 

“I’ve got it, Allen. Thank you,” she said, breezing past to head for the elevator while I marveled at the sparkling crystal chandelier overhead. 

Fuck me, I knew they were rich. I knew they were powerful… But this? 

This is a lot. 

The Lower City was peculiar, a checkerboard of wealth and poverty that made it impossible to tell from the outside whether the building you were passing was a bug-infested rat den or—inexplicably like this—something straight out of a season of the Real Housewives.  

I stepped stiffly into the elevator behind Ren, my eyes feasting on the carved wood interior. The vampire pressed a fob against the electronic panel, the red light at its center turning green before the elevator began to rise smoothly. 

“We own the building,” she explained, as though she could sense the question on the tip of my tongue. “Or maybe Garrett does… I guess?” 

I made a face at the reminder of their issue with Cherie’s will, which was more an issue with her surviving relative. 

“So the deed to the club is…” I said slowly, a larger problem than losing their livelihood taking shape. 

“Also the deed to our home, yes,” Ren replied, the irritation clear in her tone. “It’s a shit show, I know.” 

The numbers over the elevator door ascended, marking our passage from floor to floor until we reached the top. The door slid open smoothly, revealing not a hallway as I expected, but an elegantly decorated entryway that fed into the open-concept living space. As we made our way inside, the living room and kitchen came into view, the dining room not far off, breaking into a short hallway. Just off the entry, on the other side, was a set of stairs, leading up to what I guessed was a second story. 

It was, undoubtedly, massive. 

“Holy shit,” I muttered, not sure where to look first. 

The furnishings and fittings were modern, with white glossy cabinets offset with grey stone counters threaded with white to match. Brushed steel appliances with pops of buttery yellows and blues made it feel like the set of a cooking show, especially when paired with the rainbow colour-coded collection of cookbooks lying on top of the cabinets. Five blush pink and gold upholstered stools lined the kitchen bar, beautiful glitter-flecked acrylic placemats marking each seat. 

The living room was spacious but still cozy, the coffee table littered with embroidery supplies, snacks, and a half-full teacup as a movie I’d seen half a dozen times played on the ostentatiously large flat-screen television, framed to look like a moving painting. It bordered on cluttered with the many plants, books, and decorations that filled the large built-in shelves spanning the far wall, dotted with lamps, brass animals, and flameless candles between beautifully covered special editions. But it was done so tastefully that it managed to toe the line happily between too much and just enough, landing on a look that was decidedly curated. Lived in. 

Ren led me deeper inside, onto plush area rugs, as she pointed out the major areas as though you couldn’t fit all of Kaylee’s apartment into the living room of this veritable palace alone. 

“Kitchen, dining, living room. That through there is my darkroom.” 

“You have your own darkroom?” I asked, interest piqued, as I headed for the hallway she’d gestured to. ”I sort of thought those were banished to the backs of failing department stores.”

Ren grinned, setting my suitcase aside to lead me into the first door on the left. She flicked on the light, and red bulbs glowed to life smoothly to illuminate a space about the size of a double walk-in closet. On either side of the room were metal shelves filled with paper, chemicals, cameras, and film canisters. A small, standing freezer in the corner hummed quietly as Ren gestured to the photographs hanging to dry from crisscrossing strings overhead. 

“For my cameras,” she explained, “I’ve always been fascinated by film. Capturing a moment, you know? All the emotion of life in a still image.”

I studied the photographs, beautiful and alluring black-and-white stills of the girls from the club mid-performance, but my attention was captivated by something a little more personal—a collection of five photos of Juniper splayed on her back, a hand between her thick thighs as she pleasured herself. 

My face flamed, and Ren inhaled sharply as the scent of my blood permeated the space. I averted my eyes, feeling a bit like I’d seen something I wasn’t supposed to. 

But I desperately want to see more of it. 

“This has… deep serial killer vibes,” I said, trying to hide my embarrassment. 

She laughed. “I promise the freezer isn’t for body parts. It's for film.”

“Film? Why?” I asked, opening the door curiously to find opaque canisters. She opened one to show me the rolls of film inside.

“Film is perishable, and since I like to use vintage canisters that are out of production, I have to take good care of it to try and extend its lifespan.” She closed the door to the freezer with her hand over mine, leaning in to brush her lips over my shoulder. “You know, you should let me take a few of you…”

My mind immediately went to the portraits of Juniper, her plush body lounging on the sheets. The idea of having Ren take pictures of me in a similar circumstance was nothing short of thrilling. 

“I’ll think about it,” I purred, turning to wrap my arms around her neck for a kiss charged by my fantasies. “Clothes on or⁠—?” 

“Hey!” Juniper called irritably, shattering our bubble of privacy and making heat rise to the back of my neck again. “Who’s tacky suitcase?!” 

“June,” Ren scolded, sticking her head into the hall. “I’ll get it in a second. I was just showing Vi around. She’ll be staying with us for a while.” 

Juniper squeaked out a choked, embarrassed noise that made my ears perk. 

“V-Vi?” she hissed. “She’s here, right now?” 

“In the flesh—” I started, following Ren out of the room as she flicked off the light, closing the door behind me.

The redheaded vampire looked at me wide-eyed with the distinct air of someone who’d been caught. A bit of an overcorrection for hating my suitcase, or at least that’s what I thought until my gaze trailed down her plump frame, my lips parting as I recognised the T-shirt she was wearing.

Worn, heather grey fabric clung to her curves, the hem dusting her upper thigh, making me salivate. The faded, cracked logo of the Nightwalkers stretched over her round breasts, with the slightly stretched collar revealing just enough of her shoulder and chest for me to see the hint of her collarbone and her creamy skin. 

“So that’s where that went.” I smirked.

It was undeniable; I’d recognize that T-shirt anywhere. I’d caught it out of a cannon during a charity game and lent it to Juniper—damn near six years later—so she’d be comfortable during her sleepover.  

“I-I-” Juniper stammered, her blue eyes wide like a deer in headlights as Elsie came running down the stairs in a flash of silvery blonde hair. 

She squealed, ducking around Juniper to race into my arms, grabbing my face in her hands for an excited kiss. 

“Dana just called! Are you really staying?” 

I couldn’t help but laugh, giving her a squeeze. “So long as someone is okay sharing a bedroom.”

She gasped excitedly, face lighting up as she stole another kiss. “Oh! You can sleep in⁠—”

“Already called dibs,” Ren said icily, smacking a loud kiss against Elsie’s cheek. “Let me show you where it is, Vi?” 

“Sure.” 

“Hey!” Elsie whined, hanging from my arms so heavily she nearly pulled me to the floor with her as she bent backwards to watch Ren head for the stairs. “That’s so unfair!” 

Juniper had taken advantage of the distraction to disappear back into the house before I could really call her out on her minor theft. But there would be time to tease my thieving black cat later. 

Besides… I liked knowing she’d found comfort in my clothes. It was easy to wonder what some of Ren’s photographs would look like with Juniper in my shirt, legs bent, pulling down the hem to hide her pussy demurely from prying eyes as she looked into the lens. 

Killer birthday present idea alert, I thought as I pulled Elsie upright to lean against my chest. 

“No one said you couldn’t join us,” I offered, pressing a kiss on her temple. It was unusual to see the little blonde vampire without any makeup, her bare skin scented with rose moisturizer as we shared air. 

“Perfect,” she whispered. “Are you okay? How’s Babydoll?” 

I’d been so distracted by this place—and the vampires in it—that I’d nearly forgotten Kaylee’s ruined apartment.

“Reasonably upset.” I winced, taking Elsie’s hand to continue our conversation as Ren led us up the stairs to the second floor.

On the way, affixed to the wall so that it took up nearly the entire space between floors, was a beautiful photograph of a vampire, her long white dress see-through in a pool of water, revealing her curves amongst flowers floating on its surface. 

She was… familiar in a way. 

Like an old-time movie actress you’d only seen clips of during award season. Or someone who had been on the cover of a magazine. 

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Elsie said, following my eyeline. 

“Stunning,” I agreed, my heart squeezing as I looked at her face, drawn with inexplicable emotion. “Who is she?”

“Cherie,” Elsie said, a twinge of sadness in her voice. “My sire. She was so beautiful, like a supermodel.” 

“Did Ren take this?” I asked, thinking of the darkroom just downstairs. 

Elsie nodded, dropping her voice to a whisper—not that it would do any good with Ren’s improved hearing as we trailed after her in the carpeted hall. “It was for a class; her model canceled at the last minute.” 

Ren smiled, though it didn’t quite touch her eyes, waiting beside an open door. “She was a really good sport about it too. Cherie hated getting her hair wet—she had this, like, really unruly half-wavy texture that was a pain to style. I take a university-level photography class every so often to keep my skills fresh, and the final exam was for the professor to watch you run an editorial shoot from concept storyboarding to execution.” 

“Sounds like a lot of work,” I muttered. 

“It was.” Ren shrugged. “But that’s what I paid them for—to assess me. My model no-showed on the day and I was freaking out. It was just good luck that Cherie had been wearing a sundress when she dropped off my lunch. One of the other girls lent her a bit of blush, and into the pool she went.” 

“Was she pretty spontaneous then?”

“God no.” Elsie shook her head, silver hair catching the light. “She was all about order. Everything in its place—Juniper used to drive her insane leaving her stuff everywhere in the living room. Ooh! Maybe instead of making a big mess in the kitchen, I’ll order us all some takeout? We can cuddle and watch a movie.”

“Sounds great, Els,” Ren praised at the same time I said, “Pizza?”

“Mm-hmm! Also, dibs on the window side. I hate sleeping close to the door,” she said, pointing down the hall. “My room is that one! Come see it later?” 

“Absolutely,” I said, joining Ren inside. 

“Middle work for you?” she asked. “Might be a little squishy.” 

I looked around Ren’s room—immaculately clean to the point of nearly sterile—and nearly let out a moan.

Against the wall to the left was a low king-sized bed, the tufted black velvet headboard and frame wrapping around a thick mattress with a cozy-looking duvet.

What a fucking upgrade from Kaylee’s sofa. 

“I’ll survive it,” I promised, sitting on the edge of the bed and flopping backwards with a happy groan as I sank into beautiful, immobile, memory foam bliss. “Oh my god…”

Ren chuckled, setting my suitcase down by the door. “I’ll unpack you if you’d like. Can’t imagine that mess will be sorted any time soon, and there’s no reason for you to continue living out of a suitcase.”

“This is going to be home for a while,” Elsie promised, racing in after me to cannonball onto the bed, stretching out to lie against my side. “Sooooo, pick somewhere you’ll be comfortable. Like my room, if you aren’t into the boring minimalist thing.” 

Maybe I died. 

Maybe this is what heaven feels like. 

“Like I said, I called dibs,” Ren reminded her, cocking an eyebrow. “And you have no closet space.”

“Dibs schmibs,” Elsie muttered as I sat up, accidentally dislodging her arm. “I can make room.” 

Ren let out a disbelieving laugh as I sat up, taking in the monochromatic white, black, and grey combo of Ren’s room, streaked with swashes of colour provided by the lights outside the window. 

The effect was a bit like a watercolour painting, washes of vibrant pink and blue made translucent in their lack of tangibility. 

Beside the walk-in closet Ren opened to make space for my stuff in her drawers—where I could see row after row of clothes carefully organised by colour and type staring back at me like a high-end department store—was another door. 

“Do you have two closets?” I asked. “Maybe the other is less, uh, full?”

“Huh?” Ren poked her head out to look at me, hair sticking up a little from the static of the clothes that she was patting down impatiently. “Oh, no. That’s a bathroom.” 

She knocked before opening it, giving me a glimpse of the white tile and double sink vanity beyond. “It’s a Jack and Jill,” she explained, flicking on the light to point at the door on the far side. “That’s Juniper’s room.” 

“You’re neighbours?” I asked, surprised that overly tidy Ren and notoriously disorganised Juniper were able to share a space without killing each other. 

They were obviously close. Other than Elsie, the masculine vampire seemed to spend the most time with Juniper, but nearly sharing a room? With those competing personalities? 

“Yes, they nearly kill each other three times a week,” Elsie stage-whispered, making me laugh. 

“Dana won't feel left out?” I asked. “If I’m staying in your room and Els is sleeping with us?” 

Elsie laughed. “Dana will absolutely sneak a spot in the middle of the night, so if you wake up with Ren’s elbow in your face, it’s not my fault.” 

Ren caught my eye, the ghost of a smile revealing her fangs before she disappeared back into the closet. “You only have one bag. Do you think two drawers will be okay?”  

“More than okay. When you’re done, do you wanna see if we can catch the game highlights?” 

“Only if I get to pick the movie after,” Elsie complained. “It’s seriously the dumbest stereotype that all vampires like baseball.” 
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After way too many slices of pizza and a couple of beers, I was almost feeling relaxed. 

Juniper had come down for dinner, but I couldn’t help but notice she wasn’t wearing my T-shirt anymore, going for her usual black dress with stockings instead. She pretended as long as she could that she was interested in the replay of the game Ren had found for us to watch before disappearing back upstairs to her room. 

Elsie sat on the floor, using the coffee table to colour while she listened to an audiobook, happy to just be close to us while Ren, Dana, and I talked over the commentators.

Dana had arrived home a couple of hours earlier and gave us a hasty overview of the damage to Kaylee’s apartment between bites of pizza. Apparently, it would be weeks, if not months, before the place was livable again. First, they’d need to dry it out, and then they’d need to rip out the floor and walls to double-check that there wasn’t any lingering moisture to create mold before they could think about replacing everything. Her insurance company would need to cut her a check for her damaged belongings, and it would be up to her to source new furniture—not to mention new clothes. 

I’d texted her, but she didn’t reply, which was fair enough. If I had to guess, she and Danny were about fifteen rounds deep into Hoarse right now, trying to forget the whole thing happened in the first place.

A call could wait until morning. 

Ren toyed with my bracelet absently as she watched the screen. “She could move in too, you know,” she said, as though vampire powers had somehow begun to include mind reading. 

“Kaylee?” I asked. 

“Yeah.” 

“It is close to work… But I think she’s kind of excited to stay with Danny for a bit. Their place is close to the garage, so it gives her an excuse to go in and tinker.” 

If I knew my best friend, the moment she sobered up, she’d either be elbow-deep in an engine or have her hands wrapped around the wheel. Kaylee’s friends—especially me—got bored to tears listening to her talk about her car. The only one who held any real interest in the topic was Danny, which made this the silver lining in the whole situation.

My phone buzzed on the table, and I leaned forward to get it, groaning as I saw the bank’s contact flashing on the screen yet again. 

In my opinion, this was the worst part of the Lower City. Anywhere else in the world, telemarketers had rules against making calls after a certain time, but here? Most essential services were 24/7 to accommodate both vampire and human sleep patterns. Telemarketers and bill collectors could try to reach you anytime.

The sleep mode on my phone got a serious workout. 

I knew I still didn’t have the money for all of it, but, at the very least, with the money I’d been earning at O, I could make a payment plan. It was time to deal with my mess.

I peeled myself away from Ren, sighing.

“I’m going to get this.” 

“Want me to pause?” Dana asked, sliding her feet off my lap. 

“So I can watch us get wrecked some more? Pass; it’s almost a good thing we missed it.” 

Ren laughed. “You can say that again.” 

I headed upstairs, answering the call on the way up. “Hello?” 

“Hello. This is Dianna Webb from Dominion Bank. Am I speaking with Vivienne Knox?” 

“Yeah, listen, I know⁠—”

The woman on the other end of the phone sighed in relief. “Oh, good. I’m so sorry to bother you, but you are the beneficiary of a safety deposit box, and the payments have lapsed. We’re hoping you could come in to empty it out.” She laughed a little as I entered Ren’s room, closing the door behind me to sit heavily on the bed. “We’ve actually stopped offering it as a service a few months ago, and they’ve moved most of the accounts to the central branch.” 

“Oh! Um… I’m sorry, which bank is this? Which location?”

“Dominion, Miss Knox. On 114th and 102nd.” 

Fucking typical, just a few blocks from my dad’s former office. 

I doubted he even realised that he’d let the stupid thing lapse. The notices were probably sitting at home on the counter in his pile of unopened mail. 

Jackass. 

“Sure, yeah. I can come in tomorrow,” I offered. “I don’t have the key, though.” 

A soft buzz met my ears, so quiet I nearly missed it. But the sound that came after, unmistakably the beginnings of a trembling moan, fully caught my attention. 

No. Way. 

“That’s alright. Just bring some ID and we will use the spares.”

“Yeah, totally, ID…” Another, louder moan made my heart race. There goes my train of thought. “I’ll see you tomorrow, bye!” I hung up, tossing my phone on the bed with no time to feel guilty about being slightly rude. 

Standing from the bed, I crept to the bathroom door, just barely unlatched, inching it open with my fingertips. 

With the bathroom between us to hopefully muffle the sound of my pounding heartbeat, I opened the door enough to get a view of the room beyond.

Juniper’s door was open to reveal her living space. 

And Juniper was lying on her back on the bed, her little dress pulled down over one of her soft breasts as she toyed with her nipple, a pair of white headphones covering her ears. 

The little chintz lamp bathed her in a warm glow, illuminating her soft, round stomach and plush thighs, indented by the band of her thigh-high stockings. The rubberised lace was gripping her skin hard enough that it spilled over the tops as she trailed a small, handheld wand vibrator up and down her glistening sex. The thatch of red hair on her pubic mound caught the light in shades of almost blonde, orange, and deep red. 

Holy. Fuck. 

I stood, frozen, watching as she touched herself with her eyes closed, her pretty pink pussy slick with her arousal as she nudged the vibe against her clit, drawing out another one of those decadent little moans that made my toes curl. 

“Fuck,” she whispered softly, whimpering as her hips jerked and ground against the toy, fingers pinching her nipple hard as her full breast spilled to the side. “Fuck, Vi, please⁠—” 

What? 

I must’ve heard her wrong. 

Vi? 

I pushed the door open so I could step into the bathroom, inching closer over the cold tile as quietly as possible to lean in her doorframe. 

If she so much as opened her eyes, I’d be caught. But as I watched Juniper’s hand slide from her chest to her cunt, teasing herself with her fingers, I found I didn’t really care.

She was calling me.

Wanted me to be the one touching her. 

Fantasised about it. 

The least I can do is watch.

The vampire whimpered, two digits disappearing inside, and I swallowed hard, watching as she fucked herself with her hand. Blue eyes closed in bliss as her dimpled thighs trembled more the closer she got to finishing. 

“Vi, please…” she moaned, a little louder. “Fuck, fuck, fuck⁠—”

Juniper’s entire body shuddered as she came, her chest and stomach jiggling with the force of it like an invitation to sink my teeth right into her. To feel the give of her body as I held it close to mine. 

Her eyes opened, surprised blue sky meeting my dark, heavy gaze as she panted. She reached up to pull off her headphones, the whispers of a smooth-voiced, spicy audio narrator drifting toward me where I stood.

I couldn’t move and I couldn’t stop staring.

But neither could she.

I expected her to be bashful, to snap her legs together in embarrassment and refuse to meet my eyes after being caught making herself come to the idea of me only hours after I’d caught her wearing my stolen T-shirt. But Juniper spread her legs further, drawing my eyes to her glossy sex as she nudged the vibrator against her clit again, making herself moan as she arched her back.

Dirty little show-off.

“Are you just going to watch, or are you going to tell me what to do?” she whispered breathlessly, the need in her tone spurring me into action before I’d fully committed to what I wanted to do. 

I shut the door of Juniper’s light-soaked bedroom with a bang and moved to the woman lounging on the navy blue sheets, the contrast with her pale, pink-toned skin absolutely electric. 

“Neither,” I hissed, grabbing her ankle to drag her toward me at the end of the mattress, roughly sliding her over the embroidered duvet as my knees met the vintage rug. “You got it all wrong, Juniper.”

She looked at me wide-eyed as I took the vibrator from her, trailing its buzzing head along her inner thigh. 

“Got what wrong?” she gasped, whining softly as I used my shoulders to spread her for me. “God, please touch me.” 

“You won’t get away with just a little panting when I fuck you, baby girl,” I crooned, teasing inches away from where she needed my attention most, making her buck her hips impatiently. “I’m going to make you scream.” 

She moaned as I rested her heavy leg over my shoulder, lips trailing along the silken material of her stocking reverently. 

“I… I don’t do that all the⁠—”

“I’m flattered,” I interrupted her. “It was hot as fuck to see you make yourself come thinking about me. But I’m here now, and I can do it for you. Would you like that, June?”

“Yes,” she huffed, chewing her lip against a gasp as I nudged the vibe against her clit, pulling it away just as fast. “Touch me?’

I kissed her ankle, continuing to tease her quivering sex with the toy as I nipped and sucked my way to the lace band. 

Juniper moaned as my fingers dug into her flesh.

We’d hardly begun, and I already knew I’d leave my fingerprints all over her, marking her dimpled flesh as easily as if I’d wrapped my lips around the skin to suck bruises into her skin. 

Juniper whined, her hips lifting to chase the vibe as I pulled her stocking slowly down, revealing her smooth, hairless calf. 

“Hands above your head,” I ordered softly. “Tell me about what they were doing in that little audiobook of yours. Were they touching each other? Did they have their fingers inside each other’s pussies? Did they⁠—”

She tried to chase the vibe with her hips, a frustrated moan escaping her.

“They were, fuck Vi, please—scissoring… Rubbing their clits together…”

“Is that what you want, Juniper? For me to slot my pussy against yours and ride you?”

“Vi, come on,” she insisted, already winding her hands through the metal headboard. “Stop teasing and fuck me already⁠—”

I peeled her other stocking off the rest of the way, bunching it in my fist and forcing it into her mouth mid-sentence, looking down at her with a cocked eyebrow. 

“For such an eager little bottom,” I said, nodding to her hands where she’d already complied with my order. “You have an attitude problem.”

She grunted through the material, huffing her disagreement. 

“How many times have you rolled your eyes at me? Or scoffed and said something snarky?” I asked, pressing the vibrator to her clit, rewarded instantly with a loud, whimpering moan. “No more. Not after listening to you beg for me to pleasure you. You want me, Juniper? Good. I want you more.” 

She tried to protest around the stocking, her hands beginning to loosen around the metal rails. 

“Do. Not. Move.”

I undid my jeans one-handed, pushing my pants and underwear down my hips to pool on the floor. 

“Oh god,” she mumbled, muffled, as I used my knee to nudge her up the bed, making myself enough room to climb onto the mattress with her. 

“I’ll let you behave however you wish out there,” I whispered softly. “If I’m honest… I kind of think it's hot when you’re a little mean. But in here…”

I turned the toy off and tossed it aside, using my freed-up hand to angle her pelvis the way I needed it, slipping one leg under hers as the other went over her hip. 

“The only thing I want to hear from you is praise.”


juniper
. . .



The first kiss of Vi’s slick cunt against mine made me jerk, a gust of breath vacating my lungs. The human’s warm body slotted with mine effortlessly, the nudge and press of her against my needy, swollen clit pulling whimpers of pleasure through my teeth. 

Vi’s hand dug hard into the soft, plump flesh of my hip, my body loving her rough touch. Her grip kept me in place as she moved against me, rubbing our sexes together half clumsily, half with purpose. 

She reached between us to lift and press my stomach out of the way, allowing her to press more firmly against me, rolling her hips to ride against my pussy. 

Her warmth, paired with the smell of her blood clinging to the air around her bare throat, made my core tighten. I leaned forward, using my hand to catch her jaw, pulling her in for a messy kiss that was more fangs than lips. 

Close like this, the maddening scent of her arousal mixed with her blood, it was impossible to keep my head clear. Moans were traded between our mouths like sweet nothings as the steady press and glide of skin against skin drew us closer to the edge.

Like a siren beckoning a sailor to the plank, the promise of sweet relief on the other side of the surface threatened to pull us both under. 

My eyes slid shut in near bliss, only to fly open as Vi shifted us, pressing my back down into the mattress to ride against me with my leg hanging off her shoulder. 

“Fuck, Juniper… You’re so goddamn beautiful,” she praised between groans of pleasure-coated effort. “Your curves drive me fucking wild.” 

“Vi—” I attempted to interrupt. 

It wasn’t that I was insecure about my body; I knew what it looked like. I was just as desirable as Elsie or Ren. 

But what did make me shy was that Vi didn’t just look. She took me in. Her gaze was reverent as it kissed my skin, roving over the silvery tiger stripes of my stretch marks and dimpled pockets of cellulite. An expression that was nothing short of worship as she bent to nibble along the side of my breast, lips roving but never quite finding where I needed them most—clasped around my pebbled nipple. 

“The way your thighs move when you wear a skirt,” she groaned, fingers digging into the area with renewed focus. “It makes me weak.” 

A few more loops of her hips and I was shuddering, my pussy twitching through a peak that left me feeling lightheaded. 

Or maybe that was just Vi. 

She was quick to move while I was still recovering, my chest heaving with heavy breaths as gentle aftershocks warned that I’d be overly sensitive as Vi settled between my parted thighs. 

“Please, Vi⁠—”

I wasn’t entirely sure what I was begging her for—what I needed her to do. 

Not to stop maybe? To give me more of her casually devastating attention until I was so wrapped up in the feel and taste and smell of her that I would never be able to free myself of it?

Her arms hooked around my thighs, dragging me closer to her waiting mouth. She licked a slow stripe from my entrance to my clit, swirling her tongue over the swollen, sensitive bundle of nerves until my thighs quivered. 

Vi’s dull human teeth grazed along my sex as she worked, drawing increasingly loud moans from my parted lips. She was… dedicated. Devouring my cunt like she was parched, sucking and slurping every available drop of my pleasure with effortless determination that had me peaking again impossibly fast. 

She sealed her lips around my clit for a hard suck, fingers slotting into my twitching, overeager center to rub along the rough patch of nerves deep inside with every thrust. 

Before I knew it, I was riding her face. My hand tangled in her dark hair, forcing her mouth closer as I chased my pleasure. A demand in my own right—at least as close as I’d get to making one. 

I panted, thighs tensing as the vibrations from the groan Vi released against my overly sensitive clit pushed me over the edge again. 

A string of nonsensical words fell from my lips, fragments of sentences as stars sparkled in the corners of my vision. 

When Vi released my clit with a wet noise, her fingers continued a torturously slow pace as she worked me down with languid strokes. 

“Vi, please, it's too much!” I begged, even as I arched into her touch, wanting more from the human who had captivated me from the first moment I’d met her. 

“You taste even better than I imagined,” she murmured, pulling her glossy fingers free to insert them into her mouth for a slow, sensual suck. “Like heaven, Juniper.”

“Sit on my face, right fucking now,” I demanded—begged, half breathlessly, really—giving her hair a firm tug. 

“I thought I made it clear who’s in charge here,” she teased, lips curving into a seductive grin. 

“Vi…” She might have made it clear, but fuck, I knew what I wanted too.

Vi crawled up my body, placing kisses along my pale skin until her hands met the fabric of my headboard. She straddled my neck with her thighs, looking down her toned body to meet my eager gaze. 

“You have the most beautiful eyes,” she praised, stroking my cheek. 

“They’re contacts,” I breathed, breaking her stare to take in her pussy—the dark thatch of hair along her pubic mound, the glossy pink of her tender folds. 

She laughed, the noise cut off with a surprised gasp as I pulled her forward, my lips and sharp fangs teasing the side of her deliciously wet cunt. 

“God, I’ve been waiting to taste you…” I whispered, nibbling at the crease of her thigh. The graze of my fangs had the taste of her blood exploding over my tongue—vanilla and raspberries and something so uniquely Vi it made my head spin.

She went liquid in my hold, leaning heavily against the headboard with a low moan as my venom infiltrated her bloodstream, fingers threading into my hair.  

“My blood?” she asked, whimpering with pleasure as I bit her in earnest, sucking back a mouthful of her sweet essence with a moan of my own. 

“No,” I panted, already half-drunk with the force of my orgasms, my head absolutely swimming now with the heady scent and taste of Vi coating my every sense. My tongue moved slowly to her swollen pussy, just barely teasing her clit with the tip of my tongue to make her twitch and buck, chasing more stimulation. “You have something far less pedestrian than blood to offer me.”

“Juniper, stop teasing me… Make me come.” 

“As you wish, Little Rabbit,” I murmured, the nickname from my dream coming to my tongue as easily breathing.

Though I was sure she felt more like Alice, stumbling into O and finding herself in Wonderland with a cast of characters as confusing as they were alluring—to me she was the Rabbit.

Leading me into the unknown in a rush without entirely understanding why.

I lapped at her pussy, licking and sucking desperately at every sopping, slippery inch of her sex I could reach. 

I’d planned to go slow. To be in control.

But the second Vi’s taste hit my tongue, I’d lost myself, a slave to my inner monster as much as she was with my venom coursing through her. 

I needed more. More of her pleasured moans as they flowed freely from her parted lips. More of her delicious arousal as I fucked her with my tongue, alternating between spearing her and circling her clit. More of her fucking blood. 

God, her blood. 

Vi whimpered and moaned above me, practically vibrating from the effort not to buck into my mouth. I felt her strong thighs tense around my head, and I dove in harder, my open palm cracking down over the swell of her ass. She jerked, her loud groan sure to be heard from downstairs. 

“Again,” she whispered. 

I gave her what she wanted instantly, my hand cracking down again and again as I turned my face, teeth sinking into her fleshy thigh, making her scream in delight. 

It made me feel powerful. The way her hips bucked and her fists clenched. The sounds of her pleasure as she teetered on the razor's edge from tipping over into an orgasm. 

I sucked at the new wound, my free hand finding her clit, and I’d barely nudged the pearl of nerves when she rewarded me with a shuddering orgasm that left my face wet. 

Fucking. Glorious. 

What had once been infatuation had bloomed into obsession so quickly, I’d hardly noticed it, but here between Vi’s thighs, the fact was undeniable. Wherever she was, there I would be. 

A resolution as unshakable as the sun rising in the morning. 

Again and again, I brought her to the edge, listening to desperate whimpers and moans. The way she praised and cursed me in the same breath. 

“Juniper! Fuck, so fucking good, baby. Don’t stop!” 

I kept going and going, drunk on making her feel good, until Vi sagged, half bent over top of me with exhaustion as I worked her through yet another powerful climax. 

“Please, June… I can’t—” Vi’s thighs were shaking violently now, her desire dripping down my wrist from where I’d long buried my fingers deep inside of her. My tongue worshipping her clit as I switched between lapping and swift circles. 

From the outside, it might’ve looked like I was in control of this situation. But I was as much a slave to Vi’s needs as she was to mine. 

“Juniper!” She propped herself up against the headboard like a lifeline. I was sure there would be nail marks there when we were done, a thought almost as exciting as what would happen when Vi finally hit her limit. 

I could tell she was nearly there, her moans and pleas getting louder and louder. I scissored my fingers, releasing her momentarily from my mouth. 

“Vi, Little Rabbit, can you come for me one more time?” 

“Yes,” she gasped, riding my fingers with a whimper. “Please. I’m so close again… Fuck, I'm going to⁠—”

“I know,” I murmured reassuringly, nipping her thigh with the reward of another hit of my venom. “Big finish, baby.” I sealed my mouth back over her clit, sucking the way that made her twitch the most, and she screamed, warm wet splashing between us as she shook and convulsed, her pussy grinding against my fingers and mouth.

I took her through the aftershocks, catching my breath a little before guiding her gently to lie beside me, breathless on the mattress. 

“I didn’t know you could do that,” I panted, swiping a hand down my soaked face. 

“Me either,” she huffed, licking a bit of her release off my cheek with the flat of her tongue before she buried her face in the crook of my neck. 

“I love you, Vi,” I whispered, so quiet I wasn’t sure she’d hear over her own pounding heart, panting breaths, and the blood rushing in her veins. 

It didn’t matter if she did. It wouldn’t stop it from being true. 

“I love you,” she mumbled, letting comfortable silence stretch between us as she caught her breath. When she finally pulled away to look at me, it was with a smug smirk tugging the corner of her mouth upwards. “You wear contacts?”

“Yeah! How old did you think I was?” I laughed as she looped an arm around me to cuddle against my side, a leg hooking over the round of my soft hip. 

“I don’t know… Plus, I kinda figured it was rude to ask. You know, never ask a lady her age and all that?”

‘So old-fashioned for someone so young,” I teased, my smile revealing my fangs. “Well... It's not so bad; I’m still in my fifties. I suppose I can’t say that much longer, since my birthday is coming up in a couple of weeks.” 

“The big six-oh?” she said excitedly, an excited smile transforming her features with Elsie-like giddiness. My chest squeezed with fondness. “And soon? Ooooh! We should do something!” 

I made a face. There was a time when I loved my birthday. But after you’d had so many, they began to lose their sparkle. For me, very abruptly. 

“I don’t usually celebrate⁠—”

“Oh, come on!” Vi pouted, her kiss-swollen lower lip sticking out. “It’s your birthday! The one day of the year that we get to celebrate you. Let's have a little party! We could do it at the club. A special theme night just for you? Maybe make it look like just another event so it doesn’t feel like too much attention?” 

“I’ll … think about it…” I conceded. 

Damn, it’s hard to say no to this little human. 

She thought for a moment, humming like she was almost ready to accept my non-answer before asking, “What if it's Alice in Wonderland themed? Then can I get a yes?” 

Fuck. Okay… She had me now. I was already mentally planning what she’d look like dressed like the White Rabbit that’d quickly become synonymous as her namesake when she gave my shoulder an impatient little shake. 

“Wellllllll?

“Do I get to design everyone's costumes?” 

“Yes,” she said without hesitating. “But only if you say yes.”

“Then, fuck… Okay. Yeah! I’m in… I already know just who you’ll be, Little Rabbit.” 

“Alice, right?” she teased, eyebrows raised. 

I laughed, rolling over her to steal a kiss. “Maybe in your dreams.”


dana
. . .



Though Vi’s idea to increase our offerings had done quite a bit of legwork when it came to making up the sudden deficit in usable income for the club, the overall revenue still didn’t come close to the kind of windfall we’d need in order to comfortably comply with Garrett’s insane demand for twenty-five percent of our profits. 

Never mind that inflation was at an all-time high before our illegal landlord decided to tax us for the incredibly ineffective crime of missing a single stupidly valuable piece of paper. 

Fuck. What I wouldn’t do to tell that guy to suck it and screw off. 

I clicked through the tabs in the spreadsheet that detailed club attendance and average ticket earnings for the millionth time, rubbing my tired eyes with my free hand. It was… better. 

But it still wasn’t enough. 

I sighed, frustration beginning to contribute to a headache at the base of my skull. 

I needed to feed, and maybe a drink to take the edge off. 

But it was Friday, so I needed to bring my A game. The busiest night of the week, and at the end of the month? It needed to go off without a hitch and with the exchange of a lot of dollars. 

No room for failure. No second chances. 

I’d resigned myself to a long evening of crunching numbers with a ghost in the room—like Cherie was standing over my shoulder shaking her head and sighing at how much we’d spent on champagne and out-of-season strawberries. 

A knock along the frame of my open office door drew my attention to Vi, standing with her head poking just inside the room. She was dressed casually, in a black top and fitted jeans paired with her cropped yellow jacket. 

“Surprised to find you up here for a change,” she said cheerfully, stepping the rest of the way into the room with a little skip to come and steal a kiss that was over too soon. 

I shrugged, catching her wrist to pull her in for another, longer kiss. Her soft lips moved against mine eagerly. “Figured I’m owner-operator, so I probably should use the office⁠—” 

“You aren’t the owner,” Garrett sneered from the hall, coming to lean in my doorway to leer at Vi. 

She wrinkled her nose. “We aren’t open yet. You shouldn’t be in here.” 

I bit back a laugh at the nasty expression that crossed Garrett’s wide face. One of the things I loved most about Vi? She was fucking fearless. Didn’t matter if Garrett was a vampire or that he outweighed her by damn near a hundred pounds, if not two; he was just another annoying, entitled man to her. 

Outstanding. 

“I can come and go in my club,” he strained the words, lips twitching with his annoyed grimace. “Whenever I so please, like tonight. Dana, we’re having a private party. Better put up a notice telling the plebs they can’t come in tonight.” 

“What?” I gasped, blinking several times in shock. “It’s the biggest night of the week, Garrett. If we don’t open to the public, we don’t make any money. And if we don’t make any money⁠—”

“Save it, D.” He rolled his eyes. “If you don’t make any money, I sell the club and make a killing anyway, duh. No back talk; we are having a birthday party.” 

“For whom?” Vi snapped, her free hand finding mine wrapped around her wrist for a squeeze. 

“Me, juice box.” He said it like it was obvious, chest puffing with his own self-importance. 

“Your birthday isn’t until June, you annoying loser,” Ren replied in a clipped voice from behind Garrett’s massive, meaty shoulder. “Vi, we’re going to be late for the bank. Are you ready?” 

She nodded, casting a sidelong look at me that told me she wanted to stay. 

“Run along, darling. I don’t need a bodyguard to tell Garrett he’s out of his fucking mind and to get the hell out of my club.” 

Vi hesitated a moment longer until Garrett stepped the rest of the way into the room, Ren coming into view just outside of the door. She bent for another quick kiss, whispering, “Tell him to suck your dick,” against my lips before going to join Ren. 

“See you back here for my party later,” Garrett said cheerfully, looking at Vi’s clothes with obvious distaste. “Maybe try putting on a little makeup. The natural look isn’t for you.”

“Garrett—” I started. 

“Watch it, Gary,” Ren warned, taking an aggressive step toward Garrett, until Vi placed her hand on her chest. 

“Going to be late,” Vi whispered, and my covenmate instantly relaxed, taking her hand from where it rested above her heart and tugging her out of sight. Vi twisted to wave at me with a smile. “See you later!” 

“We’re going to need food for the party. Last-minute catering will be a bitch, but at the bare minimum pizza. If you’re going to subject us to that, we are going to need plates⁠—”

“This isn’t a fucking frat house, Garrett; we can’t host a private party on six hours' notice because you need an ego stroke. We actually have paying clients to serve.” 

“Yes, mine.” He shrugged, opening the candy jar on my desk to sift through the Sour Patch Kids until he found a green one and popped it into his mouth. “Better order in some extra champagne and girls too; my friends are a thirsty crowd. You don’t mind covering the food and drink, do you?” 

Anger burned in my veins hotter than blood ever had. I balled my hands into fists at my sides to stop myself from making him regret his every word. It wouldn’t do me any good to assault the guy blackmailing me. It would just give him more goddamned ammunition. 

“Yes,” I hissed through my fangs. “I do. Garrett, we can’t afford this. If you want your money⁠—” 

“Dana, babe, I’ll get my money,” he said forcefully, picking up the candy jar and taking it with him as he made his way to the door. “And you’ll host my party too. Figure it out. It's not my problem.” 

“Listen to me⁠—”

“No, you listen to me, D. Make it happen, or I make the sale. Capisce?” 

The stony silence that followed should’ve told any man or vampire with the faintest bit of sense what they needed to know, but not Garrett. He didn’t have any.

“Capisce?” he repeated. 

“Capisce,” I hissed. 

He grinned, offering me a cheeky wink that did nothing but make my blood boil.

“Alright, see you tonight!” he said cheerfully as he popped another candy into his mouth and disappeared through the door, his footsteps echoing down the metal stairs. 

I took a deep breath and then another. A third for good measure as I tried to calm down. No use.

Before conscious thought could stop me, I’d shoved everything off my desk. Upending my monitor, the cup that held my pens. My keyboard and mouse went too, the desk mat and stacks of paperwork next, the latter spilling over the floor alongside something else. Something that fluttered toward the carpet as if in slow motion. 

“What the fuck?”
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I caught my reflection in the glass door of the bank as Ren opened it to let me inside. I couldn’t help but cringe a little. The fluorescent lights would do nothing to hide the dark circles under my eyes—I really needed to fix my sleep schedule. 

Or maybe I’d just let Elsie do my makeup every day; then at least I could feel like a zombie without actually looking like I’d passed away. 

Between Kaylee’s flooded apartment and spending every night working until three in the morning at the club, I was fucking exhausted. Though I had to admit that spending half the night wrapped up in Juniper was partially responsible for my sluggish movements. 

The only thing getting me through this tedious-as-hell task was Ren’s promise of dinner once we were done… and the tentative hope that my useless dad managed to leave something half valuable behind that could help my mom. 

We waited patiently in line while a teller with a silver bun affixed with a claw clip assisted an elderly man with some bill payments as I politely pretended not to listen to their conversation. 

“I was thinking Thai tonight?” Ren suggested, catching my hand to kiss the back, lips trailing to brush my bracelet. 

“Only if there is shrimp… and tea.” 

“Of course, Pet.” She chuckled. “We can pick it up on the way back to the club. Maybe take some for the girls too? I’m sure they could use a pick-me-up after Garrett dropped in.”

If I hadn’t picked up on the obvious hatred in my usually gentle vampire’s tone, the wrinkle of her nose would’ve made her feelings clear as day. I didn’t blame her; I hated Garrett too. The guy gave me the most uncomfortable feeling, like his eyes left behind a sticky residue whenever he looked at me. 

The old man collected his cane, slowly making his way to the door, and the teller finally told us to step forward.

Ren took my hand, threading our fingers as she led me there. It was nice to have a little alone time since our date had been cut short. Though, I’m not sure how much I should really count that as a date since it featured my sibling as a special guest. 

As much as I enjoyed being with everyone, I craved enjoying my independent relationships on their own too. Sometimes I felt that working out where I fit into the polycule—into the coven—was complicated.

But being with Ren? 

That was as easy as breathing. 

There’s no one I would’ve rather been with when Kaylee called. Her presence had felt like a balm on my frayed, overly sensitive nerves. 

I made a mental note as we crossed the faded carpet to check in with Kaylee when we got back to the club. She probably wasn’t thrilled to be reduced to living in whatever clothes we’d managed to salvage from her ruined closet instead of her usual near-infinite selection of designer pieces. 

Fashion problems made her grouchy. And a grouchy Kaylee was… Well, actually, grouchy Kaylee was sort of an everyday Juniper. 

Which is not so bad at all.

The teller typed away crisply at the keyboard, half-moon-shaped bifocals perched at the end of her wide nose. Despite the claw clip, a few strands of hair had escaped as she steadfastly refused to look up at us. 

“Um, hi?” I called, finally making the woman stop her clicking. She sighed as her eyes took in Ren’s short hair and tattooed neck, lip curling subtly in a way that made me bristle. No wonder my tone got a little more brusque as I said, “I got a call about a safety deposit box.”

Her eyes quickly returned to the computer as she used her mouse to click through a few screens. “Identification.” 

“The… Um… The account isn’t in my name,” I explained, reaching into my bag to pull out my license and hand it over. 

She took it quickly, brows furrowed as she looked over the information. “Do you have the key?” 

There was something melancholy in the monotony of doing whatever you needed to do to make a buck. Surely, whoever this woman was, she hadn’t dreamed of becoming a bank teller. So, and even though I could have done without the blatant disdain and rudeness, I sort of felt for her. 

Just a few months ago, I had been in her shoes at a company where I was just a number and needed to comply with a corporate dress code. But now, nothing would make me want to open Monstra again. 

It was hard for an assigned parking space to compete with the workplace perks of dancing on bar tops and pouring shots into open mouths at O. 

Honestly… I couldn’t remember the last time I’d bothered to doomscroll job listings. Somewhere along the line, I’d fit. And now there was no going back.

I cursed internally, realizing that I so owed Kaylee a thank you card and some flowers. 

She was going to be insufferable. She’d always been a sore winner, but with this? Might as well start planning her a parade and just get it over with. 

No, too small. 

A national holiday. 

“The key?” the teller prompted again dryly. 

“Uh…” I hesitated, looking up at Ren with my face feeling warm. “I don’t…” 

Ren’s hand found the small of my back and rubbed small, comforting circles there, likely hearing the embarrassed uptick of my heartbeat. Her other elbow leaned on the raised wicket effortlessly. “Unfortunately, we weren’t aware of the box before now. The bank called Vi about it—something about it lapsing due to non-payment?” 

“Oh,” the teller said, a glimmer of interest in her eyes now as she handed me back my ID. “You’re box 317. I’ve already pulled the spares. If you’ll follow me.” 

She stood, grey skirt swishing around her knees as she walked along the empty wickets and out through a small gate, the click of her heels dulling as she stepped into the carpeted hall, motioning for us to follow. 

We trailed her, passing by glass-walled offices full of financial advisors with curious eyes until we reached the opaque gate that led to the vault. 

“We’ve been trying to get a hold of you for ages,” the teller said while she opened the gate with a key from her comically large keyring. She breezed inside, motioning for us to join her in the cramped room. “You were about to forfeit its contents, you know?” 

Hundreds, if not thousands, of little doors lined the walls, their sizes varying from the thickness of a short novel to big enough to hold a case of wine. Little silver rectangles and squares, their golden locks and etched numbered plates the only things distinguishing one from the other. 

She located the correct box effortlessly, inserting one key from her large ring into one of the locks and one she had in her hand into the other and twisted, opening it.

“Uh, yeah,” I said awkwardly as she pulled out a metal tin about the size of a family-sized box of cereal. “Sorry about that. Honestly, I had no idea this was here.” 

The teller rolled her eyes like she thought that was some sort of rich person bullshit problem. I didn’t bother telling her I had been dodging their calls because I thought she was trying to collect on an overdue credit card. 

“I’ll wait outside while you sort through the contents; just knock when you’re ready to come out,” she said, setting the metal tin on the table at the center of the room. She rounded Ren with apprehension, closing us inside with an ominous click. 

“I think she’s scared of vampires,” Ren observed. 

“I think she’s just a rude old lady who doesn’t like your tattoos or that you’re visibly queer, but if that makes you feel better…” 

She laughed, catching my hand to pull me toward her, my warm body meeting her cool front with a little oof.

“Have you ever done it in a bank? I mean, it sounds sexy as fuck. I’m wondering if there’s cameras around.”

“What? Don’t tell me you have an exhibitionist kink.” I laughed, moving away from her, but I knew what she was doing. She was trying to distract me so I wouldn’t be as nervous.

“I know you’re pretty hopeful your dad left some money in there, but I just wanted to tell you that even if he didn’t, you don’t have to worry. We aren’t going to let you or your mom struggle. Okay?”

“You don’t even know her, and you’d do that?” I asked, half touched at the offer and half wanting to bite her head off for implying that I was any sort of charity case.

“Vi, she’s your family. She’s important to you, that means she’s important to us, okay? It would be the same with Danny or Babydoll.”

I opened my mouth to protest, my stupid pride getting in the way of the rush of gratitude swirling in my chest.

“And—” Ren said quickly, interrupting me before I could go there. “It’s not a handout; it’s a loan. We’d write you a contract—make it an advance on your salary at the club so you could get caught up without paying interest.” 

I blinked, staring up at her with my heart squeezing in my chest. “Ren, that’s so⁠—”

“If you’re about to say brilliant, I feel like I need to admit that it was Dana’s idea.” She grinned, showing off her lightly pointed fangs. “But I agreed with her. I think we should help if we can.” 

“What about Garrett?” 

Ren rolled her eyes. “We’ll take money from the coven’s private funds to do it, so please try to avoid getting fired so you can actually pay us back.” 

“That… That would change everything, Ren. I’d be able to move out on my own again, get my mom the care she needs…” 

“Well… Maybe don’t do that first one?” she suggested, moving my way to kiss the corner of my lips. “I quite like having you around the house.” 

“Oh, do you now?” I asked, teasing threading my tone as I pressed my lips to hers, a goofy smile on my face. “You’re in luck! I’m a big fan too.” 

“So… You’ll stay?” Ren asked hopefully, stealing another clumsy kiss. 

“Do I get my own room?” 

“If that’s what it takes to get you to move in, I’ll share with Juniper.” 

“Damn! That must mean you’re in love with me,” I teased again. 

“Yeah, I am,” Ren said softly, cupping my cheek in her cool palm for a kiss that made my knees turn to jelly. “From the moment I saw you in that café, I knew you were special. Like my heart remembered you from a past life.” 

“I love you,” I whispered softly, looking at Ren’s dark brown eyes softening when they met mine. 

“I’ve loved you since I first laid eyes on you,” she returned, her grip on my face becoming possessive as she brought my lips to hers for a searing kiss. 

We traded passes of lips, my core going liquid as Ren moved me backwards, my back meeting a wall of metal doors. She nibbled at my lower lip, fangs grazing and threatening to break the skin as my thighs shifted. 

Her mouth lowered to my neck, her intentions clear as the flat of her tongue pressed over my pulse. Never mind that hooking up in a bank vault with a surly employee on the other side of it wasn't really on my to-do list today… 

Well, actually, knowing someone was right there kind of did it for me. 

Who’s the exhibitionist now?

“Before we get carried away,” I panted, “let my father disappoint me one more time, okay?”

“If we must,” she grumbled, reluctantly releasing me and stepping away for good measure. She gestured at the box dramatically. “Let’s see what mess he’s left behind.” 

“Final chance to guess what’s in the box,” I said, fingers dancing over the metal lip. “I’m going with five collectors’ coins that aren’t worth shit and an out-of-date passport.”  

“Solid guess, Pet. I will go with…. Three two-dollar bills and the manual to a car your family hasn’t owned since you were in middle school.”

I snorted a laugh, flipping the box open, and an involuntary shriek left me as my eyes threatened to pop right out of my skull at the contents.

The teller banged on the door. “Is everything alright in there?” 

“Fine, fine!” Ren called, looking over my shoulder into the box with a low whistle. “That is not an out-of-date passport.”

Banded and stamped bundles of hundreds filled the box, and my fingers trembled as I reached out to lift one of the stacks from the box. If I had to guess, I was looking at two hundred and fifty thousand dollars in cash, maybe more.

I threw my bag down on the metal table, quickly tossing the money inside with an incredulous laugh. “Oh, Dad, you are the dumbest man⁠—”

I was so distracted by the cash, I barely noticed Ren hooking her finger into the box to pull out a large, legal-size manila envelope wrapped around a thick package. Her jaw ticked as she looked at the handwriting on the front. 

Though the bundles of cash were only stacked two deep, not filling the entire box, under the parcel were jewelry boxes, precious metals, and a couple of checkbooks for accounts I didn’t recognize with my name scrawled along the top as the holder. 

My heart was thrumming inside my chest so hard I was worried I was going to faint. 

When did my dad have time to save up this kind of money?

How? 

The vein in Ren’s throat pulsed as I tipped the rest of the contents into my bag, pushing the box aside to hold my hand out for the package she was holding. 

“Babe, what's wrong?” I asked with a little laugh, the adrenaline of knowing my troubles were finally over making me feel lightheaded. “Did my dad have a secret family or something?”

She kept hold of the legal file without opening it, handing me the smaller, sealed-shut packet. I used my nail to slice it open, shaking the contents out onto the table with a quiet clatter.

The first thing I recognised was a flash drive with a dark red velvet ribbon slipped through the looped end tied to a small tag with Watch me written in elegant script that matched my name on the front.

Confusion quickly turned to unease as the thick stack of photographs on the table stopped being curiously amorphous, and my mouth fell open as I took in Juniper’s unmistakable coppery hair.

A sharp pain behind my left eye forced my eyes shut, my hand clenching around the edge of the table until my knuckles went white as I tried to stabilize myself.

A flood of pictures, tastes, and sounds assaulted me all at once, and it was like a dam breaking. 

The early morning air was cold as I stepped through the heavy back door, balancing a crate of empty champagne bottles as I avoided chilly puddles in my heels. 

Of course, it had rained. 

We couldn't possibly have nice weather for a single day... Okay, not that it mattered much, given most of the party had been inside, but still—it was Juniper’s birthday! She might not get any sunshine in the Lower City, but at the very least, it could be clear. 

“Just give me a sec,” I called back to the girls inside. “I'll drop these by the dumpster and meet you upstairs for leftover cake!”

“Oui, mon coeur! But you should really just leave it! We can clean up tomorrow!” Cherie's luxurious French accent drifted back to me before the door shut with a heavy thud between us. 

The party went off relatively without a hitch, save for a few clients who'd gotten a little too brave near last call. We'd even hired a couple of temp bartenders to cover for us so that Ren, Cole, and I could enjoy the festivities. 

But just because I was off the clock didn’t mean I was going to leave the place in shambles, not when I knew that it was going to bother Ren in the morning anyway. 

Well… Late afternoon. 

I drunk-wobbled a little as I hauled the heavy box over my head to drop it into the dumpster with a crash. Turning to head back inside, a darkened figure at the end of the alley caught my eye, the way my heart picked up in my chest as much a warning as the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end. 

There was just something... off about the way the vampire approached. And then, when he was close enough, even in the limited light from the streetlamps, I could see the way he was looking at me. 

Like he hadn't eaten in a year. 

Like I was the first meal he'd seen in a really long time. 

I tried to scream, but by the time my body caught up to my mind, the vampire's teeth were already in the side of my neck, pulling heavy mouthfuls from the artery with little regard for avoiding damage. 

I thrashed at first, but once his venom met my bloodstream, my body went loose and languid, which all but signed my death certificate. 

Surely someone would come check on me when I didn’t come right back inside. Right? 

“Please,” I moaned, my eyes squeezing shut. 

When I opened them again, it was to the overly bright sterile vault. I blinked back a sudden wave of terrified tears, my body still catching up to that… memory?

Sometime between me closing my eyes and now, Ren had caught me by the waist to steady me, her dark eyes troubled. 

“Are you okay?” she asked urgently. “I thought you were going to faint.”

“I—” I choked out, an immense wave of grief stopping my words and threatening to pull me under. 

How could I explain what I’d just seen without sounding crazy? 

And how could I know that voice was Cherie’s? 

Mostly to give myself something else to focus on, I used the sleeve of my jacket to wipe my eyes away, looking down at the photographs with a sharp inhale. 

The world tilted again, and I had to cling to Ren to avoid being pulled into another memory. It was right there—right at the corner of my vision. 

Juniper, Ren, Dana, and I sat around a woman. I knew it was Cherie. I was sure of it, the memories of her fresh as if I’d spoken to her today. 

How she smelled of Chanel number 5. That her favourite movie was The Sound of Music. That she’d dragged me and Dana to watch a stage production of it as punishment for forcing her to watch Fast and the Furious with us and Kaylee. Mornings spent learning how to make hollandaise sauce from scratch—which, in my case, meant spending at least 25% of the time using a fork to carefully remove seeds from it after fucking up squeezing my lemon. 

A hundred moments, all of them leading to knowing someone in a way that meant you loved them very much. 

Vision blurry, I slammed my hand on the table with a loud rattle.

“Did you know?” 

“Are you—” the teller started. 

“We’re fine!” I shouted back. “Go be nosy elsewhere!” 

Ren sifted through a few of the photos, eyes landing on a shot of me lying naked with Cherie wrapped around my side, Ren’s hand in frame as evidenced by her tattoos as she acted as the photographer. 

Her mouth worked, no sound passing her lips. 

“Did you fucking know?” I demanded, my temper spurred on by the crushing feelings of loss. 

“I—” she said softly, dropping the legal file onto the table. “Vi, I… I swear, I⁠—”

I snatched it up and opened it, hardly able to make out the twelve-point type through my tear-filled vision. 

The will.

O was, undoubtedly, mine. 

Cherie had left it to me.

A sick feeling had begun to take up residence in my stomach, a nausea that bloomed until it was a real concern that I was going to throw up all over the floor. 

“You knew,” I managed to choke out over the rustling of documents and furious huffs of Ren going through the remaining contents of the box. 

“I swear to you, Vi, I did not.” 

I swiped the rest of it into my already overfull bag without looking, a couple of photographs falling to the floor. Staggering through the sensation that the world had turned on its axis, I knocked on the door. 

“Let us out.” 

“Vi,” Ren pleaded. “I swear, I didn’t know.” 

The teller's curious face peeked through a gap in the door before she opened it enough to let me pass. “Everything in order?”  

“Yes; I’m ready to go,” I said quickly, half running out of the vault and into the lobby before Ren caught up to me, catching my sleeve. 

“Vi, please. There has to be an explanation⁠—” 

I jerked my arm out of her grip, looking up at her wide-eyed face, feeling like I was seeing a stranger. 

No, not a stranger. Someone I knew so much more deeply than anyone else. So much more than I could’ve ever imagined knowing. 

“It wasn’t a past life we shared, Ren,” I hissed, making my way through the door. “It was this one. And it's over.” 

She stumbled back like she’d been slapped, buying me valuable time to make a split-second decision once I was on the busy street. The bus has just pulled into the stop in front of the bank, letting out a group of commuters. 

I hadn’t fully thought to move before I was stepping onto the bus, fishing in my bag for some money to pay the driver. I slid a hundred from one of the bands, handing it to him. 

“Keep the change, but go right fucking now, please.” 

He laughed. “Alright, Miss.”

The bus jerked into motion, nearly taking me off my feet as I turned to watch Ren’s shocked face disappear from the window. 

They lied. 

All of them. 

The weird moments we’d shared. The sense of déjà vu. The undeniable pull that I felt toward them. They knew me. They’d been with me. 

I sank into the closest seat, my head going between my knees as I tried to breathe. 

I’d been part of their coven before, and not one of them told me. 

Anger bubbled up in a deep well inside my chest, making it hard to think straight. But two things were clear.

Kaylee was in one of the pictures, so she knew. And there was no way something this major had happened to me without Danny knowing. 

And when I found them? There would be hell to pay.


vi
. . .



The hiss of the bus doors was my soundtrack as I jumped down onto the sidewalk, all but running toward Danny’s. Given I didn’t have any forethought as to where I was going and jumped onto the first available bus without any consideration for its route, I’d needed to make a few transfers, but it gave me time to think. 

In the heat of the moment, I’d felt so betrayed that I couldn’t even think straight. It was like the words Ren had said to me in the vault didn’t even begin to sink in until I was already halfway into the Upper City. 

But once they did? Once I realised that Ren was as confused and hurt as I was, I knew she hadn’t known.

Even with my entire world feeling like it’d been flipped upside down, I knew something for sure: Ren wouldn’t lie.

Not to anyone, but especially not to me. 

Leaving me with the uncomfortable truth that someone did, and I had a pretty good idea who it was. I marched up the sun-soaked stairs to Danny’s apartment and pounded on the door, all the rage building up inside me letting loose on the act. 

I heard shuffling before the door cracked open, Danny peeking around the edge curiously. They looked surprised and shut the door for a moment, releasing the chain before opening it fully. 

“Fucking hell, Vi, I thought someone was trying to break my door down.” She slid aside, and I stomped past her. Kaylee was on the couch, and it looked like they were about to settle in for a movie. 

“Did you know?” I asked, my gaze bouncing between them accusatorially.

They both froze for a second.

“What are you talking about?” Kaylee asked.

I pulled out the folded photo from my pocket and walked over, shoving it in her face. 

“This. I’m talking about this. Did. You. Know?”

“Vi,” Danny started, “why don’t we sit down and⁠—”

“No,” I turned to them and stepped back immediately as I realised they were reaching for my shoulder. “I need a straight answer.”

The room was tense and silent. I was about to lose it when Kaylee finally sighed, giving up first. “Yes, we knew.”

White-hot rage like nothing I’d felt before took over me. Tears began to fall from my face, not ones of sadness, but of such a deep-seated anger that the feeling had nowhere else to go and overflowed.

These were the two people I trusted most in the world, and they’d let me believe I’d never seen my covenmates before. People who had meant so much to me, and one I’d lost. One that I’d been mourning without even knowing I was. 

“Why?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper. “Why wouldn’t you tell me?”

“We’ll explain it all; just sit. Please,” Kaylee said.

As much as I didn’t want to listen to anything she had to say right now, I did need answers, and I knew she wasn’t going to budge. 

I found a place on the opposite end of the couch, and Danny sat on the love seat against the adjacent wall.

“So?”

Danny sighed. “On Juniper’s birthday, you were attacked by another vampire.”

Though I knew that part because I had so clearly remembered it, thinking about it still sent a shiver down my spine. “I know.”

“But after that, you… weren’t the same. You became detached from everyone, but especially from the coven. You couldn’t even be around a vampire without flinching every time they moved. And no matter what we did or how we tried to help, you just wouldn’t get better.”

My eyes found the logo on the TV, bouncing around from inactivity. I followed it, unable to look at either of them. 

“So Cherie came to us and suggested using compulsion to make you forget,” Danny continued. “At first, we weren’t sure, but you were just so… broken. It killed us to see you that way, so after a few days thinking about it, we all agreed. You included.”

I continued following the bounce of the logo, watching it almost hit the corner perfectly a few times, though it never did. That logo seemed to match what was happening in my head. Memories of my past life and my current one just bouncing around, trying to find their place, but unable to settle into a single timeline. 

“What about them?” I asked. “Have all of them been hiding it from me? Just pretending for a laugh?”

“No,” Danny replied. “I remember Juniper and Ren being pissed when we started discussing it. They wanted nothing to do with it, and everyone else was on the fence. Elsie just…”

“She just wanted you to be okay, and Cherie was very convincing,” Kaylee cut in. “Dana argued a lot against it at first. But she wanted to believe that it was the right thing, I think… So long as you’d be able to move on.”

“In the end, thought, we decided, and Cherie put all of them under as well to smooth things over.”

I chewed on my thumbnail in thought. At least they hadn’t been lying to me. Despite my anger, I was sure they wouldn’t do that to me, but everything felt so fucked up right now. “So I chose to forget. But then why would you push me back to the club? Why couldn’t you just tell me?” 

My question was directed at Kaylee, who looked at the floor in guilty silence. She stayed that way, not giving me a straight answer, until I got back on my feet, my anger at her non-response getting the best of me.

“You pushed me back to them after knowing I couldn’t remember them—remember Cherie—for what? Why would you do that? I deserve a real answer, Kaylee.”

“Fine.” That finally snapped her out of it, forcing her to make eye contact as she sighed. “I thought that…. maybe, if you’d had some time to build up enough new memories that you’d be able to move past it. The compulsion was going to wear off now that Cherie was gone, we all knew that it was just a matter of time—and look at you! It worked! You could be cowering right now, but instead you’re screaming at me, not because I pushed you back onto the laps of monsters but because you missed all that time with them.”

At her words, my entire body deflated, most of my built-up anger suddenly gone and replaced with tiredness. I flopped myself down on the couch next to her, leaning back far enough that I could look at the ceiling.

As much as I still wanted to be mad about the lying, they were right. It did work. I wasn’t afraid of them at all, I just missed them.

I wished I’d gotten the time to grieve Cherie, to say goodbye. And to support my coven through their grief. Be there… Help if I could.

But I wondered… Would I have been a help at all?

A bump to my knee had me looking up at Danny, one of the shit beers they always had onhand offered in their outstretched hand. I twisted the cap and took a long sip from the bottle, letting the bitter bubbles dance over my tongue. 

Then I remembered everything I’d stuffed in my bag and went to get the flash drive. “Can you play this for me?”

I watched as they got their computer and cast it to the TV. 

Tears sprung to my eyes when I saw Cherie’s deep brown eyes and her dark hair pulled back the way it always had been. Danny gave me a moment before pressing play. 

Hello, ma puce.

I am so sorry I’m not doing this in person. For the first time in my very long life, I feel like a coward for not coming to you myself. But there’s nothing that can be done now.

I’m sure by the time you’re seeing this, I won’t be around anymore, and the compulsion has dissipated. I’m so sorry I can’t say goodbye. As head of the coven, I’ve always had to make hard decisions for the good of all of us, and this is one. No matter how you feel about me, there’s a few things I need you to know.

I took a shaky breath, flinching as Kaylee reached over and wiped one of my tears away, giving me an encouraging smile. With that small bit of reassurance, I was able to turn my attention back to the screen.

First, I want you to know that no matter what, O is still your home, one you’re always welcome in. It’s as much yours as it is any of ours, and it will always be that way. 

Second, please don’t hold this against the coven. I’m sure by now everyone knows and has some choice words of their own for me, but I did what had to be done, and I can’t feel sorry about that. Juniper and Ren, if you’re watching this, please don’t throw anything at the screen. I’m not really there, darlings, and as much as you were against this, I hope that you have all found peace with it. 

I couldn’t help the small laugh that escaped me then. I wondered where Juniper was right now. I wondered if Ren had told her yet. 

I hope the compulsion worked. And I hope that, if you’re watching this, you all found your way back to each other and love each other again. You all meant so much to me and so much to one another. Now, and in all hard times, lean on that. Even if you don’t quite remember it all, the feelings are still there. They will all come back in time. So be there for each other and hold each other as long as you can. You never know when you won’t be able to anymore. 

I watched a single tear run down her cheek, falling to her lap below. 

Je vous aime, and I’ll see you all in the afterlife one day.

The screen froze as the video ended, and I glanced at Cherie one last time before grabbing the remote and shutting the screen off, watching it fade to black. 

They let me sit in silence for a few moments, taking it all in. 

“She looked as good as ever,” Kaylee said, trying to lighten the mood.

I barked a laugh, but it only brought more tears. 

Kaylee cuddled me on one side and Danny on the other. None of us said anything, just taking in the silent comfort of one another. 

I couldn’t lie; I was pissed at Cherie. She took away my ability to say goodbye, but at the same time, I understood. From what everyone said, I was inconsolable, afraid of the people I loved so dearly, and wasting away. Given the same situation, I’m not sure what I would have done.

Cherie always did what she had to for the family. Always fell on the sword to keep us safe. And though at times like this I cursed her for it, I also understood it was done out of a love so deep I could hardly fathom it. 

One that led us here. 

And I couldn’t be mad at her for getting me back where I belonged.

I don’t know how long we stayed like that but, eventually, my tears stopped falling, and I was able to pull myself from the pile we’d found ourselves in. As I did, I knew there was something else they needed to see. I headed back over to where I’d dropped my bag on the floor next to the door. 

The clasp snapped open, and I reached for the manila envelope. 

“And then there’s this,” I said as I held it out for them to see.

“What?” they said almost at the same time, both coming toward me.

“Oh my god,” Kaylee gasped. 

“Cherie’s will. The bar. Oh my god, it’s yours,” Danny added. “Vivian Knox. In black and white.”

“Why would she leave it to me?”

“I don’t know,” Danny answered. “But what are you going to do?”

I wasn’t sure, but before I could even think about it, there was a thundering knock on Danny’s door.


elsie
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Before Garrett walked out of O with Dana’s favourite candy dish clutched in his grubby little hands, he made sure to let us know that tonight we’d be hosting a party for him and his friends. 

The crash that followed coming from Dana’s office let me know she was not happy about it—which made me nervous.

I looked around and saw that everyone was dreading Garrett’s party and very sure it would be a complete shitshow. His friends were all dickheads, just like him, and surely wouldn’t give a shit about trashing the place or trying to touch whoever they wanted. 

With the threat of losing the club hanging over our heads, though, we knew we couldn’t say no. So now we would all be stuck getting ready for a night that was sure to be one to remember—and not for any of the right reasons. 

I started pinning up my hair while Juniper did the same to try to repair one of the costumes in the corner. As I looked in the mirror, I was glad Vi wasn’t supposed to be there tonight. If I saw one of those freaks put their disgusting hands on her, nothing would stop me from tearing them to shreds. 

As the thought hit me, a strange feeling came over me. Something about it felt like déjà vu, and it sent a wave of nausea through me. I tried to shake it, chalk it up to nervousness and anxiety about tonight, but the feeling didn’t waver.  

“Ouch,” I heard Juniper call. 

I dropped my mascara and quickly moved toward her. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” she said, looking down at her finger. “I just poked myself.”

I took her hand, seeing the pinprick of blood start to form. Bringing the finger to my mouth, I licked the wound, tasting her until she was no longer bleeding. 

“What was that for?” June asked. 

“A little treat for me,” I said with a smirk.

She offered a barely-there smile back, which for her was basically a laugh. Juniper turned back to her work, but I stood behind her, leaning my chin on her shoulder. The sequins of the outfit she was working on shone in the lights coming down from above. As she fidgeted with it, they would occasionally reflect in my eye, hurting for a brief moment before she moved once again. 

“Feeling nervous?” I asked.

“No, just pissed off at that asshole,” she spat out.

I kissed her neck gently. “Don’t worry; we all are.”

Her body relaxed a bit against mine as she allowed herself to find comfort in me. 

I ran my hand up her thigh and was about to say something naughty and distracting when Dana burst through the curtains, looking crazed and disheveled. 

“I need you guys to see this.”

She didn’t wait before she turned around and bolted back around the thick curtains. We exchanged a look, knowing Dana wouldn’t be this agitated about something small, and followed.

Once we were up in her office, we clicked the door shut. The state of the room told me Garrett had enraged her, and she’d taken it out on whatever was at hand.

“What happ⁠—”

Dana didn’t talk. She simply picked up a piece of paper and shoved it in our faces.

A photo.

I was confused at first. It was me, Dana, Juniper, Ren, and Cherie from what looked like a few years ago.

But Vi was in it too. 

The longer I looked, the more the memories came flooding back. Waking up together slowly, fucking each other into oblivion before doing each other’s nails or playing dress-up in my closet to decide what to wear for the day. 

Vi and I… Vi and all of us.

I felt how much that quality time meant to me, and I couldn’t believe I’d forget something so integral to me.

Juniper gasped audibly.

“Yeah. I know. I just spent a few minutes looking at this myself. And I’m remembering things slowly. Like bits and pieces here and there,” Dana said.

“Fuck,” Juniper said as she sat down on one of the chairs. “This is why⁠—”

“Yes. This is why we seemed to… remember her somehow.” 

“Do we think Vi remembers? Or Ren?” I asked.

Dana shook her head. Normally she was the calm, cool, collected one, but now even she looked lost. 

We stayed silent for a moment. 

I heard combat boots stomping up toward the office and knew exactly who it was. Ren came through the door moments later, looking just as scattered as we all felt. 

“What happened?” Dana asked.

She ran her hand through her short hair before saying, “We went to the bank… The safety deposit box wasn’t her dad’s. It was Cherie’s.”

The entire room went quiet. 

“What the fuck do you mean?” Juniper snapped, and I knew she was trying to make sense of all of it. “I can’t fucking think. These—fucking images—visions— memories are coming back⁠—” 

“I know,” Ren said, cutting her off before shaking her head. “It’s happening to me too. It’s like a movie in my head, and like things are falling into place.” She stopped talking and looked at each of us. “It happened really fast. There were photos in there. Photos of all of us. When I looked at them, memories flooded back from when we were all together. When Vi was in our coven.”

And suddenly, it hit me. “I’m remembering stuff too, but it doesn’t make sense. Why would we forget?”

“Fucking Cherie,” Juniper mumbled.

“What?” Dana asked.

“After the attack… Vi was never the same. Do you remember? She was always scared, even of us. So Cherie… mentioned using compulsion to make Vi forget what happened to her.”

Just as I was about to ask, a memory hit me like a truck. Ren angry, shouting at Cherie while Juniper shoved her hands through her hair. The two of them telling Cherie she had no right. That they could work it out somehow. 

It all came in flashes, and as I looked around, it seemed like everyone was having a similar experience. 

Dana sighed and leaned against her desk. “We told her no; we told her we would never be onboard with it… But it would seem she went and did it anyway. With the bonus of doing it to all of us too, it would seem.”

“But how did she make sure—” Juniper started.

“If I were to guess, probably Danny and Kaylee were in on it. She needed to make sure someone was in the know in case this all went sideways,” Ren reasoned.

“But why now?” I asked. “Why are we remembering?”

“I can only guess,” Juniper offered, “But maybe, after she died, the compulsion started to wear off, which is why I assume I started having those crazy visions of Vi. It was like my body knew her, but I chalked it up to fate or some bullshit.”

“I told her today it was like my heart remembered her from a past life,” Ren adds. “Except it wasn’t a past life at all.”

I nodded; it all made sense. Except I just realized Ren was on her own.

“Wait… What happened with Vi? She must be scared shitless.”

Ren gazed down at her boots, looking like she was in pain. 

“I don’t know. She ran out of the bank. She wouldn’t talk to me or listen. She thought we all knew, and I tried to tell her we didn’t, but she was gone before I could. I came back here, hoping that’s where she’d be.”

“I can’t believe Cherie,” Juniper growled. “Why would she do this?”

“She was probably just thinking about Vi and her safety,” Dana chimed in.

“You always defended her.”

“Because she had to make hard decisions.”

“This one should have included all of us,” Ren said, siding with Juniper. 

“Yes, and both of you were only thinking about yourselves,” Dana all but yelled. I was shocked at her tone. “Vi was dying in front of our eyes.”

“And we could have helped her!” Juniper shot back. 

“Guys…” I tried to interrupt, but they just kept going.

“No, we couldn’t have,” Dana argued. “Don’t you remember? We tried. We all tried for months, but she was withering. I could see it; Cherie could see it. You two were blinded by your own wants.”

“Are you saying we didn’t care about her?” Ren asked, deadly low.

“You fucking know that’s not what I’m saying.”

“Then what are you saying exactly, Dana?” Juniper asked. “That we were selfish assholes for not wanting to let go of someone we loved? For wanting to remember someone so important to us? Maybe we were. Or maybe we’re pissed that Cherie didn’t even give us the choice.”

“What if she hadn’t come back?” Ren asked. “What if we all started to remember but we couldn’t find her anymore? What if we’d lost her forever?”

“Hey, I think we should—” I tried once more, to no avail.

“It wasn’t your choice to make. You didn’t know how Vi felt about it.”

“And you don’t know if she did it with Vi’s permission,” Ren shot back.

“She would never, and you both know that,” Dana defended. 

“Hey!” I shouted over all three of them. Their heads snapped to me at once, as if they’d forgotten I was even there. “You can worry about how you feel and how Cherie betrayed you later. What about where Vi is right now? Or how she’s handling this?”

Everyone’s faces fell somewhere between embarrassment and sadness. I couldn’t feel bad for them right now because Vi needed someone, and obviously everyone else was too focused on their feelings to handle hers, so I guess I needed to do it myself. 

I tore the door open and started to move down the stairs. 

“Where are you going?” Dana called.

“Can you handle the party without me for a while?” I asked.

“Oh yeah, that fucking party—” Juniper started, but I cut her off this time.

“Get it started. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“Elsie, what are you doing?” Ren asked, worried.

“Text me her sibling’s address. I’m going to go get our girl.”

*** 

I knocked on the door of Danny’s hard. There was nowhere else she could have gone; it would make sense for her to go to the people who had known and hadn’t said anything. 

It would also make sense for her to be pissed off at them, but so was I.

“What is wrong with you?” I started as Danny opened the door, not even bothering with a hello. “You knew this was happening and let us all go on believing we didn’t know each other when she meant everything to us? How could you do that to your sister? I⁠—”

“Elsie, baby,” Vi’s sweet voice said as she came up behind Danny. All my anger dissolved as I looked at her, eyes red-rimmed from crying. “It’s okay.”

“What do you mean it’s okay?”

“We talked, and they explained. It was just hard for them to see me that way and… I agreed with Cherie. I told her she could do it.”

Hurt panged in my chest. “You wanted to forget us? Forget me?”

“No,” she replied. “I just wanted to stop being so… frightened of you. I remember it all so well now. Any time anyone tried to touch me, I felt like I was going to faint. I panicked. I was terrified. Cherie just wanted me to have a normal life, and I wanted that too, at least for a little while.”

I moved inside so Danny could close the door and saw Kaylee on the couch.

“But we could have lost⁠—”

“I recall that before Cherie did it, there was one thing I kept telling myself. And I held on to that.”

I swallowed. “What?”

“What we all had, it was forever. No matter what happened, I knew one day we would all find each other again. I was sure of it. And we did. I just wish this wasn’t how it happened.”

A tear fell from my eyes, one I was sure matched hers. I pulled her against me, and she came easily. We stood there like that for a while, just embracing each other, basking in the knowledge that she was right—we did find each other again. Even if it came with a loss. 

“I love you, Vi,” I said when I pulled back. “Eyes all puffy and all.”

“Well, pot, meet kettle. Is this because you have to match me in everything? I remember that now too,” Vi said with a smirk. 

“You are such a jerk.”

“Maybe… but I love you too.” 

My heart filled in that moment. It had felt like there was something missing from me, a hole in my heart that was now complete with her return to us.

I wiped her tears away, and she sighed. 

“I just wish I’d had the same opportunity to say goodbye to Cherie. Or even just to grieve her.”

“I’m so sorry you didn’t, but we can mourn her now, together, the right way. Right after this stupid party. I have to get back. You don’t have to come right now if you’re not ready, but I know everyone wants to see you and talk this through⁠—”

“What party? You mean Garrett got his way?”

“Well, yeah, I mean… He informed us on his way out the door. Dana didn’t really have a choice.”

Vi walked to her bag, a devilish smile on her lips as she threw in a few things that were scattered around and came up next to me. 

“That’s what Garrett thinks, but he’s wrong. I’m coming with you, and we’re going to end this once and for all.
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Nick’s eyebrows made a valiant attempt to find his hairline as Elsie and I walked up to the door. “Well, well,” the vampire blustered, blowing out a low whistle. “Didn’t want to miss out on all the fun?” 

“Judging by your tone, whatever’s going on in there is anything but. No line tonight?” 

“The joys of a private party,” he hissed with a roll of his rusty eyes before adding to Elsie, “Dana’s having a fit. You know what Garrett is like.” 

“A gross, womanizing, mega icky loser?” she offered, leading me past the vampire and down the steps toward the door to the club. 

“Even worse when he’s acting like he owns the place,” Nick sighed. “Good luck, girls. I don’t envy you.” 

“Neither will he when I’m done with him,” I growled, and Nick just looked at me funny but didn’t say a word.

I offered him a little wave, letting the heavy metal door close between us, and the sweltering heat of the place instantly enveloped me like a sickly, sweaty fog. We nodded at Diamond at the coat check, using the left-hand side door to enter the main club, full to bursting with vampires and humans alike. 

Typical for O on a Friday… Yet altogether alien. The entire vibe of the place was off. The donors, usually happy to float from table to table flirting with guests and offering their services, hung back along the edges of the room, casting glances at each other as vampires circled a group of human women that I’d never seen before. Skin pale, lips cracked, and eyes eerily vacant. 

Elsie shuddered beside me, an uncharacteristically protective arm encircling my waist as she pulled me along toward the bar. 

Ren’s gaze found me quickly, her eyes widening slightly in a mix of surprise and obvious relief. 

I felt a little bad about how things had played out at the bank, the melodrama of the situation obvious now that I’d had enough time to calm down and process. Now that I remembered more and had seen Cherie onscreen. Now that I had yelled at my sibling and Kaylee too. 

Even if they had been trying to protect me, they’d hurt me too. And I think we all wished things had gone differently, that compulsion hadn’t been necessary.

That I hadn’t missed out on so much. 

I watched as Ren jumped over the bar, leaving Cole to deal with the long line of customers as she made a beeline for us. She was focused on only one thing, and that was getting to me.

Memories—precious, wonderful memories—of a moment just like this after I’d been released from the hospital a few day’s after Juniper’s birthday made my throat tight and tears prick at the corners of my eyes. 

I love her so much.

A hand encircled my wrist, roughly turning me to face an unpleasant visitor.

“I thought I specifically told you I wanted you on live bar tonight, little snack?” 

I jerked my arm away, glaring up at Garrett’s unevenly stubbled face. 

“I don’t take orders from you.” 

“Whatever. Showgirl—” The way he addressed Elsie made the hairs stand up on the back of my neck with anger. “Aren’t you supposed to be up there?” He jerked his chin toward the stage. “You don’t get paid to pick up takeout orders.” 

“Garrett—” Ren started in a snarl, murderous fury rolling off her, but I put my hand on her arm and cut her off. 

“It’s time for you and all your friends to leave,” I said coolly, bringing Elsie closer to my side. 

“Like fuck it is, snack pack. Getting pretty bold for a walking juice box. You forget I own this place? Own your little girlfriends too?” 

“Funny thing about that,” I called over the music, my hand going into the fold of my purse to locate the manila envelope inside. I pulled it out, removing the document to show the title written in bold font. “No, you don’t. I do.” 

Last Will and Testament.

“As if a piece of fucking paper changes what’s rightfully mine.” Garrett snarled. “I’m owed this, and I think you forget that this room is full of my people, not yours. They aren’t going to just let you take it from me.” 

“It was never yours!” Elsie shouted, turning a couple of heads. “You snake!” 

“Hey, that’s not cool, Els,” Ren said, stepping up to me to back me up and get in Garrett’s face. “Snakes are intelligent predators. Garrett is just an entitled prick who doesn’t deserve to share the same last name as Cherie, much less a part of her legacy.” 

“Besides,” I cut in, shaking the paper in front of the vampire’s nose with a grin. “That’s exactly what this piece of paper does, dumbass. I’m going to need you and your guests to vacate the premises immediately.” 

“We aren’t going anywhere,” Garrett snapped, making a bid to grab the page from me. His mistake was coming at me with human speed, allowing me to pull back just in time, leveling him with a flat glare.

“I mean it, get the fuck out.” 

“Or what?”

“Or…” I glanced at Ren, floundering a little to come up with an adequate threat that I could make against a vampire. 

Being a human at that moment was actually a fucking crock of shit.

Ren nodded toward Garrett encouragingly, her jaw set. 

“Or what, juice box?” he asked again.

My eyes moved back to him, stepping up angrily and backing him slightly into the wall—the red lever just beside him catching my attention. 

“Or I’ll fucking make you.”

Garrett moved so fast none of us had time to react, grabbing me by the front of my shirt so roughly my feet nearly left the floor as he slammed my back into the wall. 

“I’m getting real fuckin’ tired of your attitude,” he snarled. “Is that any way to talk to a man on his birthday?”

Ren reacted immediately, a hand going around Garrett’s neck and squeezing, with Elsie’s sparkly baby pink nail polish catching the lights as she tried to pry his hand away from me. 

“Let go!” she insisted. 

Like anything they did didn’t matter at all, Garrett bore down on me. 

Panic flared to life in my belly, the memory of that vampire in the alleyway now fresh in my mind—but instead of succumbing to the fear that should have made my stomach drop and fingers shake, I was just… angry. 

Angry at Garrett for feeling so entitled to the life Cherie built for us that he’d tried to steal it out from under our noses. 

Angry that he was faster and stronger than me only because he’d made the change.

And, fuck it, I was angry he was stressing out my coven. 

My hand found the wall blindly, sliding along its smooth expanse as I missed my target. 

“Get out,” I snapped one last time as my hand found its mark on the second try, fingers curling around the cool metal and pulling down. 

An alarm blared to life instantly, shrieking over the pounding of the music in a teeth-jittering wail. Ren’s fist found the side of Garrett’s face, his hand slackening around my shirt as he staggered to the side to be bumped and shoved by his party guests as they began to run for the exit, spurred on by a cascade of frigid water coming from the sprinklers overhead.

Elsie squealed, putting her arms up to try and shield her face and hair as bodies collided with our little group, rounding us to head upstairs. 

Garrett recovered, making a move toward Ren that was impeded by Dana’s firm grip on his shoulder, shoving him hard toward the way the crowd was going—the door. 

“I think you were told it’s time to get the fuck out,” she snapped. 

“Yeah,” Elsie said, her bubbly little voice unusually harsh. “The owner kicked you out, Garrett. Don’t come back.”

“You’ve never been welcome here,” Ren added. “That won’t change now.” 

Garrett took one final furious look at the rest of us before he let the crowd swallow him, carrying him out the door and up the stairs onto the street. 

I shoved the paper back into the envelope and into my bag to try and save it from the water just in time for Ren to scoop me up into her arms, twirling us. 

“That’s my girl,” she said happily, catching me in a heavy kiss. “Thank you for coming back.”

“I think I missed enough time I could’ve spent with my coven, don’t you think?” I said, moving my mouth over hers for another kiss. “I’m home.” 

“Yeah, you are,” Dana said, tugging me out of Ren’s grip and into hers. “I’m so fucking sorry, Vi. We didn’t know⁠—”

“You don’t need to be. I was confused and freaked and didn’t know what to do. I know this wasn’t your call.” I hugged her back tightly, eyes squeezing shut as her cool, wet body pressed against mine. 

“What fucking idiot pulled the fire alarm?” Juniper shouted as she came flying out of the back, her soggy orange hair sticking to her face. 

“We were wondering the same thing,” a couple of firefighters asked as they stepped up to our little group in their reflective jackets. 

“Garrett Aubert,” Dana said without missing a beat, heaving an irritated sigh that was so expertly paired with a pinch to the bridge of her nose that even I questioned if I’d been the one to do it. “He was furious that the owner asked him and his friends to leave. God, look at the damage!”

“And are you the owner, miss?” the shorter of the two asked. 

“No, that would be me,” I said proudly, making Juniper gasp quietly behind me. “We all saw him do it. Can you communicate to him that he’s banned from the premises? Should I call the cops? Or the Coven Investigation Unit?” 

“Uhhh.” The taller hesitated. “Can one of you come with us and point him out?”

“On it,” Dana said, following them. “Any way that I can help, really, please.” She cut me a look as she passed, triumph blazing in her warm eyes as she mouthed, Thank you, darling. 

“I’ll get the sprinklers off,” Ren said, kissing me quickly before heading to the back, leaving me standing between Elsie and Juniper.

“Don’t you think the fire alarm was a little overkill?” Juniper asked, though the relief on her face was obvious as she enveloped me in her soft arms.

I pressed a kiss to the side of her head. “Insurance will pay for the remodel. Besides, it's time we shake up tradition a little, don’t you think?”

She caught my lips in a searing kiss, the anxiety of the day melting away as she cuddled in closer, leeching my body heat.

“Whatever, as long as I get to actually enjoy my life with you.” 

“Long one that it is,” Elsie teased, wrapping her arms around my back in a three-person hug. “No matter what happens… We’ll get through it together.” 

The memories that’d haunted me from Juniper’s birthday felt like shadows now, whispers of smoke from a stubbed-out cigarette.

Immaterial.

Unimportant. 

But something was still troubling me. 

“It wasn’t your fault,” I said softly, tilting Juniper’s face to mine. “What happened last year, it wasn’t on you. I know you… blamed yourself a lot. I remember that now.” 

“Vi, I—” she said softly, voice tight with the threat of tears. 

As difficult as my resurfaced memories were, they were just as hard for my family—my coven. 

And I wasn’t going to disappear into myself. Not when they needed me. 

Not ever again. 

“I mean it,” I said, pressing tender kisses along her cheekbone. “I love you, Juniper. And I’m so fucking lucky—no, grateful—that I got to fall in love with you all over again. I think if you had to, you could probably make it a lucky three.” 

“Let’s hope that two is enough to stick,” she said with a weak grin that showed off her pointed fangs. 

My reply was lost to the taste of her blueberry lip balm.
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Ren held the door of the town car open for me as we arrived at the cemetery. The irony that the Lower City didn’t offer burial services wasn’t lost on me, forcing my vampire companions to wear sunglasses and shield themselves with parasols even in the gloom of the last few cloudy days of winter.

Though part of me balked at the idea of a visit when Ren suggested it—why would I want to see the grave of the woman who didn’t offer me the courtesy of saying goodbye?—another part of me still longed for the opportunity to say the things I’d been carrying since I’d opened that safety deposit box and began to remember the vampire that’d turned my entire world upside down. 

Usually for the better.

And I guessed now that I’d had some times to think it over, that it had been for the better this time too.

But… I needed closure. And after what we’d been through, I was pretty damn sure the rest of my coven needed it too. 

Dana, Elsie, and Juniper waited for us patiently at the end of the gravel path, our little fivesome dressed in black as we began the journey toward the Aubert mausoleum. The small, loose stones crackled under my feet, sounding like thunder in the eerie quiet. A cacophony of crunching underfoot as we walked in unison.

Everything felt…. heightened. The beating of my heart, the wind whistling through the trees. The stick of my hair in my lip gloss. All of it. 

Sort of like... Graduation. The kind of event where you’re both immediately aware is bigger and also less exciting than you fully understand in the moment.

Saying goodbye to Cherie was going to be difficult, but it was also necessary. I wasn’t going to be able to let go until I’d taken the time to remember and hold close first.

That’s what today was all about.

I turned toward Juniper, who’d taken the hand Ren wasn’t holding. It sounded crazy, but it was almost like I could sense her presence, even when she wasn’t there.

A few moments later, we all came upon a polished black marble stone, carved with Cherie’s name embossed in gold letters. It was a bit gaudy but perfect for her. If I had to guess, I would say Elsie chose it. She always did love a bit of flair and would’ve encouraged the other girls to have a bit of fun with it. 

Make it less depressing, if they could. 

Though I’d spent the last week trying to come to terms with it, seeing the stone really solidified she was gone. 

Dana approached first, running her hand over the top of the stone.

“We miss you every day, Cher; I hope you know that.” She still had her classic stoic look, but her eyes shone with care.

Next was Elsie. She had brought a bundle of beautiful red roses. “I brought your favourite, it’s been a while since you bought them for all of us… thought I should return the favour.” She smiled a little, though it didn’t touch her eyes. “You weren’t fooling anyone, baby, we knew they were your faovurite and you just wanted to look at them.” She let out a tearful giggle as she bent to place the flowers infront of the stone. “And we liked that too, for the record. Seeing you happy.” She stepped away and moved to stand next to Dana, leaning into her to rest her head on her shoulder.

Ren went next. She stood in silence for a long moment, her dark eyes tracing the indentations in the stone. I realised she didn’t know what to say, but I knew she was all up in her thoughts, and we all gave her the space to do that. 

Then Juniper approached. She’d been the most apprehensive to come, still troubled by the manipulation and lying no matter how many times she watched Cherie’s message.

I couldn’t blame her… It was… A lot.

She stood there for a long moment, her auburn hair blowing behind her in the wind.

“I want to be mad at you,” she started. “I want to be so mad at you, but I can’t. I’ve never had trouble holding a grudge, except when it came to you. I couldn’t do it while you were alive, and I can’t do it now.” She took a deep, shaky breath. “Though I wish you had told us, I still love you so deeply.”

She stepped away, and finally, it was my turn. I didn’t even know what I would say. Tried my best not to think about it, honestly, and when I did, none of it sounded right. It was like I couldn’t articulate how I felt. 

Maybe Ren had the right approach to this.

But as I moved toward the grave and kneeled in front of it, letting the dew of the grass sink into the knees of my jeans, I suddenly knew.

I pressed my hand against the stone, just needing to feel closer.

“Thank you. You did something so… difficult to save me. A decision I don’t know if anyone else could have made. You gave me my peace, and you gave me my coven back, and I will be grateful for that every day.”

Tears once again began to fall from my eyes.

“Even so, I’m still so mad I didn’t get to say goodbye. I feel like you took that from me. I couldn’t be there to make you soup or kiss your injuries, or whatever you do for sick people.” A breathy laugh left me at that. “I want you to know that I’ll always protect the girls, the club, everything you held dear. And I’ll never take this gift you gave us for granted. We love you. I love you, and your legacy will live on, I promise you that.”

With that, I stood. The grass stains on my knees were a temporary reminder that’d wash away with a warm bath and a glass of wine the moment I stepped foot into our apartment. It was hard to feel too guilty about it; I was sure this wouldn’t be the last time we’d visit the woman who had turned us from strangers into family… twice.

Strangers. Lovers. Strangers again. 

And then, against all odds, finding each other and falling back into love like no time had ever passed at all. 

I turned, taking a moment to fully take in the sight of my coven. One of Juniper and Dana’s arms was wrapped around Elsie’s shoulders as she wept, the other shielding their sensitive skin and eyes from the dim sunlight peeking between the clouds. Ren crouched to make eye contact as she spoke to her softly, a tattooed hand reaching up to gently wipe away the tears sliding down her cheeks. 

“Ready to go?” Dana called, jerking her head for me to join them. 

“Yeah. Hey, Elsie, do you want to go get some ice cream?” I offered, joining my family with arms outstretched. 

Elsie darted forward, wrapping herself around my centre, head thunking heavily down onto my chest. “Raspberry cheesecake?” 

“Is there any other flavour?” I asked in mock horror, earning myself a watery laugh. 

“No.” 

“Didn’t think so.” 

I kept an arm around her waist, leading her back down the path with Dana jogging to keep the parasol over Elsie. 

Ren joined us on my other side, her hand sliding over my wrist before her fingers hooked into my bracelet momentarily. A reminder of who I belonged to. 

The family I’d found. 

I looked up into the vampire’s face, her dark monolid eyes and the flat bridge of her nose. Beautifully handsome, even more so than the first day I’d seen her in that coffee shop. 

Or even before that, when we first met as I’d stumbled into O barely able to walk in my heels to demand a job. 

And for the first time, in a really, really long time… I wasn’t worried about my next rent payment. If my mom was going to be okay. If I’d still have to crash on Kaylee’s couch. 

The only thought that remained was whether or not Ren would hog all the covers that night. 

And that was a sacrifice I was willing to make. 

I mean… What’s eternity without a little compromise?
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